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Preface

The historian of Jewish modernization is faced with the formidable
challenge of recreating in all its vitality the dramatic and convoluted historical
development that gave birth to the contemporary Jewish world. One of the
most fascinating and telling areas to explore regarding the aspirations of the
Jews to drastically alter their values, modes of thought, and collective future is
that of the elite of maskilim (enlightened Jews). This book is devoted to the
history of the eighteenth-century Haskalah (Enlightenment) movement, weav-
ing it into the broad and prolonged story of the changes that affected the Jew-
ish people in the modern era. It provides a wide-scope reconstruction of the
historical development and its ideas, and describes the public storms and the
initial shocks that attended modernization.

The book opens in the early eighteenth century, with the story of several
young men in European Ashkenazi society, who embarked on a conscious,
deliberate course to change their cultural environment. They were motivated
by a sense of intellectual inferiority, as well as by the strong desire to partake
of the domains of knowledge of a cultural renaissance—the redemption of sci-
ence and philosophy—the entrance to which had been denied them by those
holding the keys to the traditional library. In relation to the state of knowledge
and those who monopolized it, this was a subversive trend that began to break
new ground for an alternative route. In the last quarter of the century, over a
period of twenty years (1778–1797), this cultural trend crystallized into the
Haskalah movement. With the intensification of the maskilim’s revolutionary
demands for an autonomous status and the right to speak out on current
issues and to shape culture, the critical and modernist character of the Haska-
lah became clear. As soon as it did, the guardians of the existing order sounded
an alarm, and an inevitable struggle ensued between the two competing
elites—the rabbinical-traditional elite and the innovative maskilic elite with its
liberal worldview. The front lines of the Jewish culture war, then, were already
drawn. The unity of the pre-modern Jewish society, at least in the minds of its
members, was shattered once and for all. In the history of Jewish culture, the
modern era opened, marked by controversies, conflicts and schisms.

When I entered the field of historical research, I was intrigued by the sub-
ject of the Haskalah movement. I realized that by attempting to fully under-
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stand it and all its ramifications, the scholar and student would gain a compass
for navigating the complex map of the various paths of modernization. The
Haskalah is a dynamic phenomenon of transition from tradition to modernity,
and its bearers are the maskilim. Each and every one of them experienced, in
his own way, a profound cultural conversion. Hence one must try to compre-
hend the mind and soul of the maskil, his qualms, his rebelliousness, and his
special traditional-secular language. Generations of research have greatly
enriched the picture of the eighteenth century. The accepted model, which
placed the Haskalah in Germany and Moses Mendelssohn at the epicenter of
the changes of the modern era, has been undermined, since the formulation
of other and different models of modernization, in which the movement is not
seen as the agent of change, such as the model of the Sephardi diaspora in
Western Europe, ‘‘Port Jews’’ in Italian Trieste, or British Jewry.

My intent in this book is to show that, despite this, the value of the
Haskalah should not be underestimated. On the contrary, the enlightenment
movement led by the maskilim in Europe represented the conscious process
of modernization and signified the point of departure of the major trends in
intellectual history and in the history of the Jewish public sphere from the
eighteenth century and thereafter. In my previous book, Haskalah and History,
I attempted to prove that the ideology of the Haskalah was responsible for a
series of manipulations of the past in all of the movement’s metamorphoses,
in particular in nineteenth-century Eastern Europe. That book centered on
one of the most influential inventions of the Haskalah—the ‘‘modern age’’ in
Jewish culture. The historical space of the present book is confined to the eigh-
teenth century. It describes in detail—and I hope with the sensitivity it mer-
its—the process in which the modern and secular intellectual elite came into
being.

I was faced with three main tasks in writing this book. The first was to
uncover new historical sources that would enable me to paint a complete pic-
ture of the Haskalah movement. By examining letters, contemporary news-
papers, documentary material spread throughout the issues of Hame’asef,
unknown manuscripts, neglected figures, and forgotten books, I was able to
present as full a picture as possible, and on more than one occasion to observe
the maskilim from a variety of vantage points: through their self-consciousness
and their experiential worlds, through the eyes of their adversaries and
through the testimony of observers outside of Jewish society.

My second task was to reinterpret the Haskalah movement and to explain
its historical significance. To a large extent, I was inspired by the insights
offered by the recent research on the European Enlightenment and was helped
by freeing myself of the perception of the Haskalah as a movement of German
Jewry only. I felt it was particularly important to properly present the role
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played by Mendelssohn, who had been unjustly accorded the status of the
father or the founder of the Haskalah; to connect the history of ideas and the
social history of the Enlightenment; and to avoid linking the Haskalah to an
analysis of political and social phenomena, such as emancipation, religious
reform, and assimilation.

My third task was to weave the story of the Haskalah movement as a
chronological story line, since by reconstructing it along the time axis, I was
able to avoid leaving it solely within the realm of ideas. I chose to tell the story
of the movement beginning with its emergence as the early Haskalah, through
its development and its attempts at institutionalization, and ending with its
dissolution at the end of the century. As I strove to reconstruct the story of
the Haskalah, to tie all the threads together and to listen to the orthodox
counterreactions, I came to realize that this was indeed the story of a revolu-
tion.

I collected the vast amount of documentation that underpins this book
over many years. I reread the known sources and made every effort to search
in dark corners and discover new ones. I was assisted by the treasures found in
many libraries, including the Bodleian Library at Oxford, the British Museum
Library in London, the Rosentalean Library in Amsterdam, the Weidner
Library at Harvard University, the main archive on Jewish History in Jerusa-
lem, and the National and University Library in Jerusalem, which has the rich-
est, most complete collection on the Haskalah and has served for me as an
excellent laboratory for historical research since I first began my studies at the
Hebrew University.

I began writing the Hebrew version of this book in 1996, at the Harvard
University Center for Jewish Studies, to which I had been invited as a Harry
Starr Fellow. Several chapters were written while I was a research fellow at the
Hebrew University Institute for Advanced Studies in Jerusalem and a fellow in
the research group on the Haskalah at the Center for Jewish Studies of the
University of Pennsylvania. I finished writing it in the summer of 2000, in the
department of Hebrew and Jewish studies of the University College in London,
to which I was invited as a fellow through the generosity of John Klier and
Ada Rappaport-Albert.

The thriving research on the Haskalah movement, the appearance of arti-
cles and books on various issues related to the modernization of European
Jewry and the Haskalah, the conduct of various research projects, and the
organization of a series of international conferences and seminars enabled me
to base the book on an intellectual space that branched out and crossed geo-
graphical boundaries. In recent years, a group of scholars from Israel, the
United States, and Europe has been carrying on a fascinating discourse, and
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each of them has been making his own contribution to solving the riddles of
Jewish modernization.

I am grateful to all my colleagues and friends, with whom I held discus-
sions over the years that enabled me to write this comprehensive book. I
should like to make special mention of several historians who have shown a
keen interest in my research, and whose reactions, criticism, encouragement,
and good will have been a source of inspiration: David Sorkin of the University
of Madison, Michael Heyd and Shmuel Werses of the Hebrew University of
Jerusalem, and Michael Meyer of Hebrew Union College. I owe a special debt
of gratitude to David Ruderman of the University of Pennsylvania, who was
helpful in arranging for the translation and publication of this book in the
University of Pennsylvania’s new series.

I received generous grants for the translation of this book from Mr. Felix
Posen, who has always shown a special interest in studies on the moderniza-
tion and secularization of the Jews, and from the Littauer Foundation. I am
indebted to them, for without their assistance this book could not have been
published.

For several years, research on the eighteenth-century Haskalah movement
has been a major project of the Samuel Braun Chair for the History of the Jews
in Prussia, at Bar-Ilan University, and the Chair has generously assisted me in
the translation and publication of this book.



Introduction: The Jews and the
Enlightenment

The Haskalah movement had no less a historical impact on the
Jews than did the French Revolution on the history of Europe. A conscious
and deliberate revolution began as soon as the first maskil mounted the public
Jewish stage and proclaimed the independence of the republic of maskilim:
Listen to me! I bear a reformist and redemptive vision that will be fulfilled in
this world; I speak of an all-embracing criticism of the ills of existing Jewish
life, and I have a detailed plan for the rehabilitation of our society and culture.
I come armed with new knowledge, am attentive to European culture, and am
capable of reading the changing map of history and correctly and precisely
interpreting its codes. My senses are particularly attuned to the changes of the
time and I hold a compass that helps me navigate between the paths of present
and future without repeating the errors of the past.

The maskil had no troops behind him. His audience was small and selec-
tive, and he himself usually lacked any recognized religious-rabbinical author-
ity. Nor, for the most part, did he possess the attributes of the high social
class—capital and illustrious lineage. His only weapons were knowledge, a
quill, and a bottle of ink, as well as a powerful urge to immortalize his words
in print and to disseminate them widely. Nonetheless, he represented a new,
unprecedented elite, which felt it was its duty to chastise and educate the pub-
lic, and to promote alternative ideas. It was here that the revolution burst
forth; here the historical process of a shift in sovereignty in the Jewish commu-
nity began: an intellectual elite appeared that confronted the rabbinical, schol-
arly elite of the Jewish ancien régime and competed with it. The emergence of
this elite in no way resembled the popular militant assault on the Bastille,
which in France symbolized the revolt against the monarchy. But it was similar
to what occurred on June 17, 1789, when a bourgeois elite of professionals and
intellectuals, leaders of the Third Estate announced that from then on it would
be the ‘‘National Assembly,’’ and claimed sovereignty in France. This political-
declarative act shattered the foundations of the ancien régime, which, until
then had rested on the king’s absolute sovereignty and on the privileges of the
aristocracy and the church. True, the relatively small elite of maskilim in the
eighteenth century did not enjoy the support of a broad popular camp, nor
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did the traditional leadership of rabbis and community leaders vacate their
seats for the maskilim. But, had it not been for that revolutionary emergence
of a new Jewish intelligentsia, no modern public sphere of Jewish culture—the
new book market, the new ideological and religious movements of the nine-
teenth and twentieth centuries and their debates, and the press as a forum for
political and cultural discourse—none of these would have been created in the
modern era. This intelligentsia was secular insofar as its source of authority
and the texture of its ideas were concerned (although it was multifaceted in its
commitment to tradition), and at its center stood the modern Jewish intellec-
tual.

The implications of this revolution, which took place in Europe from the
eighteenth century, were truly remarkable. The internal Jewish public debate
now left the Torah study halls, synagogues, community council meetings, rab-
binical responsa, books of ethics and sermons, and moved into the multilin-
gual periodicals, literary clubs, the republic of letters, and private homes. One
of the results of this process was the creation of a new Jewish library. The reli-
gious establishment’s monopoly on knowledge was broken and so too was its
monopoly on the guidance of the community, on criticism and moral preach-
ing, on education, and even on the most intimate aspects of life—dress, man-
ners, and family.

The path of the Haskalah, like that of the French Revolution, was far from
smooth. From the outset, it was divided by various trends, some more
extreme, others more moderate, and its strengths and achievements varied
according to time and place. Nor was it free of internal rivalries and dialectic
processes that greatly unsettled many maskilim, hurling them from one posi-
tion to another—from a zealous militant awakening to plans for fundamental
reform, to incisive soul searching, disillusionment, denial, to a return to con-
servatism, to a search for harmony, and in some cases also to rapprochement
with the orthodox opponents of the Haskalah. It was a multifaceted move-
ment, in which the old and the new contended with one another over the
changing ratio of its components. The Haskalah is often depicted as being elu-
sive, difficult to describe precisely, but this is merely a typical expression of an
historical interim period—a transition that reflects the maskilic dualism, its
shaky path along the thin line separating the traditional and the modern, and
its attempt to employ checks and balances to guide the Jews on their journey
into a changing world.1

This book reconstructs the story of the Jewish revolution of enlighten-
ment, in particular the formation of the republic of maskilic writers in Euro-
pean Jewry, as it gradually developed throughout the eighteenth century. The
founders of this republic provided an avenue of secularization for Jewish soci-
ety and culture, formulated the first modern ideology to emerge in Jewry,
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sowed the seeds of Jewish liberalism, and sparked the orthodox counter-reac-
tion that culminated in the outbreak of a Kulturkampf. The story of the
maskilic revolution in the Ashkenazi communities between Vilna and Amster-
dam is a chapter of history best viewed from within, enabling the reader to see
how it developed and influenced the traditional cultural patterns, religion, and
society of eighteenth-century European Jewry. Many of the problems that con-
fronted the maskilim, in particular the key question of whether it was legiti-
mate to introduce nonreligious knowledge into Jewish culture, were unique.
They stemmed from the Jewish context and in part were also a subject of dis-
cussion and polemics in the pre-modern era (for example, the medieval debate
on the legitimacy of philosophy). The Haskalah’s confrontations with its
opponents within Jewry constitute one of the most fascinating chapters in the
history of the dramatic and traumatic encounter between the Jews and moder-
nity. But the basic assumption here is also that the Haskalah was the Jewish
case of the European Enlightenment, and as such cannot be isolated from
eighteenth-century Europe. Even if the classical culture of the Enlightenment,
such as Diderot’s and d’Alembert’s Encyclopédie, Montesquieu’s, Voltaire’s,
and Rousseau’s writings, Hume’s philosophy, Hogarth’s paintings, Fielding’s
novels, and Mozart’s music filled but a secondary role in the Haskalah, there
was nonetheless a great similarity in mentality, values, worldview, self-con-
sciousness, and rhetoric, which justifies classifying the Haskalah as part of the
culture of the Enlightenment, or the Aufklärung, as it is known in German.

What was the Enlightenment? This question was posed by some who
lived in the period, in the famous discussion held in Prussia in 1784 on the
pages of the periodical of the German circle of the Enlightened, the Berlinische
Monatsschrift. The reply of the famous philosopher from Königsberg Univer-
sity, Immanuel Kant, was a classic one. He refrained from suggesting any phil-
osophical characteristics for the doctrine of enlightenment, emphasizing
instead the immense mental upheaval it was causing at the time: ‘‘Enlighten-
ment is man’s release from his self-incurred tutelage. Tutelage is man’s inabil-
ity to make use of his understanding without direction from another. Self-
incurred in this tutelage when its cause lies not in lack of reason but in lack of
resolution and courage to use it without direction from another. Sapere aude!
Have courage to use your own reason!—that is the motto of enlightenment.’’2

The explosive nature of this brief definition lies in its sweeping criticism of the
‘‘old’’ world, in which man, out of pessimism and passivity, allows the existing
order to dictate his life and those possessing religious and spiritual authority
to determine for him what is truth. In contrast, the enlightened man is an
autonomous, rational, and skeptical person, who has the power to free himself
of the shackles of the past and authority, and to pave new and better ways for
himself and for all of humanity.
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Kant’s consciousness that the Enlightenment is the most dominant
progressive historical process of the eighteenth century was shared by many
members of the European elites. This critical and activist—but also optimis-
tic—ethos was cherished by members of the aristocracy and the bourgeoisie:
scholars, publishers, writers, journalists, university professors, scientists, phy-
sicians, and lawyers, as well as senior government officials in France, in the
German states, in Scotland, Italy, and other countries in Europe from the
beginning of the century. Together they formed an imagined, informal intel-
lectual community of writers and readers—the ‘‘literary republic’’ of the
Enlightenment. Its members were partners in the project of enlightenment,
which was conducted through the written and printed word, primarily in
French, but also in German, English, and Italian. On the local level, the institu-
tionalized or private meeting places of the citizens of this republic were acade-
mies of science, lodges of the Freemasons, reading societies, cafes, and literary
salons.3 The knowledge they accumulated and attempted to disseminate (in
particular, the new Newtonian science, rational philosophy, and world his-
tory), the humanistic sensitivity and rational thought became power in their
hands, and with it, they strove, with varying degrees of zeal, to transform
the world in which they lived. The search for knowledge and truth was not
limited to scholarship for its own sake; rather it was a means of formulating
an ideological agenda for an optimistic, utopian purpose—to improve man’s
condition, freedom, and morality, and to enhance his happiness.4 Although
there was a broad range of opinion in this republic, in Isaiah Berlin’s view:
‘‘There was a wide area of agreement about fundamental points: the reality of
natural law (no longer formulated in the language of orthodox Catholic or
Protestant doctrine), of eternal principles by following which alone men could
become wise, happy, virtuous and free.’’5 The clergy monopoly on knowledge
was broken, and the intellectuals committed to enlightenment now demanded
a share in it for themselves. They challenged the validity and usefulness of tra-
ditional knowledge. In fact, as soon as there was a secular intelligentsia, large
enough and strong enough to pose a threatening challenge to the clergy, the
Enlightenment contributed to the sweeping secularization of the European
intellectual world and its elite.6 The men of the eighteenth-century Enlighten-
ment, Robert Darnton claimed, were ‘‘the secular apostles of civilization, in
opposition to the champions of tradition religious orthodoxy.’’7 These ‘‘apos-
tles’’ developed a self-consciousness of ‘‘us’’ against ‘‘them,’’ and some of their
most prominent and enthusiastic spokesmen launched a Kulturkampf, criticiz-
ing, with heavy irony and sarcasm, institutions, prejudices, and superstitions,
and calling for freedom and religious tolerance. For example, Candide, Vol-
taire’s hero in the most incisive philosophical novel of the Enlightenment, asks
‘‘What sort of world is this?’’ and the reply he hears is ‘‘Something very mad
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and very abominable.’’ And on another occasion, despairing of the human
species, Candide wondered whether ‘‘men have always massacred each other
as they do today, always been liars, cheats, faithbreakers, ingrates, brigands,
weaklings, rovers, cowards, enviers, gluttons, drunkards, misers, self-seekers,
carnivores, calumniators, debauchers, fanatics, hypocrites and fools?’’ Only
Eldorado, the utopian land of gold that Candide and his friends discover, is
totally devoid of those fanatic monopolists of knowledge: ‘‘monks, to teach, to
dispute, to govern, to intrigue and to have people burned who are not of their
opinion.’’8

Such relatively radical trends were particularly typical of the French
Enlightenment, while in Germany, the main arena in which the Haskalah
developed, political and religious criticism was far more moderate. Immanuel
Kant, the Prussian citizen who formulated the revolutionary version of the
Enlightenment, was also the one who limited it to the expression of views,
being totally opposed to any breach of discipline on the part of Prussian citi-
zens or any Christians. ‘‘Only one who is himself enlightened,’’ Kant wrote
about the king of Prussia, Frederick the Great, ‘‘is not afraid of shadows, and
has a numerous and well-disciplined army to assure public peace can say:
‘Argue as much as you will, and about what you will, only obey!’ ’’9 The philos-
opher Moses Mendelssohn, who was also a Prussian citizen but enjoyed fewer
rights because he was Jewish, preceded Kant in replying to the question,
‘‘What is Enlightenment?’’ He was, however, considerably more cautious.

If it is not possible to disseminate a certain truth that is beneficial to man and embel-
lishing, without totally demolishing the principles of religion and ethics that dwell in
him, then the disseminator of Enlightenment, to whom virtue is dear, should behave
with caution and moderation, and he would do well to suffer the prejudice rather than
to expel together with it the truth that is inseparably bound up with it . . . the misuse
of Enlightenment weakens the moral sense, gives rise to obstinacy, egotism, heresy and
anarchy.10

Undoubtedly these words of warning about the Enlightenment, which
already bear the seeds of the Counter-Enlightenment, were not merely a decla-
ration of faith in the existing order and religion. They also contained a forceful
expression of the awareness of the two Prussian intellectuals, Kant and Men-
delssohn, five years before the French Revolution, that if the Enlightenment
were not restrained by its thinkers and proponents, it would carry a revolu-
tionary potential, one that threatened to shatter the old regime to bits.

The Enlightenment assailed the Jews from without and within, posing
enormous challenges to them that left a deep imprint on their history. The
‘‘rationalist shift,’’ as Jacob Katz termed it, in political and philosophical
thought enabled an approach that advocated a secular state, moved the public
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debate about the place of the Jews in the society and state from Christian
theological tracks to secular-rationalistic tracks, and influenced emancipative
legislation.11 The emergence of the idea of religious tolerance, one of the out-
standing by-products of the Enlightenment, allowed intellectuals and states-
men to consider, for the first time, persuasive reasons for eradicating
discrimination against the Jews, to present it as one of the prejudices that pre-
vailed in the dark era of religious fanaticism, and to arrive at diversified pro-
grams for integrating the Jews into the secular state. These programs were
based on two models: the relatively moderate model of enlightened absolut-
ism, which called for the transformation of the Jews as a prerequisite for giving
them rights (for example in the Austrian empire), and the far more radical
and sweeping model, of legislative emancipation in revolutionary France.12

However, from the outset, the rationalist shift turned out to be a double-
edged sword. The deistic criticism of Christianity, which began in the seven-
teenth century and reached its peak with Voltaire in the eighteenth century,
also dialectically made basic assumptions about the negation of Judaism and
criticism of the Jews, assumptions not based on religious reasoning, as in the
past, but rather on secular historical observation. A new examination of the
Bible and of Jewish history led many of the deists to an evaluation of the Jews
that contradicted many values of the Enlightenment—Judaism is a religion of
superstitions, of cruel commandments attributed to God, of the manipulative
rule of priests, and of barbaric behavior opposed to humanism and morality.13

Of course, there was not complete agreement among the deists, and a great
divide separated, for example, John Toland and Voltaire. In 1714, Toland sug-
gested that the Jews be allowed to become British citizens, and wrote a harsh
accusatory essay against Christianity, holding it responsible for the prolonged
suffering of the Jews.14 In contrast, Voltaire concluded his satirical essay on
Jewish history, in his 1764 Philosophical Dictionary, with the famous sentence,
‘‘In short, we find in them only an ignorant and barbarous people, who have
long united the most sordid avarice with the most detestable superstition and
the most invincible hatred for every people by whom they are tolerated and
enriched. Still, we ought not to burn them.’’15 But there is no overlooking the
fact at the height of the Jean Calas affair, during which Voltaire angrily lashed
out at Christian fanaticism, he somewhat tempered his sweeping criticism of
ancient Judaism. In his 1763 ‘‘Treatise on Toleration,’’ Voltaire argued, this
time without his typical cynicism, that a perusal of the Bible and the ancient
Jewish historical sources would also reveal, beneath the murkiness of horrify-
ing barbarism, some rays of light of universal tolerance.16 Most of the thinkers
and statesmen who related to the question of the Jews on the basis of Enlight-
enment criteria laid down the same condition, explicitly or implicitly—the
Jews must change. Rights, recognition, acceptance, and a change in the tradi-
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tional hostile attitude toward the Jews would be given in exchange for a com-
mitment on their part to undergo rejuvenation—to be reeducated, to intern-
alize the values of Enlightenment, to be Europeanized, and to totally expunge
the flaws in their culture, religion, and morality.17 Kant, for example, went
even further, and at the end of the eighteenth century, expected the Jews to
almost totally abandon their traditional religion and the rituals of the practical
commandments, as a prerequisite for receiving civil rights in the state.18

The Enlightenment entered the world of traditional pre-modern Ashken-
azi society bearing a contradictory message—a promise to abolish the legal
restrictions on Jews and to take them out of the ghetto, along with a direct
threat to their religious and cultural heritage. Enlightened public opinion and
the modern state laid down a series of demands for the removal of the obsta-
cles that hindered the Jews’ integration into society and the state and the weak-
ening of their communal autonomy. However, the far more significant
challenge posed by the Enlightenment was the double message of hope and
threat that it bore from within: the promise of a joyful era, a kind of redemp-
tion on earth, and a real alleviation of the hardships of exile, on the one hand,
and the undermining of the ‘‘old order,’’ a blow to rabbinical hegemony and
control over knowledge and education, and indirectly also to the lifestyle dic-
tated by religious norms, on the other. Many chapters in the modern social
and cultural history of the Jews are no more than recapitulations of the argu-
ment between those who welcomed the Enlightenment, seeing in it a promise,
and those who had no doubt that it was the worst enemy ever to rise up against
Judaism. Although rationalist criticism had already been leveled from within
Jewry in the seventeenth century, it was confined to the Western Sephardic
diaspora and to fascinating, but rather exceptional heterodox figures like the
deist Uriel D’Acosta and the famous pantheist Baruch Spinoza, who ques-
tioned the divine authority of the Bible and criticized what to their minds were
the superstitions in Jewish religion. But this threat posed by several audacious
individuals, who did not form any movement or develop any ideology directed
at the overall Jewish public with the aim of fundamentally changing it, was
met by communities that generally succeeded in ousting deviants from their
midst or silencing them with the threat of excommunication.19

In the eighteenth century, it was the Haskalah movement that posed a far
more significant challenge to the traditional society and its elite leadership,
in the name of Enlightenment values. Its spokesmen demanded tolerance and
freedom of opinion in Jewish life, broke the religious monopoly on knowledge
and public guidance, built a new library, and did their utmost to alter the Jew-
ish educational system. Moreover, they saw themselves as an alternative elite,
one that was dissatisfied with the existing reality, and proposed a new public
discourse and a different agenda. The maskilim internalized various values of
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the Enlightenment and based the transformative ideology of the Haskalah on
their criticism of the existing situation and on the great vision of a rehabili-
tated Jewry.

The maskilim’s revolution of enlightenment was unquestionably one of
the most important formative events in the history of European Jewry. How-
ever, eighteenth-century Jewry was not marked by stability; nor did it stagnate
while it awaited the advent of the Haskalah. The ‘‘tradition and crisis’’ model
depicts a long period of continuity, until Moses Mendelssohn and his ‘‘disci-
ples’’ appeared upon the scene and shattered the foundation of the leadership
by force of rationalism and their association with the social frameworks of the
German intellectual elite. But, in reality, this was a particularly dynamic cen-
tury. For both Christians and Jews, it was not only the ‘‘century of enlighten-
ment.’’ For the Ashkenazi Jews, it was a century of division, of the emergence
of separate camps and the beginning of the internal struggle over hegemony.
It was the century in which the uniformity and totality of the traditional world
was smashed, from without and from within. From without: the differentia-
tion in the legal status of the Jews under various rulers and regimes in Europe,
manifested, for example, in the divergence between the expulsion of Prague
Jewry by the Catholic empress Maria Teresa, in the 1740s, and the majority
vote granting emancipation to Jews in the National Assembly of Paris in the
1790s. And from within—moderate and radical Sabbatianism, Pietism, Hasid-
ism, rabbinical opposition to Hasidism, the early and the late Haskalah, accul-
turation, apostasy, and orthodoxy.

The number of Jews in Europe ranged from between about seven hun-
dred thousand early in the century to more than a million and a half toward
its end (out of more than two million Jews in the entire world). Some of the
more prominent Jewish figures of the eighteenth century were the Vilna Gaon,
who represented the ethos of talmudic scholarship at its height and zealously
defended it against the threat of the pietistic, enthusiastic religiosity of the
Hasidim; Moses Hayim Luzzatto (the Ramhal), who represented Kabbalistic
religiosity that purported to be divinely inspired and was seen as a threat to
the accepted religious order; Jacob Frank, the idolized, libertine leader of a
radical Sabbatian sect in the middle of the century; the Jerusalem rabbi Moses
Hagiz, who waged a fierce battle against the Sabbatians and apostates; Israel
Ben-Eliezer, better known as the Baal Shem Tov, the miracle worker and
expert in magic from Medzibezh, regarded by the Hasidic movement as its
founding father; the Berlin philosopher Moses Mendelssohn; the poet, linguist,
and commentator on the Bible Naphtali Herz Wessely; the physician and phi-
losopher Marcus Herz, who was a student of Kant’s; the well-known rabbis
and rivals Jacob Emden and Jonathan Eybeschütz; the Berlin intellectual Rahel
Levin, whose home became a cultural salon; and many others.
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In the eighteenth century, Jewish life in Europe was marked by polarized
trends that aroused tremendous fervor. Throughout the entire century, an
underground Sabbatian movement existed, which legitimated religious-radical
permissiveness and evoked no end of scandals; circles of talmudic scholars
were supported by philanthropists; messianic anticipations and calculations of
the end of days excited mystics and rationalists alike; wealthy elites became
increasingly acculturated and adopted the bourgeoisie ethos of Europe in the
lifestyle and aristocratic culture of the Baroque and Rococo periods. Secular-
ization was expressed in the lifestyle of the urban economic elite in Germany,
Austria, Bohemia, Holland, and England. It was reflected, for example, in the
renewed interest in medieval Jewish philosophy, one of whose most ardent
disciples was Moses Mendelssohn of Dessau.20 The reprinting, after two hun-
dred years, of Maimonides’s Guide for the Perplexed (1742) in the Jesnitz print-
ing house near Dessau, was a symbol of this interest and a source of
inspiration.

Polish Jewry continued to supply community rabbis and teachers to Ash-
kenazi Jewry in the states of Germany, in France, Holland, and Austria. In
journeying from Lithuania to Prussia in the 1770s, the scholar Solomon Mai-
mon, who would later become a German philosopher, followed a well-known
geographical and cultural path. Even though his purpose was a radical cultural
conversion, he was regarded in Germany as a Polish talmudic scholar.21

Despite these meetings and contacts, the cultural boundary between the Jews
of Eastern Europe and those of Central and Western Europe became even
more clearly defined toward the end of the century. This process was greatly
furthered by the partitions of Poland (1772–95) between Russia, Austria, and
Prussia, and the political changes introduced by enlightened absolutism in
Central Europe (in particular Joseph II’s tolerant legislation, 1781–89). Of
course, the spread of Hasidism in Eastern Europe and the inception of the
Haskalah in Central Europe also contributed to the erection of the cultural
barrier, which grew higher and higher, between the two parts of Ashkenazi
Jewry, in the last quarter of the century.22 In any event, the processes of mod-
ernization during this period had not yet considerably weakened the strength
of the community or the authority of its leadership, nor had it as yet freed the
Jews from the restrictions the state had imposed on them. Even the lives of
individualists and proponents of Enlightenment, like Mendelssohn and Mai-
mon, were constricted by the special legislation that discriminated against the
Jews and reduced their opportunities for employment; consequently they had
to rely on the help of wealthy Jews and community institutions.

Paradoxically, although the Haskalah has become one of the chief topics
of modern Jewish historiography, so that there is hardly a historian who has
failed to include it when depicting Jewish modernization, a book devoted
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entirely to the history of the eighteenth-century Haskalah movement has never
been written. Since Jost and Graetz in the nineteenth century, and Michael
Meyer, Raphael Mahler, Jacob Katz, and Michael Graetz in the twentieth, the
Haskalah has been assigned a central role in the many changes that German
Jews have undergone in the modern age.23 Exceptional attention has been
devoted, of course, to Moses Mendelssohn, and Alexander Altmann’s monu-
mental biography is unquestionably a major contribution to the study of the
Haskalah.24 However, it seems that, in most instances, the Haskalah has been
harnessed to fill the particular role assigned it in the historical narratives. The
historical Mendelssohn has become the mythological Mendelssohn, symboliz-
ing either the marvelous, truly admirable fulfillment of German Jewry’s vision
of emancipation or, on the contrary, the commencement of the descent into
the abyss of apostasy and assimilation (as Mendelssohn was represented in
orthodox historiography, on the one hand, and in national historiography, on
the other). The Haskalah was often enlisted to tell the story of the Jews’ social
integration. It was regarded as the source of the religious reform movement
and as the creator of the new Jewish education. It played yet another role, par-
ticularly in literary research, from the publication of Joseph Klausner’s classic
book The History of the New Hebrew Literature, as the reviver of the Hebrew
language and the catalyst of the modern Hebrew literature that began with
Naphtali Herz Wessely and reached its peak with the poets, novelists, and writ-
ers of articles in Eastern Europe in nineteenth-century Hebrew periodicals.25

In the last decades of the twentieth century, the historical frameworks
that embraced the Haskalah were greatly broadened, and new, more profound
insights regarding it were proffered: the geographical framework was broad-
ened to include communities such as Trieste in Italy (Lois Dubin), Shklov in
Belorussia (David Fishman), Prague in Bohemia (Kestenberg-Gladstein and
Hillel Kieval), Hungary (Michael Silber), Holland (Joseph Michman), and
England (David Ruderman), and detailed studies have been devoted to fasci-
nating key figures, other than Mendelssohn, like Isaac Euchel (my study), Sol-
omon Maimon (Liliane Weissberg et al.), Wessely (Edward Breuer), Marcus
Herz (Martin Davis), and Mendel Lefin (Nancy Sinkoff).26 Scholars of Haska-
lah literature, including Moshe Pelli, Yehudah Friedländer, and Shmuel
Werses, have in recent years mapped the diverse field of literary genres that
the maskilim employed, examined the links between Hebrew literature and
European Enlightenment literature, and noted how various historical events
resonated in Haskalah literature.27 Altmann’s book did not provide an answer
to the enigma that was Mendelssohn. In the 1990s, scholars like Allan Arkush
and David Sorkin turned to new, opposed directions. Arkush attempted to
uncover the ‘‘real’’ Mendelssohn, whose Jewish thought, he believes, served
merely as a mask for his deism. And Sorkin placed Mendelssohn within the
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contexts of the German ‘‘religious Enlightenment.’’28 Steve Lowenstein’s
important, exhaustive historical-social study on the Berlin community under-
scored the ‘‘Berlin Haskalah’s’’ ties to an affluent elite and more precisely
assessed how much weight the maskilim really carried in the community in
contrast to the traditional element.29 Sorkin pursued an innovative, particu-
larly fecund direction, in taking a comparative view of the Haskalah. He found
an analogy between it and other religious enlightenment movements in Ger-
many, and drew a distinction between the early Haskalah, which was marked
by intellectual rejuvenation, and the politicization of the Haskalah in the
1770s—a process that characterized both the Catholic and the Protestant
enlightenments in eighteenth-century Germany.30

Notwithstanding all the above, the only work that attempted to compre-
hensively describe the Haskalah in a special monograph is still Shimon Beren-
feld’s Dor Ta’hapukhot (A Generation of Upheavals), which came out in
Warsaw in 1897. Although it provides a great deal of information and is
arranged chronologically, this book would not satisfy the present-day reader,
not only because of the great progress made in research since then, but also
because of Berenfeld’s tendentious approach and his lack of sympathy for his
subject. It is written with admiration for Mendelssohn but with criticism—at
times with aversion—toward those same maskilim who ‘‘multiplied apostasy
and licentiousness among the Jews’’ and dared to show contempt for the sanc-
tities and sages of the nation. He also guided his readers in how to distinguish
between what was admirable in the Haskalah and what was abhorrent in it.
The book’s orientation was nationalistic, and its author’s position was post-
maskilic, a tendency characteristic of Berenfeld, the former Galician maskil
who at the time was an historian residing in Berlin, as well as of other writers
like him, who near the end of the nineteenth century increasingly became cul-
tural pessimists and often attacked the Haskalah, guided by post-Enlighten-
ment attitudes.31

Over two hundred years after Mendelssohn and more than one hundred
after Berenfeld, the question being asked is whether research on the Haskalah
is still relevant. Does the Haskalah have any significance for the scholar and
his readers in the early twenty-first century, and what is the historical narrative
into which the Haskalah fits? To grapple with the issue of relevance and sig-
nificance, one must first look at the intellectual and methodological changes
that have occurred in the discussion and treatment of the European Enlighten-
ment in the last two or three decades. Although the Enlightenment had already
been subjected to the criticism of Romanticism and Conservatism, until
recently it was still perceived as representing the value system of Western cul-
ture. The ‘‘age of lights’’ earned many flattering epithets, and conservatives
and ‘‘enemies of the Enlightenment’’ were the only ones who refused to ideal-
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ize it. That was the situation until postmodernism challenged many of the
basic conventions that Western civilization had inherited from the eighteenth-
century age of Enlightenment. The postmodernist trend in Western culture
put the Enlightenment to a new test, from which it emerged in surprising and
particularly uncomplimentary garb. Several of the fundamental paradigms of
the Enlightenment were shattered, in particular the polarization between
humanism and barbarism, between reason and madness, and between knowl-
edge and ignorance. Is good really based on rational knowledge, while evil is
embodied in ignorance and irrational darkness? In the critics’ view, the knowl-
edge that the Enlightenment presumed to present as universal actually
stemmed from various interests and was under the monopolistic hegemony of
males and of European whites. Not only did the Enlightenment fail to liberate
the human spirit; it stifled it, and also led to man’s alienation from his envi-
ronment and his spontaneous nature. When the French Revolution’s stage of
terror was blamed on the Enlightenment, the reputation of the proponents of
reason was stained, and they were then charged with anarchism, oppression,
and discrimination. In the wake of the breakdown of the great ideologies,
truths that had been regarded as incontrovertible were being questioned: did
reason, the expanding knowledge, and new science really make the world a
better place? Was the concept of human progress, which the maskilim had cul-
tivated, realistic, or was it no more than wishful thinking or a futile belief?32

In a rather rare response by an historian to the challenge of postmodern-
ism, Robert Darnton recently vigorously defended the values of the Enlighten-
ment and rejected the notion that it is identified with modernism as a whole.
To counter this criticism, which is far from the reality of the eighteenth cen-
tury and is anchored in the problems of the Western world in the second half
of the twentieth century, Darnton strongly suggested that the Enlightenment
be restored to its historical dimensions. In his opinion, it should be viewed as
an historical movement, with a beginning, middle, and end, promoted by
ardent intellectuals who wanted to change moods, patterns of thought, and
traditional institutions.33 This view has great significance for research on the
Haskalah too, and it fits in with the new tendency to classify the various ave-
nues through which the Jews experienced modernization. Now that Tod En-
delman, in his illuminating examination of the English case of Jewish modern-
ization, has challenged the Germanocentric model and Jacob Katz’s ‘‘tradition
and crisis’’ narrative, there is no longer any doubt that the Haskalah is not
synonymous with modernization; rather it represents one of the routes it
took.34 Recently, this tendency has been coherently articulated by Shulamit
Volkov, who distinguishes between unexpected and involuntary processes of
change and ‘‘conscious and explicit efforts by the Jewish public throughout
the European continent to adapt to the changes taking place around it and to
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alter—according to a program—the social structure and cultural milieu in
which it lived.’’35 Such distinctions and subdivisions between the various ave-
nues of modernization assign the Haskalah a limited role in the ‘‘project of
modernity,’’ as the movement that initiated the deliberate, conscious process
of modernization in the eighteenth century. Nonetheless, they free the Haska-
lah of any sweeping ‘‘responsibility’’ for processes such as assimilation, legal
emancipation and the emergence of modern nationalism, and for the first time
make it possible to write a balanced history of the Haskalah as an historical
movement, based on Darnton’s suggestion, and to study its revolutionary
aspects in the broad context of eighteenth-century European Jewry.

From an opposite direction, albeit one with similar implications, the
Enlightenment’s values are also threatened by its enemies, the fundamentalist
streams. In essence, these are antimodernist and antirationalist streams, and
their slogans challenge each and every one of the conceptions of the Enlighten-
ment, beginning with the very perception of man and his autonomous status
in the world, and ending with political conceptions relating to rights, freedom,
and equality. In certain aspects, these trends also gain a particular expression
in Jewish and Israeli life. As we shall see later, the orthodox claim that the
Haskalah is an extreme manifestation of apostasy and assimilation originated
as soon as the Haskalah movement itself came into being. This criticism has
never died out, and is one of the hallmarks of militant ultra-orthodox histori-
ography in the present as well, particularly in the Kulturkampf being waged in
the State of Israel. In actual fact, the Haskalah was the opening battle of the
Jewish Kulturkampf, whose later stages are still being experienced by Jews in
Israel at the beginning of the twenty-first century. The dilemmas that the
Haskalah provoked when it first began to grapple with the challenge of moder-
nity have not yet been completely resolved, and some are still very much alive
after more than two hundred years. The Haskalah can be most appropriately
introduced into the historical narrative that reconstructs the complete, tortu-
ous, and traumatic story of the Kulturkampf, in an attempt to sensitively pene-
trate the world of those representing the various camps and to understand the
intensity of the upheaval the Jews experienced in their encounter with moder-
nity.

These are a few of the questions and conclusions that arise from the intel-
lectual discourse on the Enlightenment in general and on the Haskalah in par-
ticular. It is also important to place alongside them the new methodological
approaches, which began to emerge in Enlightenment research a quarter of a
century ago, or even earlier, and which have only recently begun to resonate
in Haskalah research too. Historians of the present generation no longer
accept the generalization implied by the labels, such as the ‘‘Age of Reason,’’
which were attached to the eighteenth century; they no longer agree with the
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concepts of the basic studies on the Enlightenment, like that of Ernst Cassirer,
that depict the Enlightenment as a cohesive, uniform ideological and philo-
sophical doctrine. They also reject the insights of Peter Gay, who, in his monu-
mental work, represented the philosophes as ‘‘one family’’ of renowned authors
who shared the same aims and the same values. First and foremost, we should
turn again to Robert Darnton, who in his studies on the book and reading
culture in eighteenth-century France, in his fascinating studies on under-
ground literature, and his major work, The Business of Enlightenment, on the
publishing history of the Encylopédie, formulated replies to totally new ques-
tions. He no longer asked what the Enlightenment thinkers said or wrote in
their famous works, but rather what the Enlightenment was, how it was dis-
seminated, who its consumers were, what its scope was and how it was under-
stood by the readers.36 The work of the German sociologist and philosopher
Jürgen Habermas gave a particularly strong impetus to Enlightenment
research. He described the emergence of an imagined community of readers
in eighteenth-century Europe and the construction of a modern, democratic
‘‘public sphere,’’ secular in nature, within which an Enlightenment project
took place.37

The aim of these new questions is to clarify the identity of the proponents
of Enlightenment ideas and of the unifying and organizational frameworks of
their literary republic. They also turn the spotlight on the anonymous second-
ary agents, who filled a key role in disseminating the ideas, but were not in the
front ranks of the movement, were overshadowed by the great figures, and
hence have not received any attention until now. The relatively limited scope
of the Haskalah and the small number of existing historical sources render it
difficult to write a comprehensive historiographical study. Nonetheless, this
book attempts to write the history of the Haskalah with sensitivity in regard
to newly raised questions and insights in Enlightenment research. The discus-
sion will focus less on the development of ideas and more on the maskilim
themselves and their steadfast attempts to overcome the stubborn opposition
and gain a central place for themselves in the Jewish public discourse.

Was the Enlightenment a single movement, with one philosophy and
shared values? This assumption, which was commonly accepted, has been dis-
credited. Instead of speaking about a coherent ideological system of the
Enlightenment, scholars now tend to speak in general terms only about atti-
tudes and mentalities. The expansion of the boundaries of research beyond the
classic cases of France and Germany has revealed the singularity of the various
enlightenment movements that evolved in different countries. In 1981, an
important collection of essays edited by Roy Porter and Mikulis Teich was
published. Its title, Enlightenment in National Context, already implies recogni-
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tion of the existence of singular enlightenments national and local in charac-
ter, whose specific traits are revealed in a comparative study, rather than the
existence of a single, unified movement.38 It is surprising that the Haskalah has
not been included in this multinational context. But this can be explained by
the fact that it is almost totally nonexistent in the general studies on the Euro-
pean Enlightenment. European historiography usually mentions the Haskalah
only in the context of Germany and Moses Mendelssohn, the ‘‘German Socra-
tes,’’ who was always regarded as an integral member of the German Aufklär-
ung in the generation of Lessing, Dohm, and Nicolai, and not necessarily as a
maskil who played a significant role in internal developments in the Jewish
world. He is depicted as a symbol of the Prussian religious toleration, which
made possible his acceptance into the enlightened elite despite his being Jew-
ish. This phenomenon undoubtedly should be related to in a more balanced
manner.

The reaction of the scholar of French Enlightenment Robert Darnton to
the postmodernist criticism also includes a protest against what he regards as
the exaggerated multiplicity of Enlightenment studies—the extension of the
territory from France to instances of radical, religious, Pietist, and conservative
enlightenment, or to Russian, Austrian, and Jewish enlightenment. In this way,
Darnton asserts, the Enlightenment becomes everything and in fact nothing.39

The demand to limit the Enlightenment, at least insofar as the Jewish case is
concerned, is misleading and also precludes the opportunity to understand the
Enlightenment in its entire scope. The Haskalah, as a instance of national
enlightenment, took place in circumstances peculiar to the Jews, since they
were a minority devoid of any political or territorial framework; the maskilim
were a minority within a minority and hence had to build their literary com-
munity. Unlike the Enlightened in Germany, for example, the maskilim were
not government officials, members of the academy, or clergy. Their collective
identity differed from the traditional Jewish identity, which was based on reli-
gion and on communal autonomy, on the one hand; yet, on the other hand,
it was not an assimilated identity, indifferent to or alienated from Jewish soci-
ety and its future. Nor was this a specifically Jewish-German or Prussian
movement, although in the years when it flourished, the Berlin community
was the maskilim’s major focal point, so that an overall definition of the
Haskalah as the ‘‘Berlin Haskalah’’ is apparently misleading.40 By means of the
written word, in particular in the Hame’asef periodical, the maskilim, within a
few years, founded a literary republic of writers and readers within the Ash-
kenazi communities of Europe. The Haskalah’s dualistic identity resulted from
its link to religious culture and the Hebrew language, as well as from its identi-
fication with the new agenda and project of rejuvenation and regeneration of
Jewish culture. It is actually the Haskalah’s singularity that makes it a fascinat-
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ing, important test case for an understanding of the Enlightenment in its
national contexts, and just as it is fitting to examine the Haskalah using tools
and concepts from Enlightenment studies, so it is both fitting and productive
to include it in the picture of European Enlightenment.

The Jewish Enlightenment attempts to fill the void and to reconstruct for
the first time, as faithfully as possible, the story of the eighteenth-century
Haskalah movement, which originated when a climate of humanism, of ratio-
nal scientific and philosophical thought was created in Europe. Its further
development was based on the early maskilim, who were endowed with tre-
mendous curiosity, a quasi-erotic passion for new knowledge, and a sense of
affront in the face of the Jews’ intellectual inferiority. During the early stages
of the Haskalah, and even long before a maskilic agenda and transformative
programs were formulated, modern ‘‘authors’’ began to break into the public
arena. Undoubtedly, however, the outbreak of the Kulturkampf, centered
around the program for new Jewish education proposed by Naphtali Herz
Wessely in 1782, was the formative event in the history of the Haskalah move-
ment. Moses Mendelssohn, even if he was not the main protagonist in the
story of the Haskalah, certainly played a key role in it. During those same
years, he formulated his concept of tolerance that was highly significant in his
disputes with Christian enlighteners and underpinned his expectations and
demands of his Jewish co-religionists. The 1780s were the years the Haskalah
flourished—the new intellectual elite were engaged in shaping the public
sphere, disputing orthodox positions, and building an alternative library and
an organization of maskilim that aspired to far-reaching expansion. At this
stage, the results of the maskilim’s revolution were already evident. As an
antithesis to the rabbinical elite, the maskilic elite took shape—sometimes in
defiance, but always striving to make its mark and to propose alternative ways.

The Haskalah’s momentum was halted at the end of the century in its
two centers, Berlin and Königsberg, but a new generation of maskilim trans-
ferred the Haskalah’s formulas of modernization to other places, and in the
nineteenth century the revolution of enlightenment found a particularly broad
scope of activity among the scholarly elite of East European Jewry.

Anyone wishing to uncover the roots of the Haskalah can justifiably point
to the influence the Enlightenment’s challenges had on the Jews, to the spread
of the idea of religious tolerance in state and society, to the rise in the standard
of living and changes in lifestyle that characterized court Jews and the Jewish
bourgeoisie and gradually broke down some of the barriers that had tradi-
tionally separated Jewish and Christian life. There was also the need for an
intellectual-rationalistic response to the religious challenge of Sabbatian mes-
sianism, of the enthusiastic groups of Kabbalists, and the threat of religious
permissiveness and apostasy. But there can be no doubt that the genetic code
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of the Haskalah was, from the early eighteenth century, inscribed in the minds
of several young men, from the religious elite, who had a burning passion for
new knowledge, then considered foreign and superfluous. For these young
men, the Haskalah was a life-shaping, enthralling experience, just as Kant
defined it: ‘‘Man’s release from his self-incurred tutelage.’’
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A Passion for Knowledge



Chapter 1

Intellectual Inferiority: The Affront

In the winter of 1702, a young Jewish student walked through the
corridors of the faculty of medicine at the University of Frankfurt-on-Oder,
his heart consumed by a sense of despair and frustration. Shmuel Shimon Ben-
Yaacov, a native of Raudenai in Lithuania, had come to the Prussian University
from Opatow, Poland, where he lived, to fulfill his dream of studying medi-
cine. Like other Jewish students at German universities, from the end of the
seventeenth century, Shmuel had received a well-grounded religious education
(before coming to Prussia, he studied for two years in Rabbi Meir Frankel’s
beit midrash [house of study] in Pinsk), and like them he needed a special
permit from the rulers of Prussia, to study in the academic institution.1 Not
only did Shmuel Ben-Yaacov have to cope with the enormous challenge aca-
demic studies posed, he also had to endure the pain of loneliness and the dis-
tressing sense of being doubly exiled—as the only Jewish student in the
university that year, alone in a foreign, Christian world. He might have been
able to overcome his misery if he could only find one other student of his faith,
so they could give one another support and, in their spare time, study religious
literature as they had been accustomed to doing in their youth. When he
learned that a Jewish student, Isaac Wallich of Koblenz, from a highly
respected family of physicians, was enrolled at Halle University that year, he
hastened to send him an emotional letter, suggesting that Isaac transfer to
Frankfurt University and join him there. Within a few weeks, he received a
reply.2

These two young men, who were apparently in their later teens, wrote
their letters in mellifluous scholarly Hebrew, in ornate, embellished rhymed
prose, interspersed with biblical verses, and in talmudic patterns of language.
In them, they expressed their fervent desire to excel in their studies. They
wrote of their boundless admiration for the new science, whose treasures were
revealed to them at the German university, and their favorable impression of
the diverse cosmopolitan student body, which even included students from
faraway, exotic China. In particular, they wrote about their passion for knowl-
edge: ‘‘The fervor that the Almighty has imprinted upon me lusts and yearns
to quench its thirst in the chokhmot, and most of all, to light a torch to guide
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me in the chokhmah of medicine,’’ the student from Frankfurt wrote. And his
friend from Halle lavished extravagant praise on the skills and innovative ideas
of the well-known professor Friederich Hoffman (1660–1742), whose teachings
he thirstily imbibed: ‘‘Had you not seen his genius at length, it would have
seemed incredible. It bursts forth in every chokhmah and lore and nothing is
hidden from him, he inquires into all mysteries, not only is his erudition vast
in the science of medicine but he also has knowledge in the esoteric wisdoms
and in all other inquiries.’’ Professor Hoffman had such a great affection for
the Jewish student Isaac that he took him under his wing, concealing from
him none of his innovative methods of healing, contrary to the conduct of
other physicians at the time.3 And ‘‘he tells me of all the remedies and singular
secrets that he has acquired and devised . . . that he will not disclose to one
among thousands,’’ Issac Wallich proudly wrote.

Each of these two young men was the only Jewish student in his univer-
sity, and each sought a companion with whom to converse and study. ‘‘Oh,
my brother, how much we would inquire into every wisdom and discretion as
the good Lord allows us,’’ Shmuel wrote to the student in Halle, ‘‘in religious
study, in all its categories, sorts, and distinctions, as well as in matters of wis-
dom from the holy books of our ancestors or from the books of the gentiles
written in their languages.’’ However, all entreaties to Wallich pleading with
him to transfer from Halle to Frankfurt to rescue him from his lonely state
and be a companion were of no avail. Wallich was already then in an advanced
stage of his studies, living comfortably in the home of the wealthy Jewish
banker Asher Markus, and enjoying his patronage, and he saw no reason to
leave the faculty of medicine, then considered the best and most modern in
Germany. He was enthralled by Halle University and its vibrant, tolerant
atmosphere, and he suggested that Shmuel join him there: ‘‘We will be
together, what can remain that we shall not inquire into, what can be too dif-
ficult for us to overcome, what can be too hard that we shall not learn it, and
what can be beyond our grasp to acquire it.’’ With these words, Wallich tried
to tempt his inexperienced friend, tendering him but a taste of the intellectual
experience they could expect to share.4

Wallich could more easily bear the psychological anguish of a young Jew
alone in a foreign, Christian environment, because he had grown up in Ger-
many, in a family many of whose sons had studied medicine in a European
academic institution (mainly in Italy). Shmuel, in contrast, was from Poland-
Lithuania, where Jews rarely attended universities, even though it was neces-
sary if the community were to have doctors. Nonetheless, they were both
aware that they had taken an unusual, daring step in enrolling at a university,
which exposed them to intellectual challenges and a Christian environment,
and knew all too well that they were among the first Jewish students in Ger-
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many. Throughout the entire eighteenth century, only some three hundred
Jews studied in Germany, and from 1678 to 1730, only twenty-five Jews were
enrolled in five universities. Wallich had far more self-confidence, and he
boasted to the somewhat more timid student in Frankfurt that he was not
afraid to walk about freely in public: ‘‘As I wear my sword upon my hip as do
all the medical students, there is no one who will tell me what to do.’’ This
was certainly exceptional and pretentious behavior in a university which only
seven years before had first opened its doors to Jewish students. Wallich tried
to embolden Shmuel, advising him to overcome his sense of inferiority and
his awe of his Christian environment. ‘‘Unquestionably we two represent an
unusual, relatively rare phenomenon as Jewish students in the heart of Chris-
tian institutions of higher learning,’’ Isaac stated. ‘‘And since this fact arouses
surprise and wonder, we must show a large measure of self-confidence.’’ Real-
izing that he was breaking fresh ground and shattering the accepted image of
the Jew, Wallich declared that the time had come to remedy the anomalous
situation in which members of the Jewish minority in Europe were merchants
while all the scientific and humanistic knowledge was left solely in the hands
of the ruling Christian elite.

The Restoration of Jewish Honor

The voices of the two medical students that we hear from between the lines of
the letters they wrote to one another in 1702 were the first to articulate the
battle cry of the early maskil: no more Jewish inferiority in Europe’s new world
of knowledge! The voice of another early maskil, Isaac Wetzlar (1680–1751),
from Celle, was heard only in 1749, in the unpublished manuscript of his book,
Libes briv, two years before his death. Wetzlar was a wealthy merchant and
businessman who traveled widely throughout Europe, but he had also received
a broad Jewish education. He owned an extensive library, which contained
printed books from the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries as well as manu-
scripts, and his erudition in musar (ethical) literature and in Jewish rationalist
philosophy of the Middle Ages and the Renaissance was very impressive. None
of those who read the relatively numerous copies of Wetzlar’s manuscript had
any reason to doubt his piety. Nonetheless, his criticism, often sharply cynical
in tone, of the religious elite and the serious flaws that he saw in the education,
society, and leadership of Ashkenazi Jewry in Europe, was very scathing.
Wetzlar cloaked his critique with his good intentions, because supposedly his
only desire was to modestly fulfill the commandment ‘‘Love thy brethren as
yourself,’’ and he prefaced nearly every criticism he wrote with the sanctimo-
nious phrase, ‘‘Because of our many sins.’’
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Wetzlar saw himself as an outsider, not part of the traditional religious
elite, and the role he undertook was that of an observer, an eyewitness with a
sense of responsibility, traveling between communities, seeking the truth and
reporting on the flaws he sees. He tried to convey his messages in his book
Libes briv, written in spoken Yiddish, which was also the language of the popu-
lar literature. His aim was to reach all groups in Jewish society, and bypassing
the men, he also sought paths to the hearts of the women—a rather rare
phenomenon at the time. Wetzlar warned the Jews to be wary about the new
Kabbalists, expressed his concern that the gentiles would mock the meager
knowledge of the Jewish masses and their vulgar behavior in the synagogue,
called on them to teach girls Hebrew and the Bible, decried the numerous
errors in Hebrew in the new books, stressed the importance of the natural
sciences, and warmly recommended the study of Jewish philosophy. More
than anything else, he condemned the corruption and ineptitude of the Rab-
binate and denounced the deplorable level of contemporary scholars. This
scourge was so appalling that from time to time, popular, anticlerical protests
burst forth—justifiably, in his view. Simple Jews hurl public criticism against
those who are responsible for the Torah and are distorting it. With my own
ears I heard, Wetzlar wrote, ‘‘that scholars are among the most contemptible
people, doing the worst deeds.’’ Among the ideal types he mentions favorably
in Libes briv, one, rarely found according to Wetzlar, stands out above all
others. This is the intellectual Jew, who observes nature and ponders the great
wonder and beauty of the divine creation. Several years later, this type was the
subject of further development and idealization in the Hebrew periodical
Kohelet musar (The Preacher), published in Berlin in the 1750s by two early
maskilim: the young Moses Mendelssohn (1729–86) and his friend, Tobias
Bock, an early maskil, whose identity is not yet altogether clear.5

In the 1780s, a fire in the city of Slonim totally destroyed Rabbi Shimson
ben Mordechai’s library, including manuscripts he had written himself.
Unfortunately, this prevents us from hearing the voice of this scholar, who
served as the rabbi of the Slonim community and later as the rabbi of Königsb-
erg, and in the family tradition was known as ‘‘A scholar and Kabbalist, an
astronomer and philosopher, accomplished in all seven sciences, the author of
many books, on the exoteric and the esoteric, and the chokhmot.’’6 In the mid-
dle of the century, the rabbi from Slonim spent some time in Hamburg and
brought science books back with him. He became well known as a man who
secretly studied the sciences, read German, and kept a library rare in its diver-
sity. In the early 1770s, Solomon Maimon (1753–1800) walked from Nieshviz
to Slonim in midwinter to borrow German scientific and medical books from
the rabbi’s library. His study of these books in physics and optics brought the
young Maimon one step closer to his future entry into enlightened culture. As
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a result of the medical knowledge he acquired then, he began to think himself
superior to the ‘‘ignorant boors’’ around him and to jeer at the superstitions
and irrational beliefs of the Jews in Lithuania among whom he had lived until
then.7 According to the tradition of the Epstein family, the Gaon from Vilna
also sent the rabbi of Slonim a letter, in which he requested that he send him
some books from his library.8 In 1778, he was among the advance subscribers
to the German translation of the Torah (the Bi’ur) by Moses Mendelssohn.
That same year, another well-known early maskil came to him—the dayan (a
justice in a rabbinical court) from Minsk, Baruch Schick of Shklov (1774–
1808), who on his way from a meeting with the Gaon in Vilna, to Germany
and Holland, passed through Slonim. Rabbi Shimshon wrote an enthused
approbation for Schick’s partial translation into Hebrew of Euclid’s geometry,
commending the writer for having undertaken a project that would bring
honor to the Jewish people and might dissuade the gentiles from mocking the
Jews for their lack of knowledge.9 These words reflect the early maskilim’s
sense of intellectual inferiority in relation to European scholars, as well as the
hope that the Jewish cultural world would expand in the near future. These
feelings, often expressed by the early maskilim, also resonate in the writing of
one of the first Jewish students in a German university—Tobias Cohen (1653–
1729), born to a Polish family in Metz. In his introduction to his science and
medical book, Ma’aseh Tuvyah (1707), he explains how he was motivated by
his encounter and that of his friend Gabriel ben Moshe of Brode, with Chris-
tian scholars and students at Frankfurt-on-Oder University in 1678–79 to try
to rehabilitate the reputation of the Jews. He was bitterly frustrated by the fact
that he lacked the proper knowledge to cope with the new cultural world:

So that we may reply to the nations of the world who open their mouths without mea-
sure and speak of us arrogantly, saying you have no mouth with which to answer us,
nor the impudence to raise your heads in matters of faith, and you have lost your
wisdom and intelligence of yore, as I have heard the calumny of many in the days of
my youth. And in truth the men of the house of learning [Frankfurt University] do us
great honor and each and every day debate with us on matters of faith at length as is
their wont. And at times they have reproached us, saying where is your wisdom and
intelligence? It has been taken from you and given to us, for you have no knowledge
. . . and thus they reproached us every day. We were filled with shame instead of glory,
and had it not been for the mercy and help of the Almighty, we could not have raised
our heads to answer them. For we had no experience in such debates. Although we
were, thank God, proficient in the verses of the Talmud and the midrashim, in debates
with them we were appallingly deficient. Then the spirit of jealousy came upon me and
I took an oath that with God’s help I would write a book containing some chokhmot
and knowledge that I may answer those who reproach me and show them that not to
them alone were the chokhmot given.10
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We hear the voice of another early maskil in an encomium in verse writ-
ten in Amsterdam in 1766 to the author of the book Amudei bet Yehudah (Pil-
lars of the House of Judah), the physician Judah Hurwitz (1734–97), a native
of Vilna who studied medicine in Padua. This Hebrew poem was written by
the poet, writer, and linguist Naphtali Herz Wessely (1725–1805), better known
as the author of the pamphlets Divrei shalom ve’emet (Words of Peace and
Truth), which were disseminated from Berlin at the beginning of the 1780s, as
an ardent response to the Jewish legislation (Edict of Toleration) of the Aus-
trian emperor Joseph II. In 1766, Wessely was still living in Amsterdam, in the
company of Sephardi and Ashkenazi men of letters, and was already well
known as a scholar of the Hebrew language and author of the grammar book
Gan na’ul (Amsterdam 1765–66). Others in this circle in Amsterdam were
David Franco-Mendes (1713–92), Isaac Hacohen Belinfante (1720–80), David
Wagenaar, and from 1767, Shlomo Dubno (1738–1813). In 1740, a society of
scholars and literary men (Chevrat Mikra Kodesh) was founded there, and in
the 1760s, Mendes and Wessely’s group often met in the home of Shmuel Bar-
uch Benavente to study together, among other works, Maimonides’s Guide for
the Perplexed.11 The society maintained contacts with its counterpart in Berlin.
When Mendelssohn’s widely acclaimed book Phädon was published in 1767,
several scholars in Amsterdam persuaded David Wagenaar to translate this
philosophical work on the afterlife from German into Hebrew. Several years
passed before Wagenaar sent Mendelssohn the manuscript of his translation
(which was never published) for his opinion. In his accompanying letter,
Wagenaar sent special regards to Wessely, then living in Berlin, from the mem-
bers of the Amsterdam society. Whenever one of them published a book, the
others were in the habit of appending poems of friendship to it, to encourage
the author and express their identification with his aims. Wessely wrote his
encomium, which was printed on the frontispiece of Amudei bet Yehudah in
honor of the ‘‘wise and perfect maskil,’’ Judah Hurwitz, who had recently been
warmly welcomed into the group. This was a kind of poetic approbation for a
very special book, one that proposed a rationalist religion in response to the
challenge posed by both mysticism and skepticism.12 Two years later, in a letter
to Mendelssohn, Wessely articulated his harmonistic religious approach, one
that combined Torah, science, and philosophy and concurred with Hurwitz’s
view: ‘‘All truths are from one God, faith, the Torah and the true tradition,
nature and philosophy, they are all from the one Shepherd, all are God-given
truths, and blessed is he who strengthens beliefs with rational proofs.’’13

We have now heard four voices, representing the subtypes of the early
Haskalah. The first voice was that of university students and physicians, who
created the basis of the new (and in fact, almost the only) Jewish academic
intelligentsia, which emerged in the eighteenth century, and were among the
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first to grapple with the challenges of the new science and of religious skep-
ticism. The second voice was that of the merchant and social critic Isaac
Wetzlar. He represented the cultured bourgeoisie, merchants and men of
wealth, who possessed broad Jewish and European knowledge, with a rational-
ist orientation and the desire to correct flaws in Jewish society, a desire appar-
ently influenced to a large extent by the economic and political rationalism of
absolutist and mercantile Europe. The third voice represented the early
maskilim who were members of the religious elite—community rabbis,
preachers, and talmudic scholars. The fourth and last voice, resonating
through Wessely’s words, represented the independent intellectual, who has
no diploma but no longer belongs to the circle of talmudic scholars, and whose
interests lie in the fields of literature, poetry, and linguistic and biblical studies.

These four early maskilim were well versed in all facets of the religious
culture, but they had explicitly rejected or deliberately ignored the Kabbalistic
trends of Judaism. All four had an affinity—direct or literary—with the intel-
lectual world of Europe (in particular of Germany) in the era of the Enlighten-
ment, and revealed their sensitivity to the place and images of the Jews in that
world. Above all, the four represented a prototype of the new Jewish intellec-
tual—the author, the poet, and the man of science. Over the years, this type
carved out a path for himself, acquired dominant positions in society, and
played a role in the intellectual elite, in contrast to the traditional elite. The
encomiums written by poets like Wessely can easily be seen as a secular alter-
native to the rabbinical approbations. Although rabbinical approbations also
appeared in books written by early maskilim, they had only a religious validity,
while the poet provided a literary approbation. He judged the work and its
author based on their quality, not on their religious contribution. As we shall
see later, a conscious decision to forego rabbinical approbations amounted to
a rebellious defiance of the rabbis.

‘‘Precursors of the Haskalah’’ or ‘‘Early Maskilim’’?

Although the names and writings of many of the early maskilim are scattered
in various studies on the Haskalah, their appearance is relatively marginal and
often takes the form of a brief biographical lexicon. They are almost always
related to as isolated figures whose connection to the overall context is prob-
lematic and confusing. The absence of an integrative discussion of the early
maskilim is striking in view of their varied achievements—Hebrew texts in
mathematics, geometry, physics, astronomy, and medicine, studies on the
Hebrew language, and reprintings of medieval and Renaissance books on sci-
ence and philosophy. From a later perspective, the early Haskalah was seen to
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be lacking in cohesiveness and very hard to pin down; hence, it was classified
as the crude precursor of the Haskalah, and its proponents were defined as the
‘‘precursors of the Haskalah.’’

From then on, things became complicated. If engaging in ‘‘external chokh-
mot’’ and publishing nonreligious books are the criteria of ‘‘enlightenment,’’
then when did the Haskalah begin? With the Italian Kabbalist and poet Moses
Hayim Luzzatto and his 1743 play Layesharim tehilah?14 As early as the Western
Sephardic diaspora in the seventeenth century, especially in Amsterdam? Or
perhaps even earlier, in Italy during the Renaissance?15 Or with the rabbis
Emden and Eybeschuetz, who were regarded by several scholars as pre-Men-
delssohnian German maskilim? Or with Tobias Cohen, the physician and
author of the impressive book Ma’aseh Tuvyah?16 Or did it in fact begin with
the Gaon of Vilna, whose encouragement of translations into Hebrew of sci-
ence books was related in the winter of 1777 to Baruch Schick?17

It is possible that the historical concept that underlies the term ‘‘precur-
sors of the Haskalah’’ is in itself an anachronism, one that every historian must
be wary of. Perhaps the more fitting criterion is not the actual encounter with
new ideas or a positive attitude toward new knowledge, but rather the inter-
nalization of new modes of thought and the formation of an ideology that
could propose alternative norms for the society.18 And perhaps one should not
be overly impressed by rabbis who praised the study of the chokhmot or by
scholars who took the trouble to print an out-of-date science book that bore
only faint traces of modern science. It seems that nearly every scholar of the
Haskalah movement has related to these questions. And each and every one of
them has created a structure into which he introduced the ‘‘precursors of the
Haskalah’’ or its pioneers and forerunners—those who heralded Mendelssohn
in Germany and the nineteenth-century maskilim in Eastern Europe.19

The truth of the matter is that the ‘‘precursors of the Haskalah’’ are a
nineteenth-century invention, intended to prove that the Haskalah movement
had immanent roots and to present it as a continuous trend throughout Jewish
history, one that is not contradictory to the tradition. The maskilim’s self-con-
sciousness of introducing a cultural and social approach that seemed to them
an innovation and a breakthrough led them to invent the ‘‘precursors’’ as a
moderating concept, one which gave them legitimation.

The first to invent this concept was Moses Mendelson-Frankfurter of
Hamburg (1784–1862), a maskil of the second phase of the Haskalah move-
ment. In the mid-nineteenth century, he composed what amounted to a lexi-
con of ‘‘precursors,’’ ranging from rabbis Emden and Eybeschuetz and the
Vilna Gaon to the dayan Baruch Schick, Rabbi Shimshon of Slonim, Israel
Zamosc, and Raphael Levy of Hanover, a teacher, mathematician, and astron-
omer. The man known as the ‘‘second Mendelssohn’’ wrote this lexicon, first
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printed in Orient in 1848 (although it had been written early in the century),
in order to stress the sustained innovativeness of Jewish intellectuals in past
generations and the enlightenment of scholars in the traditional society. All
this in order to reject the claims made by the new reform rabbis about the
backwardness of traditional Jewish culture.20

The second ‘‘inventor’’ was Isaac Baer Levinsohn (1788–1860), the main
figure in the Haskalah movement in Russia in the second quarter of the nine-
teenth century. In his 1828 book T’eudah beYisra’el (A Testimony in Israel),
Levinsohn constructed a glorious lineage for the Haskalah, which included
Tobias Cohen, Moses Hayim Luzzatto, Rabbi Hayim Bachrach, Israel Zamosc,
the Vilna Gaon, and many others. They all joined an imposing gallery of schol-
ars that continues an uninterrupted dynasty from antiquity. Levinsohn wanted
to convince his conservative readers, members of the East European scholarly
elite, that the Haskalah was not revolutionary or opposed to tradition. At the
most, it was restorative, with the aim of restoring past glory, and was definitely
not alien to Judaism.21 The moderate maskil Shmuel Yosef Fuenn went even
farther than these two. In his 1881 Safah lene’emanim (Language for the Faith-
ful), he published a detailed, comprehensive chronological lexicon that con-
tained the names of scores of scholars from previous generations. He
supported the view of the moderate maskilim, that ‘‘the light of the religious
and scientific Haskalah’’ had never been extinguished, and that the founding
fathers of the Haskalah were unquestionably Mendelssohn and the Vilna
Gaon.22

This invention of ‘‘the precursors’’ is so transparent that no contempo-
rary scholar need invest any special effort to refute it. Nonetheless, in recent
years only a few attempts have been made to resolve this problem. Several his-
torians, in particular Salo Baron and Yitzhak Baer, have ventured beyond the
‘‘inventors’’ of the ‘‘precursors,’’ and have been tempted to see the ‘‘new
spirit’’ and the religious skepticism, which characterized Jews in sixteenth- and
seventeenth-century Italy and Holland, as portents of the eighteenth-century
Haskalah. In contrast to them, Yosef Kaplan stated that ‘‘it would seem appro-
priate to draw a clear line of separation between the world of the Sephardi
Jews of Amsterdam in the seventeenth century and the Jewish world in the
second half of the eighteenth century in the centers where a great change took
place with regards to tradition.’’23 In his view, there is no affinity or continuity
between seventeenth-century Sephardic intellectuals, whose Haskalah never
matured, and the eighteenth-century Berlin Haskalah movement. They are
separated by two major characteristics. The former had no ideology of chang-
ing Jewish society, and they exploited their natural command of European cul-
ture, of languages and the values of the environment that they acquired from
their native countries and education, as a means of actually strengthening the
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authority of Jewish tradition. These ‘‘new Jews’’ in the centers of Western
Sephardi Jewry ‘‘did not need to break down any walls that separated them
from the culture of the European environment; they came to Judaism
immersed in the cultural values of the countries of their origin.’’24

Recently, Immanuel Etkes has systematically examined the validity of the
term ‘‘precursors of the Haskalah in Eastern Europe,’’ and, based on coherent
methodological distinctions, dismissed the myth that the Vilna Gaon was a
proponent of the Haskalah.25 Without rejecting the validity of this term, Etkes
suggests that the phenomenon should be observed with great caution and pre-
cision, and viewed, as he defines it, ‘‘as a new direction first exhibited in the
spiritual life of Polish-Lithuanian Jewry in the second half of the eighteenth
century, a kind of interim phenomenon between the traditional way of life and
the Haskalah movement in its mature manifestations.’’26 However, this interim
phenomenon, which characterized a thin layer of society, was not stable, in his
view. One can discern in it a constant ascent on the ladder of the Haskalah,
from a less developed to a more developed model of ‘‘precursors.’’ At the foot
of this ladder are the Gaon of Vilna (a ‘‘distant precursor’’) and Rabbi Solo-
mon of Chelm, and at its head is the mature Haskalah (the Galician maskil
Menahem Mendel Lefin, 1749–1826).

Another new approach was proposed by David Fishman. His study
focused on Rabbi Baruch Schick of Shklov (1744–1808), Rabbi Judah Leib Mar-
golioth (1751–1811), and Rabbi Benjamin Rivlin (1728–1812). He proposed a new
definition, ‘‘an enlightened variant of mitnagedim,’’ one more appropriate, in
his opinion, to the middle-of-the-road position taken by these men, who
belonged to the rabbinical elite but also engaged in science. Fishman’s meticu-
lous study on Baruch of Shklov is extremely important, not only because it
showed how Schick combined science and Kabbalah, but also because it
attested to the changes that occurred in his views over the years. Until he met
with Mendelssohn’s circle in Berlin, no traits of ‘‘Haskalah’’ can be attributed
to him, and there is no basis for defining him as a ‘‘precursor of the Haskalah.’’
However, in Fishman’s view, he later unwittingly internalized several of the
Haskalah’s values, to the point that the epithet ‘‘a maskilic rabbi’’ fit him.27

The confusion about the ‘‘precursors’’ is also reflected in the character of
Rabbi Jacob Emden (1698–1776). In contrast to those who regarded Emden not
only as a ‘‘precursor of the Haskalah,’’ but as a pre-Mendelssohnian maskil,
Jacob Schacter states that Emden was one of the last great scholars of the Mid-
dle Ages, not one of the first modernists. In an extensive discussion, Schacter
looks at the extent to which Emden was really open to chokhmot and how anx-
ious he was to obtain books and knowledge outside of the religious culture.
He concluded that despite the resemblance he bears to the maskilim, Emden
cannot be regarded as a ‘‘precursor of the Haskalah’’ because of his total com-
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mitment to the tradition. Nonetheless, Schacter does not overlook the inner
tension between Emden’s consciousness of the ‘‘new’’ and his adherence to the
‘‘old.’’28

David Sorkin examined the historical role of those doctors and rabbis
who were members of the small group described as Mendelssohn’s teachers:
the physician Avraham Kisch of Prague, Israel Zamosc, and Aaron Gumpertz.
Sorkin does not accept the simplistic approach that prevailed in the research
on German Jewry in the generation before Mendelssohn. He puts forward two
arguments: first, the maskilim in this generation belonged to the mainstream
and were not perceived as moving against the tradition; second, their efforts
were aimed first and foremost at rejuvenating the Jewish intellectual world by
offering a new interpretation, based on internal sources that had been
neglected, on the literal, peshat meaning of the written text, and on auxiliary
sciences and external sources.29 Sorkin used the term ‘‘early Haskalah’’ to
account for the entire phenomenon, and justifiably included in it Mendels-
sohn himself.30

David Ruderman made a different suggestion, in an attempt to circum-
vent the historiographic problem so as to evade its limitations and to discuss
actual content. In his comprehensive book on the Jews in relation to the new
science, he devoted a special chapter to Zamosc, Gumpertz, and the physician
Mordechai Gumpel Schnaber-Levison (1741–97). Instead of focusing on their
affinity with the Haskalah, as ‘‘precursors’’ or in any other way, Ruderman
proposed an examination of their thinking about science and philosophy,
against the background of the developments in these fields from the sixteenth
century, as a result of the ‘‘continuous encounter of the Jews with the scientific
culture of Europe’’ and as a response ‘‘to particular developments within the
scientific culture of the eighteenth century.’’31

These suggested solutions for the issue of ‘‘precursors’’ are important
because they relate seriously to the persons and texts in question and attempt
to examine the issue as an historical phenomenon, whether as an ‘‘interim
phenomenon,’’ a ‘‘bridge,’’ or an ‘‘early’’ phenomenon. The view that men like
the Vilna Gaon and Rabbi Emden are not ‘‘precursors of the Haskalah’’ also
helps clarify the historical countenance of that intellectual trend. Still, several
problems remain in theories about the ‘‘precursors.’’ Most of these theories
regard the ‘‘early Haskalah’’ as almost totally dependent on the later Haskalah,
and they gauge the former according to the qualities and attributes of the lat-
ter. They tend to describe the phenomenon by means of a biographical lexi-
con, and most of them divide the early maskilim into two paths that never
intersect—the precursors of the West on the one side and those of the East on
the other. While it may have been easy to fit secular figures, like physicians,
into the increasing modernization that preceded the Haskalah, it was very con-
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founding in relation to men from the rabbinical elite who tended to take an
interest in chokhmot. The focus on the writings of the early maskilim and the
identification of select passages and sentences that refer to chokhmot and
‘‘inquiry’’ still fail to thoroughly address the subject in a satisfactory manner.
Very few scholars have acknowledged the need to examine the changes that
early maskilim underwent over the years, which led them to utterly change
their outlook. Another problem is how to arrange the early maskilim chrono-
logically: whether to place them, as is generally done, in the early stages of the
Haskalah process, or to relate to them according to the nature of their activity,
since, as a matter of fact, there were early maskilim active during the mature
Haskalah, and in Germany even during the years of its decline.

The solution proposed in this book for the issue of the ‘‘precursors’’ does
not consist only of a change in name, that is, by replacing the definition ‘‘pre-
cursors’’ by that of ‘‘early maskilim.’’ Rather it lies in a definition of this his-
torical phenomenon as an autonomous trend, which is not dependent on the
mature Haskalah movement. The early Haskalah was an important trend in
the history of the development of the Jewish intellectual elite in the eighteenth
century, although certainly not the dominant one. Probably only after this
trend is thoroughly examined in its own right will it be possible to clarify
whether it was one of the roots of the Haskalah movement.

The early Haskalah existed in various places in Jewish Europe, from
Courland and Lithuania to Amsterdam and London. It was active for a num-
ber of generations (particularly in the second half of the century), and Sephar-
dim like Moses Luzzatto (1707–47) and the poet and scholar from Amsterdam
David Franco-Mendes took part in it, each in his own way, but it was primarily
Ashkenazi. One did not belong to the early Haskalah only on the basis of com-
plete commitment or formal membership. Since it was not a distinct, orga-
nized movement, those who followed this intellectual path, in full or in part,
were not, in most cases, identified as belonging to a trend with clear-cut fea-
tures. In defining a Jew as an early eighteenth-century maskil, one does not
necessarily divest him of his traditional definition—as a rabbi, talmudic
scholar, or preacher. As long as the ‘‘maskil’’ did not give up his previous life-
style and was identified in Jewish society as a particular type on his own, he
belonged to both worlds. Rabbi Jacob Emden, for example, absorbed the spirit
of the early Haskalah to a large extent; he grappled with his strong leanings
toward the expanding world of knowledge offered by the European Enlighten-
ment culture, and even admitted as much in his autobiography, Megilat sefer
(Scroll of the Book). However, he curbed these leanings because of his deep
religious conviction that science and enlightenment, and philosophy in partic-
ular, were a dangerous threat to the traditional world. In his autobiographical
confession, again and again Emden stressed his twofold sense of shame—
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toward the scholars in his Jewish environment for neglecting his Torah studies,
and toward the non-Jews for his ignorance of European culture. Finally, he
allotted his free time, hours he was not obliged to devote entirely to Torah
study, to general knowledge: ‘‘I am careful not to read or peruse them, other
than in a place where it is forbidden to ponder matters relating to the Torah.’’32

As we shall see later, Jacob Emden was not the only one who suppressed his
desire for enlightenment.

Most of the literary activity of the early maskilim took place between the
1740s and the beginning of the 1780s, before the mature Haskalah crystallized.
However, the term ‘‘early’’ does not demarcate only the pre-maskilic chrono-
logical phase; it also denotes a series of characteristics that make it possible
to define this historical phenomenon and to point out the various types that
represented it. The early Enlightenment is already a well-known term in the
study of the Enlightenment movement, particularly in relation to the German
Aufklärung, so we can borrow it for the Jewish phenomenon, although there
is only a partial similarity between the two.

In the periodization of the Aufklärung movement in Germany, the end of
the seventeenth century and the beginning of the eighteenth century are
defined as the early phase, the Frühaufklärung. This phase is represented by
intellectuals, most of them writers and thinkers from the universities of Protes-
tant Germany, who proposed key ideas afterward developed in the later
Enlightenment. The most prominent of these men were Samuel Pufendorf,
Christian Thomasius, Gottfried Leibniz, and Christian Wolff. Among the con-
tributions they made to the Enlightenment culture were their introduction of
German as the language of literature and academic study in place of Latin,
their conception of the humanistic ideal according to which men of reason
would learn to know nature and themselves, and their conviction that man’s
purpose in life is to educate himself to attain personal and moral perfection.
This intellectual elite believed, in general, that enlightenment is compatible
with religion. They perceived God as present in the world, and sharply rejected
atheism. Nonetheless, the seeds of the secularization of thought were also sown
in these circles.

Christian Wolff (1679–1754) was the first to demand autonomy for philos-
ophy (‘‘the science of the possible,’’ as he defined it), arguing that it deserved
the status of an independent science, not that of an introduction to theology.
He drew a distinction between eternal and rational truths and those that origi-
nate in the holy scriptures. This idea was a source of direct inspiration for the
Jewish philosophers of the early Haskalah, first and foremost Moses Mendels-
sohn. As a philosopher, Wolff preached a religion that is tenable—natural
theology. He demanded of the theologians that they adopt rationalistic philo-
sophical thought, which he maintained had supreme intellectual authority,
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and he endowed the Enlightenment philosopher with autonomy. The early
Enlightenment was disseminated through books, periodicals, and moral week-
lies, and its expanding readership was hungry for knowledge about the world
and for guidance on how to properly mold their lives, with positive bonds to
the state, to religion, nature, and human beings.33 The gap between the early
European Enlightenment and the early Haskalah resulted from several causes:
it was impossible to create an academic Jewish intellectual elite because the
gates of academia were closed to Jewish teachers; there were very few Jewish
philosophers, and it was necessary to legitimate the acquisition of general
knowledge, which seemed to contradict the ideal of total dedication to Torah
study. But the two did have something in common: trends of rationalization,
eagerness to create a new literature in the language of the original culture,
negation of the connection created by their opponents between enlightenment
and education and the loss of religious faith, and stress on the aim of educating
and molding men and women.

A perusal of the new research on the Enlightenment movement can also
be helpful in studies on the early Haskalah. Thus, for example, Michael Heyd’s
conclusion that opposition to religious enthusiasm was one of the roots of the
Enlightenment can also be apt to an analysis of the Haskalah, both the early
and the mature.34 Early maskilim, like Rabbi Shlomo of Chelm, Isaac Wetzlar,
Israel Zamosc, Judah Hurwitz, Judah Leib Margolioth and Baruch Schick, all
met with enthusiastic Kabbalists or with Sabbatians and Hasidim. And as we
shall see later, these encounters unquestionably had a formative influence on
their rationalistic views and their aspiration to improve and purify the Jewish
religion, even if they were not directly affected by the spirit of the European
Enlightenment.

However, it is vital to divert attention from the search for references to
chokhmot (an approach that links the early maskilim particularly to the Haska-
lah’s educational reforms and new curriculum) to the inclusion of the early
Haskalah in a broader process—the emergence of the secular Jewish intellec-
tual elite. Among the many definitions of ‘‘intellectuals,’’ here we can adopt
the broadest, like that of Edward Shils, who defined intellectuals as members
of the social group that, more than any other, engages in intellectual pursuits,
is endowed with intellectual faculties, is interested in the abstract, the absolute,
and questions about nature and man, and aspires to the truth. Intellectuals
are primarily active in producing and disseminating ‘‘high culture,’’ and in
endeavoring to influence the way in which society’s image is shaped, out of a
sense of mission, and often also out of a sense of unease in the face of the
existing social reality.35

Secularization in Europe was characterized, among other things, by the
process in which the elite, which drew its authority from a supernatural
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source, gradually relinquished its divine and clerical authority in culture and
morality to elites that drew their authority from human experience and rea-
son.36 The Enlightenment’s trend of secularization manifested itself, for exam-
ple, in ousting theologians from key positions in the world of knowledge and
study and rendering literature autonomous, free of religious considerations or
authority.37 A similar process occurred in Jewish society. The maskilim were
the first secular intellectuals. The author, the physician, the philosopher, the
student, and the periodical editor represented a new secular type of Jewish
intellectual, who did not lose their commitment to faith, the study of Torah,
and the observance of the commandments. This type was no longer defined
by his talmudic scholarship or his rabbinic and community role, but rather
by his ideas and intellectual capacity. The new elite became autonomous and
gradually broke away from the rabbinical elite, which until then had enjoyed
total exclusivity in the world of the book, knowledge, and the spiritual guid-
ance of the Jews.38

And yet, many of the early maskilim maintained their ties to the rabbini-
cal elite. Very few intellectuals were completely independent; Mendelssohn is
a good example of one such intellectual, since he acquired his status as a phi-
losopher first of all in an extra-Jewish society and culture. Maskilim who held
rabbinical positions saw themselves and were seen by those around them as an
integral part of the traditional elite. Obviously, some of them did endeavor to
strengthen religious faith and to enhance the status of talmudic scholars, and
regarded atheistic or deistic trends in Europe as a destructive threat to human
patterns of behavior. Unlike the later maskilim, the early maskilim had no self-
awareness of being ‘‘new Jews,’’ living in a progressive historical era, better
than its predecessors; nor did they develop coherent ideologies of transform-
ing Jewish society. They had not yet been confronted by political challenges
and demands posed by the state and by intellectuals for the overall rehabilita-
tion (Verbesserung) of the Jews and their integration into society as citizens,
like those faced by maskilim from the early 1780s. Nonetheless, some early
maskilim were already pinning great hopes on a momentous change in Euro-
pean society’s attitude toward the Jews. Nor did they present themselves as an
alternative leadership of the public, or create institutionalized organizational
frameworks. However, they did represent, consciously or otherwise, the start-
ing point of that new, still immature elite: they sought universal knowledge
about the world and mankind, were determined to nurture rationalistic Jewish
thought, criticized flaws in Jewish society, and religion, denounced ignorance
and superstition on the one hand, and heresy and religious permissiveness on
the other, were sensitive to changes and crises among Jews in their generation,
and were exposed to the Enlightenment culture—through direct contacts with
Christian scholars or through books.



Chapter Two

The Early Haskalah and the Redemption
of Knowledge

Intense curiosity and a strong drive to acquire knowledge not eas-
ily accessible within the culture of the traditional Jewish society were the hall-
marks of the early maskilim. From the vantage point of the twenty-first
century, it is hard to appreciate how much audacity these men needed to ven-
ture into the realms of the forbidden extra-Jewish and extra-religious knowl-
edge. To satisfy their passion for knowledge, they had not only to cross barriers
of language and social norms, but also to cope with the fear of undermining
their religious faith. When a young Jew took a step like this it often had a
subversive cultural and social implication: there was a significant difference
between merely reading a book and studying medicine at a university where
the student was exposed to the new science. To appreciate the momentous
significance of this step, we need to listen with sensitivity to the voices of those
intellectuals of the time describing their passion for knowledge as a spiritual,
even a religious experience that carried a special meaning.

‘‘The uncontrolled mob inside me has a strong craving to learn the sci-
ence of medicine,’’ Benjamin Wolf Ginzburg, a medical student at Göttingen
University, wrote in 1737 to Rabbi Jacob Emden in Altona. He used biblical
associations and images that signified unrestrained passion for something for-
bidden. Although in principle Rabbi Emden was opposed to Jews pursuing
academic studies and stressed the religious dangers lying in wait for a Jew in a
European university outside the confines of the community, he was unable to
conceal his envy of the young student who was in the company of scholars,
surrounded by books of science. He urged Ginzburg to find in academia
answers to questions that had been troubling him, for example, how reliable
alchemy was as an exact science. At the end of his long halakhic response,
which gave the student permission to observe an anatomy lesson on the Sab-
bath, Emden was unable to contain his own desire for knowledge. He con-
cluded with words that reflected his erotic attraction and frustration: ‘‘Like
you, I also crave to enter into a covenant with the sciences and to cleave unto
them with love; I long to delve into the depths of scientific research, to uncover
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its secrets, to quench my thirst and to take my pleasure.’’ But to his misfor-
tune, ‘‘the sciences have despised me and have not let me come into them after
the manner of all flesh and have banished me, driving me away with both
hands, as if I were a worthless person.’’1 Indeed, on many occasions similar
feelings were voiced by frustrated rabbis whose occupation and status did not
permit them to venture into the new spheres of knowledge they so longed for.
Unfortunately they had to content themselves with writing enthusiastic appro-
bations for books written by others and with making general declarations
about their support of the early maskilim.

The Erotic Seductiveness of Knowledge

In the ‘‘war of books’’ waged between modernistic maskilim and the tradition-
alists, the forbidden book had a very subversive meaning. The maskilim uti-
lized it as an agent of the modern era and as a weapon with which to demolish
a world of traditional scholarship, in which cracks had already begun to
appear, while the guardians of tradition dreaded its poisoned arrows. The
power of the quasi-erotic attraction of the forbidden book is mentioned, for
example, in an instance related by Rabbi Judah Leib Margolioth. Visiting the
home of a religiously observant friend, he was surprised to discover there one
of these ‘‘prohibited’’ books, whose author was already infamous as a man of
weakened religious faith. To his astonishment, he saw that the book was in a
state of deliberate neglect, ‘‘placed on a bench, nude and unbound, covered
with dust and ashes.’’ Margolioth, amazed by the double message—the very
existence of the book, on the one hand, and its harsh neglect, on the other—
queried his host: If you like this book, ‘‘why do you not cover its nudity?’’ and
‘‘If you dislike it, why do you not observe the ruling by burning and burying
it?’’ The book owner’s reply revealed at one stroke how intensely seductive that
tattered forbidden book was, a temptation that for very good reason was aptly
depicted in erotic terms: ‘‘Brother, know that what happened to me in taking
[this book] was akin to lust for a beautiful maiden; I desired it and was
seduced into buying it. And as it befits upright men to urge their good inclina-
tions to overcome their bad inclinations, my heart told me to treat this book
according to the commandment of the Torah [Numbers, 21, 10–14], as a man
of Israel ought to conduct himself with a comely maiden.’’ For this reason, he
did not refrain from acquiring the book and bringing it into his home; for the
very same reason, he treated the book, which had become both enticing and
threatening, an object of disgrace—by tearing off the binding, placing it on a
bench, and abandoning it to the dust. He did this in the hope that in this ugly
and abject form, the book would seem contemptible in his eyes and his long-
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ing to read it would subside. It is similar to the case of a man who desires a
woman taken captive in the turmoil of war, and she sits in his home, weeping
and mourning, in the hope that she will lose her sexual attractiveness: ‘‘Then
I will be disgusted by it, and will set it on fire, and the disgrace will be gone
from my home.’’2 However, Margolioth rejected this sanctimonious pretext,
and demanded that the book owner suppress his desire without further ado,
and not put himself to the test of temptation. If the book is still in your posses-
sion, Margolioth insisted, that means ‘‘your heart still yearns for it,’’ and you
are sure to throw off all restraint in your great desire for it. Hence, you must
banish it from your house immediately.

The image of the alien and the external, of the sciences, of Christian apos-
tasy, and in particular of philosophy, as a loose woman, an illegal wife, a rival
of the Torah, which is the legal wife, or as a predatory prostitute, exploiting
the weakness of the male, was often employed before the eighteenth century.3

The scholarly elite’s encounter with science and philosophy was attended by a
struggle against desire, guilt feelings, and a persisting attraction to the forbid-
den. Anyone who had attained his place in society by claiming that he was the
embodiment of the supreme aspiration of Torah study day and night had to
explain to himself and to his peers any deviation from this absolute ideal. In
his well-known introduction to Mirkevet hamishneh, written in the rhymed,
ornate prose characteristic of the baroque style of Hebrew writing, Rabbi
Shlomo of Chelm (1715–1781) told of his attraction to science:

My heart clamored for the delights of wisdom, and I came unto her, and there were
twelve springs of water and seventy palm trees, in the wisdom of whole numbers and
fractions and of algebra, lovely and pure, and the wonders of geometry . . . and with
my little finger I lightly touched the science of nature and what lies beyond it, to
explore the seven columns, and walk among them, in the book The Guide for the Per-
plexed, in grammar and logic.4

But the rabbi apologized immediately after these words, explaining that
although he was attracted to the sciences, he did not forget his priorities (‘‘I
did not replace the main thing by things of secondary importance’’) but took
care to set aside to nonreligious knowledge only those free hours he was not
obliged to devote to the study of the Torah.

The rabbi of Berlin, Zevi Hirsch Levin (1721–1800), known for his good
relations with Mendelssohn, adopted a similar approach. He wrote a three-
page approbation for the two-volume book printed by Baruch Schick of
Shklov in Berlin in 1777, Amudei hashamayim (The Pillars of the Sky), a vol-
ume on astronomy, and Tiferet adam (The Glory of Man), on anatomy. Like
Shlomo of Chelm, Rabbi Levin took care to point out that ‘‘The Torah is in
itself a realm likened to a lady, to whom the sciences are as maidservants,’’
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and yet this in no way justified ignorance. Although the traditional approach
legitimized the study of science for the purpose of clarifying certain halakhot,
or because of the historical ‘‘fact’’ that ancient Judaism was the source of the
sciences—a well-known view that appropriated extra-Jewish knowledge and
permitted its internalization—in his view, this did not suffice. Hence, he con-
fessed to his sorrow and frustration at his own ignorance: ‘‘While in my youth
I drew somewhat near to the gates of science like someone dipping his toe in
the sea, only what is needed for an understanding of the halakhot, yet the
major themes and strong proofs were concealed from me.’’5

This marked tendency of attraction to the chokhmot in Jewish Ashkenazi
culture began in the first half of century; Benjamin Ginzburg and Shlomo of
Chelm were preceded, among others, by Tobias Cohen, author of Ma’aseh
Tuvyah, the previously mentioned medical students Shmuel Ben-Yaacov and
Isaac Wallich, Meir Neumark, Shlomo Zalman Hanau, and Raphael Levi of
Hanover.

Meir ben Judah Loeb Neumark (apparently born in 1688) was not yet
twenty years of age when he began translating German and Latin books of
physics, astronomy, geography, and history into Hebrew. The son of the man-
ager of the Hebrew printing house in Berlin at the turn of the eighteenth cen-
tury, Neumark moved to Frankfurt and studied in Nikolsburg, Moravia, under
the patronage of the court Jew, David Oppenheim, a well-known rabbi and
collector of books. Oppenheim encouraged him to try his hand at translation,
which he regarded as highly important, and after seeing one sample of Neu-
mark’s translations, urged him to continue. Although all Neumark’s transla-
tions were edited and prepared for publication, none were actually printed.
Two of them, Tokhen hakadur and Tekhunot havaya, on astronomy and phys-
ics, remained in manuscript form in Oppenheim’s library, and they attest not
only to the young man’s impressive intellectual endeavors, but also to his pur-
pose. He was anxious to disseminate knowledge about all aspects of the world,
to publicize the newest scientific and geographical discoveries, and to open a
window on the world for the Jewish reader, based on the most recent Euro-
pean literature. Fluent in European languages and a member of the wealthy
elite, Neumark was responsive to extra-Jewish knowledge, and provided his
readers with a list of reasons for justifying ‘‘the study of the external chokh-
mot.’’ He made no effort to conceal his attraction to European culture: ‘‘I
found no rest until I took up books that thoroughly and correctly explain
everything, and those I chose to translate into our holy tongue.’’6

Shlomo Zalman Hanau (1687–1746) was of the same generation as Neu-
mark. He spent most of his life in Hamburg and Amsterdam, but in his old
age lived in Berlin and Hanover. In 1708, only twenty-one years of age, he pub-
lished his first book, Binyan Shlomo, on Hebrew grammar. He unabashedly
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revealed his intellectual passion, raising to a sublime level the medieval term
‘‘inquiry,’’ which in the eighteenth century became one of the code words of
rationalism and of the Jewish Enlightenment (that rarely used the term
‘‘Haskalah’’):

The Almighty has instilled in man’s heart intelligence and wisdom and the sense to
understand and know what is good and what is bad until he nearly attains the state of
the angels . . . so that he may through the depth of his thought and his artifice plumb
the very nature of the matter and comprehend the innate value of inquiry and study
until in his wisdom he conceives of that which is hidden from the eye of every living
thing, no bird of prey knows the path there; the falcon’s keen eye cannot descry it, and
no human being knows its value.7

Nothing can withstand the critical power of ‘‘inquiry,’’ Hanau asserted. He
proved his claim by citing examples from the words of commentators and rab-
bis, whose ignorance of the language caused them, in his view, to misunder-
stand the Bible. But at the beginning of the century such an audacious
comment was far too radical, and the young man was resolutely called upon
to apologize on a special page affixed to the printed copies of his book.
Hanau’s apology took the form of a personal confession of a man repenting
his deeds:

The author said: Here I have stumbled, erring in the opinions I voiced of these writers;
I have spoken too freely and have shown disrespect to sages (although I did not do so
in rebellion or treachery, nor did I entertain any abominable thoughts in contempt of
[these] sages. . . . I merely meant to excite the minds of my readers and to encourage
them to study). Hence I come to ask their forgiveness.8

In particular, he begged the forgiveness of Rabbi Issac Abarbanel, the
commentator Abraham Ibn Ezra, and other sages, whom he had dared to criti-
cize and to expose some of their grammatical errors. Hanau also admitted that
he had wrongly strayed from the straight and narrow path and promised he
would not fall back into his wicked ways: ‘‘Verily I stand here and repent these
things; my errors are incomprehensible; my intemperance shall not cause my
mouth to utter such things again and God will atone for me.’’

Hanau’s character can be reconstructed from his introduction to his book
Tzohar hateivah (The Window of the Ark/Word) (1733), one of the most widely
circulated Hebrew books in the eighteenth century. From the age of forty-six,
he already allowed himself to imply his defiance of his critics and to argue that
the promise to repent he had been forced to make was not really sincere, and
that he was still committed to his rational views. He declared that the investi-
gator must remain resolute and fixed on his views, and not give in to persecu-
tions and attacks; certainly he ought not to pay heed to the loud voices of those
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representing ‘‘imagination’’—an irrational and uncritical trend. The scholar
must be an intellectual, bent on a great mission, based on the reasoning of his
intelligence: ‘‘This is the learning of man which the light of his intelligence will
illuminate and beautify, to make his entire purpose to perfect others, and to
influence them by his own splendor . . . and he must not cast off the burden
of study and the labor of inquiry that relies on his reason, nor to be content
with that which the imagination draws forth at first sight, but must endeavor
to thoroughly probe in his investigation.’’9

Indeed, this one example substantiates the claim that to fully probe the
historical significance of the early Haskalah, one must do more than empha-
size positive references to the chokhmot. The self-awareness of the early maskil,
the choker, or philosopher, is far more important. Even if he were not yet cut
off from the scholarly elite, he did strive to define his own intellectual
endeavor, which, at this stage, was focused on his aspirations as a writer and
philosopher and on his commitment to the rational criteria of science and his
professional specialization. These traits and this self-awareness gradually set
him apart from the intellectual elite, which at the time was almost exclusively
made up of talmudic scholars.

One of the first to achieve the autonomous status of a Jewish philosopher
and man of science was Raphael Levi of Hanover (1685–1779), a contemporary
of Neumark and Hanau. He apparently acquired a knowledge of European
languages, mathematics, and philosophy through his own efforts, although his
yeshivah studies in Frankfort-on-Main were his only formal education. At
first, he worked as a bookkeeper for the court Jew, Wolf Oppenheimer of Han-
over. Then for six years he lived under the protection and in the home of the
philosopher Leibniz. Afterward, he earned his living as a mathematics and
astronomy teacher, gathering around him pupils as well as many admirers.
These contacts with the Jewish mercantile and financial elite and with non-
Jewish intellectuals enabled him to be independent. His books in Hebrew,
printed during the 1750s and ’60s, which included various astronomical calcu-
lations, many timetables, and drawings, he signed with the title ‘‘The engineer,
the astronomer and philosopher, Raphael Halevi of Hanover.’’10 The declared
purpose of his research was religious, for example to clarify Maimonides’ com-
plex rulings on the sanctification of the new moon. In his introduction to the
astronomy book Tekhunot hashamayim, he stated that the aim of the book was
to make its readers knowledgeable in astronomy, so that the Jews may ‘‘learn
from it and thus understand the grandeur of the Creator and master of the
heavens.’’11 He left behind a manuscript in which he calculated the End of
Days based on Daniel’s prophecy, and declared that anyone who does not
believe in the Messiah is a heretic. At the end of that manuscript, he added
several guidelines to enhance the devoutness of prayer.12 Despite his piety and
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his messianic expectations (traits that also characterized Christian scholars in
the early modern era), Raphael Levi can be viewed as a man of the European
Enlightenment, whose world was the new world of science and philosophy.
This is evinced not only by his teacher-student relations with Leibniz, but also
by his portrait. The picture is one of a typical eighteenth-century scholar in
European garb (a wig and fashionable collar), alongside him the symbols of
science—measuring instruments, a globe, a telescope, writing utensils, and of
course, books.13 On his passion for knowledge, his total dedication to science,
and his desire to redeem astronomy and the other chokhmot the Jews had
neglected, Levi wrote:

In this last generation, in the travails of the long exile, we have almost entirely lost our
ancient sagacity, and no one is inclined to study and probe these profound matters, so
much so that we have plummeted from the highest peak to the very lowest abyss. Now
instead of being superior to all the gentiles in our fame and glory, we have become
objects of shame, mocked by all the nations. And I turned to seek out wisdom . . . I
have seen that wisdom has an advantage over stupidity . . . and I grew very zealous,
anxious to remove the taint of shame from our faces. I did not rest or desist from my
efforts, turning nights into days until I filled many booklets with all of human wisdom,
all the sciences, the natural, the philosophical and the divine, all beautifully arranged,
from beginning to end, and all based on rational proofs.14

This suggests that Raphael Levi had written lengthy manuscripts on a
wide variety of subjects, although only those on astronomy were published.
After Mendelssohn’s book Phädon was published, Levi, then eighty years of
age, kept up a correspondence with him, one that reflected a dialogue between
two Jewish philosophers, both faithful to Leibniz’s teachings. In a 1767 letter
Mendelssohn apologizes to Levi, in the tone of a student apologizing to his
teacher, for his relatively popular book, which an expert like Levi was apt to
find simplistic, and the two discussed the possibility of translating it into
Hebrew.15

Aaron Gumpertz (1723–69), the scion of a wealthy Berlin family that
belonged to the elite of affluent court Jews, another early maskil, in the 1740s
was one of Mendelssohn’s personal guides in his first foray into European cul-
ture. Gumpertz, unencumbered by any commitment to the rabbinical elite,
was eager to acquire the protection and patronage of a teacher who was a nota-
ble Enlightenment figure, as Raphael Levi had received from Leibniz. In 1745

Gumpertz wrote to one of the luminaries of German literature, Professor
Johann Gottsched, entreating him to become his teacher and patron in his
Leipzig home. In his letter, Gumpertz described himself as a compulsive
scholar, an autodidact who had already learned quite a lot, but who was trou-
bled by the fact that there were many areas he had not yet studied and was
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eager to greatly expand his knowledge. Other than his religious studies, Gump-
ertz wrote, he had learned French and Latin, mathematics and the natural sci-
ences, and now yearned to ‘‘imbibe the nectar of the sciences with a superb
teacher like yourself.’’16 This attempt to obtain academic patronage was unsuc-
cessful, but Gumpertz, who even before the age of twenty had lived under the
patronage of the French deist and adventurer the Marquis d’Argens and served
as his secretary, did not despair. In the 1740s he found other patrons, including
the president of the Prussian Royal Academy of Sciences, Pierre Louis Mauper-
tuis, but twenty years later he had still not satisfied his hunger for knowledge.
In Ma’amar hamada (Treatise on Science), a Hebrew introduction to science
and philosophy and an apologetic essay on these subjects, intended for the
scholarly elite, he wrote about his total dedication to his studies: ‘‘I shall
undertake to learn the philosophical, natural, and divine sciences, as far as my
feeble mind will enable me.’’ Gumpertz’s craving for more and more knowl-
edge kept him from succumbing to the temptation of the easy self-indulgent
life he could have enjoyed as the son of one of the richest Jewish families in
Germany.17 Moses Mendelssohn admired Gumpertz and warmly recom-
mended his Ma’amar hamada, which comprehensively surveyed the ‘‘sea of
chokhmot.’’18

The Redeemers of the Neglected Sciences

These Jewish intellectuals, who developed their formal or informal scholarship
and their scientific and philosophical world by associating with non-Jewish
intellectuals, represented only one end of the broad spectrum of the early
Haskalah. At the other end, we find, for example, the model of the author who
wrote with total dedication but under conditions of hardship, worries, and
penury.

One such was Shlomo Dubno (1738–1813), a teacher, collector of books,
linguist, and biblical scholar from Poland, who, in the 1760s and ’70s lived in
Amsterdam and Berlin. In a letter of complaint to Mendelssohn, he wrote
about his scholarly pursuits: ‘‘I have given no sleep to my eyes or slumber to
my eyelids, several midday meals at work I have not eaten, and many suppers
I have forgone, and several nights of labor I have counted, until I arrived at
the reward of my endeavors.’’ At the time, Mendelssohn was engaged in his
Bi’ur project (a German translation of the Pentateuch with a new Hebrew
commentary). In his youth he had been a zealous scholar in Berlin, arriving
from Dessau in 1743, where he became a merchant, community leader, and
renowned philosopher. Dubno entreated him to note how ‘‘I have neglected
my livelihood these past four years to persevere wholeheartedly in my work
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on this book, and have taken no pity on myself or on my only son.’’ He did
not conceal his envy of Mendelssohn, who did not have to spend every waking
moment on his literary endeavor, but devoted only the pleasant morning
hours to it before leaving for work at his commercial enterprise. Dubno
recounted all his troubles to Mendelssohn, expressing his frustration at the fact
that copies of Shlomo of Chelm’s book Sha’arei ne’imah, which Dubno had
printed in Frankfurt in 1766, ‘‘lie here in a corner, there is no demand for
them, no interest in them, and many have I given as gifts to young men.’’19

But none of these troubles deterred Dubno, an ardent book collector and mer-
chant, who devoted his entire life to writing and printing books. The list of
books in his library, which he compiled in Amsterdam in 1771, is a representa-
tive inventory of the Jewish book culture; it includes more than 350 books,
including those written by early maskilim, which Dubno collected, sold, and
distributed in his travels between Amsterdam and Vilna.20

The bookshelf of the early maskilim, which took shape throughout the
eighteenth century, in particular in the second half of that century, is impres-
sive and surprising in its scope and diversity. Many of these books were mod-
est in size, of poor quality print, and their florid rabbinical or baroque style
(in particular ornate, rhymed prose, replete with allusions, riddles, and associ-
ations) did not arouse much interest in later generations. But the sheer num-
ber of books the early maskilim brought to the printing press attests to the
efforts they invested in building this alternative library. A representative list
would include books on medicine and anatomy by Tobias Cohen, Baruch
Schick, and Moses Marcuse; on linguistics by Shlomo Hanau and Naphtali
Herz Wessely; on science—astronomy, mathematics, and chemistry—by
Gumpertz, Worms, Raphael Levi, Jonathan of Ruzhany, Baruch Schick, Judah
Leib Margolioth, and Pinhas Hurwitz; on philosophy by Israel Zamosc, Nap-
thali Ullman, and Mendelssohn; and on ethics by Judah Hurwitz and Judah
Leib Margolioth. Although these early maskilim usually did not coordinate the
subjects of their books with one another, it would be a mistake to assume that
it is a random collection of books. This was a creative endeavor with a twofold
purpose: to move neglected layers of Jewish culture from the sidelines to the
center by reprinting out-of-print books, and to purify and improve Jewish cul-
ture and religion, as well as here and there to remedy the flaws of Jewish soci-
ety—the patterns of behavior and the moral code of its members.21

How may we correctly understand the meaning of the early maskilim’s
literary activity? First, it is important to note how they cautiously walked the
tightrope between the legitimate and the forbidden. Second, one must exam-
ine the books on language, science, ethics, and philosophy printed during the
eighteenth century to see whether they reflected a real change in the accepted
traditional values and the patterns of literary activity, study, and cultural cre-
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ativity. The very act of printing nonreligious books embodied a defiant—
sometimes even a subversive—critique of the neglect of these important fields
of knowledge. It would be correct to say that an assertive departure from this
neglect was one of the distinctive features common to all the early maskilim.
At the beginning of the century, in 1707, Tobias Hacohen had already cau-
tioned against the neglect of scientific knowledge and the serious harm it
caused to the image of the Jews. Yonathan ben Yosef, who fled the plague in
Lithuanian Ruzhany in 1710, and ten years later printed his book Yeshuah beYi-
srael (Salvation in Israel) in Frankfurt, regarded himself as no less than the
redeemer of astronomy (‘‘Now, at this time, for our many sins, minds have
dwindled, the skill of counsel has perished among our people, and wisdom has
fled from them, for these many days they have not utilized her, so this wisdom
lies in a corner, her face grown over with thorns, covered over with nettles’’).22

Raphael Levi declared that his mission was to redeem ‘‘all of humankind’s
chokhmot,’’ and Rabbi Shlomo of Chelm denounced the fools that discredit
the study of the sciences and complained about their grievous neglect: ‘‘For
the light has failed to shine for our people and its sun has set . . . and why
should you turn aside from her, for she is your wisdom and your intellect, in
the eyes of the nations.’’23

When the early maskilim were hard at work writing books in Hebrew,
they regarded themselves as no less than the revivers of the language and the
purifiers of the biblical text. Shlomo Zalman Hanau depicted himself as lead-
ing the renaissance of grammar: ‘‘Once I saw that this wisdom is hidden and
neglected. No one inquired into it or sought it.’’ He imputed to the ‘‘wisdom
of grammar’’ immense significance in the development of intellectual ability
and the refinement of Jewish culture, which centered on the Torah.24 His stu-
dent Naphtali Herz Wessely (whom Hanau taught linguistics in Copenhagen)
adopted a similar approach. In his book Gan na’ul (A Locked Garden), printed
in Amsterdam in 1765, Wessely offered his readers much more than a reference
book to familiarize them with Hebrew roots. It was, in his words, a tool for
clarifying and purifying the Bible for the purpose of truly comprehending it,
for without a well-grounded knowledge of the language, the words of the
Bible could never be properly understood. Like Hanau, who also influenced
Wessely’s sense of fulfilling the destiny of an author and scholar, he declared,
‘‘Since my youth I have loved the truth, and my heart seeks to find the true
way.’’ He regarded his book as a barricade against fools, on the one hand, and
heretics (‘‘wise men in their own eyes’’) on the other, since both of them fail
to grasp the real truth.25

Kohelet musar, the Hebrew weekly edited by Tobias Bock and Moses
Mendelssohn, which came out in Berlin for a short time in the middle of the
century, also battled against the neglect of the Hebrew language. It suggested
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to its readers the idea of a real cultural revolution, like the one being con-
ducted, in its view, in Europe—expansion of the classic language to a level that
would enable the creation of a variegated secular literature, not restricted
merely to religious content. Mendelssohn, who had already been living in Ber-
lin for more than ten years, was then taking his first steps towards acceptance
as an acknowledged member of the literary republic of Germany’s enlightened.
His first philosophical writings and his friendship with the author and play-
wright Gotthold Ephraim Lessing, who was instrumental in Mendelssohn’s
acceptance into Berlin intellectual circles, helped him attain a place in the Ger-
man world of culture. As opposed to the generally accepted view, in the 1750s
and ’60s, Mendelssohn still regarded himself as belonging to Jewish society
and culture, and in Kohelet musar he joined Tobias Bock in an endeavor to
change the self-awareness of young Jews.

‘‘And the Jews will see that our language is fit for every possible occasion,
to lift our voice in weeping, to sing songs to gladden hearts, or to chastise
the wicked at the gate,’’ the editors of Kohelet musar wrote, conscious of their
pioneering endeavor. It was incumbent on the Jews to engage in cultural activ-
ism, in keeping with the cultural trend of Enlightenment-age Europe: ‘‘We will
learn from the other nations and their languages. They did not rest or leave
off until they expanded the boundaries of their language. And why should we
be as dreamers, loving to slumber and not do as they did with our own lan-
guage, which is worthier and earlier in time?’’ Indeed, the endeavor to revive
German and dislodge Latin from literature and academia was one of the dis-
tinctive features of the early Enlightenment in Germany.26 Moreover, Kohelet
musar provided its readers with a sphere of life that had hardly any legitima-
tion in the traditional culture. The weekly called on the Jews to fill their lungs
with the air of natural life, to freely observe the beauty of nature, to smell the
fragrance of blossoms in spring, to nurture their sense of aesthetics and har-
mony. It is also their right to delight in a world that is, as Leibniz taught, the
best of all possible worlds created by God. Man, ‘‘God’s finest creature,’’ is at
the center of nature, and it is unthinkable that the Jew, of all people, should
repress his humanistic traits:

In all my days on this earth, I have never seen a man pass through a field in which the
plants are budding whose eyes did not wander from its beginning to its end. God gave
man an eye with which to see, to be filled with pleasure as he beamed at the glory of
all creatures. . . . And you are that human being! For your sake God has done His
deeds. Because of you, meadows are clothed with grain, and under your feet every
growing thing buds and blossoms.27

Man can discover the majesty of the Almighty and His powers by observing
the creation of the great architect of the world. It is not only legitimate to
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take pleasure in the beauty of the world from a humanistic point of view; it is
tantamount to a religious commandment.

From the beginning of the eighteenth century, the popular musar book
Kav hayashar (The Straight Measure) was published in a number of editions,
in Hebrew and Yiddish. It depicted the reality in gloomy, ominous colors and
called on the Jews to be wary of innumerable forces of evil that were conspir-
ing to do violence to their souls. The author of the book, the preacher Zevi
Hirsch Koidonover, warned: ‘‘If only you knew how many evil demons are
lying in wait for a quarter of the blood in your heart, you would certainly bind
your heart and soul to the Creator, may He be blessed.’’28

Other early maskilim revealed the sensitivity to aesthetics in language, lit-
erature, nature and daily life that developed in the 1740s and ’50s. For example,
in 1766, Judah Hurwitz described the ideal house of the chakham—a spacious
home embellished with works of art, where people listen to music, and along-
side it a luxuriant garden, in which the learned homeowner strolls alone, tak-
ing pleasure in ‘‘the lushness of the chokhmot.’’ The aspiration for literary
aesthetics was taken to new heights in Hurwitz’s Amudei bet Yehudah. In addi-
tion to its rhymed prose and multiple linguistic embellishments, the book is
presented to the reader as a splendid building in the elegant baroque style: a
marble palace with large halls, offices, many rooms, and doors through which
the reader can enter and stroll pleasantly. We can find other examples of liter-
ary aesthetics in Hanau’s Binyan Shlomo and Wessely’s Gan na’ul. They all
invited the reader to take pleasure in his reading, to enter through the many
doors opening wide before him, to stroll around the building and discover the
surprises awaiting him behind each and every gate, or to peek through the
‘‘windows’’ of the locked garden.

In addition to discovering nature, aesthetics, and harmony in the world,
the circles of early maskilim in the 1740s also called for the revival of the tradi-
tion of rationalist philosophy. The turning point came when Moshe Wolf in
Jesnitz, near Dessau, published several new editions of out-of-print books,
among them Guide for the Perplexed, which he printed in 1742. To appreciate
the importance of its reprinting in Jesnitz, we need only note the formative
influence of this medieval philosophical work on two philosophers, Moses
Mendelssohn and Shlomo Maimon, who through it were exposed to the
beguiling power of philosophy. We can assume that if the reprinted Guide for
the Perplexed had not come into Mendelssohn’s hands, he would have had a
hard time becoming a philosopher of the German Enlightenment. Even if we
are skeptical about the tale that Mendelssohn got his famous humpback
because in his youth he was constantly bent over, concentrating intently on the
Guide, the maskilim did learn from Maimonides the rhetoric of knowledge, his
appeal to his fellow Jews to develop their intellect and learn to know God,
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and the ideal of the intellectual perfection of man. The rationalist messages
formulated in the twelfth century were easily incorporated into the slogans of
the eighteenth-century Haskalah.

In 1744, the book Ruach chen, a philosophical dictionary attributed to
Judah Ibn Tibbon, was printed in Jesnitz. The publishers presented it as a ref-
erence tool for an understanding of the Guide29 and appended to it a commen-
tary by Israel ben Moshe Halevi of Zamosc (1710–72), an important early
maskil, who showed a great deal of interest in the sciences and medieval phi-
losophy, and also wrote a commentary on the Kuzari and on Bahya Ibn
Paquda’s Chovot halevavot (Duties of the Hearts). In the 1740s, he moved from
Poland to Germany, where, as an independent scholar, he joined the circle of
Gumpertz and Mendelssohn, which was supported by the wealthy patron
Daniel Itzig, and became one of the militant defenders of ‘‘inquiry.’’ In his
apologetics on the chokhmot, Israel Zamosc represented the struggle the early
maskilim saw themselves as waging—wisdom against folly. He invested much
effort to prove that the knowledge the members of his circle were trying to
introduce into Jewish culture would in no way endanger religious faith. In his
first book, Netzach Yisrael, written in Galicia and printed in Frankfurt-on-
Oder in 1741, he had leveled criticism at the flaws of traditional scholarship
and the method of pilpul (the casuistic discussion of the Talmud). ‘‘Owing to
this, we are sick at heart, our eyes grow dim, for the true study whose path has
been made desolate,’’ Zamosc lamented in the introduction to his book, which
was a sharp denunciation of the rabbinical elite to which he had belonged.
Many were in the habit, he added, of ‘‘despising all science and all knowledge
unknown to them . . . and go so far as to call the sciences nonsense and folly.’’30

In Ruach chen, he furiously assailed the ‘‘accursed insolent ones, the ignorant
brutal men, many with us in this generation, who . . . [are] foolish to think
that piety will decrease among those knowledgeable in the sciences.’’31

Zamosc’s Ruach chen amounted to a defense of science and philosophy.
He held that it was within the power of human intelligence to controvert the
imagination to which the masses were inclined, to nullify false thoughts and
to properly guide people in overcoming obstacles, in marked contrast to the
traditional guidance based solely on religion. In his commentary, he included
scientific knowledge (Galileo’s telescope, the vacuum), but cautiously avoided
taking a stand on major issues that had theological implications, such as the
truth of Copernican cosmology. On the one hand, he admitted that Coperni-
cus’s view is ‘‘closer to the ways of astronomy,’’ and that most of the gentile
scholars support it, while on the other hand: ‘‘anyone getting so much as a
whiff of his view is disgusted by it, regards it as opposed to the spirit of the
Torah and the teachings of the Sages, as a heretic notion.’’ He also left unre-
solved the question whether revelation was a subjective mental experience,
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which occurred when the mind was momentarily in ‘‘darkness,’’ or perhaps
an objective, realistic sight.32 Although Israel Zamosc clearly implied what his
view was on these sensitive issues, he was careful to avoid openly stating it,
probably because he was regarded with suspicion, perhaps even persecuted
because of his dedication to the chokhmot. This is evinced not only by his
introduction to Netzach Yisrael, but also in his correspondence with Rabbi
Jacob Emden in 1764, and the apologetic, defensive manner in which he intro-
duced himself to the rabbi: ‘‘You may have heard many loud voices diminish-
ing my worth and enlarging my shortcomings. But God knows that my entire
purpose was to draw the waters of truth from the source of His wisdom.’’33

We see then that early maskilim were already being denounced as deviants
because of their passion for knowledge and their intellectual daring.

The all-embracing plan of the physician Anshel Worms of Frankfurt
(1695–1769) merits special consideration. He wanted to print a series of books
that, taken together, would comprise a complete corpus of scientific, philo-
sophical, and religious knowledge, but very few of these volumes were actually
printed. In 1722, when he was a twenty-seven-year-old student of medicine and
philosophy at the University of Frankfurt, he had already published an algebra
textbook ‘‘to open the gates of understanding to the nation which walks in the
dark.’’ In his literary introduction to the book, Worms depicted his intense
attraction to knowledge and his self-image as a redeemer of the neglected
chokhmot, by describing a utopian prophetic dream: Algebra appears in his
vision in the figure of a beautiful maiden, who miraculously survived a ship-
wreck and was cast upon the beach of a spacious, flowering island. The maskil,
as a hero destined to know the sciences, saw himself as the first to ‘‘know’’ (in
the biblical sense) the maiden Algebra, whom he discovered in a state of
neglect: ‘‘a virgin, very fair to look upon, whom no man had known, lying
there her face pressed to the ground.’’ The Jewish man of science fell in love
with her, was strongly attracted to her sexually and restored her to life (‘‘I
emptied her of the water she had swallowed and anointed her body with oils
and perfumes . . . until the breath of life was within her’’). The maiden Algebra
loved him in return and promised her savior that she would reveal all her
secrets to him, because ‘‘you have rescued me and with your right arm have
pulled me from the miry clay; had it not been for you, I would have been
plunged into a deep pit, and now I shall walk in the land of the living.’’34

More than forty years passed before another book by the savior of the
neglected sciences and the redeemer of virgins was published. ‘‘I have set my
table, poured my wine, and placed upon it the bread of the Presence, lit up by
several [of my] essays,’’ Worms declared in 1766, stating that his aim was to
reach a point where ‘‘in the paths of Zion which until now have been in dark-
ness for the Jews, there shall be a bright light wherever they turn.’’35 His book
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Seyag laTorah (A Fence Around the Torah), which systematically dealt with
the Masoretic tradition and the precise, pure wording of the Torah, was
intended to serve as only one link in his great project. The seven chapters of
the literary project were defined as ‘‘philosophical works,’’ and included
Hebrew grammar, the Masoretic tradition and biblical commentary, logic in
general and talmudic logic in particular, metaphysics, the theoretical and prac-
tical sciences (geography, history, astronomy, geometry, mechanics, algebra,
optics, and music), physics, and, finally, ‘‘practical philosophy and natural
law.’’ According to Worms, he had already written most of these chapters, and
their wide distribution was being delayed only due to the printing costs. In his
introduction, he therefore called on ‘‘the lovers of the sciences and the devo-
tees of knowledge’’ to help him finance his project. But three years later he
died, leaving behind only a few of his writings.

The physician from Frankfurt, like other early maskilim, was very sensi-
tive to the inferiority of the Jews in these fields of knowledge in the age of
Enlightenment. ‘‘You have become brutish and ignorant, like a stupid man
who knows not how to wage a battle and to engage in combat in the war of
religion and the argumentation of the sciences,’’ Worms rebuked all those who
did not properly appreciate the importance of the intellectual elite that was
capable of coping with the challenges of the Enlightenment. However, Worms
himself, as a rationalist who clung to tradition, was also aware of the challenges
posed by modern philosophy and deistic views. He stated this explicitly in
referring to the new philosophies, which because of their radical approach,
were in his opinion a threat to religious faith:

Men such as Spinoza, Hobbs, Edelmann, and their ilk are going about praising them-
selves in the towns and districts, demanding respect and mocking every man of reli-
gion, the circumcised and the uncircumcised, who relies on the holy words written by
the finger of God rather than on his own wisdom. If anyone believes that intelligence
must submit to the words of the Almighty, King of the earth, they deride him, opening
their mouths wide.36

Confronting Skepticism: The Noble Savage

The need to grapple with the challenge of the skeptical Enlightenment was also
an important factor in the development of the early Haskalah, since it induced
the maskilim to try to present a rationalist Jewish approach replete with wis-
dom and inquiry. In 1766, the very same year that Worms’s book was printed,
Judah Hurwitz proposed an original way of coping with contemporary skepti-
cal approaches that challenged accepted religious views. In his book Amudei
bet Yehudah he placed in the mouths of his heros rationalist replies to skeptical
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theology. Hurwitz, who had been exposed to the Enlightenment culture of his
time, created for this purpose a fascinating literary character, one unique to
Jewish culture—a noble savage, devoid of any of the influences of tradition
or religion, whose path to Judaism passed only through study and rational
persuasion. In his responses to the challenges of the Enlightenment’s skepti-
cism and its criticism of religion, Hurwitz defended the Torah and the com-
mandments, but his replies also had the very opposite effect: they introduced
the Jewish reader for the first time to the radical ideas of Enlightenment; they
made him more aware of the very existence and intensity of religious skepti-
cism, and were directed toward a rationalization of Judaism.37

Amudei bet Yehudah, Hurwitz’s most important work, employs a reli-
gious debate in order to denounce all types of heresy. The debate is placed in
a picturesque literary setting, which is of interest in itself, and its plot is set in
an undefined historical period, during which ‘‘there is rampant skepticism and
apostasy.’’ Its two protagonists are pious philosophers: one (named Itai Hag-
iti) is speculative, the other (Chushai Haerki) pragmatic, relying on his experi-
ence and senses. The two flee to a secret place in nature, far from human
habitation, and in the company of ‘‘lions and tigers . . . animals of the forests,’’
they spend their time on varied pursuits: Torah, Talmud, Kabbalah, ‘‘sayings
and rules of ethics from the disciples of philosophers,’’ as well as science—
astronomy and geography. Chushai, who excels at empirical thought and a
sensual approach, observes ‘‘the deeds of the awe-inspiring Almighty in every-
thing He created in His world,’’ and from his observation of the divine cre-
ation, arrives at conclusions. Itai, on the other hand, excels at rationalist,
abstract thought, and ‘‘to them applies his logic.’’38 The most original and
intriguing literary character Hurwitz introduces to the religious debate is that
of the ‘‘noble savage’’—Ira HaYe’ari—an addition that attests to the strong
impact the eighteenth-century Enlightenment had on the world of this physi-
cian and early maskil.

One of the roots of the Enlightenment is the Europeans’ encounter with
the exotic inhabitants of the ‘‘new world.’’ Eighteenth-century colonialism fur-
ther expanded European acquaintance with America and the Pacific islands,
with Africa and Asia. Riveting travel books attracted enormous attention;
Daniel Defoe’s novel Robinson Crusoe (1719), describing a meeting on a
deserted island in the southern Caribbean between the European Crusoe and
the native, Man Friday, is but one of these popular books depicting characters
of ‘‘savages.’’ The impact on the Enlightenment of the discovery of strange
new cultures in the ‘‘new world’’ was immense; it affected religious views,
intellectual vibrancy, literature, and Europe’s self-image.

At first, the inhabitants of Africa and the American Indians were regarded
as barbaric savages, walking about naked and no better than wild beasts, so
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that there was even some doubt whether their bodies contained a soul and if
they could be seen as human creatures. Later, the view of them changed to one
of admiration, and the image of the ‘‘noble savage’’ began to take shape—a
natural, simple, innocent, happy man whose traits, thoughts, and lifestyle had
not been corrupted by European civilization and religious dogma.

The challenges posed by the discovery of new tribes, religions, and cus-
toms were very great indeed. The writers and philosophers of the Enlighten-
ment learned from these, for example, the relativity of cultures and religions,
and pointed to the need for a change in the view that until then had regarded
Europe and Christianity as the be-all and end-all of existence. To deists and
free thinkers, the Indians were proof of the truth of their concept of a rational,
moral, natural religion that has no need of revelation and ritual. In his well-
known book Christianity Not Mysterious, John Toland, one of the fathers of
British deism, presented his ‘‘Indian test’’ to examine the validity of the reli-
gious truth of Christianity. By doing so, he wished to illustrate and substanti-
ate his concept of ‘‘common notion,’’ which in his view is the acid test of any
religious truth, namely, how would the Indian understand the principles of
Christianity, using the universal tools of thought inherent in him? Defoe’s
Robinson Crusoe, for example, was amazed to discover how difficult, or per-
haps impossible, it was to explain the principles of Christianity to a ‘‘savage’’
endowed with ‘‘natural’’ thought. Writers, like Montesquieu in his Persian Let-
ters (1721), placed sweeping criticism of European Christian civilization, from
social ethics to the conduct of government and church, into the mouths of
‘‘noble savages’’ and other exotic peoples such as Chinese, Persians, and Egyp-
tians. Admiration for the simplicity and vitality of the ‘‘natural man’’—
embodied, for example, in the ‘‘savages’’ of the Pacific islands—made him, in
the eighteenth century, the symbol of an egalitarian model society, free of sex-
ual inhibitions or religious hypocrisy, like the people Swift’s Gulliver encoun-
tered on his travels.39

At a very early stage of European colonialism, several ‘‘savages’’ were
taken on a tour through the cities of Europe and shown to the public, evoking
cries of wonder from spectators in cities like London and Paris. In the early
1760s, Samson Occum (1723–91) became very famous. A Mohawk Indian per-
suaded by missionaries to convert to Christianity, Occum was the pupil of the
clergyman Eleazar Wheelock, who taught him English, Greek, Latin, and of
course Christian theology, and he later became an influential preacher in the
colonies of New England. In 1765, Occum was brought to England, where he
aroused enormous excitement.40

There is no way of knowing whether Hurwitz read Defoe and Swift or
whether he was familiar with the life story of the Indian Occum, who was then
on tour in Europe. However, the story of Ira HaYe’ari, discovered on a
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deserted island very much like Robinson Crusoe’s, is related in Amudei bet
Yehudah. The frame story and the concepts of this tale are unquestionably
drawn from the literature of travels in the ‘‘new world.’’ Hurwitz provided his
readers with the figure of the ‘‘savage’’ in ‘‘Judaized’’ garb, suitable both to the
Jewish background and to the book’s polemical aims: Ira HaYe’ari is a ‘‘sav-
age,’’ ‘‘a man of the forest,’’ who astounds everyone when he is transformed
from a barbaric, ignorant man of nature into an educated, believing Jew. His
first appearance in the book exhibits all the ingredients of the ‘‘savage’’ as they
appeared in the travel books of the period:

And on that day, they [the scholars, Itai and Chushai] went forth to gather wild herbs
so that they might eat, and from afar they saw a man standing, entirely naked and
unashamed, pulling up the wet grasses that are good for human consumption, and
digging up the roots that are fine for the human temperament, and when the wild man
saw the two, he ran from them, and hid within the forest, in the manner of a stupid
man. And they also removed their clothes, and naked walked about there all day, until
the wild man came like a beast, to the place where he had stood, come to dig for the
roots of the earth. And Itai went and showed himself to him in a vision, and made him
a sign, and the man came to him, and stood before him, and Itai gave him of his bread,
and the food was to his liking. And thus the scholar did unto him, until the savage
followed after him, like a calf after the cow.41

The instinctive reaction of the two scholars was, of course, to enslave the
savage and make him their servant, but they rejected this notion at once.
Instead of behaving like the colonialists, they decided to take pity on the wild
man and to undertake an amazing challenge: ‘‘To make this rough, wild crea-
ture appealing, to turn him into a man of knowledge and true feeling.’’ This
savage, who embodies materiality, naturalness, and a tabula rasa, is about to
receive a ‘‘Pygmalion-like’’ education, not only to become a full-fledged mem-
ber of human civilization, but also to become a Jew! In this way, Hurwitz was
able to employ him as an effective weapon in his literary diatribe against the
deplorable status of religion and morality and against other flaws that were
marring Jewish society and culture. Not only would Ira HaYe’ari prove that it
is possible to soundly educate the natural man and to mold him by means of
knowledge and reason, but also through him, a utopian model of the Jew
would be presented. This man has attained truth, wisdom, and piety without
being exposed to the tradition of his forefathers or compelled to convert to
Judaism:

To enlighten the blind Hebrews, who have refused to walk in the straight paths, and
perhaps of the man of the wilderness I shall make a remedy, to bind him up with the
Hebrew, who walked contrary to the Lord, my fortress . . . when they see a God-fearing
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savage who has learned to speak, with wisdom and morality . . . this man became a
model for the men of the inferno.42

The use made of the noble savage motif in Amudei bet Yehudah was in
fact more similar to the way orthodox Christianity exploited it to strengthen
faith, based on the example of the Indian Occum, than to the use made by
freethinkers to undermine religious faith. Nonetheless, the task of educating
Ira haYe’ari is prescribed with special care, out of an awareness of how difficult
it was to explain any positivistic religion to a ‘‘natural man’’ in a manner that
seems reasonable to him. Since Ira is meant to serve as a utopian model, he
can not be forcibly converted to Judaism, as Christian missionaries often con-
verted ‘‘savages’’ in the ‘‘new world.’’ He must be guided and counseled so
that he accepts Judaism out of his free choice and rational judgment, in other
words, according to the fundamentals of the universal natural religion inher-
ent in every human being. In this way, Ira HaYe’ari’s conversion, perhaps
unintentionally, became the ‘‘Indian test’’ of the Jewish religion: would it be
consistent with natural reason?

The guidelines laid down by Itai, the rational philosopher of Amudei bet
Yehudah, were abundantly clear. ‘‘Please take Ira HaYe’ari,’’ he told his com-
rade who was in charge of the savage’s education, ‘‘and teach him chokhmot
and morals, according to the Torah and its proper laws, so nothing shall come
to pass by chance, by trickery or deceit, or the way a beast is taught, with rage
and anger . . . that is not the way of our pleasing Torah, nor is it the path of
wisdom. You must retain the free choice, choice of the truth of our Torah, of
love and piety.’’ For this education to achieve its aim, the ‘‘savage’’ ’s teacher
must permit his novice, innocent pupil to ask any question that comes to his
mind: ‘‘Allow him to speak, to say what he will, on any subject, as a maskil
and a friend, and it is your duty to provide him with a satisfactory reply.’’ Ira’s
elementary education begins with the study of language, Hebrew writing and
grammar, the prayers, and ‘‘chokhmot and morals,’’ and ends with a study of
the Torah and the commandments and everything required in order to wor-
ship God. In the education of this natural man, they took special care to avoid
referring to any religious experience, divine inspiration, or ecstatic religiosity
of the kind that characterized the Kabbalists, whose conduct Hurwitz counted
as one of the causes of the contemporary religious crisis. In contrast, they uti-
lized the faculties of reason: ‘‘Not with the fancies of the sense,’’ not ‘‘seeing
visions,’’ but ‘‘the intellect and morality are the sources of logic.’’43

Needless to say, the task met with great success, and Ira HaYe’ari became
an intellectual as astute and quick-witted as his two teachers. After having been
prepared to enter human society in general and Jewish society in particular,
although his outward appearance was still that of a ‘‘savage,’’ the three
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returned to the Jewish community. The two wise scholars exhibited him to an
excited Jewish multitude, just as Indians were being shown to the public in
European cities at the time: ‘‘And when they came into the city, with the sav-
age, the entire city was astounded by the awesome sight, seeing a naked man
come forth from the forests, and all the people came and stood looking upon
them.’’ To further intensify the exotic surprise, Chushai explained to the
crowd that this very ‘‘savage,’’ the essence of ‘‘man’’ by the nature of his cre-
ation, is going to teach them how to correct their minds and deeds. ‘‘Hear all
you people, who marvel at the clay and shapeless mass, and do not look to see
if there is form and soul in the world,’’ Itai declared as he introduced the out-
landish man to the astonished Jews:

I have seen that you wonder about the soul of this wild man, and do not know that he
possesses a soul and form, that he is a man of morals and Torah, and you may think
he has no wisdom or morality because he is not dressed like a gentleman or aristocrat
. . . Hence, know my brethren, the man you see here with me, is the tree of the field
. . . he will teach the misguided souls wisdom, he will set the crooked mind straight,
with wisdom, reason and good sense.44

At this stage of the frame story of Amudei bet Yehudah, the debate ensues
in which Ira HaYe’ari supplements his worldview and his values in relation to
humankind and the Jewish religion in a series of penetrating questions. Since
he has been given the right to raise any question, Ira serves as a mouthpiece
for the arguments of the skeptics. Thus, in his ‘‘orthodox’’ book, Hurwitz
allows Ira to express doubts and queries that clash with the social and cultural
norms of European and Jewish reality. Just as it is hard to know whether Hur-
witz knew about Occum, there is also no way of knowing whether he read the
popular dialogues between the Huron Indian chief Adario and the French
baron Lahontan, which appeared in several languages and in many editions.
In any event, there is a marked similarity between the questions posed by Ira
and those by Adario, who adopted a rationalistic, deistic approach and cast
serious doubt on the moral, social, and religious norms of Christianity.45 The
Jewish ‘‘savage’’ wondered at the fine manners, so lacking in any natural or
existential benefit, of human beings who take care to eat only refined food-
stuffs and delicacies, wear stylish fashionable clothing, and live in fancy, spa-
cious homes. He called into question the need to eat meat and drink wine, so
injurious to man’s health. Nor did he refrain from religious skepticism, chal-
lenging the degree of moral justice to be found in the considerations of divine
providence and pointing to the bitter fate of righteous men. He also was
amazed at how irrational religion was when he first heard of the belief in rein-
carnation: ‘‘How strange that is to me, that the soul of man should be reincar-
nated in dogs and swine.’’46
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The ‘‘Indian test’’ of the disciples of natural religion, like Defoe, Toland,
and Lahontan, also came up for discussion in Amudei bet Yehudah. Would
only those whose forefathers had been vouchsafed divine revelation be granted
redemption and an afterlife? What would be the fate of other believers such as
the Christians or the tribes of the ‘‘new world,’’ or even the Chinese, who had
never heard of the monotheistic religions? In particular Ira found it hard to
accept the fate of the seven peoples of Canaan, and Hurwitz places in his
mouth a skeptical, daring question: ‘‘Why did the Torah decree that every last
soul of the seven ancient nations be slaughtered like cattle?’’

The ‘‘Indian test’’ also served Moses Mendelssohn, at first in the late
1760s, in his public debate with the Swiss clergyman Johann Casper Lavater,
about whether Judaism met the test of reason in comparison to Christianity,
and later in the 1780s in his book Jerusalem.47 Mendelssohn, who believed
Judaism was tolerant of other religions, that it adhered to the principles of the
universal natural religion and did not deny the achievement of perfection or
divine reward to those to whom God had not granted special revelation,
thought that every person has the rational faculties to arrive at the truths of
natural religion. In Mendelssohn’s view, it was utterly absurd ‘‘to send mis-
sions to the lands of India or to Greenland, to preach to those far-off peoples
to accept our religion. In particular, the latter nation, which, according to the
descriptions we have of it, correctly practices the law of nature.’’48

Hurwitz’s reply, which preceded Mendelssohn, was totally different. His
‘‘savages’’—Indian, Chinese, or the seven biblical peoples of Canaan—have
been endowed, at the most, with a moral sense, the ability to freely choose,
and definitely do not have any religious consciousness. His religious tolerance
was restricted to ‘‘men of reason,’’ the Christians only, and was totally nonex-
istent in relation to ‘‘savages.’’ In contrast to Mendelssohn, who rejected the
speculative argument that exemplary universal figures like the Greek Solon
and the Chinese Confucius be required to convert to Judaism, the heros of
Hurwitz’s book endeavored to persuade ‘‘the savage man’’ to accept the truth
of Judaism, out of a belief that he could be truly reformed only by becoming
a Jew. In contrast to their compassion for Ira himself, the candidate for Juda-
ization, their basic approach, which justified not only the killing of the seven
peoples of Canaan but also the massacre of the natives of the ‘‘new world’’ by
European colonialists, is indeed surprising. While the Christians, ‘‘who believe
in the renewal of the world and in resurrection, and other essentials, as we do’’
(principles they learned from the Jews, as Hurwitz put it) are assured of divine
reward and are worthy of being treated with tolerance,49 the inferiority of other
peoples is irremediable. Hurwitz’s intellectual attempt to grapple with the her-
esy of the Jews caused him to depict the ‘‘savages’’ as an extreme model of
heresy, which degrades them to a level below the status of human beings. This
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is how Hurwitz responds to the challenge of the natural religion encapsulated
in the ‘‘Indian test’’:

In the lands of wilderness to which the word of our Lord and His religion have not
reached . . . when all the beasts of the forest go prowling; the young lions roar for prey,
to devour the believer in the God of the world, truly when the men of Europe con-
quered them, they slaughtered them mercilessly, for they did not see they were any
better than the beasts, as we know from the history of the world of the kings of Edom
and Spain, and had the Lord given them into our hands as he did the seven nations,
surely He would have commanded us not to permit a single one of them to live, for
the same judgement applies to each of them.50

Ira HaYe’ari, himself a former ‘‘savage,’’ at first raised objections, employ-
ing a Mendelssohnian argument: ‘‘How are those whom the word of God
never reached to blame?’’ However, he understandingly accepted the very non-
Mendelssohnian reply: ‘‘Know that in truth these men are unlike human
beings, and it is forever their nature that their souls are mixed with the soul of
beasts.’’ The travel books taught Hurwitz that the ‘‘new world’’ was replete
with moral and sexual debauchery, and hence it was the immoral corruption
of the ‘‘savages’’ that ‘‘placed them outside of human nature’’ and justifiably
doomed them to perdition. God punished them by depriving them of His rev-
elation. Thus, out of the wealth of images of the ‘‘noble savage’’ in the Euro-
pean Enlightenment culture, Hurwitz chose that of the ‘‘barbaric savage’’ or
the ‘‘atheistic savage,’’ who could only rise to the level of man by converting
to the religions of revelation. To close the last crack in the wall, Ira, the skeptic
and rationalist thinker, asked whether perhaps the Chinese are an exception,
since ‘‘all the travel and geography books marvel at their rich, highly developed
civilization, which they established without any direct contact with Europe.’’
From the reply, it is clear that Hurwitz viewed even the ideal image of the
Chinese in a totally different light. In his opinion, the Chinese are worse than
the Indians in their moral corruption, because their awareness of their sins
only increases their responsibility and intensifies their evilness: ‘‘For the
understanding of their nature draws them to magnify the iniquity of their
souls and to multiply their vices a thousand-fold . . . in the manner of every
wise man to be more wicked than the fools who have never seen the light.’’51

Hurwitz undoubtedly drew on contemporary European culture in devis-
ing the character of Ira, his literary hero, as a ‘‘savage’’ who becomes a ‘‘noble
savage’’ and also a believing Jew. However, his character also attests to the
limitations of his assimilation of Enlightenment culture. Ira, who rises from
bestial barbarity and total ignorance to become a wise Jew, does exemplify the
possibility of reshaping a man by means of education, enlightenment, reading,
and persuasion. And Hurwitz even took the daring step of placing in his
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mouth skeptical, critical questions, in which he put forward the very claims of
naturalistic and philosophical heresy he was trying to combat, since the
declared aim of Amudei bet Yehudah was to break the ‘‘teeth of the heretics’’
and to eradicate the ‘‘views of the philosophers.’’ Nonetheless, his final conclu-
sion was that the divine revelation to the Jews is the only basis for religious
truth that exists in the world, and that it is also the religious truth underlying
Christianity. Hence, only a ‘‘savage’’ who has had the benefit of seeing ‘‘the
light of the Torah,’’ only a ‘‘savage’’ who has become a Jew deserves to be
called a man, while all the other ‘‘savages’’ deserve to be liquidated. Although
Hurwitz adopted this orthodox stance, which ostensibly does not acknowledge
the validity of the natural religion, he obviously needed to rationalize Judaism
and its commandments so that he could ask skeptical questions and provide
satisfactory answers to them, thereby convincing the natural man of the over-
riding superiority of Judaism. In Amudei bet Yehudah, Hurwitz tried to pro-
vide a rationalistic backing for the religious position so that it would seem
reasonable and acceptable to a man just emerging from his natural state, to
present Judaism to him as a truth devoid of mystery which he would freely
choose based on his reason.

Some of Hurwitz’s readers failed to understand his complex approach,
which involved the use of skeptical arguments to support an orthodox posi-
tion. From various testimonies that reached him, the German Orientalist
Tychsen learned that Hurwitz had been suspected of being himself a heretic
naturalist. Hurwitz hastened to print a two-page apologetic clarification that
he attached to all the copies of Amudei bet Yehudah that had not yet been sold.
Under the heading, ‘‘A Field of Reason,’’ he defended the appropriateness of
the daring questions he had placed in the mouth of ‘‘the Jewish savage,’’ claim-
ing that his critics had not fully understood him and that his sole motive was
to defend the faith: ‘‘I would not turn the house of the Lord into a den of
thieves.’’52

Shaping Rational Thinking

Another frame story that presents a theological debate appears in the book Tov
veYafeh (Good and Nice), printed by the Galician rabbi Judah Leib Margolioth
in Frankfort-on-Oder in 1770, in which he purported to demonstrate to his
readers ‘‘with good taste and reason, the existence of God, Divine Providence,
reward and punishment, based on intelligent proof.’’53 This story, typical of
the baroque musar literature, presents a debate between two brothers, Jedaiah
and Shemaiah, each of whom represents a different religious awareness. Jed-
aiah knows of the existence of God ‘‘through inquiry, knows the Creator by
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way of ‘know thy father’, and this is the sect of philosophers,’’ while Shemaiah
‘‘knows of the existence of the Creator only through tradition and hearing.’’
Margolioth’s sympathy obviously lies with the inquiring philosopher. The
words he places in Jedaiah’s mouth echo his own personal experiences and
quandaries as a rabbi and early maskil, and we cannot go wrong by regarding
him as Margolioth’s literary alter ego.

These two literary young men grew up as prodigies in the study of the
Torah, as erudite scholars in Talmud and halakhah. As their natural curiosity
grew, they expanded their intellectual world and turned to the natural sci-
ences, quickly discovering how meager their extra-religious knowledge was.
Like Adam and Eve, who tasted of the forbidden fruit of the Tree of Knowl-
edge, the two understood ‘‘that they were still naked in the hidden wisdom
and were ashamed.’’ Jedaiah, responding to the challenge, called to his brother,
‘‘Come, let us acquire wisdom! Let us leave the house of study and travel to
search for a wise teacher, so that we shall no longer suffer from intellectual
inferiority.’’ Jedaiah suggested to his brother: ‘‘Let us go forth on a pilgrimage
to find a man who will deliberate with us and teach us. He is a great philoso-
pher, renowned in his generation, we shall draw upon the wellsprings of his
salvation and imbibe its waters.’’54 This was clearly an allusion to the philoso-
pher Moses Mendelssohn, who in those very years had earned much fame for
his book Phädon. Many years before the Haskalah crystallized in the 1780s, it
had become popular to pay visits to Mendelssohn in Berlin, and Margolioth
himself had met him there once.

Shemaiah, the figure of the disciplined believer, demurred, preferring to
remain in his home to continue studying what was required of him from the
traditional religious books, rather than to be exposed to science and philoso-
phy. Jedaiah remonstrated with him, out of his youthful eagerness and passion
for wisdom, arguing that wisdom is not acquired by accepting existing knowl-
edge, but rather by daring, by seeking new experiences, wandering, and inquir-
ing. Fourteen years before Immanuel Kant, Margolioth understood that the
highest barrier to enlightenment lay in the fact that men were by nature too
indolent to think independently and to utilize existing human reason.
Through his literary character, Jedaiah, he uttered for his Jewish readership
the rallying cry of the Enlightenment: Have the courage to use your own rea-
son, gain your release from submission to every authority!55 In his attempt to
persuade Shemaiah to join him on his journey to the renowned philosopher,
Jedaiah did not hesitate to express a rather radical thought: religious faith
acquired through free choice, a religion that the believer adheres to of his own
free will, is preferable to religious conduct resulting from coercion and habit.

In the end, the brothers part. Shemaiah remains in the house of study
and Jedaiah leaves on his journey. He satisfies his thirst for knowledge, ‘‘having



60 Chapter 2

found what he was lacking in the hidden wisdom,’’ and returns to his home,
a new man who has undergone a cultural change. He is now like Moses, who
has descended from Mt. Sinai, holding the Torah in his hand and the inspira-
tion of the Divine Presence lighting up his face: ‘‘And it came to pass at the
end of two years, he became a winged eagle, and Jedaiah knew that the skin of
his face shone and a light glowed within him.’’ Shemaiah did not have an easy
time adapting to his philosopher brother’s new character. At first, he took
umbrage at what he regarded as his brother’s arrogance, and he tested him to
see if he provided rationalist answers to timely questions, in particular the
skeptical questions of atheists and deists, who cast doubt on the existence of
God and divine providence. But he finally broke down and admitted that the
philosopher had surpassed him and, with self-effacement, said to him: ‘‘Now
I know, my brother, that you are like a tree planted by the rivers of water,
while I am a parched tree, for the waters of the springs of wisdom have not
flowed upon me, and my intelligence is so meager that I cannot flee the arrows
of evil inclination that have come towards me to bar my way.’’56

In Shemaiah’s confession, Margolioth not only sided with the philoso-
pher, depicting him as a desirable religious and intellectual ideal, but he also
claimed that the current problem of religious skepticism had to be combated
with answers based on reason, and there are a number of such answers in Tov
veYafeh. However, Margolioth wrote Tov veYafeh, as he did his later books, out
of religious faith, as a member of the rabbinical elite, and the religious experi-
ence is central to it. One of his declared values was the search for closeness to
God and for what in His eyes was the good path; another was a disavowal of
life in this fleeting, transient world.57 However, in the course of the dialogue
between Shemaiah and Jedaiah, a growing tendency emerged toward rational
religious instruction, similar to the education given to the ‘‘savage man.’’ After
the philosopher cited evidence of the existence of God from the medieval
books of philosophy, Chovot halevavot and Guide for the Perplexed, and advo-
cated uprooting ‘‘the materialism of the masses,’’ he was asked whether philo-
sophical inquiry was permitted and legitimate for the religiously faithful. The
seductive nature of philosophy, Shemaiah claimed, is like the taste of sweet
honey, but it is the duty of the faithful to refrain from tasting philosophy, for
its seductiveness is like that of a whore covering her face. Is not ‘‘inquiry into
the essence’’ of God opposed to His will? Is not ‘‘what our forefathers have
told us of His existence’’ sufficient? Jedaiah hastened to reply that philosophi-
cal inquiry is not only permissible, but also essential, in particular in order to
grapple with heretics, for they will accept no evidence to which reason does
not attest.

However, although Margolioth declared through his literary hero that
rationalist theological study was of the utmost importance, he also added a
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caveat, thus becoming entangled in an internal contradiction: those chokhmot
that do not help prove the truth of God’s existence and His uniqueness ought
to be ‘‘off limits’’ for Jews, and on the most vital subjects, scientific investiga-
tion is insufficient unless it is accompanied ‘‘by the faith that preceded it in
the tradition.’’ This relative retreat by Margolioth following his statement of
support for philosophy is not really surprising, and it is evident time and again
in his books. Although he regards Aristotle as an unfailing source of knowl-
edge, intellectual insights, and moral precepts, he is also capable of pointing
out the dangers of adopting Aristotle as a consummate model of rationalism
in general. The same man who several years later invested much effort in writ-
ing a book of natural science (Or olam), wrote in Tov veYafeh: ‘‘As for these
other chokhmot that [do not prove] the oneness of God, I admit that I am
disgusted to see our people commit harlotry with the daughters [chokhmot] of
Moab and idolators.’’58 Several pages later, Margolioth changed his approach
once again, and exhorted men ‘‘to first study the sciences to gain self-knowl-
edge and for the benefit of mankind.’’59

But the picture of the early maskil that emerges from this book is that of
a very hesitant person—his quandaries and indecisiveness are exposed to the
reader and his tendency to waver between two contrary positions can be both
surprising and confusing. And yet, in the eighteenth century, Margolioth had
already given his readers the key to understanding his words: the theological
and philosophical questions that he raised for discussion had no unequivocal,
fixed answers. They were contemporary questions, and hence should be taken
more as evidence of his personal grappling with them than as an orderly doc-
trine. Even those like Margolioth and other early maskilim, who had a strong
desire to gather ‘‘the honey of wisdom’’ and also urged others to do so, could
not ignore the real presence of all types of heresy, which hovered like a shadow
over the discussion about the legitimacy of rationalistic inquiry, a discussion
the likes of which had probably taken place in Jewish culture hundreds of years
before the eighteenth century. Hence, the literary Shemaiah, Margolioth’s con-
servative voice of a man who toes the line, poses contentious arguments to
Jedaiah, the philosophical voice of a man who strives for change and has a
passion for knowledge. In our time, he says to him, there is a growing number
of heretics who attack the foundations of our religion, among them deists who
deny God’s involvement in this world (‘‘There are many servants nowadays
breaking away from their master, the Lord of the earth and the heavens, saying
the Creator has risen to the heights and to His majesty, and hence has left the
earth and no longer watches over them’’). Some no longer believe in personal
providence, others are materialists who deny the afterlife of the soul, relating
to the Torah as to an earthly, human law, claiming that ‘‘man has no preemi-
nence over a beast.’’60
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Another example of the way rationalist thought was shaped is the attempt
by Moshe Steinhardt, the son of the Fürth rabbi, to use the publication of Cho-
vot halevavot in Yiddish in 1765 as an opportunity to provide his readers with
some scant knowledge of the new science and philosophy. To the Yiddish edi-
tion of the book, Steinhardt added an appendix containing a German transla-
tion in Hebrew letters of the first chapter along with his own interpretation.
He claimed that only the German translation could preserve the author’s origi-
nal intention, and hence it was preferable to the translation into the vernacu-
lar. Mendelssohn’s followers in the 1770s had a similar motive in initiating the
German translation of the Bible in Berlin.61

This trend, which also characterizes the early Haskalah, began with the
Hebrew-German dictionary of the Bible published by Judah Leib Minden of
Berlin several years before Steinhardt’s translation. His book Milim leElohah
was an early attempt to purify and improve biblical study, to free it of depen-
dence on poor translations, which in Minden’s view ‘‘in many places misled
[students] from the text, and garbled the pleasant words of our Torah in a
stammering language far from the language of the people that we speak.’’62 But
Steinhardt was even more audacious. He did not hesitate to state his intention
to interpret the first chapter of Chovot halevavot, which is a philosophical dis-
cussion of the foundations of faith and includes ideas about the world and
nature, according to Copernicus’s cosmology because, he argues, only that
approach is consistent with reason. ‘‘And I have set up signposts for you,’’ he
writes in his introduction:

These are natural and divine remarks [in the German version of the introduction: nat-
ural science and divine philosophy] which I have been justified in making. And these
include the advice that you should accept Copernicus’ view that the earth and every-
thing on it is one with the heavenly bodies . . . as they move, so does it move, turning
around and around on the girdle of the constellations, and as it turns on its diameter,
it makes day into day and night into night.

Steinhardt realized he was being very daring, and he wrote with the self-
consciousness of an intellectual faithful to reason and insisting upon its pre-
eminence. Nevertheless, he did not conceal his fear that the Jews were not yet
ready to accept the fruits of scientific progress and that they would be met
with mockery and resistance:

And I know in my own mind that if these things should reach one as yet unaffected by
the light of science and has seen none of its results, he will jeer at my words and think
me a fool who believes in the impossible. But this knowledge is not opposed to the
religion or to common sense, and why should I think my intelligence errs, and chase
after the imagination, which has always misled men. So I shall remain on my guard
and be prepared to verify this knowledge with mental, nearly prodigious, proofs. And
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it is for any man among our people who does not follow the counsel of those who
speak, but has been reared on the sciences, that I have prepared this translation of
mine.63

There is no way of knowing what happened between 1765 and 1773, when
Steinhardt’s father Joseph’s first tirade denouncing the sciences and philoso-
phy first appeared in printed form. At the time, he had supported his son’s
translation into German of a chapter of Chovot halevavot, and had written an
approbation of his interpretation, which was based on science and German
philosophical terminology.64 The rabbi of Fürth may have realized only later
the potential danger of adopting Copernican cosmology and accepting reason
as the supreme judge, a position clearly implied by what his son had written.
The issue surrounding Copernicus posed a challenge throughout the eigh-
teenth century, and a relatively large number of early maskilim related to it,
from Tobias Cohen in the first decade of the century, through Raphael Levi in
the 1730s and Israel Zamosc in the 1740s, to Wessely in the 1760s.65 In any
event, Rabbi Joseph Steinhardt’s words were an extremely scathing reaction to
the emergence of the new intellectual elite. The strong emotion underlying his
criticism and his trenchant invective suggest that, in the wake of his son’s
book, he was filled with a vivid sense of the danger posed by that same elite,
who, in their presumptuousness, were challenging the traditional rabbinical
elite:

The whole of my complaint is directed against those who render our Torah ephemeral
and of lesser consequence, and take interest only in insignificant, worthless matters, in
philosophy and science that exist in the basest world, who in their self-aggrandizement
claim they are the wisest of men, more than all the loftiest of rabbis, to whom they say
they are superior, and their despicable, vapid views are opposed to the words of the
Sages . . . but in their ideas they have strayed from the true path . . . they are wise only
in doing evil and to do good they know not . . . may their portion on earth be cursed,
their skulls be crushed . . . a fire not blown shall consume them, the wicked shall be as
thorns thrust away that cannot be taken by hands, and they shall be completely burned
with fire in their place and shall remain in the congregation of the dead. . . . And who
is simpleton enough to believe in their devious words, their vain and foolish visions,
can they persuade an educated man to believe that they are wiser than our great rabbi
R. Moshe ben-Maimon [Maimonides] who never strayed, either to the right or the left,
from the words of our Sages, although he was well-versed in all the sciences.66

It is no wonder that many of the attempts to revive and redeem philoso-
phy were made by students and doctors, who had been exposed to European
philosophy in their studies. In 1762 a medical student at the Berlin Collegium
Medico-Chirorgicum appealed to Mendelssohn to write a commentary to
Maimonides’s book on logic, Bi’ur milot hahigayon (Logical Terms), to make
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it easier for scholars not yet familiar with European literature to study philoso-
phy. This student, Shimshon Hakaliri, a native of Jerusalem,67 was an interest-
ing type of early maskil: a scholar who specialized in teaching Maimonides’s
rulings on the consecration of the new month (in actual fact, a chapter on the
science of astronomy in the halakhic corpus of Mishneh Torah, which, as I
mentioned, was also Raphael Levi’s introduction to science). In his travels he
passed through Turkey and Italy until he arrived in Germany. He, like Israel
Zamosc, found a home and patronage with one of the wealthy families that
supported scholars—the Ephraim family. And like other early maskilim, he
was greatly perturbed by the neglect of science and philosophy. He was dis-
tressed by the fact that Maimonides’s important text on logic had not been
printed for nearly two hundred years: ‘‘and this wisdom has been cast into a
corner, its face grown over with thorns, nettles covering it all.’’68

Mendelssohn met the challenge, by writing Bi’ur milot hahigayon, and
Hakaliri printed it in 1764, in the city where he had been accepted for the com-
pletion of his medical studies—Frankfurt-on-Oder—without noting Mendels-
sohn’s name as the commentator. Mendelssohn, angered by this omission,
issued a new edition a year later, at the suggestion of a medical student in
Berlin—Dov Baer of Dohlinow, son of the rabbi of Wysokie in Lithuania.69

The important point here is not only the desire to redeem Maimonides’ text,
but the attempt to actually infuse it into the bloodstream of traditional schol-
arship, thus changing its face. Logic, Mendelssohn wrote in his preface, is
essential for rational thought and improves the very nature of man: ‘‘A lover
of the truth would do well to examine them [the rules of logic] to arrive at
their truth and essence, to habituate his mind to this kind of inquiry that will
regulate his thinking and teach him to follow a level way and walk in the paths
of righteousness.’’ Hence this study shapes man and his personality, improves
the quality of his discourse and thought and enhances his human virtues.
Scholars should, therefore, devote a number of hours to improving their
minds, and also include Bi’ur milot hahigayon in their program of studies.
Mendelssohn assured his potential critics that the book says nothing about
religious faith, nor does it present any danger of distracting the reader from
Torah study or attracting him to an alien culture. But, he adds, it is enor-
mously important to introduce rational thinking into the religious lesson
plans.70

One of the most succinct, coherent, and up-to-date science books written
by early maskilim was Ma’amar haTorah vehachokhmah (A Dissertation on
the Law and Science), by the London medical student Mordechai Gumpel
Schnaber-Levison. It ventured to defend the new science in general and
Copernicus’s and Newton’s theories in particular.71 ‘‘To inquire into the natu-
ral and theoretical sciences and what can be attained from the Divinity,’’ in
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his view, was tantamount to a commandment. To the hesitant, he said it was
unthinkable that the Torah or the words of the Sages would contain anything
contradictory to reason. Schnaber recommended that no one should com-
mence talmudic study without first learning the ‘‘inner logic of the Talmud,’’
so that he may understand ‘‘its literal meaning and its logic’’ without his
‘‘mind being twisted.’’ He went even further toward the natural religion when
he suggested that what was imperative in nature was identical with the will of
the Creator. The seven Noachic commandments, for example, were presented
in Ma’amar haTorah vehachokhmah as being the result of reason and social
agreement: ‘‘And this was what they commanded that if we always safeguard
and pay heed to nature and behave properly toward it, we will do no wrong,
for everything that Nature requires is also the will of the Creator.’’ Only after
humankind fell into a decline was there a need for explicit commandments
issued by the Creator, and their main purpose was to cultivate minds so they
would ‘‘not believe in anything that does not derive from reason and would
acknowledge the existence of the Creator, may He be blessed, based on ratio-
nal proofs and theoretical premises.’’72 Schnaber, the physician and early
maskil, adhered to quite subversive rationalist positions, and in the final analy-
sis he believed that reason and ‘‘the book of Nature,’’ whose secrets the new
science was deciphering, were man’s principal guides.

Joined to this rationalistic trend was a struggle against superstition, a sub-
ject that particularly troubled the physicians, who, in the eighteenth century,
thought of themselves as acting in the spirit of the Enlightenment.73 Tobias
Cohen had already begun to engage in this struggle, in the medical part of his
Ma’aseh Tuvyah, in which he strongly recommended preventive medicine, in
particular a proper diet and hygiene. Cohen informed his readers of the natu-
ral and environmental causes of disease and suggested natural remedies. For
example, he devoted a long chapter to ringworm, which he said was particu-
larly widespread among Polish Jewry. While still a student in Padua, he
received despairing letters from one of the leaders of the Lvov community,
asking for a remedy to relieve his suffering from this disease. In Cohen’s opin-
ion, the cause of the disease was the polluted environment, which he reported
on, having seen it with his own eyes:

The land is more fertile than all the other lands of the gentiles, but full of filth and
rubbish . . . their homes stink and their clothes are dirty, and they do not comb the
hair of their heads or their beards even once a year . . . they eat strange food, mostly
beans and cucumbers . . . they drink a kind of brandy that burns both the heart and
the soul, and ale and other alcoholic beverages, drinks that are improper since they
undoubtedly cause various aliments, fill the head with smoke, causing all manner of
maladies, dizziness, contractions, and sometimes paralysis, and needless to say, mad-
ness, befuddlement, ringing in the ears, and sickness of the eyes.74
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In Poland, ringworm was often treated with magical remedies because of
the belief that it was caused by the sorcery of demons. Tobias mocked these
rampant superstitions and vigorously objected to them: ‘‘Even if there were no
demons and had never been created, they ought to have been for the people
of this country, for there is no other country or community where so many
people deal in commerce connected with them—amulets, oaths, names and
dreams—my spirit will not be joined to their company.’’ In his opinion, the
only remedy for this disease is a natural one, and in his book he offers a recipe
for home preparation of the remedy and precise instructions for treatment.75

To prevent the spread of an epidemic that broke out in Poland and
threatened to penetrate eastern Prussia, in 1770 the Jewish doctors of Berlin
published guidelines for the maintenance of good health, based on their pro-
fessional authority: ‘‘Tested medicines from great physicians who have gained
renown in several universities.’’76

Vigorous opposition to magical medicine is also expressed in Sefer refu’ot,
written in Yiddish by the doctor Moses Marcuse, who was apparently born in
Slonim in 1743 and studied at Königsberg University in 1766. The book was
printed in Poritzk in 1790 for the Jews of Poland and Lithuania.77 The univer-
sity-educated Jewish doctors took a stand in favor of science and reason and
against popular medicine and the miracle-working shamans. Hence they often
represented a critical, even a subversive religious and social trend.78 Marcuse
set forth his aims in his apology for having written his book in spoken Yiddish:

In this book I wish to save each year several thousand people from all manner of people
who will only cause them harm—for example, old women, ineffectual midwives, mur-
murers of incantations against the evil eye, miracle workers, the ignorant and wicked,
pourers of wax, diviners who can guess at any illness, preachers selling remedies for
the price of a good meal, or the price of a small donation, and from witch doctors,
who have made themselves, or have been made by old women, into doctors.79

In Marcuse’s campaign to improve public health, hygiene, and nutrition
and to prevent disease, he was scathingly critical of the existing situation and
demanded that the living conditions be rationalized, taking into account
nature, the environment, and medical guidelines. It is no wonder that he was
among those Jewish representatives who proposed some wide-ranging reforms
in the economy and education of Jews in the final years of the independent
Polish monarchy.

The sense of intellectual inferiority and affront that motivated the early
maskilim was alleviated to some extent through the redemption of the
neglected sciences and the inception of rational thought. The passion for
knowledge was not satisfied merely by the expansion of fields of study; it also
inevitably meant that concepts, values, and patterns of life had to be put to the
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test of criticism. The criticism of the early Haskalah was met with opposition
by the spokesmen of the rabbinical elite, who were determined to keep the
tradition intact, and exposed subversive tendencies among men such as
Hanau, Hurwitz, and Zamosc. Although the extent of deviation from the reli-
gious culture, from the legitimate texts and the definitions of what was permis-
sible and what was forbidden, was not very great, yet from the new library
created by the early maskilim a novel, unprecedented type emerged—the
modern author who was no longer identified with the rabbinical elite.



Chapter Three

The Secular Author in the Public Arena

In their books, quite a few early maskilim also undertook to fill the
traditional role of moralists for the society at large, a role that until then had
been the exclusive province of magidim (preachers) and rabbis. Such a new
sociocultural function was filled, for example, by the journal Kohelet musar,
which consciously presented itself to its readers as the modern alternative to
the traditional preachers, who frequently put the fear of God into their lis-
teners.

This initial attempt by Mendelssohn and his friend Tobias Bock in the
1750s in Berlin, was important for several reasons. First, its editors preached
morality to Jewish society in the literary form (the moral weekly) that was
popular in the early European Enlightenment, particularly in England and
Germany. Second, in this Hebrew periodical, they imparted some of Wolf’s
and Leibniz’s philosophical ideas to Jews. Third, and this is the main point,
Kohelet musar was an initial, conscious attempt to suggest the writer as an
alternative to the traditional preacher, and to depict him as a spiritual figure
providing guidance and dictating proper behavior to the Jewish public. From
now on, the writer would draw his authority as a ‘‘chastiser at the city gates,’’
not from a religious source or a community position, but by virtue of his being
an intellectual, with writing skills and a desire to provide guidance to his
society.

Apparently it was the satirical social criticism, printed in the second issue
of Kohelet musar and directed at the wealthy pretentious elite, indifferent to
the plight of their fellow Jews, that evoked the ire of the ‘‘zealots’’ and caused
the periodical to cease publication. Mendelssohn’s German biographer was
probably exaggerating when he wrote that ‘‘the rabbis, those pious members
of the Jewish church, went berserk in the full sense of the word, raising such a
hue and cry that the modest scholar had to back down, and the publication of
the periodical was discontinued.’’ Nonetheless, there is some ground for
assuming that it was the pressure of the community leaders that blocked the
project initiated by Bock and Mendelssohn (then in his mid-twenties) to
engender cultural change. This early literary-journalistic endeavor, despite its
failure, is one more expression of the fact that the early maskilim were con-
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scious of belonging to a new type of intellectual elite, which drew its authority
from a secular source.1

On the Verge of Separation from the Rabbinical Elite

A sweeping, far sharper critique was included by Israel Zamosc in his book
Nezed hadema. The date of its writing is not known, but it reflects life in the
Jewish society in Poland and Germany until the author’s death in Galician
Brody in 1772. In 1741, Zamosc was already regarded as a new, suspicious type
of intellectual, and he was denied the possibility to serve as a guide of the pub-
lic since he was not an official member of the rabbinical elite. This case is of
significance in any attempt to trace the process in which the new intellectual
emerged after breaking away from the traditional scholarly elite. Israel
Zamosc’s monologue, filled with his rage and frustration at being rebuffed by
circles of the scholarly elite, shows that the early maskil, who ‘‘had never been
appointed either as a rabbi or a member,’’ was already fighting to gain recogni-
tion and the legitimate right to venture into the public arena:

Even though they may count me a slanderer of my people, a boisterous rebel, and in a
loud voice call to one another, saying: have you seen that man and heard his speech,
his audacity and obstinacy, how he has begun to rise to the high places on the field at
the head stone . . . as if he were an elder, full of wisdom, as if the generation were an
orphan and Jewry were a widower . . . and boldly presumes to say: I shall remove the
impurities of those of my generation . . . and they ask one another: who is this nobody
who has clothed himself in majesty, girded himself in the strength of his righteousness,
what way has the spirit of God passed to speak unto him, or whose son is this young
man, who in his ornate speech, makes himself known to us, what is his name and what
is the name of his son, so we may know . . . he has never been appointed not as a rabbi
nor as a member, and why does he see himself today higher than all the people, and
think he is raising the banner of Torah, as if he had come forth from the lion’s den
and from the mountains of the leopards and ventures to judge the beast of the forest.2

In Berlin, Israel Zamosc joined a circle of scholars, thereby coming out
of his isolation and acquiring the confidence to express himself in his book in
the fiery rhetoric of a prophet of doom to chastise Jewish society at large. ‘‘Lis-
ten, oh mountains, for I speak justly,’’ Zamosc opened, ‘‘hear my rebukes, the
strong foundations of the earth, I stand here at the top of the hill . . . for a fire
has gone forth from Heshbon, a flame from the city of Sihon, it has blazed in
my nostrils and set the foundations of my body on fire.’’3 In rhymed, ornate
prose, replete with associations from the world of the religious culture,
Zamosc settled accounts with various types he had encountered in the Jewish
society of Eastern and Central Europe. In a jeering, satirical tone, he exposed
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their deplorable moral state and denounced their evil deeds. In his scathing
criticism, he did not spare the type known in the Enlightenment as the reli-
gious hypocrite and the charlatan, particularly those whose religiosity had an
ecstatic cast. One of these types, the ascetic Hasid, was the object of a particu-
larly scornful rebuke: ‘‘Come out, come out, you bloody man, desist from
deceiving people, for it is God that you are deceiving, in your iniquity you
have stumbled. . . . You have lifted up your eyes on high, against the Holy One
of Israel, You have estranged yourself, and God is alien to your heart, and how
can you find favor when the oppressed are shedding tears and the voice of
your brothers’ blood cries out.’’4 During his first stay in Berlin, in the 1740s,
Zamosc had already attracted the attention of German theologians and intel-
lectuals, like Friedrich Nicolai. This militant intellectual was inspired by the
exacting ideal of an elite of rationalist scholars, one free of all the flaws that
marred the existing elite, which, in its hypocrisy, had, in his view, succumbed
to the pursuit of delights and pleasures. He believed that only a new, purified
elite was worthy to take over the leadership of the community.5

The early maskil had a strong sense of crisis, was dissatisfied with the real-
ity, and intensely desired to carve a path between the seekers of the truth and
those groups he believed threatened ‘‘science’’-related subjects, and frequently
felt angry and frustrated too. The encounter of these rationalist intellectual
men of letters with Kabbalist circles, Sabbatians and ecstatic Hasidim served
to further reinforce their belief in the preeminence of reason. In the mid-eigh-
teenth century, Rabbi Shlomo of Chelm’s criticism of the neglect of the chokh-
mot was voiced together with his well-known words harshly condemning
enthusiastic Kabbalists for their ignorance and mad behavior:

And many of them lack even the slightest portion of knowledge, and have not striven
to learn either the esoteric lore or the Gemarra, Rashi’s commentary and the Tosafoth.
These are cunning men who wail loudly, skipping over the mountains, with prayers
and supplications, in song and dance, in chants and melodies . . . behaving bizarrely,
clothed in white, the fringes [of their garb] with a thread of blue like On the son of
Peleth . . . with groans that break half of a man’s body, waving their hands to and fro,
swaying like the trees of the forest.6

In 1766, Judah Hurwitz also drew a gloomy picture of a serious all-
encompassing crisis in the society and the religion. In his view, two contending
sects were the cause: the sect of the ‘‘men of pride’’ and that of the ‘‘men of
heresy.’’ One of these two ‘‘defiled camps’’ was that of the enthusiastic Kabbal-
ists and Hasidim, who claimed to have a direct link to the heavenly worlds:
‘‘They erred like a half-blind drunkard staring at the heavens and calling it
water . . . and spoke out deceitfully, saying, we are the most superior of men’’;
and the other is that of the rationalist heretics, ‘‘philosophizing in falsehoods
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and fraud.’’7 Like other early maskilim, Hurwitz also vigorously objected to
these two sects, convinced of the need to fight against them. He regarded him-
self as a chakham, whose chief enemy is folly in all of its varying forms. In a
time of crisis, he claimed, when ‘‘the darkness of folly grows ever denser,’’ the
writers, not the rabbis or the tzadikim, are actually the ones capable of remedy-
ing the situation. He formulated the task of the writers in the most militant of
terms: ‘‘And with their pens, the maskilim went forth to shoot down the stu-
pid, and with the swords of their tongues struck down the simpletons . . . and
when the clouds of folly rose, the light of pure reason shone forth, and the
children of Israel had light in their dwellings.’’8

Baruch Schick was another critic of the sanctimonious Jews, who hypo-
critically made an outward show of being pious. Although he was attracted to
Kabbalah, and many of its doctrines are included in the science books he pub-
lished, in the 1770s he saw a direct link, albeit not a true identity, between the
‘‘haters of science,’’ the fools who mock at the chokhmot and persecute the
chokrim (philosophers) who inquire into them, and the pseudo-pious, ‘‘who
pose as humble sages, lie in wait in ambush for the blameless, speak loftily
with proud hearts, despise anyone who says to them that he possesses a good
virtue or wisdom . . . put on the garb of a humble, pious man, and mislead
people.’’9 Rabbi Judah Leib Margolioth, an active rabbi of a congregation,
preacher, and early maskil, also joined in this trend. In addition to his criticism
of the community leaders and rabbis whom he accused of having abused their
positions and oppressing the poor classes, he viciously lashed out at the fraud-
ulent miracle workers and those who ‘‘show themselves openly as the highest
of pious men, holy and purified . . . spend long hours at prayer, shaking their
heads, in the height above and in the depths.’’10

These examples are not limited only to East European Jewry, or to those
early maskilim who moved westward, from Poland to Germany. The philoso-
pher Napthali Herz Ullman, who was born in Mainz and lived in Amsterdam
and The Hague, greatly admired the major German philosophers of the early
Enlightenment. He recounted an incident in which a Jew, pretending to be
possessed by a dyybuk, came to the courtyard of the synagogue, behaving
madly—shouting, weeping and throwing stones at his chest: ‘‘He made weird
movements with his limbs and fell upon his face as if his soul had left his
body.’’ Ullman laughed at the man, observing his behavior with scorn, and the
rabbi of the community exposed him as a rogue and imposter. This experience
pushed Ullman even further into the arms of the new rationalist philosophy
and to a worldview that sided with the philosophers in the controversy
between ‘‘the religious who walk aimlessly and the intellectual philosophers of
our nation.’’11

In their new sociocultural status, authors (under the label choker) were in
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some danger. As we have seen, some of them were already conscious of their
identity as writers, not as moralists or scholars of the traditional type. The phy-
sician Judah Hurwitz, for example, was the target of criticism and persecution,
and was denounced as a heretic after he published his ideas in Amudei bet
Yehudah.12 Israel Zamosc’s reputation was also tarnished, and that may have
been why he fled from Galicia to Germany in the 1740s. As the presence of this
new type—the Jewish intellectual—was more keenly felt, hostility toward him
increased. The physician Anshel Worms complained in the 1760s, in the name
of the chokrim: ‘‘My ears are ringing for I have heard the calumny of many,
fear on every side, the voice of a charging bear and a roaring lion they taunt
us, calling us by the name of chokrim, and always saying in their hearts . . . the
language of the philosophers is filled with venom and the fierceness of croco-
diles to twist words and expressions.’’ He reacted angrily, inveighing against
‘‘the masses who despise and abhor the philosopher and think him a heretic
and apostate, in any case, a man free and unrestrained in his thinking who
scarcely values the words of the Prophets.’’ He had to defend himself against
the claims of the opponents of philosophers that the chokrim had left the
scholarly elite because they lacked sufficient knowledge in the Talmud and the
halakhah to belong to that elite: ‘‘They have lied, saying he who innocently
follows the path of the sciences is not a student of the Talmud and has no
knowledge of the religion or its law.’’13

In a like manner, Schnaber-Levison, as a student in London in the early
1770s, tried to confute the traditionalists’ tendency to equate the new intellec-
tuals with libertines and apostates. However, he was probably unsuccessful,
and when similar accusations were leveled at him in the course of this polemic
he left for Hamburg.14

Another case is that of the ‘‘refugee’’ from the opponents of philosophy,
Naphtali Ullman. He fled to Holland in the 1760s, his heart full of bitterness
and resentment toward his persecutors, who had denounced him as a heretic
and deist: ‘‘How greatly I have suffered owing to the most arrogant of liars in
our land, who want to uproot wisdom from the world, abuses and maltreat-
ment and great cruelties that can barely be contained in one book or lan-
guage.’’ According to Ullman, ‘‘they rise up against the astute philosophers
who possess the just faith and accuse them of being deists who deny the truth
of the Torah.’’15 Ullman defined himself as a philosopher who belonged to the
‘‘sect of Wolf ’s disciples.’’ He was one of the early maskilim, like Tobias
Cohen, Raphael Levi of Hanover, Aaron Gumpertz, Mendelssohn, and
Schnaber-Levison, who achieved a large measure of intellectual autonomy.
Although most of his works in philosophy, original books and translations of
Wolf’s writings, remained in manuscript form, his importance should not be
underestimated: he too embodies the new type of Jewish philosopher who is
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also a man of the Enlightenment. Like Mendelssohn, whom he greatly admired
and with whom he corresponded, Ullman endeavored to prove that modern
philosophy is consistent with the Jewish religion. He emphasized, more than
other early maskilim, the commitment of the Jewish philosopher to come to
terms with the new teachings of the German Enlightenment, and disagreed
with those who felt one could earn the title of a philosopher merely by study-
ing medieval Jewish philosophy.

More than anyone else, Ullman tried to sharpen the boundaries between
the new elite and the traditional elite. One daring expression of this attempt
was his refusal to follow the common practice and to request the approbations
of rabbis for his book Chokhmat hashorashim (Wisdom of the Roots). This
book of philosophy, the only one he succeeded in publishing, is a 400-page
work on ontology, which he finished writing in 1777.16 In his declaration of
independence as a philosopher, Ullman heaped scorn on the institution of
rabbinical approbations. He remarked that it was absurd to request approba-
tions for a book that contained universal truths, which stood on their own and
needed no supernatural or religious-authoritative stamp of approval to give
them validity. ‘‘Any matter that has incontrovertible proof,’’ Ullman wrote on
the frontispiece of his book, from which rabbinical approbations were inten-
tionally absent, ‘‘is the complete truth which testifies to itself and has no need
of any approbation.’’ And if this reason did not suffice, then the rabbis’ igno-
rance of the subject of the book furnished further grounds for the omission of
any approbation:

These are the rabbis who are famous throughout the land for their knowledge and
teaching of the Torah and the commandments, for their theoretical scholarship and
the profundity of their erudition, their prowess in the halakhah, so they are left with
no leisure time to observe the wonders of nature and the divine secrets as rational
proofs, but only the tradition will serve as proof for them instead, as it does for all the
rest of the masses of the faithful of Israel.

If it had been a talmudic book, and Ullman claimed he could write such
a book as well, there would have been some reason to bow down before the
rabbis and plead for their approbation, but in a nonreligious book the author
must preserve complete autonomy: ‘‘But this inquiry is given only to the chok-
rim who are proficient at attaining the true proof, by seeking and probing each
and every inference and analogy that constitute the proof.’’17

Ullman’s personal rebellion against religious authority was an exceptional
case in which a philosopher openly defied the rabbinical elite. This may have
been a result of the affront that left a psychological scar on him after he was
persecuted in Mainz, the city of his birth, for engaging in the study of philoso-
phy. However, we have already seen that even relatively minor deviations, for



74 Chapter 3

example, the detection of several linguistic errors by interpreters of the Torah,
met with protests, as in the case of Shlomo Hanau, early in the century, when
he was compelled to publicly apologize and repent. It is incorrect to assume
that traditional Judaism was flexible enough to provide a certain degree of
legitimacy to the ‘‘external chokhmot’’ as long as those engaged in them did
not embrace any new values and ideologies. The representatives of the reli-
gious elite in Ashkenazi society continued throughout to press for the total
negation of the chokhmot and to caution against them. In fact, many early
maskilim who realized that their approach ran contrary to prevailing norms,
encountered real resistance. It was in fact easier to gain some legitimacy for
science than for philosophy, which was perceived as a theological threat, and
the opposition to the early maskilim who engaged in philosophy was much
greater than that against those who engaged in the natural sciences. However,
their moralistic opponents frequently coupled these two areas of knowledge,
fearing that by approving an ostensibly neutral field of knowledge they would
open the way to the legitimation of one that posed a theological threat.

Moses Mendelssohn warmly recommended Ma’amar hamada, published
by Aaron Gumpertz, while Rabbi Jacob Emden, who throughout his lifetime
wavered between two opposing positions, attacked it vigorously and thor-
oughly denied the claim that the chokhmot were necessary for Jews as well.
Gumpertz’s entire purpose, Emden argued, against this work on science, in
1768, was ‘‘to distract the children of Israel from studying the Torah and learn-
ing their religious obligations, since the life span of Methuselah would not suf-
fice for reading and studying all the external books that he advised the children
of Israel to peruse.’’18 However, in opposing the trends of the early Haskalah,
as they were reflected in Ma’amar hamada, Emden was motivated by more
than this seemingly pragmatic reason; his aim was to curb ‘‘the rebellious
wicked, who throw off all restraint.’’ Thirty years after he was reconciled to
Ginzburg’s medical studies at Göttingen, he was assailed by a sense of danger:

Heaven forbid that a man of Israel should engage permanently in the external chokh-
mot, and this [prohibition] is according to the word of the Almighty, and needless to
say he who goes to their houses of study, watching daily at their gates, in this way
causes the [mating] season of the loving doe to be called off, and finally abandons her
entirely to embrace a loose woman . . . as experience has time and again proven those
who drew near to the door of her home have spurned the wife of their youth and will
come no more unto her to know her. From the permitted they came to the forbidden,
and as they increased so they sinned, to think lightly of the commandments. They
moved not from there until they began to deny the Torah and the prophecy.19

Conscious of how enticing the temptation was, Emden employed erotic
images to describe the attraction to external knowledge and the need to avoid
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succumbing to it. He wanted to caution against the seductive charms of sci-
ence, that he equated with ‘‘the alien woman,’’ and stated unequivocally that
Jews had no need of it. Hence, he advised against spending too much in non-
religious study (although he did not totally negate such study), and urged his
readers to avoid any infringement of the supreme commandment of total
devotion to the study of Torah, the one and only ‘‘legal wife.’’ In fact, in the
1730s, Emden already felt compelled to repudiate medicine based on his con-
siderations as a halakhic authority. In Igeret bikoret (A Letter of Criticism) he
declared: ‘‘Let thousands of such physicians and their words be set aside and
vanish but not [to harm] a single letter of our Torah . . . Heaven forbid that
our perfect Torah should be likened to their idle talk or that one should believe
in their utterances and trust their wisdom, what is this wisdom of theirs, it
cannot withstand the power of the wisdom of our rabbis of blessed memory,
the sages of the truth.’’20

The correspondence between Mendelssohn and Rabbi Emden in 1772 on
the issue of early burial is a test case in this controversy. At the time, this dis-
agreement remained the subject of their private correspondence and was pub-
licized only in the 1780s, when the Haskalah took shape. It was connected with
the duke of Meklenburg’s demand that the local Jews behave according to the
recommendations of physicians and stop burying their dead on the same day,
as was their practice. In distress, the heads of the community applied to Men-
delssohn and Emden, hoping to obtain some grounds to help them in their
struggle against what they regarded as an edict that banned the observance of
a custom prescribed by Jewish law.21 The fundamental differences of opinion
between the two are more important here than the historical affair itself. Men-
delssohn endeavored, as was his wont, to show that the new science could be
reconciled with the religious sources, and hence that the conclusions of scien-
tists could be accepted and support for them could be found even in the Tal-
mud. In contrast, Emden’s opposition was uncompromising. The rabbi and
the early maskil seem to have taken totally divergent paths. The rabbi, who in
moments of weakness, had also revealed his craving for the new science, now
expressed an unrelenting, orthodox position, claiming that science could not
be a consideration in any aspect of the religious culture: ‘‘Heaven forbid that
we should pay heed to them in connection with the laws of the Torah, for
then, Heaven forfend, its foundations will be weakened and its pillars will
tremble . . . [for] there is no real substance in the words of a doctor that are
devoid of Torah.’’ In relation to Mendelssohn, Emden adopted a menacing
tone: ‘‘Lest angry fellows do you harm, upon hearing that you pay heed to the
nonsense of strangers and think of changing a Jewish custom.’’22 While the
polemic remained in their personal correspondence until the 1780s, and Men-
delssohn’s status and prestige protected him against any persecution, this test
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case attests to the extreme sensitivity of the rabbinical elite, which was con-
stantly on guard against the danger of apostasy and which, even before the
Haskalah coalesced into a movement, reacted violently to the intrusion of any
scientific considerations into the heart of religious culture.

Patrons and the First Circles

To reconstruct the character of the early Haskalah one must look at the entire
eighteenth century and at a varied, relatively scattered number of intellectuals
who moved from place to place. It began in the early part of the century,
through initiatives undertaken by individual physicians and scholars who were
greatly perturbed by the neglect of the Hebrew language and sciences; it con-
tinued with the revival of Jewish philosophy in the 1740s and ’50s; and it
reached its peak in the 1760s and ’70s, with the growing number and diversity
of books printed by early maskilim and their attempts to establish contacts
among themselves. From the outset, several subtypes emerged among them—
the most common were university-educated men of science (particularly phy-
sicians) and scholars from the rabbinical elite. Some of them remained rabbis
and preachers within their society of origin, and a few succeeded in acquiring
an autonomous status as writers and philosophers. The degree of their com-
mitment to the early Haskalah varied, ranging over a broad spectrum. At one
end was the curiosity and passion for knowledge of a rabbi, like Jacob Emden,
who found it difficult to justify even to himself his attraction to extra-Jewish
culture, and who, in the end, erected barricades against the Haskalah. At the
other end, there was the mature self-consciousness of a philosopher, like
Naphtali Ullman, who demanded recognition as an independent intellectual
cut off from the rabbinical elite.

Early maskilim who were unable to achieve economic independence, for
example, as doctors, merchants, or rabbis, sought patrons among the financial
elite of court Jews and wealthy merchants, who employed medical students or
scholars and writers as tutors in their homes or as clerks in their places of
business, provided them with housing and sometimes also with a residence
permit, and financially supported the publication of their books. This kind of
relationship between wealthy Jews and intellectuals, which generally was not
long-lasting, but nearly always was a precondition, without which the early
maskilim could not free themselves of their past, also existed in the later
Haskalah.23

In Berlin in the 1770s, the list of subscribers to the book by ‘‘the learned
engineer, Abraham Yosef Mentz of Frankfurt-on-Main,’’ or to the book pub-
lished there by Baruch Schick of Shklov, included the names of distinguished
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members of the Berlin community—physicians, community leaders, wealthy
merchants, educated merchants like David Friedländer (then in his twenties),
and ‘‘the renowned scholar Moses of Dessau.’’24 In addition, people from
Poland and other cities in Germany subscribed. The sycophantic poems laud-
ing members of the affluent elite, who helped intellectuals and men of letters,
reflect their authors’ consciousness of the social gap between the two groups.
Wessely, for example, one of the most adept of his contemporaries at writing
poetry commissioned for various occasions and fawning poems of gratitude,
was excessive in paying tribute to the wealthy merchant Berman Friedländer,
who had bought his book Yain levanon (The Wine of Lebanon). Belittling his
own value, he wrote, ‘‘I knew that you would surely forget me . . . and that
merchants, distinguished men of the land, would command your attention . . .
how easy it is to forget a man like me! But I did not know you, there is also
room for an ardor for reason in your heart, and if some part of it is given over
to peddlers, you will not give all of it to them.’’25 In some instances, the
patrons were non-Jewish intellectuals and academics, like Leibniz, who was
Raphael Levi’s patron, and d’Argens and Maupertuis, who assisted Aaron
Gumpertz. It was the German author and playwright Lessing who introduced
Mendelssohn in the 1750s into Berlin literary society. And David Friedrich of
Megerlin, a professor at Frankfurt University, wrote an introduction in Latin
to Worms’s book in the 1760s.

Most of the early maskilim were born in the states of Germany, Poland,
and Lithuania, but the literary activity existed mainly in Germany or near the
Hebrew printing houses in various places in Europe. Ostensibly this was a ran-
dom assortment of personalities and books, but in actual fact there were
mutual ties between the early maskilim, and their intellectual activity was con-
ducted in several centers, the most important of which were unquestionably
the printing houses, where they could publish books in Hebrew: Jesnitz in the
1740s, and in the coming decades—Berlin, Amsterdam, The Hague, Frankfurt-
on-Main, Frankfurt-on-Oder, Hamburg, and Königsberg. The process of pub-
lishing books was a long and tedious one. It involved traveling with the ‘‘book
of subscribers’’ to raise money to defray printing costs, and trips to distant
printing houses where the writers had to stay nearby for fairly long periods,
while their books were being printed, generally in the homes of affluent Jews.
The trips to the printing houses, the efforts to find patrons, and the demand
for positions as doctors, rabbis, preachers or tutors—all required the early
maskilim to spend much time on the roads of Europe. Yehudah Hurwitz, for
example, was born in Vilna, studied medicine in Padua, printed his books in
Königsberg, Amsterdam, Prague, and Grodna, collected subscriptions to his
books in most of the communities of Germany, and earned his livelihood as a
doctor in Lithuania and Kurland. Schnaber-Levison was born in Berlin, stud-
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ied in London, lived for a time in Stockholm, and finally settled in Hamburg.
Baruch Schick of Shklov, the dayan of Minsk, traveled westward several times,
passing through The Hague, Berlin, Prague, Vienna, Frankfurt, Brody, Lissa,
and even London.

Real circles of maskilim and meeting places, although informal, were
active in Amsterdam (Franco-Mendes, Wagnaar, Hurwitz, Shlomo Dubno in
the 1760s), in Berlin (Zamosc, Gumpertz, Mendelssohn, Tobias Bock in the
1740s and ’50s, and in the 1760s also the teacher from Glogau, Avigdor Levi,
the medical student Dov Baer of Dohlinow, Hertog Leo [Zevi Hirsch Lifschitz,
the community secretary] and others). The campuses of the universities where
Jewish students were enrolled also served as meeting places. Shlomo Maimon,
for example, who left Lithuania in the 1770s, describes his meeting in Königsb-
erg with a group of Jewish students. His acquaintance with them made him
sharply aware of the cultural gap between the new intelligentsia that was taking
shape in universities and the Lithuanian talmudic scholars. His description
provides important evidence of the patterns of life and self-consciousness of
the members of this circle, who defined themselves as a new elite, a distinctive
phenomenon in contemporary Jewry. They wore European clothing, were
fluent in German and well-versed in philosophy and science, read the newest
books of the Enlightenment culture, and also had a good command of the
Hebrew language.26

Many examples exist of the personal and literary ties among the early
maskilim. Baruch Schick, in his well-known introduction to Euclid’s Geome-
try, quoted from Israel Zamosc’s Netzach Yisrael, in his own books drew on
Raphael Levi’s Tekhunot hashamayim, and during his visit to Berlin apparently
met with Wessely. Shlomo Dubno received the manuscript of Sha’arei ne’imah
from Shlomo of Chelm when he visited Lvov and published it; Judah Leib
Margolioth inserted in his book Beit midot (House of Ethics) things written by
Wessely in Gan na’ul and by Zamosc in Nezed hadema. Shlomo Hanau taught
Wessely Hebrew grammar in Copenhagen, and Gumpertz and Zamosc taught
Mendelssohn languages and medieval Jewish philosophy in Berlin. Schnaber-
Levison, in his Ma’amar haTorah vehachokhmah was influenced by Gum-
pertz’s Ma’amar hamada. Wessely wrote a paean to Judah Hurwitz, and at the
front of Amudei bet Yehudah Hurwitz proudly printed a letter of recommenda-
tion from Mendelssohn.

Many early maskilim who were interested in philosophy—for example,
Naphtali Ullman, David Wagenaar from Holland, and Raphael Levi from
Hanover—came to visit or corresponded with Mendelssohn, who had gained
fame in Germany. ‘‘My heart swells, as I fondly recall the bygone days when
my soul was in the council of my master,’’ an early maskil from Breslau (prob-
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ably Jacob Jaroslav) nostalgically wrote about his meetings with Mendelssohn.
Afterward, he continued carrying on his correspondence with him on philo-
sophical questions.27 Isaac Euchel (1756–1804), who was born in Copenhagen
and in the 1780s, as we shall see later, was the most energetic activist of the
Haskalah and the founder of societies of maskilim, studied with Raphael Levi
in Hanover in the 1770s and organized a local group of maskilim there, which
met to discuss questions of the Hebrew language and the Bible.28

Only a small portion of the correspondence between early maskilim is
extant and a large part of it was conducted by Mendelssohn. One example—an
exchange of letters between Wessely in Copenhagen and Mendelssohn in Ber-
lin in 1768—will give the reader a glimpse into that literary republic in its for-
mative stages and some idea of the intellectual vigor, literary dynamism, and
passion for knowledge of its members. Mendelssohn sent Wessely a copy of
his book Phädon, which had earned him fame, and addressed him as a per-
sonal friend and colleague for a philosophical discussion. He was well aware
of Wessely’s religious conservatism and wondered whether he would regard
his philosophical book, written in German, with suspicion; how would he
receive a book that was consummately secular in nature, and ‘‘All of its posts
and pegs are made of the lead of inquiry and its interior inlaid with the restric-
tions of human reason’’? The reply from Copenhagen showed how eager
Wessely was to be counted among the members of the new elite, despite his
caution and religious devotion. He commended Mendelssohn’s attempt to
show that Copernican cosmology was acceptable even according to the Sages,
praised the virtues of Phädon, defended philosophy, and regarded as a per-
sonal insult Mendelssohn’s doubt about his readiness to accept ‘‘inquiry’’ or
his ability to understand the philosophical book: ‘‘For I had the book in my
hand about one day, and due to my great desire to thirstily imbibe its words I
read it from beginning to end, and how sweet was its wondrous flowery lan-
guage.’’ As a man who had read Plato’s Republic, Wessely proudly asserted, he
had no trouble understanding the abstract ideas of Phädon, and was thinking
of translating it into Hebrew.29 The first organized group of maskilim, Chevrat
Dorshei Lashon Ever, the Society of Friends of the Hebrew Language, was
founded only in 1782 in Königsberg, by new maskilim, most of them born in
the second half of the 1750s, as we shall see in the following chapters. However,
the process of a change in values, for the sake of which societies were founded,
‘‘not to observe the religious commandments, but to disseminate Enlighten-
ment and to achieve rationalist aims,’’ according to Jacob Katz’s definition,
had already begun with those informal meetings, letters, and mutual literary
borrowings of the circles of early maskilim.30
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Three Avenues of Development

Now, in light of the description of personalities and events in the previous
sections, we can better assess the significance of the new intellectual awakening
of the early Haskalah. It was characterized by a passion for knowledge and
reading, a critical approach, an aspiration to purify, improve, and reform, to
nurture repressed texts, to encourage rationalist thinking, to expand the
Hebrew language, to pay more attention to nature and to aesthetic values, and
to print more and more books, not necessarily religious literature. All these
aspirations were marked by a tendency to undermine the foundations of the
existing order and in particular to weaken the status of the religious elite. It
was their recognition of the failings of the Ashkenazi rabbinical culture that
aroused these early maskilim to engage in new forms of literary activity. They
strove for rationalism, humanism, nature and science, to counteract igno-
rance, folly, religious enthusiasm, and the exaggerated fantasies of the Kabbal-
ists. Out of the belief that it was possible to design a rational version of
Judaism and to remedy the inferiority of the Jews in the age of Enlightenment,
the early maskilim, nearly all of whom were an integral part of the religious
culture, molded an alternative to the rabbinical elite in the form of the new
Jewish intellectual. The intellectual’s declaration of independence, which
began to take shape at the start of the century, became an increasingly con-
scious one in the middle of the century. This independence was expressed in
the gradual entry of Jewish intellectuals in the eighteenth century into the
world of the European Enlightenment, which led to the expansion of Jewish
culture beyond the religious culture and to the separation of the maskilim
from the traditional elite. This process reached its peak in the 1780s, when a
new generation of maskilim unified around a program of reforms, joined
together to disseminate the Haskalah, and acted out of a modern self-con-
sciousness, as Jews who consider themselves members of the ‘‘modern era.’’
There were several early maskilim who, at the end of this dialectical process,
actually adopted an orthodox position; however, this later reaction to the phe-
nomena of enlightenment and secularism in no way invalidates the part they
played in the historical process of the early Haskalah. They contributed to the
secularization of the intellectual elite and were one of the manifestations of the
enlightenment revolution in Central and East European Ashkenazi Jewry.

Nonetheless, the directions the early maskilim turned to were different
and even opposed, and did not necessarily lead to the Haskalah movement, as
one might perhaps have expected they would. The route taken by those early
maskilim, who were born between the 1720s and 1750s and were also active in
the 1780s, split into at least three avenues: Jewish intelligentsia, orthodoxy, and
leadership of the mature Haskalah movement.



The Secular Author in the Public Arena 81

The first avenue led to the continued expansion of the Jewish intelligen-
tsia. The maskilim were always intellectually and socially drawn to the non-
Jewish intellectual and scientific world, but their formal education enabled
them to live in the Jewish world as well. These maskilim gradually separated
from the traditional elite and took on an identity of their own as doctors, intel-
lectuals, or philosophers. For example, Mordechai Gumpel Schnaber-Levison
emphasized his independence, on the one hand, and his affiliation with the
professional group of physicians, on the other. He used the foreign name of
Gompert Levison and the title of a physician, his official position with the king
of Sweden: ‘‘of the society of physicians and a doctor at the General Medical
Asylum of the Duke of Portland in London and professor for the King of Swe-
den, Gustave III.’’31 When the members of Chevrat Dorshei Lashon Ever pub-
licly announced in 1783 on the pages of Nachal habesor that they had organized
and would soon be publishing Hame’asef, Schnaber sent them a letter of sup-
port. He mentioned his rights as the author of Ma’amar haTorah vehachokh-
mah, encouraged them, and urged them not to be intimidated by those
‘‘ignorant Jews’’ who would try to stand in their way. The newly established
periodical treated the ‘‘scholar, physician, and professor Levison’’ with great
respect and acceded to his request to print in one issue a chapter of his book,
in which he decried the neglect of the Hebrew language.32 Marcus Herz, who
studied at Königsberg, Berlin, and Halle, found his purpose in life in his pro-
fession as a physician. Owing to the profession he acquired and the fascinating
lectures on science and philosophy that he delivered in closed circles, he
gained a large measure of social prestige in Berlin high society from the 1770s,
despite the fact that he came from a low social class.33 In 1785, Baruch Schick
took a surprising step toward intellectual independence when he joined the
Judeo-Christian Masonic lodge in Vienna, the ‘‘Asiatic Brethren,’’ with its
Kabbalistic and mystic elements, and in it was dubbed ‘‘Peter son of El-
Chai.’’34 Undoubtedly, Mendelssohn was the most independent and well
known of all. His achievements and prestige within and outside the Jewish
community endowed him with the status of an unquestioned authority. Many
waited to hear his views on matters of religion and state, and the maskilim of
the 1780s greatly admired him and were largely responsible for fostering his
mythological image, during his lifetime as well as after his death.35

Some early maskilim broke off completely or partially from the Jewish
social and cultural environment. They took the route of cultural conversion
from the scholarly elite to the Enlightenment, and reached intellectual matur-
ity in the 1760s and ’70s, before the organized Haskalah movement, which
offered an address and an identity to the enlightened Jews, was forged. They
did not join the ranks of the later maskilim, making only a marginal contribu-
tion to the Jewish revolution of enlightenment, because they aspired to belong
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to the non-Jewish enlightened intelligentsia. One such maskil was Isachar Behr
Falkensohn (1746–1817). Born in Kurland in the 1760s, he joined the Berlin
circle of early maskilim, along with his relative Israel Zamosc, his patron Dan-
iel Itzig, and the philosopher he greatly admired, Moses Mendelssohn. In the
1770s, Falkensohn studied medicine at Leipzig and Halle and became well
known in the German literary republic as a poet in the German language
owing to his book Poems by a Polish Jew. He described himself in one of his
poems as a fashionable European who had adapted to the manners of the
bourgeoisie—he was clean-shaven, dressed according to the latest fashions,
and wore a powdered wig. In the 1780s, he worked as a physician in Russia,
and in 1781 finally broke off completely from the Jewish environment when he
converted to Christianity in St. Petersburg.36

Another Jewish poet who secured a place for himself in the German liter-
ary sphere and gained recognition and esteem was the merchant from Breslau,
Ephraim Kuh (1731–90). He also did not play a substantial role in the enlight-
enment project of the maskilim, although he did maintain some relations with
Mendelssohn and Solomon Maimon.37

The early maskil Joseph Levin had an even greater desire to engender
drastic change in the lifestyle of the Jews. The son of a rabbi, born in 1740, he
came to Prussia from Moravia in 1761, where he earned his living as a tutor in
Berlin and Potsdam. In 1772, he sent a detailed memorandum to King Freder-
ick II, in which he tried to persuade him that an end should be put to the
control of Jewish education by Polish teachers, which was harmful both to the
Jews and to the state. He proposed that he be authorized to establish a govern-
ment educational system that would replace the Poles with other teachers,
would teach texts aimed at molding the pupils’ rationalistic views, and would
produce moral citizens, beneficial to the state. His proposal was received with
suspicion and coolness by Prussian officialdom, and rejected. Only a few
months later, Levin converted to Christianity in a public ceremony held in a
Berlin church.38 Zalkind Hurwitz (1751–1812), on the other hand, was much
more successful. He was born in a small village near Lublin and in 1772 trav-
eled to Berlin to find employment as a tutor. In Germany and France, he very
rapidly became a convert to Enlightenment, and thanks to his talents and
scholarship was given a position in the royal library in Paris. In a debate held
on the Jewish question, he won the Academy prize for his apologetic essay,
Apologie des Juifs, and gained admission to the literary republic of French
scholars. He exploited this position to express his belief that the Enlighten-
ment should promote the emancipation of the Jews, and in 1790 was one of
the heads of the Jewish delegation that petitioned the revolutionary leadership
to grant equal rights to the Jews.39

The second avenue taken by early maskilim paradoxically led to ortho-
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doxy, the adversary of the Enlightenment. When early maskilim, who still
belonged to the religious elite, encountered trends of acculturation, the
maskilic criticism of the 1780s and 1790s, and instances of apostasy and permis-
siveness, some of them reacted by withdrawing from their moderate positions.
They regretted having been tempted to appreciate the ‘‘sciences’’ or having
advocated the rationalization of Judaism. The Galician wine merchant, Dov
Baer Birkenthal from Bolichov (1723–1805) was one of those who hungered for
knowledge, had a good command of European languages (in his case, Polish,
Latin, and French), and read quite a lot of nonreligious literature. Like other
early maskilim, he denounced phenomena of ecstatic religiosity, jeered at the
miracle workers that dealt in magic (‘‘charlatans that deceive people and
threaten them with demons and ghosts’’), and fought against the Frankists. In
his youth, he had stated, ‘‘Some members of our community have begun to
spread gossip about me and doubt my faith, saying that I am engaging in this
study, Heaven forbid, not for the honor of God,’’ and as a result he abandoned
his nonreligious studies. When, many years later, he came across some Jewish
libertines, ‘‘Young Ashkenazi men, close-shaven, and accustomed from their
youth to the pleasures of this world and ignoring some of the command-
ments,’’ he regretted having been attracted to those books ‘‘which in the eyes
of our people are very loathsome, and we call them ’unfit books’.’’40

As the early maskilim met more and more young scholars who were
becoming freethinkers, ostensibly proving that there was some connection
between the Haskalah and apostasy, they became persuaded that it was justi-
fied to erect obstacles against ‘‘inquiry.’’ The case of Rabbi Judah Leib Margol-
ioth provides a ‘‘window’’ through which to observe the frustrations and
quandaries of an early maskil who belonged to the religious elite, but won-
dered time and again whether it was proper to taste the ‘‘honey’’ of science
and philosophy, and finally decided against it. A close scrutiny of his path as
an intellectual attracted to the early Haskalah reveals a circuitous route that
began when he burst into the world of the Enlightenment and ended when he
expressed remorse, retreated in panic and took refuge in a fideistic religious
approach.41

A third avenue also came out of the early Haskalah: one root of the
mature Haskalah that took shape in Berlin and Königsberg from the end of
the 1770s. The consummate representative of this avenue is Naphtali Herz
Wessely. He followed the development of the group of young maskilim, was
accepted by them as an experienced advisor, and represented himself as their
patron. As a matter of fact, it was Wessely who launched the maskilim’s ideo-
logical struggle in his programmatic work Divrei shalom ve’emet (1782–85). Its
message reverberated far more loudly than the author himself had anticipated
it would, as we shall see in the coming chapters. Wessely became a constant
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advisor to the editors of Ha-ma’asef, although a certain distance was always
maintained between them, between the early maskil born in the 1720s and
those born in the 1750s and ’60s, so that it would be a mistake to think that he
was a regular member of their circle. However, when Wessely summed up the
path he had taken, he did not hesitate to take credit for the breakthrough
whose fruits were by then evident. At the opening of the Hebrew translation
of Mendelssohn’s Phädon, which appeared exactly twenty years after the publi-
cation of the original work and more than thirty years after the publication of
his own first book, Gan na’ul, in Amsterdam, Wessely reviewed the intensive
maskilic activity and in particular praised the books printed by Chevrat Chi-
nukh Ne’arim (the Society for the Education of Youth) in Berlin. With evident
self-satisfaction and the patronizing pride of a ‘‘father of the Haskalah,’’ Wes-
sely wrote in 1787:

Now my soul rejoices at seeing plants of Lebanon growing in the cities of Ashkenaz . . .
Such spices had not been known heretofore until I brought the first fruits of my heart
as an offering to the Lord . . . I have been the cause of much good, since I began to
speak a little to the best of my power in these matters . . . for this I have prayed and
for this my soul waits, that our writings will be the path which every valiant and wise
man shall follow to add of his own knowledge in these studies.42
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Chapter Four

The Wessely Affair: Threats and Anxieties

On Shabbat HaGadol, the special Sabbath before the Passover fes-
tival, David Tevele, rabbi of the Lissa community in Western Poland, rose to
the pulpit of the great synagogue to deliver a scathing sermon. ‘‘I deplore the
act of this man, a hypocrite and evildoer, a boor, the worst kind of layman, by
the name of Herz Wessely from Berlin.’’ The rabbi, in thunderous tones,
voiced his swift public reaction to the slim pamphlet Divrei shalom ve’emet,
published in Berlin in the winter of 1782. ‘‘Proud and haughty is this enemy of
the Jews who is a threat to our very lives . . . he is excommunicated, banned,
and cursed with a blowing of the shofar and the extinguishing of candles, for
he is accursed and damned, cut off from the Congregation of Israel.’’ The
rabbi went on to vent his rage before the congregation, in a tearful voice: ‘‘My
heart shall moan like a harp . . . oh, that my head were waters that I might
weep day and night for the daughter of my people . . . it is true that today is a
holy sabbath, dedicated to God, when weeping is not permitted, but I am over-
come by floods of tears and am weary of holding them in.’’1

Orthodox Counterreaction

Rabbi Tevele’s sermon was a crucial milestone in the history of the orthodox
reaction to the threat of a modernist awakening in Jewish society, and in its
written form, it constitutes the first distinctly orthodox text. The rabbi’s dra-
matic and emotional response is particularly noteworthy. It is a reflection of
deep anxiety, attended by physical as well as emotional expressions (weeping,
trembling, loud cries) and extreme invective and denunciations heaped on the
heads of those who posed the threat that aroused this outburst. David Tevele’s
response was not exceptional. Three months later, when copies of the sermon
came from Lissa and were received by Rabbi Pinhas Halevi Hurwitz in Frank-
furt-on-Main, he too was greatly agitated. In an admonitory moralistic ser-
mon, delivered to his congregation on the eve of the first day of Tammuz, he
described his mental state resulting from those same threats to the Jews that
were emanating from Berlin. ‘‘When I heard about and saw this sight, I was
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so alarmed, I began to tremble and my knees struck one against the other.’’2

Other testimonies tell of the panic that also spread through Lithuanian Vilna.
According to the rumors that reached Tevele and were taken at face value by
all those who participated in the polemic, the news was that ‘‘In the commu-
nity of Vilna, a great city of God, they burned this book in the city streets, and
at first hung it by an iron chain in the courtyard of the synagogue.’’ The rabbi
of Lissa applauded this act of despoiling Wessley’s ‘‘open letter,’’ which was
tied to the pillory (the kuna) that stood near the entrance to the Vilna syna-
gogue (based on his information, at the express instruction of the Vilna Gaon
himself, whom, like many of the religious elite, he greatly admired). Later,
Divrei shalom ve’emet was burned as a heretical book, just as, ten years earlier,
the writings of the Hasidim, the Gaon’s detested foes, were burned and ridi-
culed in ceremonies held at the same spot, under the supervision of that same
authoritative and charismatic rabbi.3

That same Sabbath when Rabbi Tevele delivered his sermon in Lissa,
Wessely was also attacked by the rabbi acknowledged as the most senior reli-
gious authority of that generation, Rabbi Yehezkel Landau (1713–93), in his
own Shabbat HaGadol sermon in Prague. As a matter of fact, the rabbi of
Prague was the first to react publicly to Divrei shalom ve’emet. In an earlier
sermon, the full text of which was not preserved, delivered on the eve of the
first day of Shevat (January 1782), apparently only a few days after Wessely’s
pamphlet had come off the Hebrew printing press in Berlin, Rabbi Landau had
already marked him as an enemy of Judaism. Although, in obedience to the
laws of the country, he had refrained from issuing an explicit writ of excom-
munication against Wessely, he did pronounce him in his sermon as ‘‘damned,
accursed, and banished from the Jewish people,’’ and called for the expulsion
‘‘of this evildoer, Herz Wessely.’’ But Landau was not satisfied merely to
deliver a sermon to his congregation. He hastened to enlist the support of
other rabbis in the Austrian empire (the rabbis of Pressburg in Hungary and
Nikolsburg in Moravia). He was particularly concerned about the possibility
that Wessely might pay a visit to Vienna, the capital of the empire, where he
would be assisted by some wealthy enlightened Jews (such as Wessely’s contact
there, the affluent and influential Nathan Orenstein), and was liable to seri-
ously impair the relationship between the traditional Jewish leadership and the
members of Emperor Joseph II’s administration. In a letter that he hastened
to send off to Vienna, Rabbi Landau, who had apparently heard rumors about
Wessely’s impending visit to that city, asked the heads of the community to
make sure that ‘‘no Jew will welcome him or invite him into his home, but
that each one, fearing divine retribution, will avoid any contact with this evil
heretic, and anyone despising and rebuffing him will be rewarded by a heav-
enly blessing.’’ The things he read in the eight chapters of Divrei shalom
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ve’emet had sufficed to induce him to harshly judge Wessely as a heretic. ‘‘That
pamphlet in itself,’’ Rabbi Landau wrote in his letter to Vienna, amounts to ‘‘a
denial of the Torah, a mockery of the written and the oral Law, and reflects
the view that they are of no value or benefit.’’ And even more than that—
Wessely’s words, which attest to the fact that he is an atheist who abjures any
religion, also cast suspicion on him as belonging to that same menacing, dan-
gerous sect of adherents of the natural religion of eighteenth-century Europe:
‘‘that evildoer mocks the faithful of all religions, which proves that in his heart
he is not a believer of any religion or creed, but is one of those Naturalisten
[naturalists].’’4

Divrei shalom ve’emet was, then, the stimulus that incited the first battle
in the history of the Jewish Kulturkampf. In the events of 1782, the Haskalah,
which was impinging for the first time on Jewish public opinion, evoked feel-
ings of frustration and anxiety that fueled the reaction of the orthodox camp,
which went on the defensive and at the same time launched an attack using
verbal aggression and counterthreats. What were these threats? Why did they
produce such existential anxiety among those faithful to the tradition? Why
was this anxiety so profound in particular among the rabbinical elite? Why
was Wessely, who until then had never been accused of religious laxity, and
who certainly was not a freethinker, now so mercilessly persecuted? And what
was the fundamental innovation that aroused so bitter a controversy and first
shaped both the orthodox self-consciousness and the maskilic self-conscious-
ness?

That eight-page pamphlet, based on its form and its author’s intentions,
was, in fact, more of an open letter than a book. No date or place of publica-
tion was noted on it, and the author’s signature appeared at the end, not at
the beginning, which was the usual practice. The pamphlet was written by the
fifty-seven-year-old author, Hebrew linguist, and biblical scholar Naphtali
Herz Wessely. The most threatening aspect of this programmatic article was
the author’s opinion of what should be the content and nature of Jewish edu-
cation. But this was just one of the threats that faced the religious elite in the
eighteenth century.5 It was preceded by at least five other threats. We enumer-
ate them here so as to better understand why the sensitivity and anxiety of the
orthodox were heightened in the face of the accumulated threats.

The first threat had already emerged in the seventeenth century, in the
form of the enthusiastic and messianic mystics who joined the Sabbatian
underground, and in the course of the eighteenth century aroused several
embarrassing scandals by their radical and anarchistic behavior and their reli-
gious and sexual permissiveness. As Elisheva Carlebach showed in her descrip-
tion of the case of the well-known adversary of Sabbatianism, Moses Hagiz,
the orthodox reaction to and struggle against Sabbatianism was, in the first
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half of the eighteenth century, already marked by certain patterns and charac-
teristics, for example, a tendency to barricade themselves in emunat chak-
hamim (‘‘the belief in the Sages’’) and to adopt a fiedistic religious position,
which called for belief in God and in the written and oral Torah, leaving no
room for questions, proofs, or skeptical inquiry.6

The second threat was a more distant one. It came from the European
world of the eighteenth century in the form of the rationalistic, skeptical, and
naturalistic heretic doctrines of the radical Enlightenment, which many Jews
were acquainted with. The all-European threat encompassed the third
threat—that of rationalistic Jewish heresy. Those who espoused this heresy,
most of whom were completely anonymous, came out against the authority of
the Sages and the oral Torah and subverted the authority of the contemporary
rabbis.7

The fourth threat was described in detail about forty years ago by the
historian Azriel Shohet. He produced a great deal of evidence from Germany
in the first half of the century, attesting to the struggle waged by the religious
elite—rabbis, preachers, and moralists—against the acculturation of the Jews
(in particular in urban communities like Hamburg and Berlin). This accultur-
ation was expressed in their lifestyle: the way they spent their leisure time, their
language, art, purchases, mode of dress, and other aspects of life in aristocratic
and bourgeois Europe.8 The fifth threat was posed by those students, physi-
cians, and sons of the members of the religious elite, who were the early
maskilim and whose activities and intellectual pretensions did not go unde-
tected by the rabbis of the generation, as we noted in the previous chapters.

When Rabbi David Tevele and Rabbi Landau of Prague first held
Wessely’s pamphlet Divrei shalom ve’emet in their hands, they were already
aware of all these threats. Rabbi Tevele, born in Brody (died in 1792), was a
typical representative of the rabbinical elite. He was of the same generation as
the Gaon of Vilna, Wessely, and Mendelssohn, and the son of a rabbi who
fought against the Frankists. In his religious writings, Rabbi Tevele quoted
from the teachings of the Gaon of Vilna and Dov Baer the Magid of Mezhir-
ech, as well as from the Zohar and the Lurianic Kabbalah. He maintained ties
with the rabbinical elite in Europe; while he was still in Brody, he was involved
in the stormy controversy between rabbis, in the 1760s, about the validity of
the Cleve divorce; he granted approbations to many books; and he corres-
ponded with Rabbi Yehezkel Landau, whom he regarded as the greatest rabbi
of the generation. As rabbi of the Lissa community, he enacted regulations in
the 1770s against the influence of French fashion on the dress of women in his
community.9 He was very familiar with the array of threats that confronted
the traditionalists and, like Landau, he apparently also accused Wessely of
belonging to the ‘‘sect of naturalists.’’ What was it that evoked his harsh reac-



The Wessely Affair: Threats and Anxieties 91

tion? What heightened his frustration? What fueled the anxiety that gripped
him when he stood at his pulpit on Shabbat HaGadol, in 1782 to deliver his
sermon decrying Divrei shalom ve’emet?

The rabbi’s rhetoric was extremely aggressive. He hurled invective at
Wessely (‘‘this man’’), calling him wicked, accursed, vile and worthless, stupid,
oafish, simpleminded and vulgar, loathsome, and heretical. One might have
expected such bellicose rhetoric in the reaction to a much more serious threat
than the proposal of a new curriculum for the traditional educational system,
such as the one made in Divrei shalom ve’emet, which included a foreign lan-
guage, science, history, and geography. In the 1782 polemic, no one denied the
importance of these areas of knowledge, nor was anyone totally opposed to
the demand made by the state (Joseph II), on the one hand, and by the maskil
Wessely, on the other, that these be included in the accepted religious curricu-
lum. Even those rabbis who attacked Wessely acknowledged the necessity of
neutral extra-religious knowledge (languages and science) in the professional
training of merchants and craftsmen, although they would have had it
restricted to a very small measure of basic knowledge. ‘‘For truly all parents
would wish to provide their children with every chokhmah and science, every
craft and occupation,’’ the rabbi from Lissa contended, at least in principle.10

What, then, caused Rabbi Tevele to adopt an antimodernist position and
to react in such a radical, agitated, orthodox manner? First, he was beset by
great anxiety in the face of what he interpreted as a threat to the supreme value
of Torah study. In his eyes, the idea of permitting the student to choose
between various tracks in Jewish education, as Wessely proposed, was a grave
danger. He feared that the rabbinical-talmudic track would become just one
of many, and that in addition to it, the students could select other tracks that
would ensure them of a livelihood. In 1782, Wessely declared, ‘‘We were not
all created to be talmudic scholars and to deal in the profundities of religion
and to teach, for the Almighty has distinguished among men, and given unto
each that he may specialize according to his interest and his abilities.’’11 He
attempted to introduce new criteria into education, rejecting the traditional
educational ideal, which held that a Jew’s highest achievement was the attain-
ment of the rank of a talmid chakham, a rabbinic scholar, and allocated all
educational resources from early childhood to religious studies. Wessely advo-
cated the ideal of enlightenment, which recognized the individual’s right to
fulfill his potential in his own autonomous fashion. His approach actually
meant no less than the secularization of education, culture, and social values.
From then on, if Wessely’s program were to be adopted, the study of Torah
and the taking of a rabbinical post would be one of the options open to mem-
bers of Jewish society, rather than a sweeping imperative that was binding on
all. In fact, only a few actually realized the ideal of talmudic scholarship even
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in the pre-modern traditional society, becoming members of the ‘‘community
of scholars.’’ But any other occupation or course in life, even that followed by
rich merchants whose wealth financed the traditional community, was recog-
nized as a necessity recognition only after the fact.12 Now, Wessely, in his
Divrei shalom ve’emet, was trying to turn the reality that existed after the fact
into one that was desirable from the outset. He based his approach on the
change in the government’s policy, heralded by Joseph II’s Edict of Toleration,
and aspired to encourage the economic, perhaps even the political normaliza-
tion of the Jews. He called on the Jewish community to recognize the need
and the value of nonreligious life pursuits and to cooperate in devising an
innovative curriculum for schools that would prepare Jewish youths for a vari-
ety of patterns of life.

A change in the curriculum would have far-reaching implications.
Wessely and other maskilim who pointed out that traditional education had
many limitations and found fault with the qualifications of the Polish teachers
linked their proposed change to the maskilic utopia. They believed that the
educational programs would hasten the arrival of a joyous era that was already
on the threshold. In their vision of the future, the maskilim did not aspire to
see a total invalidation of the traditional values, nor did they want to deliber-
ately injure the religion, its commandments and the value placed on talmudic
study. However, they were dissatisfied with the traditional patterns of life and
the educational processes designed to prepare students to fit into this way of
life, as their fathers and forefathers had done.

The maskilim placed a special emphasis on the moral rehabilitation of
the Jews, and internalized the educational ideal of the Bildung, one of the hall-
marks of the German Enlightenment. They wanted the Jews’ enlightenment to
express more than the acquisition of scientific and humanistic knowledge
about the world and mankind and the normalization of their economic life
(so fewer of them would engage in commerce and as many as possible would
be integrated into the productive sectors of the economy, benefiting the society
and the state); they also wanted it to contribute to the Jews’ personal develop-
ment. The Jew, they felt, ought to become a rational and moral being and a
citizen who places his skills at the disposal of the society and the state.13 Of
course, the fact that they suggested the maskilic ideal of a rational, moral being
as an alternative to the rabbinic scholar carried the meaning of secularization.

The religious ideal of musar literature was transformed by the maskilim
into a universal secular ideal: the moral individual. Nonetheless, the maskilic
musar literature written by Isaac Satanow (Sefer hamidot [Book of Ethics],
1784), Wessely (Sefer hamidot, 1786), Mendel Breslau (Yaldut vebacharut
[Childhood and Adolescence], 1786) and others did not abandon religious
faith. Moreover, their doctrine of midot was broad enough so that it could also
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include a commitment to Torah and mitzvoth (commandments), and the
point of departure of the maskilic musar literature was man’s obligations to
God and to His Torah. What made it innovative was that it extended the obli-
gations to external spheres—the state and its rulers, the citizens of the state,
and man as a human being. Wessely, for example, recommended that the Jews
‘‘draw knowledge and good morals from the primary source, from the depths
of the Torah’s language.’’14 Isaac Euchel, the most important maskil in the
1780s and ’90s, who contributed greatly to the organizational molding of the
Haskalah movement in its formative stages, drew a distinction between philo-
sophische Moral and theologische Moral. He asserted that the Torah provides a
set of general moral principles, whereas philosophy only enables one to delve
into the details. He suggested that the Jewish educator first present to his stu-
dents ‘‘philosophical morals,’’ and only thereafter should he return to the reli-
gious texts to show that the ‘‘theological morals’’ of the Jews are consistent
with the ‘‘philosophical morals.’’ In his view, the Jews have three guides avail-
able to aid them on the path to perfection: wisdom (in the sense of the totality
of knowledge accumulated by humankind), rational morals (acquired through
reason), and the Torah (that originates in divine revelation).15

The maskilic utopia did not call for the Jews to abandon their life patterns
or their existence as a separate society, as a culture that draws upon the reli-
gious texts or a religion that requires the observance of the commandments.
However, in actual fact, it did call for the Jewish identity—in which religious
life, the Torah and the chakham comprise an entire, satisfying world—to be
split. The maskilim envisaged three identities—a Jew, a human being, and a
citizen. If these identities were to be combined in the life of the Jewish individ-
ual and that of the entire Jewish society, a complete whole would be produced.

As a Jew, the individual is required in the maskilic utopia to preserve a
link to the various levels of the religious culture, including the Talmud. The
unique culture of the Jews would be expanded and enriched in the essential
encounter with the ‘‘sciences,’’ by renewed attention to the Hebrew language,
by the revival of literature and poetry, and by the methodical approach to the
‘‘Torah of God,’’ to be adopted in the new schools. A methodical study of the
Hebrew language would help provide an understanding of the biblical text;
the study of history would place the biblical events into their broad context;
geography would endow the Torah with a realistic dimension; and the natural
sciences would arouse in the Jew a sense of ‘‘the majesty of the Lord, His
power and greatness, so that the glory of the Lord will grow in his heart and
he will fear Him.’’16

As a human being, the Jew would join the family of humankind: he too
would aspire to mold himself into a moral being, free himself of folly and
superstition, acquire the knowledge that men have gained by force of their
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reason and experience, and adopt the humanistic values of the Enlightenment.
From the ‘‘teachings of man,’’ the Jew would learn ‘‘how to enjoy all things
under the sun,’’ and how to find his happiness in this world. As a citizen, and
as a loyal subject of the modern absolutist state that aspires to mobilize all its
residents for its sake, the Jew will also contribute to the ‘‘benefit of the political
collective.’’ The knowledge of languages and sciences will serve him in achiev-
ing a practical goal—economic success in his commercial ventures and in his
association with others.

This fusion of human being, citizen, and Jew would bring about the
yearned-for normalization. The Jews would be rehabilitated and revitalized,
their negative image in the eyes of non-Jews and the state would be improved,
the Jewish nation would have its lost honor restored, and it would be accepted
into the family of enlightened nations.17

Clearly, Wessely was cognizant of the need to relate positively, with an
integrative approach, to extra-Jewish spheres: that of the state and its citizens
and that of humanity as a whole. His plan was to fulfill this need by reforming
the traditional educational system, doing away with the exclusivity of the reli-
gious studies track. It seems that the preacher from Lissa was all too aware of
the significance of this program. He foresaw that it would lead to the dissolu-
tion of the traditional educational system based on Torah study and would
considerably erode the value of this study: ‘‘If, Heaven forbid, his words are
heeded, there will not remain one Jewish child who will not turn his back on
the laborious study of the Torah.’’ If the door were to be opened wide, permit-
ting every child the freedom of choice, and if the study of Talmud had to face
open competition, the religious track would surely come out second best, even
among those students possessed of a scholarly aptitude.18

The preacher therefore felt compelled to go on the defensive against
Wessely’s integrative curriculum (in his well-known terms the religious knowl-
edge originating from a divine source, ‘‘the teaching of God,’’ versus human
knowledge originating in autonomous reason, ‘‘the teaching of man’’) and to
object vehemently to the primacy Wessely had assigned to extra-religious
learning in the maskilic curriculum. Still, even these reasons did not suffice to
justify such a scathing and panic-stricken attack, nor do they explain the rab-
bi’s attempts to expand the circle of protest by circulating his sermon through-
out Poland and even outside its borders. In his Shabbat HaGadol sermon,
Rabbi Tevele, with orthodox sensibility, keenly discerned the fundamental
deviations from the tradition contained in Divrei shalom ve’emet. In addition
to exposing the future implications of the maskilic educational revolution for
the structure of the society and angrily defining it as a subversive program, he
was perceptive enough to identify the new, revolutionary modes of thought
reflected in it. For example, he warned his listeners against the historicization
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of the Bible and the attempt to place giants from the ancient Jewish past in an
historical context that would render them of no greater value than ordinary
men. He entrenched himself in the position that held that the entire Torah was
secret, mysterious, not susceptible to a rationalistic or realistic reading, and
opposed the view that Torah study was not sufficient to mold men and prepare
them for life. Rabbi Tevele went even further, accusing Wessely of being a
rationalistic heretic, a deist who believes in the natural religion: ‘‘He has no
part or share in the God of Israel,’’ because ‘‘he adheres to alien views like
those of the naturalists.’’19 This grave accusation was groundless, as we have
seen, and certainly it could not be proved, or even insinuated, from anything
written in Wessely’s work. And, as a matter of fact, the rabbi did not develop
it further in his sermon beyond this single sentence. However, there were real
grounds for another key threat that Rabbi Tevele identified, one that ran like
a thread through his entire sermon.

The Subversive Intellectual

Who are you Wessely? Rabbi Tevele asked again and again: who are you, ‘‘a
man poor in knowledge, the worst kind of layman,’’ who has offered ‘‘hasty
counsel to innocent, wise, and intelligent men’’ as if you were ‘‘an eminent
scholar’’? Who has appointed you a spokesman for the Jews? The rabbi from
Lissa definitely regarded Wessely’s approach as an unprecedented threat,
which, for very good reason, caused him and his rabbi colleagues to tremble
and to marshal their finest rhetorical powers to preach against him. Rabbi
Tevele identified Wessely as the representative of the elite of writers, the new
intellectuals, who drew inspiration from the European Enlightenment and
were sensitive to its criticism of the existing order. The modern Jewish writers
incorporated extra-Jewish knowledge into their books, called for the rational-
ization and normalization of Jewish life in Europe, showed their appreciation
of values like tolerance and freedom, and were highly conscious of being mod-
ern men, living in a new historical era that had embraced all of Europe. It was
not only the contents of Divrei shalom ve’emet and Wessely’s criticism of the
traditional educational system and its exclusive religious curriculum that
aroused the preacher’s ire and anxiety. Rabbi Tevele was also angered by the
temerity of a writer who did not belong to the traditional elite of rabbis and
scholars, who drew their authority from their erudition in the Torah, their
ability to write religious books and to hand down halakhic rulings, as well as
from their rabbinical positions. And yet, Wessely had the political presumptu-
ousness to try to mobilize Jewish public opinion throughout the land to sup-
port his educational program.
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This new type of intellectual, as we have seen, had begun to emerge early
in the eighteenth century, from within the early Haskalah. Divrei shalom
ve’emet, however, reflected a genuine change, despite the fact that it was not a
theoretical book, but merely a pamphlet, a journalistic article. It was written
before the Hebrew periodicals were founded and was sent as an open letter to
various communities for the declared purpose of mobilizing support for his
program.

Wessely opened a Jewish public discourse of a new type, a kind of
‘‘maskilic preaching,’’ which was critical, optimistic, employed the rhetoric of
progress and future promise, was oriented to ‘‘the modern,’’ preoccupied with
worldly issues, contained persuasive arguments about the need for reform, and
proferred a picture of the future. This new form of preaching, unlike the tradi-
tional form, did not call for greater piety or religious devotion; it included no
threats of divine punishment or the frights of hell; nor did it promise a reward
in the next world. The ‘‘author’’ forged his way into the public sphere and
demanded his audience’s attention to this new discourse. Rabbi Tevele was not
unmindful of the political challenge Wessely was posing to the leadership of
the rabbinical elite through this daring, unprecedented act.

Wessely was not a philosopher of the same stature as his friend Mendels-
sohn, nor did he offer any abstract insights or ideas derived from the European
Enlightenment. But his booklet Divrei shalom ve’emet was far more than a pro-
gram for an educational change, although it was written in relatively simple
language, in an effort to make his ideas clear to every Hebrew reader (an aim
that in the eighteenth century called for the reader’s ability to read and com-
prehend religious texts, a skill often acquired only after the basic stages of
study in a cheder or talmud Torah). In effect, it was an essay influenced by
Enlightenment concepts about man, who through his reason shaped his social
world and life and developed his latent potential without relying on divine
revelation or religious guidance.20 In truth, the heading torat ha’adam (human
knowledge) would have been more fitting for Wessely’s revolutionary work,
while the title Divrei shalom ve’emet denoted only the form of the pamphlet (a
letter, based on the Book of Esther) and its purpose—to serve as an agent for
mobilizing Jewish public opinion.

The author’s dissatisfaction with the self-definition of the Jew, who for
generations had been isolating himself from the society of his fellow men, and
the desire to see him break out of this isolation resonate from each of the eight
chapters of Divrei shalom ve’emet. Although, for Wessely, the Jew, with his
unique culture, Torah, and commandments, was manifestly the proper model,
in Divrei shalom ve’emet he issued the great clarion call of the Haskalah—be a
man, too! He then enumerated each of those attributes ‘‘that make one worthy
of being called a man.’’ His trenchant criticism of the traditional society, its
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values, education, and leadership, left no room for doubt—in his view, in the
course of centuries, the Jews had forgotten they were born first as human
beings before they were Jews.

Man, in Wessely’s description, is endowed with reason, capable of con-
structing his own world without dependence on heavenly revelation or divine
instructions. He acquires knowledge and experience, develops science, builds
states, improves the economy, makes inventions, and expands human knowl-
edge. Man is capable, through his senses, of gaining knowledge from the envi-
ronment, perfecting himself and revitalizing himself time and again, like a
tabula rasa, an idea drawn from the English philosopher John Locke. From it,
the enlightened drew an enormous measure of optimism and faith in the abil-
ity of education to improve men’s minds and faculties. Echoing the well-
known words of Lessing, the German dramaturge and friend of Mendelssohn,
in his 1779 play Nathan der Weise, a plea for tolerance, Wessely called on his
brethren to change the order of their priorities: from now on, it is incumbent
on each and every one to realize that he is first and foremost a man, and only
then a member of his people and his religion. ‘‘Torat ha’adam is prior in time
to the supreme laws of God,’’ Wessely stated, and hence it is wrong for the
Jews to avoid the society and culture of other human beings and to seclude
themselves within the bounds of their religious culture. The Jews too are social
creatures, and hence their social circle of reference cannot be limited to their
own society. Wessely’s criticism was extremely harsh, and it is not hard to
identify its target. The author was referring to the rabbinical elite, challenging
the foundations of its existence, pointing to its idleness and shortcomings:

He who lacks torat ha’adam, although he has learned the laws and teachings of God
and lives according to them, is deficient on two counts. One, his society is burdensome
to other men, and in all his comings and goings, he will err in the customs of men, his
words on worldly matters are lacking in intelligence, and his actions in all things under
the sun are vain and soon diminished for they are of no service or benefit to other
people. And two, although the laws and teachings of God are much loftier than
‘‘human knowledge,’’ they are connected and intertwined . . . hence he who is ignorant
in the laws of God but is versed in human knowledge, although the Sages of Israel will
not derive pleasure from his light in the study of the Torah, the rest of humanity will
take pleasure from him. And he who is ignorant of human knowledge, although he
knows the laws of God, will bring no joy to the sages of his own people, nor to all other
men.21

While in the distant past, in their independent state, the Jews lived like
other nations and maintained their state based on torat ha’adam, the crisis of
exile distanced them from normal life and plunged them ‘‘into the darkness of
this folly that is pitched above us.’’ Wessely places the blame on the rulers of
Europe, who sorely humiliated the Jews in their countries, oppressing their
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spirit and excluding them from politics, science, and culture. However, in the
late eighteenth century, the leaders of the Ashkenazi rabbinical elite share in
the blame, particularly at a time when the spirit of tolerance was growing in
Europe. Since, in Wessely’s view, every man of intelligence could discern the
signs of an historical shift, after the Austrian emperor had proclaimed legal
reliefs and a program to improve the status of the Jews in his empire, there
was no longer any justification for the traditional social and cultural isolation,
just as there was no room for a pessimistic mood or despondency.22 ‘‘It would
behoove you to cast off the ways of depressed spirit in which you walked when
you lived in affliction,’’ Wessely called out to the Jews of Europe. He urged
them to oust the Polish teachers, ‘‘who speak in a poor tongue and have taught
us rude and common phrases’’ and perpetuate ignorance and isolation; to
shun the Yiddish language, which only exacerbates their segregation; to adopt
the ‘‘language of the land’’; to teach their children the sciences, ethics, and
other vital knowledge; to write new textbooks for their children—all this to
redress the historical neglect that led to this lamentable anomaly of Jewish life.
Thus the Jews would be rehabilitated and return to the society of all human
beings. Moreover, as a result of educational reform, religious studies would
regain a status of respect, and young Jewish businessmen would be less
inclined to show indifference to religious obligations or to leave Judaism
entirely. Wessely described how the very first encounter of these Jews with
European culture, untempered by a reformed education, threw them straight
into the open arms of atheism and into the bosom of the ‘‘society of those
who have forgotten God.’’23

In later stages of the polemic, when, defensive and apologetic, he faced
the rabbis, Wessely claimed that he failed to understand why he had aroused
their ire. At that time, however, he was unquestionably aware of the revolu-
tionary trend introduced in Divrei shalom ve’emet. He made no attempt to
conceal the innovative nature of his unprecedented program, and was pre-
pared to receive skeptical reactions. ‘‘All beginnings are difficult,’’ he wrote at
the end of his open letter, ‘‘and all the more so to bring forth new things in
our community, since for several generations, our fathers and forefathers have
not been accustomed to them.’’24 Nonetheless, he hoped that his words of rea-
son would persuade the Jewish leadership, at least those living under the rule
of Joseph II, to hasten to cooperate in establishing reformed schools. Wessely
was so confident in his ability to convince the contemporary rabbis to revamp
their traditional approach and to understand that the human being takes pre-
cedence over the Jew and that an educated man takes precedence over a talmu-
dic scholar, that he was not afraid to attack the traditional ideal: ‘‘The Sages
have said (Midrash raba, Leviticus, chapter 1) ‘A talmid chakham (who knows
the laws and Torah of God) who is lacking in knowledge (good manners and
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civility) a carcass is better than he’, and that is a parable . . . for one who has
no knowledge will give no pleasure to the Sages of Israel nor to the sages of
the other nations, for he puts his Torah to shame, and other men despise
him.’’25 These challenging words, which demolished the ideal image of the tal-
mudic scholar, were in the eyes of the rabbinical elite a provocation that could
not go unanswered.

The key question was, therefore, what grounds were there for the author-
ity of the secular intellectual, who had no formal or traditional authorization.
He did not represent himself as a religious figure, and he was perceived as an
intruder who threatened the monopoly of the traditional elite and was com-
peting with it. So the rabbi from Lissa cried out in his Shabbat HaGadol
sermon:

How did he dare, this man lacking in all sublime wisdom, other than the fundamentals
of the Hebrew language, the literal meaning of the Bible, and a rudimentary knowledge
of the Scriptures and the commentaries. He has no part or share in the profundities of
the Talmud, the early commentaries or the Oral Torah . . . how does he have the audac-
ity to say ‘‘I shall offer them counsel’’ . . . how does this man who does not possess any
of the foundations of wisdom come forth to teach us the [proper] curriculum and to
instruct this people in the ways of God, and the deeds they must do . . . the weak will
say I am strong and the blind will say walk at my feet, I will show you the way.26

Rabbi Tevele could hardly fathom how this independent author and intel-
lectual, who came from outside the traditional framework, could be presump-
tuous enough to offer himself as a guide to the Jewish public. This step of
Wessely’s was totally unacceptable to him; he regarded it as an attempt to sub-
vert the foundations of the rabbinical elite, of which he was the consummate
representative and which he fervently wanted to protect. The rabbi of Lissa
reminded his listeners that he had met Wessely seven years earlier, when he
had come to request an approbation for his book Yain levanon. Already then
his suspicion and doubts were aroused, and at first he had refused to grant
him the approbation, ‘‘since a man so shaken out and emptied of all the pro-
found wisdom of the Talmud and the ancients surely is not one of the sages of
Israel.’’ This sentence probably best reflects the full intensity of Rabbi Tevele’s
anxiety. After he himself had written an approbation for Wessely, he was deter-
mined to deny him the legitimation of an author and to disassociate him from
the intellectual elite, because only ‘‘the sages of Israel,’’ those men well-versed
in the Talmud and the halakhah, are the legitimate and acknowledged mem-
bers of that elite. He had relented and agreed to grant the approbation only
after other rabbis in Lissa had urged him to do so, claiming there was no cause
for concern, since Wessely’s grammar book was not a halakhic work. Of
course, in hindsight, the rabbi very much regretted having given his approba-
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tion, and announced that he was rescinding it. Just as someone who does not
know how to play a musical instrument himself, but has only heard music and
song, would not presume to serve as a music teacher (‘‘is it conceivable that a
man who knows not the art of music but has only heard the sound of singers
and musicians, would instruct them in the art of drawing their bows and play-
ing their instruments?’’), so it is unthinkable that someone who has not
acquired the tools of the profession (who is not ‘‘a talmudic scholar’’) would
intrude into the exclusive territory of the elite.27 Rabbi Hurwitz of Frankfurt
presented a similar argument in his sermon against Wessely: ‘‘Woe to that
shame, alas, to that disgrace! That the most insignificant of men, a contempt-
ible fellow devoid of any wisdom, who does not know even the general form
of the subject, should presume to tell talmudic scholars, the watchmen of the
world, how they should behave.’’28

Wessely’s opponents were infuriated by the sentence in Divrei shalom
ve’emet that quoted from the midrash: ‘‘A talmid chakham who lacks knowl-
edge a carcass is better than he.’’ It was interpreted as a grave, direct affront to
the rabbinical elite. ‘‘Who are you reviling, who are you defaming?’’ And how
have you dared to ‘‘cast aspersions upon the great sages?’’ the Rabbi of Lissa
lashed out at Wessely, how had he failed to respect the authority of the rabbis,
first among them Rabbi Yehezkel Landau, the only one with the right to speak
in the name of the Jews living under Austrian rule, and who is perhaps also
the official spokesmen of all Jews, by virtue of his religious authority and his
rabbinical position in the Prague community? Wessely ought to have turned
at least to his community rabbi in Berlin, Zevi Hirsch Levin, before daring to
mount the public stage and call on the public to follow him. ‘‘As if there were
no (other) guide there until this layman appeared to lead the flock like a wise
shepherd,’’ Rabbi Tevele upbraided Wessely.29

In Tevele’s view, Wessely’s threat endangered the entire rabbinical elite.
Therefore he did not hesitate to react in his Polish community to ideas about
cultural policy that emanated from Vienna, the capital of the Austrian empire
and from Berlin, the capital of the Prussian kingdom. He was in fact calling
for the supra-local solidarity of members of the rabbinical elite against the lay-
men trying to subvert it. By circulating copies of his Shabbat HaGadol sermon,
he was hoping to enlist the heads of that elite in a counterattack. These copies
did reach many communities, but as we shall see later, this intrusion into other
countries turned out to be an impediment to Rabbi Tevele.

Obviously, then, Rabbi Tevele astutely identified the essence of the
maskilic threat, expressed in the appearance of the secular, subversive intellec-
tual. In his Shabbat HaGadol sermon, he adopted an anxious orthodox posi-
tion in an attempt to defend the sector of scholars (‘‘the sect of those studying
the laws of God’’), the honor of the Torah and of God. In this opening battle
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of the Jewish Kulturkampf between the orthodox and the modern, the fierce
political and cultural rivalry over hegemony in Jewish society was launched.
On one side, the old elite, warning against any deviation by the laymen usurp-
ers, and on the other, the new elite, imbued with a sense that the future was
theirs.

This initial battle of the Jewish culture war, which reverberated from Lon-
don and Amsterdam in the West to Vilna and Lissa in the East, was, of course,
not conducted in an historical vacuum. To understand the role of Divrei sha-
lom ve’emet as an agent of change that generated internal Jewish power strug-
gles, one must realize what the historical backdrop to the publication was. The
second half of the 1770s and the early 1780s was a particularly stormy period:
the demographic growth of Europe in that century reached its peak (from 120

million at the beginning of the century to 190 million at its end); in Britain the
industrial revolution, which would transform the entire world, took its first
steps; in Boston and Philadelphia the patriots marched toward political inde-
pendence and formulated the basic documents of the new American democ-
racy, in which they adopted rallying cries of the Enlightenment to justify their
rebellion against British rule; and in Paris and Versailles the monarchs faced
the threat of the approaching revolution. The Enlightenment culture was
already the dominant culture among the European elite, despite the churches’
conservative protests. During those years, several of the most important works
of the late Enlightenment were published, such as Adam Smith’s Wealth of
Nations (1776), Lessing’s Nathan der Weise (1779), Rousseau’s Confessions
(1782), and Kant’s Was ist Aufklärung? (1784). Paris maintained its status as the
capital of Enlightenment and French was regarded as the language of high cul-
ture. These were the peak years of the Aufklärung in Berlin, Königsberg, Ham-
burg, Frankfurt, and other cities in Germany. Universities, periodicals, cafes,
and reading societies served as meeting places for enlightened intellectuals.
Professors, physicians, publishers, playwrights, and government officials coa-
lesced into a secular elite that created a large corpus of literature and attracted
a growing readership.30 The monarchic rulers of Europe also wanted to acquire
the image of enlightened men. Frederick the Great, king of Prussia, Empress
Catherine II of Russia (the two rising European powers in the eighteenth cen-
tury), and the Habsburg ruler Joseph II maintained close ties with the Enlight-
enment philosophers, employed academy graduates as officials and advisors,
and supported the sciences and arts. And although they did not change the
class structure of their states or the dynastic absolutist form of rule, they did
introduce various reforms.31

Naphtali Herz Wessely was also a man of the eighteenth-century Enlight-
enment. Although he was committed to the tradition, observed the command-
ments, and in his literary work was engaged mainly with Hebrew texts—a
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commentary on Leviticus in the framework of the Bi’ur project, a book on
ethics for schoolchildren, the sweeping biblical epic Shirei tiferet, and oth-
ers—he was fluent in German, read newspapers and philosophy books,
dressed in the rococo fashion (a wig, its curls falling on the back of his neck,
and clean-shaven), and showed great interest in events occurring in Europe.32

The stations of his life provided him with an all-European vantage point: his
family on his father’s side had survived the 1648–49 pogroms in the Ukraine;
he himself had traveled between the commercial cities of Hamburg, Copenha-
gen, and Amsterdam, and moved to the Prussian capital of Berlin, where he
engaged in commerce. Wessely had a broad view of reality, was actively
involved in Jewish affairs, and in particular endeavored to learn about the true
situation of the Jews in general (their political, economic, and cultural status)
and to single out their problems. Based on his progressive and optimistic con-
sciousness, he depicted an extremely dynamic European world: the expansion
of knowledge, technological achievements, discoveries, and inventions. He
attributed particular importance to the growing emergence of religious toler-
ance, which began in sixteenth-century Holland and seventeenth-century
England, and spread during his own lifetime throughout all the countries of
Europe: the Russia of Catherine II (‘‘word of whose courage, wisdom, and acts
of generosity has spread throughout all the nations’’); the Poland of Stanislav
Poniatowski; the Denmark of Christian VII; the Sweden of Gustav; the France
of Louis XVI (‘‘who expanded the hearts of his subjects through his goodness
and his generous deeds’’); the lands under Joseph II; and the Prussia of Freder-
ick II, the most enlightened and liberal ruler of them all. These are the fervent
words Wessely wrote about Frederick: ‘‘Our lord, the King of Prussia, may his
glory be exalted, has seen that it befits a king to rule over free men, not over
slaves . . . and that culture, wisdom, and knowledge cannot exist in his land if
men are afraid to speak the truth.’’33 Regarding Wessely as a writer who also
wrote poetry when the occasion called for it, leaders of Jewish communities
sometimes asked him to compose accolades in verse for the rulers of Europe
to be submitted to them as a gesture of loyalty. Indeed, the Hebrew poet of
enlightened absolutism wrote poems of praise to the kings of Denmark, Prus-
sia, and Russia, and reacted to political events in poetic language. For example,
he was commissioned by the communities of Shklov and Mohilev to write
such a paean on the occasion of Catherine’s visit to the new regions of White
Russia, which Russia had annexed in the first division of Poland in 1772.34

In Divrei shalom ve’emet, Wessely also included what amounted to a
report on the state of the Jewish nation. Although his description of the situa-
tion was partial and tendentious, it was written in the first person and reflected
the writer’s own political consciousness—the sense of responsibility and
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involvement of an intellectual Jew who has no official status. It was based on
Wessely’s perception of the reality in the last quarter of the eighteenth century,
when considerable change had taken place in Jewish life in the diaspora. The
Jews were no longer persecuted as they had been in the past, and although
they were still a nation of merchants, new opportunities were being opened to
them. Insofar as culture, language, and patterns of education were concerned,
Wessely discriminated between Jewish communities in the Muslim East and
the Sephardic communities of Western Europe, on the one hand, and Ashken-
azi Jewry, on the other. While Ashkenazi Jewry was benighted, still living
according to the old norms of isolation, particularly in Poland, Sephardic Jews
were already living in the present and were geared for the future. They spoke
the languages of their countries of residence, maintained more natural com-
mercial ties with non-Jews, and their manners were those generally accepted
in their societies. Wessely especially admired the Jewish community of Italian
Trieste, with which he maintained close ties during the polemic surrounding
Divrei shalom ve’emet, as we shall see, and Sephardic Amsterdam, with which
he was very familiar during the years he lived in that city. His links to the
Sephardim were so strong that towards the end of his life, when he returned
to Hamburg, this Ashkenazi Jew asked to be buried in the Portuguese section
of the Altona cemetery.35

The most promising ray of light that he saw in the Ashkenazi world came
from Berlin, the city in which he lived. He wrote that it was the major Jewish
community that fostered torat ha’adam, and was very proud of the fact that
some of her sons had already made a name for themselves in the world of
Enlightenment. This is how he applauded his old friend and the greatly
admired symbol of the Haskalah:

It is known to one and all that the wise rabbi and illustrious scholar, Moses from Des-
sau, is renowned among the gentiles for the books he has written in the German lan-
guage, as well as for his research and his splendid command of that language. He is
praised in most of the lands of Europe, and high officials and the sages of the nations
when passing through here, first pay a visit to his home, to meet with him and bask in
his company.

But Mendelssohn was not alone in the society of Berlin maskilim, which
numbered other luminaries: David Friedländer (1750–1834), from the wealthy
elite and the scion of an affluent family of merchants in Königsberg; the physi-
cian Marcus Bloch (1723–99), a contemporary of Wessely and Mendelssohn,
an expert in the field of ichthyology and a member of several European scien-
tific and medical societies; and the physician and philosopher Marcus Herz, a
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graduate of Königsberg University and a student of Immanuel Kant, whose
lectures on logic and physiology were attended by ‘‘aristocrats and dignitar-
ies.’’36 The author of Divrei shalom ve’emet saw himself, then, as the represen-
tative of the Berlin circle of maskilim and the spokesman of the promising new
era.



Chapter Five

Projects of Enlightenment and
Tests of Tolerance

Wessely was hardly a reliable witness of the reality that existed dur-
ing his lifetime. On the one hand, his optimism was exaggerated and he
depicted the kings of Prussia in ideal terms, attributing to them more tolerance
than they actually demonstrated. On the other hand, he provided only a partial
description of the Jewish world in the early 1780s, omitting several of the key
processes that took place in the life of European Jews in the last third of the
century. The Jewish population increased more than two and a half times from
the beginning of the century, and the proportion of European Jews in world
Jewry grew from 65 percent to close to 80 percent. In Königsberg, Breslau, and
Berlin, the Prussian cities in which the first circles of maskilim were formed,
the Jewish communities were relatively small, numbering only a thousand to
three thousand, while the Jews of Poland and Lithuania (at the end of the cen-
tury, most of them under Russian rule) formed the major portion of European
Jewry.1

In his description of the condition of the Jewish people in the 1780s,
Wessely scarcely referred to the emergence of the early Haskalah, although he
himself was one of its important representatives, perhaps because he was still
only vaguely aware that the new elite was gradually acquiring status in Jewish
society. He made no mention of the continued existence of the Sabbatian
movement in Poland and the Habsburg Empire, nor of the frenzied activity of
Kabbalists and pietistic Hasidim in Germany, like the circle of Rabbi Nathan
Adler in Frankfurt. He also was not aware that the Hasidic movement in East-
ern Europe was gaining in strength and swelling its ranks in the 1770s; nor did
he know about the fierce campaign that was being waged against Hasidism in
Lithuania from 1772 under the inspiration of the Gaon of Vilna. As a result of
the first partition of Poland, which also took place in 1772, many Polish Jews
were transferred from the backward kingdom under aristocratic rule to the
absolutist regimes of the centralized state—Russia, Prussia, and Austria. This
development had far-reaching implications in international relations, which
affected thousands of Jews.
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Most of the Jews of Europe still maintained the patterns of life of a con-
servative traditional society at the end of the eighteenth century. They were
faithful to religion, to traditional texts and education, community, and rabbin-
ical leadership; continued to speak Yiddish and wear the traditional clothing.
In contrast, among the elite circles of merchants and affluent Jews in the major
European cities (London, Amsterdam, Vienna, Berlin), the trend of accultura-
tion, which had begun among the court Jews and merchants in the previous
century, further intensified.2

In Wessely’s own environment, acculturation was particularly marked
among the wives and daughters of wealthy families. These women, who grew
up in the homes of wealthy merchants, commercial agents, and physicians,
received a modern European education from private tutors (one way in
which young students and maskilim earned their livelihood). They spoke
fluent German and French, preferred their European names (Dorothea,
Henrietta, Angelica) to their Jewish names (Brendel, Sheindel, Goldeche),
dressed according to the dictates of the latest fashions, knew how to dance
and play musical instruments, read sentimental novels, and enjoyed attend-
ing concerts, theater, and opera. It was from this social circle that the Berlin
salon ladies came in the last two decades of the century. In Moses Mendels-
sohn’s home, too, the daughters were raised by their mother, Fromet, as
modern European women. During that time, Mendelssohn had begun work-
ing on his Bi’ur project, the German translation of the Pentateuch, while
Fromet was in charge of their daughters’ upbringing—introducing them to
social life and encouraging them to learn languages, music and to attend the
theater.3

Although none of these trends in the life of European Jewry were
included in Wessely’s picture of the situation, he did aptly describe what was
taking place among the outstanding Jewish intellectuals in Berlin, where he
lived. At the time of the controversy aroused by Divrei shalom ve’emet, other
endeavors were being made in Berlin to promote the Enlightenment of the
Jews, such as the founding of an innovative Jewish school and initiatives taken
there and elsewhere to apply the principle of religious tolerance to the Jews.
Against the background of these efforts, Wessely’s own initiative took on a rev-
olutionary meaning and fit in well with others, taken by both Jewish and
Christian intellectuals, that were intended to transform Jewish life. These
changes also explain why the maskilim, who defended Wessely and his posi-
tions during the fierce debate that raged around him, reacted so sharply.
Before tracing the permutations of that controversy, we will describe some of
the other endeavors to imbue Jewish society with the concepts, values and pat-
terns of the Enlightenment.
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The Jewish Free School

The first Enlightenment project undertaken in the Berlin community was the
establishment of the school Chinukh Ne’arim in 1778, which served as one of
the sources of inspiration for Wessely’s program to reform Jewish education.
The Freischule, the free school (that is, one that did not charge any tuition
fees) was intended for the children of poor Jews and was the first modern
school in the Jewish world. For the first time in Ashkenazi Jewry, an educa-
tional institution included languages, science, and the culture of European
society.4 The enlightened Prussian intelligentsia had great expectations for the
school, regarding it as an extremely important expression of Jewish Enlighten-
ment that heralded a social transformation. For example, F. Gedike, a member
of the supreme consistory of the Lutheran church and a key figure in Berlin’s
flourishing intellectual life, suggested to his readers, in an article printed in
1784 in the Berlinische Monatsschrift, that they should view the Freischule as an
example of self-enlightenment at its finest.

It amounted to an affirmation of the words of Immanuel Kant, who that
same year in the same periodical, had defined Enlightenment as an action,
taken independently by man as he matures and throws off the yoke of tute-
lage; enlightenment is motivated by free rational thinking. Now it seemed
that the sons of the Jewish nation, at the very lowest ebb for hundreds of
years, were now rising to a high level of enlightenment, engaging in self-
building (Bildung) and in developing free thought. Under the encyclopedic
entry, ‘‘Jews,’’ in a 1784 work, the Freischule was cited as an example of the
spread of Enlightenment among the Jews. It read: ‘‘This is the first educa-
tional institution of this kind, which prepares Jewish youth for adulthood as
moral human beings, as subjects who are a benefit to the state, and as good
neighbors in society.’’5

Although the school was a reformative Enlightenment project par excel-
lence, it was not actually founded by maskilim, nor was it run according to
their educational utopia like the model outlined by Wessely in his Divrei sha-
lom ve’emet. Although maskilim were involved in various stages of its exis-
tence and pinned great hopes on it as an institution of the Haskalah, the
Freischule was the outcome of a philanthropic initiative of wealthy Berlin
families. Seventeen years before its establishment, a Jewish school of a new
type had been planned by Daniel Itzig (1723–99) and Feitel Heine Ephraim
(1703–75), men of great wealth, who were leaders of the Berlin community
and patrons of early maskilim. They had amassed their wealth during the
Seven Years’ War (1756–63), as a result of the commercial and financial ser-
vices they had rendered to Prussia. In 1761 they submitted a plan for the
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establishment of a school for poor children to the ‘‘general administration’’
of the land. The two stated as their motive for founding the school as ‘‘to
make the Jews more beneficial to the country.’’ In it, the boys would receive
a basic education (Torah, reading and writing in German and French, mathe-
matics, sciences), be taught manners and hygiene, and be given regular
meals. The necessary permits were obtained in 1762, but the philanthropic
institution was never opened, apparently because at the time the two men
dissolved their business partnership.

In 1775, Benjamin, Feital Ephraim’s son, opened a free school in a branch
of his lace factory, where children were taught the basic skills of reading and
writing. The Berlin publisher and author Friedrich Nicolai linked this school
together with the Freischule in a survey entitled ‘‘Jewish institutions for the
poor.’’ There was a good reason for doing so, since both institutions were
established by wealthy men in the community as part of the welfare system
and for philanthropic purposes—in particular to solve the problem of indige-
nous Jews.6

What was the background to these projects? Men of wealth enjoyed a spe-
cial legal status—a ‘‘general privilege’’ that exempted them from the restric-
tions on residence and employment, as well as all the other restrictions
Frederick the Great had imposed on Berlin’s Jews in 1750. They played a key
role in promoting the mercantile economy in Prussia, maintained close ties
with the ruling class, and acquired a European education through private
tutors. As a result, they identified with the values and basic principles of the
absolutist state—the primacy of the state’s interests, the good of the state, and
the importance of productive economic activity. Philanthropy was an integral
part of their economic activity and their positions as leaders of the community
who also supervised it on behalf of the government. They undertook to pre-
pare the weaker, more problematic groups in the society, such as orphans, the
poor, and lawbreakers, to become useful citizens in the future. Reformative
education which made its students productive citizens and endowed them
with virtues, like the Prussian Volkschule, was one of the means of attaining
this end.7

The Freischule was founded by the brothers-in-law Isaac Daniel Itzig
(1750–1806) and David Friedländer as a private family institution. It was
defined from the outset as a free school, and its budget came from a basic fund
and monthly contributions from other wealthy families. The head of the fam-
ily, Daniel Itzig, donated the basic fund required to establish the school and
purchased the building in 1782, each year adding five hundred taler to the
institution.8 The government recognized the philanthropic nature of the
Freischule, and granted it a tax exemption and a permit to establish a Hebrew
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printing house. At first, the printing house was a workshop next to the school
(Die orientalische Buchdruckerei), but later it was very instrumental in dissemi-
nating the maskilim’s books. The school’s philanthropic character was also
reflected in the fact that its two founder-principals received no salary. Chevrat
Chinukh Ne’arim was founded in parallel with Chevrat Talmud Torah, which
operated on behalf of the community’s charitable societies, since it also pro-
vided education for the children of the poor. There was a salient difference,
however. In the former case, wealthy Jews, who traditionally provided finan-
cial support for institutions of the rabbinical elite like the kloiz (the house of
study for select pupils, financed by generous affluent Jews), were supporting
institutions to train productive Jews who would be of benefit to the state.
Although, even at the end of the century the Itzig and Ephraim families still
set up funds to support houses of study for needy talmudic scholars in Berlin,
they apparently now gave preference to the reform of Jewish society over
excellence in talmudic studies.

As a matter of fact, one of the two founders, David Friedländer, was a
central figure in the Berlin circle of maskilim, closely involved in their activi-
ties and in the debates they conducted with their opponents; moreover,
throughout his life, he regarded himself as one of Mendelssohn’s faithful fol-
lowers.9 Friedländer wished to promote the knowledge of German among the
Jews and its use as the language of speech, prayer, and literature. For him, the
Freischule was more than a philanthropic project. He designed its curriculum
in its early years, and in 1770 wrote a ‘‘reader for Jewish children,’’ to serve as
the first textbook in the new school. The reader was in German and included
a selection of sources for learning the language and memorizing the principles
of the natural and universal religion (a prayer in German to God, who is the
source of truth and love) and of the Jewish religion (Maimonides’s thirteen
principles). The religious texts were presented in the reader as a source of uni-
versal, humanistic morals. Although only a small number of pupils, probably
no more than a few dozen pupils at the Freischule, which was in its early stages
at the time, studied from the reader, Zohar Shavit was correct in noting its
revolutionary nature as an Enlightenment text: ‘‘For the first time in the his-
tory of European Jewish history, a book was published to serve as a textbook
in a modern Jewish school.’’10

In the letter written by Itzig and Friedländer to the king of Prussia in 1784,
the two, in explaining the need to found the Freischule, also related to the
rehabilitation of the Jews. They combined philanthropic aims, to give Jews the
opportunity to rise on the economic scale, with educational aims, to mold a
useful citizen and a moral person: ‘‘to make the Jews men of culture and to
educate them to become useful subjects of the state.’’11 In 1782, a short time



110 Chapter 5

after the appearance of Wessely’s open letter, Friedländer helped him to dis-
seminate Divrei shalom ve’emet by translating it into German. However, Fried-
länder left his personal imprint on Wessely’s work; his translation introduced
changes from the original, which underscored the translator’s own radical
position. For example, Friedländer was in favor of reducing the religious cur-
riculum, and unlike Wessely, also unhesitatingly advocated the supremacy of
the ‘‘man’’ and the ‘‘citizen’’ over the ‘‘Jew.’’12 As we shall see later, Friedländer
also played an important role in organizing the reaction of the maskilim and
their supporters against the rabbis who attacked Wessely. However, during the
1780s and even more so in the 1790s, Friedländer’s positions became more
extreme. He apparently abandoned his management of the school in the mid-
1780s and invested his major efforts in obtaining political rights for the Prus-
sian Jews.

Very little information is available about the Freischule’s activity during
its early years. Most of the details about the school in the fifth year of its opera-
tions were provided by Wessely, who praised the institution and its founders
and regarded its establishment as one of the achievements of the Berlin com-
munity at the time:

The distinguished leaders of this holy community . . . have gone to the trouble to found
an institution here that they have called Chinukh ne’arim, where Jewish children learn
Bible and the German translation, and Hebrew grammar, to read and write German
and French, mathematics and geography. For children of the poor it is free, and chil-
dren of the rich pay a fee. And we have seen the fruits of their labor, for students who
have learned all of these subjects have already graduated from this school, and have
been a great help and succor to their families. Some have become teachers to their
younger brethren who are beginning their studies, others have become the bookkeep-
ers of merchants. And others are students of Mishnah and Talmud, succeeding at this
as well, spending most of the day learning Talmud, and only in the afternoon hours
does the school open its doors, when all may come to study the above-mentioned sub-
jects. There were also those who looked upon this institution with disfavor, for they
thought its founding would be in violation of the Torah and lead to the abandonment
of the religion. But now that they see what its true nature is and how fine it is, many
wish to send their sons there to study, so that the number would have reached five
hundred, had there only been room for that many, but now they can only take in sev-
enty boys.13

Based on this description, the Freischule did not meet all the maskilic
expectations that Wessely had set forth in Divrei shalom ve’emet. It was instead
a supplementary philanthropic school, which operated only in the afternoon
hours, while some of its students received a traditional education in the morn-
ing. But Wessely’s report about the community’s opposition to its establish-
ment, for fear that it would be detrimental to the religion, is interesting, in
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view of the relatively skimpy curriculum and the small number of hours of
study. Even though the first modern Jewish school can hardly be seen as the
fulfillment of the maskilic vision, still it was undoubtedly an Enlightenment
project. In the Freischule, the process began in which traditional education
was taken out of the hands of the Polish teachers and transferred to profes-
sional teachers, who, in the case of the Berlin school, were both Jews and
Christians. Friedländer, and after him, Wessely, Isaac Satanow, and others,
began writing special books for teaching in the school. In essence, they created
a primary model for the institutionalization of education in a school, which at
first was a supplement to, and later also a secular replacement for, the Talmud
Torah and the cheder. For the first time, an extra-religious curriculum was
offered in a regular setting, even to those who could not afford to hire private
tutors for their children. The educational ideal of the school was relatively
modest and did not go beyond training graduates to engage in teaching or
work as clerks for the wealthy, nor did it set any transformative goals for itself,
such as training an elite that would be an alternative to the rabbinical elite.
Nonetheless, Wessely was able to point with pride to the Berlin school when
he tried to persuade the Jewish leadership elsewhere that there was an urgent
need for educational reform.

The heads of the Freischule, who were also the leaders of the community,
were very proud of the institution. Each year, they held public examinations,
in which the students displayed their achievements to an audience of invitees
from the Jewish community and the enlightened Christian elite of Berlin (for
example, teachers at the Gymnasium). Everyone present in the examination
hall was entitled to pose questions to the students to test their knowledge in
mathematics, the natural sciences, and languages—French and German. Fried-
länder invited Mendelssohn and probably Wessely too to the semiannual pub-
lic examination in 1782. Another invitee was the author and acerbic satirist
August Cranz (1737–1801), who had a hand in stirring up the Jewish Kultur-
kampf in the early 1780s. An expanded version of Cranz’s enthusiastic report
about his visit to the Freischule was sent to the editorial board of the Hebrew
periodical Hame’asef in Königsberg, which printed the description in one of
its first issues. The report gives us a rare glimpse into the modern Jewish class-
room in Berlin:

It is now mid-year, the date set for the general examination to test what the boys have
learned and achieved. In this school hall, the heads of their community gather, includ-
ing the scholar, R. Moses ben Menahem (Mendelssohn) and many Christian learned
men . . . the Jewish boys walk about freely in their room, and each person attending
has the right to ask them whatever he wishes. And here the first boys have come forth
to be examined in the science of geometry, and all those hearing were amazed at how
well they replied to every question asked of them. And how they solved all the pro-



112 Chapter 5

found questions in the calculation of interest and the exchange of currency, with such
brilliant proofs. Afterward we asked them to explain the underlying reason for their
words, and it appears they have not merely learned by memorizing rules, but through
intelligent comprehension. After them, came others to show their knowledge in cos-
mology and geography, and the boys showed they knew the latitude and longitude of
every place on the globe and when the sun rises and sets, and the like . . . After them
came others to be tested in their knowledge of languages, and one read a chapter in
the Bible and then translated it according to the rules of grammar and syntax into
German, and the other translated from French into German, and a third showed his
fluency in the science of geography, and others in their penmanship, and yet others in
lovely drawings displayed to all present.14

Religious Tolerance

The purpose of holding a public examination of seventy Jewish pupils, in the
presence of the leaders of the community, was to prove to the wealthy Jews
that their financial contribution to the school’s maintenance was producing
sterling results. Since the founders of the Freischule greatly admired Mendels-
sohn and felt his renown also reflected on them, his presence at the examina-
tion, along with that of a number of enlightened Christian scholars, was very
meaningful. It conveyed the impression that the young generation of Jews was
integrating into the Enlightenment world of knowledge and also created a cli-
mate of religious tolerance. Indeed, Cranz summed up the report of his visit
to the school with much enthusiasm and optimism. If until then, he con-
cluded, the state had treated the Jews as a despicably exploited, alien, Asiatic
nation, the Jews were now taking measures themselves to turn their coreligion-
ists into people who would be greatly beneficial to the state in the future.15

‘‘The toleration of those that differ from others in matters of religion is
so agreeable to the Gospel of Jesus Christ, and to the genuine reason of man-
kind, that it seems monstrous for men to be so blind as not to perceive the
necessity and advantage of it in so clear a light,’’ the philosopher John Locke
stated in his Letter Concerning Toleration in 1689. The time has come, he
argued, ‘‘to distinguish exactly the business of civil government from that of
religion and to settle the just bounds that lie between the one and the other.’’
The church, he wrote, is ‘‘a voluntary society of men, joining themselves
together of their own accord for the public worshipping of God, while the
commonwealth seems to me to be a society of men constituted only for pro-
curing, preserving, and advancing their own civil interests.’’ Coercion by the
ruling authority has no validity and is opposed to reason if it is applied to the
realm of faith and opinion: ‘‘The care of souls cannot belong to the civil mag-
istrate, because his power consists only in outward force; but true and saving
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religion consists in the inward persuasion of the mind, without which nothing
can be acceptable to God.’’16 Some of the fundamental criteria of the Enlight-
enment were based on Locke’s approach to toleration, which he articulated in
his Letter. It changed the concept that had existed for generations concerning
the rivalry between religions, which claimed to possess the sole truth, endeav-
ored to gain political control over the churches and their adherents, and to
expel those who ‘‘erred’’ in their beliefs.17

Religious toleration was unquestionably one of the central issues of the
European Enlightenment. The eighteenth-century philosophers called for reli-
gious toleration and vigorously opposed fanaticism and the persecution of
religious minorities. A number of factors led them to adopt this approach.
These philosophers engaged in rational and secular thought; recognized the
unity of the human race on the basis of natural law; and had encountered the
cultures of the new world, which apprised them of the versatility and relative-
ness of religions and led them to deny the superiority of the Judeo-Christian
culture. Moreover, at the time the deistic beliefs of adherents of the natural
religions, which negated any difference between the various positivistic reli-
gions, were gaining in strength, and anticlerical stances and the influence of
humanism were more widespread. ‘‘What is toleration?’’ Voltaire asked in 1764

in his Philosophical Dictionary, and replied: ‘‘It is the prerogative of humanity.
We are all steeped in weaknesses and error; let us forgive one another’s fol-
lies—that is the first law of nature . . . It is clear that every individual who
persecutes a man, his brother, because he does not agree with him, is a mon-
ster.’’18

Just as Locke himself cited the Jews as an example of a religious minority
that ought to be tolerated by the state, they became a touchstone in the discus-
sions of Enlightenment philosophers on tolerance. This, of course, had some
practical political implications, leading to changes in the legal status of Jews
in European countries.19 The concept of religious tolerance was not, however,
absolute, sweeping or unconditional. For example, for political reasons con-
nected with the reality in England, Locke excluded Catholicism from those
religions that were deserving of tolerance. But he was also suspicious of athe-
ists, and stated: ‘‘Lastly, those are not at all to be tolerated who deny the being
of a God. Promises, covenants, and oaths, which are the bonds of human soci-
ety, can have no hold upon an atheist.’’20 When the fundamental concept of
tolerance clashed with the prejudices of the Christian culture toward the Jews,
the intellectuals were divided in their views. While some demanded that the
principle ought to apply to all human beings, others wished to make the politi-
cal toleration of the Jews conditional upon their economic and moral rehabili-
tation.

The rationalistic shift in relation to the Christian religion and its institu-
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tions in the eighteenth century did not always lead to a religiously tolerant
attitude toward the Jews, as is evident from the famous case of Voltaire. He
fought zealously and uncompromisingly against the misdeeds of the church,
criticizing it in the most sarcastic, acerbic terms, but as far as the Jews were
concerned, he argued that their centuries-long corrupt character was irremedi-
able. His deistic critique of Christianity went hand in hand with his trenchant
criticism of Judaism and the Jews. Voltaire used rationalistic and secular argu-
ments to depict the Jews as possessing values and beliefs that were diametri-
cally opposed to the Enlightenment. The secular character of this anti-Jewish
position armed the opponents of tolerance with new weapons. In this connec-
tion, Jacob Katz’s explanation seems a salient one; he relates to the dialectic
that influenced Enlightenment intellectuals in the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries, and led them from their criticism of Christianity to anti-Jewish posi-
tions.21 Nonetheless, there is no ignoring the fact that public opinion voiced
many more protests against the long-lasting oppression of the Jews, along with
explicit demands that they be treated as human beings.

Katz placed this historical development at the center of the upheaval that
totally changed the relations between Jews and Christians in Europe, and
explained how a neutral social sphere was created that for the first time
enabled Jews and Christians to meet in a common milieu on the basis of toler-
ance. The weakening of class ties on the one hand, and of the dominant status
of the Christian religion, on the other, made room for new models of socializa-
tion. One of these was applied in the new frameworks of the supra-class intelli-
gentsia, ‘‘the elite of the spirit,’’ because its cosmopolitan values provided an
opportunity, at least in theory, for those Jews who met the intellectual require-
ments of that elite, to join it.22 As a matter of fact, in nineteenth-century Ger-
man Jewish historiography, the neutral encounter between the Christian and
the Jewish intellectual is depicted as an exemplary expression of the new era
in Jewish history. The historian Heinrich Graetz opened the age of Jewish
revival with Mendelssohn’s appearance on the stage of history and the story
of his friendship with the tolerant humanist Gotthold Ephraim Lessing.23 For
historians from Graetz to Katz, the game of chess between the two in a Berlin
cafe in the 1750s told the story of the emancipation and integration of the Jews
in Germany and in Europe in general.24 In Graetz’s approach, the story is one
of the achievement of a much sought-after objective that led to the revival of
the Jewish nation, while Katz viewed it as a decisive expression of the crisis
experienced by the traditional society. However, even Katz, who coined the
concept of the ‘‘neutral society,’’ was forced to admit that meetings of this kind
at the end of the eighteenth century were relatively rare and only a few Jewish
intellectuals took part in them.25

Nor is there any doubt that the concept of a neutral society was influ-
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enced by Mendelssohn’s remarkable life story. It even seems to have been pat-
terned on Mendelssohn, who gained widespread recognition as the most
prominent modern Jew in the age of Enlightenment and religious tolerance.
Mendelssohn himself never tried to conceal his inferior position or his frustra-
tion at the demeaning Prussian laws and edicts, signed by the supposedly
enlightened ruler, Frederick the Great, that made life so oppressive for the
Jews. Moreover, the king of Prussia refused to acknowledge him as a bona fide
Prussian intellectual and blocked his appointment to the Academy of Sciences
in the 1770s. Nonetheless, Mendelssohn did enjoy the religious toleration that
existed in Berlin in the late eighteenth century; he was a popular member in
the clubs of the enlightened, a close friend of some of the more important
among them, and Christian members of the academy and men of letters fre-
quently visited his home.26 The question of religious tolerance for a man like
him, who aspired to be recognized as a philosopher by the republic of enlight-
ened scholars, was particularly crucial. Throughout his entire life, the issue,
which he regarded as both a personal-existential and a national one, continued
to perturb him.

In 1754, as an early maskil and a philosopher making his debut in the
circles of enlightened Germans, Mendelssohn had come forward to defend the
honor of the Jews, in an article of protest published in Theatralische Bibliothek,
a periodical edited by his friend Lessing. It was a letter to Aaron Gumpertz, in
which he reacted strongly to Johann David Michaelis’s critique of Lessing’s
play Die Juden. How was it possible, Mendelssohn expostulated, that Michaelis
could deny the very possibility that the Jewish nation was capable of producing
even one decent person? How could it be that only now the Christians were
discovering that at least one Jew could be included in human society, and why
was the degree of toleration they were granting the Jews still so limited? ‘‘I
would have expected far more from learned men,’’ Mendelssohn wrote.
Michaelis’s critique is a grave affront to Jews and a disappointment to the
enlightened, and, Mendelssohn asserted, it shakes his belief in the ability of
Christian scholars to rise above their prejudices. The young Mendelssohn
(then twenty-seven) expressed his sense of insult with cynicism and frustra-
tion: ‘‘Let them continue to oppress us, let them continue to restrict our lives
as free and happy people, let them even expose us to the scorn and mockery
of the world, as long as they do not deprive us entirely of virtue [Tugend] . . .
which is the sole refuge of the abandoned and the forgotten.’’27

Mendelssohn’s involvement in the Divrei shalom ve’emet polemic was
connected with his struggle to see the principle of tolerance applied through-
out European society. In his view, this would assure the civic place of the Jews
in society at large and their religious freedom, as well as the freedom of activity
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of Jewish intellectuals. The struggle for toleration was foremost in his mind
from his first appearance in the public sphere until his dying day.

In 1769, an incident occurred that brought Mendelssohn great pain, a
traumatic experience that haunted him from then on. Only two years had
passed since the publication of Phädon, his philosophical work on the immor-
tality of the soul, which had earned him fame and prestige among the intellec-
tuals of the German Enlightenment. And now the young Swiss pastor with a
Christian-millenarian vision, Johann Caspar Lavater (1741–1801), wounded
him grievously by publicly betraying their friendship.28 Lavater had visited
Mendelssohn in his home on several occasions, trying to draw him into theo-
logical discussions. After he had succeeded in inducing Mendelssohn to say
something positive about Jesus’ moral stature, Lavater believed that the con-
version to Christianity of the most famous Jew in Europe was imminent, and
that this would touch off a wave of conversion among the Jews, which in turn
would inevitably lead to their redemption. In the summer of 1769, Mendels-
sohn received by mail a copy of a new translation from French to German of
a book by C. Bonnet. When he opened the book, he was distressed to find a
dedication to him by the translator Lavater, who mentioned their talk in Berlin
about Jesus and issued a theological ultimatum to him. Lavater challenged
Mendelssohn to refute Bonnet’s persuasive proofs of the truth of Christianity
with counterarguments, or to behave as Socrates would have and admit he
was unable to do so. He would then be compelled to reach the only possible
conclusion—conversion to Christianity.

Although public opinion denounced Lavater’s act as unseemly, the affair
stirred a great deal of interest, and Mendelssohn was forced to defend his posi-
tion publicly. His reply shows how offended he was by Lavater’s betrayal of
the friendship he thought they had shared. The publication of words spoken
in a friendly conversation, particularly by a man who had promised to keep
them to himself, angered and embarrassed Mendelssohn: ‘‘What could possi-
bly have motivated you,’’ he wrote in his reply, ‘‘to single me out against my
will in order to drag me into the arena of public controversy, which I had
hoped never to enter?’’29 Mendelssohn made it clear that the very ultimatum
posed to him was despicable in his eyes, and there was not even the slightest
chance that he would abandon the faith of his forefathers.

In his reply to Lavater, Mendelssohn devoted his main points to a presen-
tation of Judaism as the religion of tolerance and to a criticism of the Christian
religion, which in his view was far removed from the religious tolerance of the
Enlightenment. While Christianity was a missionary religion, Judaism did not
presume to convert anyone who was not born a Jew: ‘‘Proselytizing . . . is com-
pletely alien to Judaism.’’30 The Jewish doctrine of revelation is not binding on
anyone except the Jews themselves: ‘‘All other nations were enjoined by God
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to observe the law of nature and the religion of the patriarchs. All who live in
accordance with this religion of nature and of reason are called the ’the righ-
teous among other nations’; they too are entitled to eternal bliss.’’31 Judaism is
tolerant and recognizes the value of the natural religion and the inferior politi-
cal condition of the Jews is caused by the intolerance of the Christians. ‘‘I am
a member of an oppressed people which must appeal to the benevolence of
the government for protection and shelter—which are not always granted, and
never without limitations.’’ Moreover, Mendelssohn expostulated, pointing
out his inferior status: ‘‘As you know, your circumcised friend may not even
visit you in Zurich, because of the laws of your own home town.’’32 Nonethe-
less, Mendelssohn persisted in his belief that religious tolerance served as a
firm foundation for friendship with other Christian intellectuals, with whom
he maintained close contact. Hence, he still looked upon this neutral relation-
ship, which unfortunately Lavater had attempted to shatter, as an ideal of the
Enlightenment:

It is my good fortune to count among my friends many an excellent man who is not
of my faith. We love each other sincerely, although both of us suspect or assume that
we differ in matters of faith. I enjoy the pleasure of his company and feel enriched by
it. But at no time has my heart whispered to me, ‘‘What a pity that this beautiful soul
should be lost . . . ’’ Only that man will be troubled by such regrets who believes there
is no salvation outside his church.33

The Lavater affair ended with Mendelssohn’s moral victory. Enlightened
public opinion tended to take his side, and even Lavater himself admitted he
had exceeded the bounds of good taste, and although he did not recant, he
did apologize to Mendelssohn. However, as a result of the affair, Mendelssohn
realized that religious tolerance could not be taken for granted, even among
his fellow members of the Enlightenment circle in Germany. Authors of anti-
Jewish writings printed during the affair took the opportunity to attack Men-
delssohn as a Jew. Despite his strong desire to avoid any discussions on theo-
logical matters and to devote himself entirely to philosophy, he realized that if
he were to continue defending rationalist religion, claiming that the Torah was
consistent with reason and calling for tolerance, he now had to underpin his
positions with apologetic, ideological, and theological arguments.

Mendelssohn’s intellectual distress had an immediate effect on his health.
Shortly after the Lavater affair he fell ill, growing extremely weak, but his doc-
tors were unable to diagnose his illness. Marcus Bloch, his personal physician,
prescribed a severe diet and complete rest, ordering him to avoid all intellec-
tual activity. Bloch and Mendelssohn’s other admirers were convinced that the
pressure of the months of the affair had damaged his health. His biographer,
Isaac Euchel, described Mendelssohn’s condition in the early 1770s with the
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following words: ‘‘His strength was very much diminished, because his mind
was sorely depressed by the pressures of his work, and in addition, the quarrel-
some words, invective, and conspiracy had so exhausted him, that he could no
longer engage in any logical thought without suffering pain in one of his limbs
or dizziness in his head.’’ Owing to his illness, he read very little and wrote
nothing. According to one testimony, Mendelssohn spoke about his boredom
during that time: ‘‘To shorten the hours spent on trivial matters, I would stand
in my room, looking out the window, and count the roof tiles of the neigh-
bor’s house opposite mine.’’34

In a personal letter he wrote about ten years after the affair to the Bene-
dictine monk Peter Adolph Winkopp of Erfurt, Mendelssohn described with
rare candor his existential distress as an inferior Jew living in Berlin. In what
is known as a tolerant country, I live in a condition in which intolerance
presses upon me from every direction, Mendelssohn admitted. For him, as a
private Jew, not as a well-known philosopher, intolerance was not at all theo-
retical. It was an experience of everyday life in Berlin:

Sometimes I go out of an evening for a stroll with my wife and children. Papa! Those
innocent children ask, what are those boys yelling at us? Why are they throwing stones
at us? What have we done to them? Yes, dear Papa, one of them says, they are always
chasing after us in the streets, cursing us—Jews! Jews! Is just being a Jew enough reason
for those people to curse us?35

‘‘And I,’’ he wrote with a sense of helplessness, ‘‘can only lower my eyes and
mutter to myself: People, people, when will you stop doing these things?’’

The Lavater affair stirred up a storm in the neutral sphere of the German
republic of the Enlightened, of which Mendelssohn was a popular, highly
regarded member. Mendelssohn’s Jewish associates also followed the contro-
versy with great interest. Wessely, who at the time lived in Copenhagen, and
in any case was far from those Christian circles in which Mendelssohn felt at
home, saw fit to translate Mendelssohn’s reply to Lavater into Hebrew, in the
early 1770s, so that his position in the controversy could be published and dis-
seminated. The translation, however, was not printed at the time, apparently
at Mendelssohn’s request, because it was not complete and Wessely had in sev-
eral places misunderstood Mendelssohn’s intent. Wessely was not satisfied
merely to translate the reply, but added his commentary to it, one replete with
words of admiration for Mendelssohn and his ability to successfully repel the
attack on Judaism. Although Wessely did not use reasoning based on the phi-
losophy of natural religion, he, like Mendelssohn, did embrace the principle
of tolerance. In his commentary, he defended the concept of Judaism as a non-
proselytizing religion, one that had a positive attitude toward the sages of all
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the nations. Wessely praised Mendelssohn for also having successfully refuted
the claim made, during the controversy, that a Jew could not be a close friend
of a Christian without trying to persuade him to convert to Judaism.36 Ten
years later, Mendelssohn defended Wessely against the rabbis who attacked
him, this time emphasizing his demand for religious tolerance within Jewry.

At the end of the 1770s, numerous works were published in Germany on
religious tolerance in general and toward the Jews in particular. A high point
in the attempt to grapple with this issue was Lessing’s well-known 1779 play
Nathan der Weise. Its dramatic plot, which took place against the backdrop of
the Crusades, was merely a literary frame intended to bring home to the audi-
ence the idea of religious tolerance. In his play Die Juden in 1749, Lessing had
already tried out the notion of portraying a Jew as a virtuous hero, but in
Nathan der Weise, he was more explicit. The Jew in that play is a character
modeled on Mendelssohn, whose battle for tolerance in the Lavater affair is
given literary expression. The parable of the ‘‘three rings,’’ around which the
play revolves, places the three historical religions—Judaism, Christianity, and
Islam—on an equal footing. Each has received the ring of religion from
Father-God, and none will ever know who possesses the true ring. It would be
more correct to say that all the rings are true from the standpoint of the intent
of the bestower and the belief of the holder, and hence the interfaith struggle
over religious truth and primacy is futile. The lines Lessing put into his hero’s
mouth—‘‘We did not choose a nation for ourselves. Are we our nations?
What’s a nation then? Were Jews and Christians such, e’er they were men?’’—
called for a dramatic change in public opinion in relation to the Jews.37 It was
a step forward toward the secularization of the relations between religions—
Christians and Jews would no longer be measuring one another through the
prism of their respective religions or based on the lengthy history of hierarchi-
cal relations, but would be observing one another through the prism of
humanism, reason, and natural law.

Lessing paid a personal price for having strongly advocated religious tol-
erance; he was accused of being a hireling of the Jews or an enemy of Chris-
tianity. This accusation shows how daring his play was in terms of that time
period in Germany.38 The sharp distinction that Lessing drew between the Jew
and the man was of course at the core of his demand for tolerance toward the
Jews by Christians. However, three years later it served as the basis for
Wessely’s ideology of torat ha’adam and his demand for the transformation of
Jewish life.

Dohm: On the Civil Improvement of the Jews

Two years after the publication of his play, Lessing was joined by two German
deists from Berlin in his call for tolerance of the Jews and a demand for a
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significant improvement in their political status. The first was August Cranz,
whom we have already met as a guest and an enthusiastic observer at the pub-
lic examination of the the Freischule pupils held in 1782. Interestingly enough,
starting in the seventeenth century, deism led to two contradictory positions
in regard to the Jews. The English deists constantly depicted Judaism in an
unfavorable light, and Voltaire followed this same line, denying any possibility
that the abject moral stature of the Jews could ever be changed. In contrast,
the German deists generally held more liberal views. For example, Cranz is
best known for having induced Mendelssohn to justify his objections to con-
version to Christianity and his adherence to Judaism in his Jerusalem. In actual
fact, Cranz also fought hard to gain entry for the Jews into Christian society
as equal members. As a deist, he distinguished between the pure, original Juda-
ism, which was close to the natural religion, like that of the Karaites, and the
clerical, intolerant talmudic Judaism. He also displayed much interest in the
transformation of the Jews and their introduction to Enlightenment culture.39

Another German deist made a much stronger impression on public opin-
ion. Christian Wilhelm von Dohm (1750–1820), a member of a Berlin enlight-
ened circle, was a high official in the Prussian government, and a friend of
Mendelssohn’s. In 1780 he began to produce one of the major texts in the proj-
ect of religious tolerance of the German Enlightenment. Dohm was well aware
that he was writing a text that was revolutionary, no less so than Lessing’s
Nathan der Weise. His treatise Über die bürgerliche Verbesserung der Juden (On
the Civil Improvement of the Jews) cautiously moved along the thin line
between theology and politics, as Dohm himself wrote to his publisher and
friend, Nicolai, while he was writing it. He added that perhaps it would be best
to consult the censor before printing the essay or, alternatively, to print it out-
side of Prussia. The implied criticism in it about the serious flaws in the Chris-
tian state’s treatment of the Jews could easily have been interpreted as political
criticism, and Dohm admitted that he was writing the essay with great caution
and an awareness of the most sensitive points in it.40 It was published in Sep-
tember 1781, and four months later was on Wessely’s desk while he was writing
Divrei shalom ve’emet. It gave Wessely added confidence that his reading of the
new reality was not merely wishful thinking, but that religious toleration was
in fact a principle upheld by many lovers of humanity. He did not conceal his
surprise and delight at the fact that such a politically bold work had been pub-
lished in Frederick the Great’s Prussia. He shared his enthusiastic response
with his readers in these words:

Under this benevolent government, the state minister Dohm has written an essay
defending the Jews, challenging the states that rule us harshly, denying us all good
things because of our belief. And this is a very fine essay, written with much wisdom
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and acute understanding. And it is also favorably received by state officials and by the
sages of the nations. And if anyone had written such an essay two hundred years ago,
what would have been said about it then?41

Dohm’s On the Civil Improvement of the Jews was written within the
framework of the Enlightenment project. But while Dohm was its author, the
text reflects a social dynamic of meetings, correspondence, rewrites, and finally
controversy and polemics. It all began in 1780, when Herz Cerfberr, a very
distinguished Alsatian Jew, addressed an urgent appeal to Mendelssohn in Ber-
lin to help the Jews of Alsace to combat the wave of anti-Semitism that had
broken out there, by writing a memorandum to be submitted to the Council
of State. The purpose of this apologetic-literary document was to place the
immediate plight of French Jews within the broader context of Jewish exis-
tence in Europe. Mendelssohn, who knew Dohm from the Berlin circle of
enlightened men and probably also had heard that he planned to write a his-
tory of the Jews, asked him to compose the requested memorandum. Dohm
agreed, and submitted the memorandum to Cerfberr against payment of a fee,
but the French government that ruled during the last days of the ancien régime
was not impressed by it. The Jews of Alsace were forced to wait another eleven
years (September 1791) until the Revolutionary National Assembly concluded
that the Jews inevitably had to be granted political equality. In the meantime,
Dohm began work on his more extensive treatise, which was published in Ber-
lin late in the summer of 1781, by Nicolai (who was in close touch with Dohm
while he was writing it, as was Mendelssohn, who read the drafts).42

On the Civil Improvement of the Jews was a particularly powerful piece of
writing because it made the Jews a test case for the validity of the ideas of
the Enlightenment. Dohm was a historian trained to conduct a comparative
examination, a deist whose attitude to the positivistic religions was disinter-
ested and historical. He was a man of the Prussian nation who had adopted
the attitude of the modern state toward its economic and political interests, a
humanist and a rationalist. As such, for him the limitations placed upon the
Jews and the inferior status assigned them on the periphery of society was an
unacceptable anomaly. As Robert Liberles rightly stated, in undertaking the
role of defender of the Jews, Dohm was in fact writing a fundamental work on
the tolerance of the Enlightenment. He admitted as much himself:

[My essay] is not actually for the purpose of presenting the position of the oppressed
Hebrews, but rather of humanity and of the governments. I did not wish to arouse pity
for them nor to ask that they be accorded better treatment, but only to show that
human, healthy and rational thinking, as well as the interest of the civil society,
demand such an improved treatment.43
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As soon as the kings of Europe were persuaded that a man’s religion has
no effect on economics and politics, because they are conducted on the basis
of earthly, rational considerations, and not theological or ecclesiastical ones,
they would integrate the Jews into the state. Dohm’s treatise contains a
detailed plan for such an integration, which consists mainly of political rights
to be granted to the Jews by the state together with the regeneration and trans-
formation of the Jews with the aid of the state: economic productivization on
the one hand, and an improvement of their morals and education, on the
other. According to Dohm, this plan was contingent on a dramatic change in
the thinking of both Jews and Christians, in particular with regard to separat-
ing the ‘‘Jew’’ from the ‘‘man’’—the same concept that underpinned Divrei
shalom ve’emet and aroused such vehement opposition. Judaism is no different
in character than any other religion, Dohm asserted, that believes it possesses
the sole truth and is hostile to all other religions. The Jews are not to blame
for their sorry moral state or their exclusion from the productive mainstream
of society; rather this is a natural outcome of the abominable policy imple-
mented toward them for centuries. ‘‘That policy,’’ Dohm contended, ‘‘is a
remnant of the barbarism of past centuries, a consequence of a fanatical reli-
gious hatred. It is unworthy of our enlightened times and should have been
abolished long ago.’’44 Any and every human society would have sunk to the
condition of the Jews if they had been treated in a similar fashion. Therefore,
the state must rise above differences in religion, enable freedom of opinion,
and tolerate within it members of all religions without restricting their free-
dom of worship and faith:

so long as their laws are not contrary to the general principles of morality and do not
permit antisocial vices, they do not justify their persecution . . . The only prerogative
of the government would be to have an exact knowledge of these principles . . . and
the actual influence of these on their actions [and] to endeavor to weaken the influence
of these principles, by general enlightenment of the nation, by furthering and advanc-
ing its morals independently of religion, and in general, to further the refinement of
their sentiments. More than anything else, a life of normal civil happiness in a well-
ordered state, enjoying the long-withheld freedom, would tend to do away with clan-
nish religious opinions. The Jew is even more man than Jew, and how would it be
possible for him not to love a state . . . He would look at his country with the eyes of
a long misjudged, and finally after long banishment, reinstated son. These human
emotions would talk louder in his heart than the sophistic sayings of his rabbis.45

These lines quoted from Dohm’s essay link the tolerance of Jews required
of the state with the deist utopia of the Enlightenment. Not only would the
Jew regain his lost honor as a man, but the policy of toleration would inevita-
bly give birth to the new Jew, the Jew of the Enlightenment, whose religion
scarcely affects his civil life. There was more than a trace of paternalism in the



Projects of Enlightenment and Tests of Tolerance 123

approach of the Enlightened, who believed it was possible—even essential—to
redress the flaws of the society and to reshape it according to what their notion
of good, even if the members of that society had not yet recognized it them-
selves. Dohm did suggest, however, that the autonomy of the Jewish commu-
nity be preserved and the rabbis be permitted to use the sanction of
excommunication to impose their will on its refractory members, in opposi-
tion to Mendelssohn’s view, because he regarded the community as a religious
body and did not feel that the autonomy of its leaders was related to the civil
and personal status of its members. However, in his vision of the future,
Dohm saw a new Jew: a man of virtuous character; a Jew who had cast off the
image of the wily merchant seeking easy profits, and who, through a healthier
diet and training for hard physical labor, would take on the image of an artisan
or peasant; a Jew whose body was more robust, closer to that of ‘‘our decent
citizen and the inhabitants of our cities’’; a Jew who would find stability in his
way of life, would be loyal to the state and have a European education. None-
theless, the time was not yet ripe to admit Jews to public office, because ‘‘the
too mercantile spirit of most Jews will probably be broken more easily by
heavy physical labor than by the sedentary work of the public servant; and for
the state as well as for himself it will be better in most cases if the Jew works
in the shops and behind the plow than in the state chancelleries.’’46

The last months of 1781 and the winter of 1782 were a particularly inten-
sive time for the intellectuals in Berlin involved in writing about and reacting
to the issue of religious toleration in general and the regeneration of Jewish
life in particular. Dohm finished writing On the Civil Improvement of the Jews
in August 1781, and it was printed by Nicolai’s publishing house in September.
In the following months, the French translation of the pamphlet was prepared;
it was published at the beginning of 1782. Although Mendelssohn was involved
throughout the writing of Dohm’s essay, he did not accept Dohm’s position
regarding the continuation of traditional Jewish autonomy, particularly the
right to punish members of the community for religious infractions, and had
already planned his reaction. He asked the physician Marcus Herz to translate
into German Menasseh ben Israel’s book Teshu’at Israel (Vindiciae Judae-
orum, Vindication of the Jews), written in the seventeenth century in defense
of the Jews’ right to return to England. Mendelssohn wanted to publish it,
along with a Preface in which he would put forth his position on the question
of tolerance toward the Jews and his vision of the future existence of Jews in a
tolerant state.47 In the meantime, he asked his friend, the merchant Moshe
Wessely in Hamburg, Napthali Herz Wessely’s brother, to write a review of
Dohm’s essay that would refute the view supporting the rabbis’ continued
right to impose excommunication.48

Dohm’s pamphlet was therefore at the center of the public discussion and
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he collected reactions in order to print them in the second half of the essay. In
October 1781, from his court in Vienna, Emperor Joseph II issued an edict
known as the Edict of Toleration toward the Jews of Bohemia, and in January
1782, another Edict of Toleration toward the Jews of Austria. Excerpts from
these edicts were published in the press and news of them reached Berlin as
well. The enthusiasm among Jews reached a high pitch because it seemed to
them that the debate about toleration had finally been given real political
expression. From that moment, the documents emanating from Vienna
became a part of the overall discussion. Although most of the restrictions on
Austrian Jews, in particular on those in Vienna, were not removed, the solemn
declarations included in the Edict of Toleration resembled some of the posi-
tions presented by Dohm in Berlin only several months earlier: the desire to
make the Jews happier, more useful citizens of the state; annulment of the
discriminatory laws based on the church’s desire for separation; and a reform-
ative plan for the Jews, which consisted mainly of compulsory education in
the language of the land and of morals—in general schools or in special
schools that the Jews were entitled to establish for themselves.49

The Edicts of Toleration created a special problem for the Jews of the
Austrian Empire, since they were required to begin establishing modern
schools. The intellectuals of Berlin, however, regarded the edicts as a further
step in the public discourse about the status of the Jews. Early in February
1782, Mendelssohn sent the complete version of the Edict of Toleration to the
publisher Nicolai, suggesting that he print it as an appendix to Teshu’at Israel,
which he was about to publish. ‘‘What Dohm feels about it, I have deeply felt
myself,’’ Mendelssohn wrote to him. ‘‘After all, I cannot express my view as
plainly and candidly as I would like. Hence I prefer to be altogether silent.’’50

Unquestionably, the Edicts of Toleration, in particular the widely publicized
one referring to the Jews of Vienna, which was very disappointing in compari-
son to Dohm’s and Mendelssohn’s vision of Enlightenment. Moreover, the
emperor’s clear allusions to his hope that the Jews would convert to Christian-
ity within two decades could hardly evoke the enthusiasm of Dohm the deist
and Mendelssohn the Jew. Wessely, on the other hand, ignored all the short-
comings of the Edict of Toleration, and in January 1782 had already begun
writing his Divrei shalom ve’emet. In it, he compared the Austrian emperor to
a divine emissary: ‘‘You have seen that God is good. He has raised up a great
man, a savior to mankind, the exalted emperor, His Majesty, Joseph II.’’51 And
now, in his well-known Preface to Menasseh ben Israel’s book, completed on
March 19, 1782, Mendelssohn, swept up by the sequence of stormy events, was
unable to conceal his delight at the current developments, as he linked Lessing,
Dohm, and Joseph II all together:
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Lessing and Dohm, one as a philosophical poet and the other as a philosophical politi-
cal scientist, had given thought to the great purpose of Providence, which embraced
the prerogatives of humanity as a whole, and the admirable monarch not only has
accepted these principles in their broadest sense, at this very time, but in keeping with
his wide field of activity, he has also drawn up a plan, whose implementation requires
more than human powers, and now he is beginning to execute it.52

Although Mendelssohn wrote his preface to Menasseh ben Israel’s work
as a critique of Dohm’s pamphlet, in order to reject his approach to the regen-
eration and productivization of the Jews and to promote the approach grant-
ing rights to the Jews irrespective of any prior internal reforms, he also used
the occasion to discuss the issue of religious tolerance. Mendelssohn was in
total accord with Dohm’s view that tolerance was a matter relating to the
rights of all humankind. Hence he praised Dohm for having described the
problem of anomalous Jewish existence in the state as an individual case of the
fundamental universal question:

It is not his intent to defend Judaism or the Jews; he is arguing the case of humankind
and defending its rights. It is our fortune that this argument has also become our argu-
ment, and it is impossible to demand the rights of humankind without at the same
time demanding our rights. The eighteenth century philosopher discerned no differ-
ence in doctrines or views, but considered every individual simply as a human being.53

However, following the declaration of universal tolerance, which in the
contemporary public discourse referred to Christian tolerance of other reli-
gions and of deists and atheists, Mendelssohn was the first to point out that a
problem might actually be raised by the side meant to gain by the introduction
of tolerance. He opined that it was possible that the Jews might themselves
place obstacles in the way of their improved civil status in the state. He pub-
licly admitted for the first time to his associates in the public discourse in Ger-
many that he had some doubts about the tolerance of his fellow Jews and
feared that in the new enlightened age, the Jewish leaders might not display a
large measure of tolerance internally, toward the members of their commu-
nity.

Therefore, Mendelssohn’s Preface is devoted primarily to his attempt to
persuade Dohm that in order to rehabilitate the Jews it was necessary to abol-
ish the religious-ecclesiastical power of the traditional Jewish autonomy over
its members. Mendelssohn presented a most liberal and radical position in the
Preface. In the desired future state, guided by the principle of tolerance, every
individual would have the natural right to hold religious beliefs as he would
any other opinion, immune to the rule of a government agency or community
or ecclesiastical coercion: ‘‘True, divine religion does not abrogate to itself any
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power over opinions and propositions . . . it knows no power other than the
power to convince by reasoning and to make one happy through convictions
held.’’ As he had argued ten years earlier to Lavater, who had deviated from
the principles of tolerance by expecting the Jews to convert to Christianity,
and as he had endeavored at the very same time to reply to the Orientalist
from Göttingen University, Michaelis, who had questioned the very possibility
that Jews could be integrated as citizens based on Dohm’s program, thus he
now turned inward with great concern. ‘‘True, divine religion needs neither
arms nor fingers to be effective; it is all mind and heart,’’ Mendelssohn
explained his demand that the rabbis be completely denied the right to excom-
municate ideological and religious deviants from the Jewish community. And
he added: ‘‘All societies may have the right to expel members, religious groups
do not. For it is diametrically opposed to their nature and aim . . . on what
grounds, then, can we deny admission to dissenters, separatists, disbelievers or
sectarians. Reason’s house of prayer has no need of closed doors.’’

Mendelssohn did not conceal his fear that the right of religious coercion
and excommunication would be abused. ‘‘I see no possibility of blocking or
restraining the fanaticism of false religion,’’ he wrote with great anxiety, ‘‘the
clergy are not sufficiently enlightened so that there is no danger in granting
them this privilege.’’54

At the end of the Preface, Mendelssohn no longer concealed from the
reader the object of his remarks. He addressed an emotional appeal, albeit one
marked by great pessimism, to the leaders and rabbis of contemporary Jewish
communities to take part in the European Enlightenment’s project of religious
tolerance. He urged them to relinquish of their own accord the coercive
authority they possessed, in the hope that they would ‘‘show the same love and
tolerance toward their brothers that they themselves had so passionately
sighed for.’’ Mendelssohn expected that they would respond fairly, measure
for measure, to the religious tolerance that the Jews were now being accorded
by the Christians. ‘‘Oh my brothers, too keenly have you felt the bitter yoke of
intolerance, and perhaps you have found some compensation in exerting
against those who were within your jurisdiction the pressure which you suf-
fered from.’’ Mendelssohn offered a psychological explanation for the tyranny
of the rabbis toward their communities: ‘‘Vengeance always seeks satisfaction,
and when it can find nothing else to feed upon, it will feed upon itself. Perhaps
the general example misleads you.’’ Now the times have changed, and the
ridiculous idea that ‘‘religion can only be established by a rule of iron’’ has
passed from the world:

Thank the God of your fathers, who is the God of all love and mercy, that this delusion
is gradually vanishing. Nations are now tolerating one another; and they also show a
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measure of kindness toward you—an attitude which, with the help of Him who fash-
ions the hearts of men, may ultimately grow into genuine brotherly love. Oh, my
brethren, follow the example of love, just as you formerly followed that of hatred.
Emulate the virtues of the nations whose vices you had previously felt impelled to imi-
tate. If you would desire protection, tolerance, and sufferance from others, then pro-
tect, tolerate, and suffer each other. Love and you will be loved.55

Mendelssohn’s great apprehension that the rabbis would remain intoler-
ant in an age of religious tolerance was not merely prescient or theoretical.
From his own personal experience, he was able to point to at least one clear
address—the Lithuanian rabbi Raphael Suesskind Kohen (1722–1803), who
from 1775 was the rabbi of the Altona-Hamburg community. His involvement
in two affairs that were close in time, his attempt to persuade rabbis to ban
Mendelssohn’s Bi’ur in 1779, and his struggle against Netanel Posner, who
rebelled against the halakhah and rabbinical authority in 1781, marked him as
an enemy of the Enlightenment. The first tests of tolerance within Jewish com-
munities produced very worrisome results as far as Mendelssohn was con-
cerned.56

Mendelssohn’s Bi’ur of the Pentateuch

For six years beginning in 1778, Mendelssohn was totally immersed in his work
on a translation of the Pentateuch into German and printing a new edition of
the five books of the Torah along with a new commentary written by maskilic
‘‘commentators’’ whom he had enlisted to work on this project. Although he
never stopped complaining of his weakness and failing health, Mendelssohn
succeeded in gathering a rather impressive team of scholars who helped him
complete this expensive and complex project.

Mendelssohn related the history of this project in a letter to Avigdor Levi
of Prague in mid-1779. It began with a suggestion made by Shlomo Dubno,
the Polish maskil, who was an outstanding scholar of the Hebrew language
and was employed as a tutor for nine-year-old Joseph Mendelssohn. In his
letter, Mendelssohn underscored the importance of the translation as a coun-
terweight to the Christian translations of the Bible, but played down his own
role in the project:

I translated the Bible into German, not out of pride in the task or to make a name for
myself, but for my children that God had bestowed upon me . . . And here, by the will
of God, there came to my acquaintance the learned Shlomo Dubno to whom I
entrusted my son Joseph that he might take daily lessons from him in Hebrew. And
when this Rabbi learned of my translation, it found favor in his eyes, and he urged me
to publish it for the benefit of Jewish children, who had need of a biblical commentary
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and translation in German that would surpass and replace the misleading books of the
Gentiles.57

Nonetheless, when a month later he told his friend August Hennings, a
member of the Danish government in Copenhagen, about the project, Mende-
lssohn revealed much greater transformative expectations of this work. He
then referred to it as much more than a learning aid for students or a counter-
weight to the writings of Christian biblical scholars: ‘‘This is the first step to
culture from which, alas, my nation has held itself so aloof that one might
almost despair of any possibility of improvement [Verbesserung].’’58 This was
unquestionably an Enlightenment project, and those engaged in it had high
hopes for it. It reflected several innovative changes: it was meant to serve as an
agent of change—to replace the Yiddish and the Christian translations of the
Bible; to make Torah the chief object of study rather than the Talmud; to con-
vey the sacred wording of the Bible in a European language—high German; to
express the need for a new commentary. Above all, this was a collective literary
project, the first of its kind.59 Of course, in its dimensions and subversive aims,
the Bi’ur project was nothing like the well-known Encyclopédie of the mid-
eighteenth-century French philosophers, but it was nonetheless one of the first
literary projects of the Haskalah, one initiated and executed by intellectuals,
who were not members of the rabbinical elite, in an attempt to break into the
Enlightenment culture.

Many people participated in the Bi’ur project. First, Mendelssohn him-
self, who translated into German and wrote the commentary for several of the
Books, and Shlomo Dubno, who wrote the commentary for the Book of Gene-
sis (except for the first chapter of Genesis, for which Mendelssohn wrote the
commentary). In addition, Aaron Friedenthal of Jaroslav in Galicia (the Book
of Numbers); Herz Homberg of Bohemia (Deuteronomy); Naphtali Herz
Wessely (Leviticus); Shalom of Mezerich (the unacknowledged author who
wrote the masoretic notes for the last three Books, after Dubno quarreled with
the managers of the project, affronted by what he understood as their denial
of promises made to him, and abruptly left the project); and Saul Mendels-
sohn, Moses’ brother, who was in charge of the proofreading and printing.
Because there were so many editions, it was necessary to appoint a financial
manager: ‘‘to supervise those engaged in the work, to examine expense
accounts and receipts, and even to distribute the copies of the subscribers.’’60

Jermias Bendit, a wealthy merchant from Berlin, was assigned this task. The
original budget to finance the project was obtained about two years before the
first volume of the Bi’ur came out, when about five hundred people subscribed
to it in advance. A list of the subscribers shows that the Bi’ur project was very
widely circulated—to nearly every corner of Jewish Europe. Although about a
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quarter of the subscribers were wealthy Berlin Jews, there was much interest
in the Mendelssohnian Bible even beyond Germany, and there were subscrib-
ers from France, Italy, Austria, Bohemia, Holland, Denmark, England, and
Poland-Lithuania.61 A prospectus, Alim literufah, containing a sample transla-
tion and commentary, along with his introduction and a solicitation of pro-
spective purchasers, was published in Amsterdam by Dubno in 1778, the same
year in which Chevrat Chinukh Ne’arim was established.

Once again it was Wessely who hastened to ally himself with his esteemed
friend Mendelssohn. He wrote an encomium in his honor to explain to the
public why the Bi’ur was urgently needed.62 Wessely’s Mehalel re’a (Praise for
a Friend) can be read as a typical composition of the early Haskalah—a poem
of friendship that serves as a kind of poetic approbation, replete with raptur-
ous language and effusive praise of Mendelssohn and the Bi’ur. However, in
this 1778 poetic essay he also voices his dissatisfaction with the shortcomings
of Jewish education, a criticism that reached its peak four years later in Divrei
shalom ve’emet. Still, it was not only the Austrian emperor’s tolerant policy
that prompted Wessely to write his dramatic pamphlet in 1782. In Mehalal re’a
he had already broached ideas that appeared in Divrei shalom ve’emet which
had obviously been forming in his mind for several years beforehand. In 1778,
he wrote in the introduction to his paean to the Bi’ur:

Ignorance has become widespread among our people, so they know not, nor do they
comprehend the difference between the teaching of the ancients and the teaching of
the later generations, and they think it is a simple matter to study the Bible, and in
their view, every stupid youngster can understand it . . . and they think little indeed of
Hebrew grammar . . . they send their children to school at the age of four or five, to
teachers of Bible, without even taking note that they speak with a stammering tongue,
and sometimes do not even know how to read properly . . . and they will teach these
tender children the word of God in their one way for a year or more, and when that
time is up, will inform their parents: your children have already succeeded in learning
Mishnah and Talmud, so it is no longer fit to teach them Bible . . . Hence their words
are bothersome to these lads, and press upon them like a heavy burden, and most of
them, when they grow up, will cast off the yoke of Talmud, and as they turn aside from
it, nothing will remain with them, neither Torah nor the elements of Jewish faith, nei-
ther knowledge nor morals nor refinement. They do not even know how to read
Hebrew and hence will not understand the words of the prayers they utter each day.

Wessely at this point did not develop his distinction between torat ha’a-
dam and torat haShem (teachings of God), and his main concern was the
reform of the traditional curriculum of torat haShem. However, in 1778 he
called, for example, for the orderly study of the German language and pointed
out the advantages accruing to all those fluent in it. For this reason, he warmly
recommended Mendelssohn’s project:
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Here I am, still amazed by the illness of my people . . . and nearly despairing, and now
in front of my eyes, pages bearing a remedy [Alim literufah] . . . I saw and was joyous
and told my mind to return to a state of calm . . . for Mendelssohn’s translation far
surpasses all the German translations that we have seen and heard of until now, written
by Jews as well as by Gentile scholars . . . and there will be a clear path for the teachers
of children, on which they can lead the children of Israel.63

The purpose of Alim literufah was, of course, to sign up potential sub-
scribers so that their money would cover the printing costs. But a short while
before the Bi’ur was publicized through this prospectus, rumors were heard
about rabbis’ opposition to the project. The fact that the prospectus, with its
sample translation, did not include the customary rabbinical approbations had
aroused their suspicions. Mendelssohn, after learning from Avigdor Levi that
Rabbi Yehezkel Landau of Prague was displeased by this omission, wrote a let-
ter of explanation in which he admitted that he regarded the Bi’ur as a differ-
ent type of work, which had no need of rabbinical approbations. Hence the
rabbi, who was acknowledged as one of the greats of the generation, had no
cause to feel affronted. ‘‘We have never seen that the rabbinical authorities
have taken an interest in a book written in Judeo-German, to agree to its print-
ing, or to protest to its author,’’ Mendelssohn argued. With these words, Men-
delssohn was attempting to remove the Bi’ur project from the domain of
rabbinical control and to place it in the domain of non-religious literature.
The German translation of the Bible and the new commentary were paradoxi-
cally regarded as secular literature, over which the rabbinic elite had no sole
authority. ‘‘If I should ever write a work in Hebrew,’’ Mendelssohn promised,
‘‘I shall surely ask the Sages of Israel and receive their permission and approba-
tion, as I am obliged to do.’’ In the meantime, he was convinced that the Bi’ur
was exempt from such an obligation.64

As a matter of fact, Shlomo Dubno had already received three approba-
tions in 1778, all based on Alim literufah. One was from Rabbi Hirschel Levin,
the head of the Berlin community’s court and a friend of Mendelssohn’s; the
second was from Rabbi Saul Berlin, Zevi Hirsch’s son, who served as rabbi of
the Frankfurt-on-Oder community and later was known to be an covert
maskil; the third was from the bet din (rabbinical court) of Berlin. But Mendel-
ssohn only printed these approbations when the Bi’ur was completed in 1783,
and in the meantime he chose not to mention their existence. In any event,
after the books of the Pentateuch began to come out, Mendelssohn again
heard a rumor that Rabbi Landau of Prague was furious and planned to ban
the Bi’ur. He asked his contact in Prague, Avigdor Levi, to inform him whether
there was any truth in the rumor, surprised that anyone would pronounce
such a precipitate, sweeping sentence, one for which there were no grounds.
Probably Mendelssohn’s sense of being a victim, persecuted for his views,
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troubled him even more than his concern about the fate of the project. ‘‘What
have they seen concerning this matter and what has come unto them when
they sentenced me without trial and lawful process?’’ he asked, deeply insulted,
admitting that he was threatened by a wave of opposition, even of hatred.
Mendelssohn’s blunt defiance of the rabbis who were threatening him is of
particular importance—‘‘Let them curse, I shall bless!’’ he wrote in a letter in
the summer of 1781. Even if this defiant cry was not made in public, it was
meant to mark the boundaries of the rabbis’ intervention in the new projects
of the maskilim.65

While Rabbi Landau’s protestations reached Mendelssohn only in the
form of rumors, the opposition of Rabbi Raphael Kohen of Hamburg-Altona
was out in the open. From mid-1779, various persons knew that he was threat-
ening to excommunicate Mendelssohn and applying to rabbis in different
locations in an effort to organize a united rabbinical front against the Bi’ur.
Mendelssohn was informed of this effort by his brother-in-law Moses Fürst,
who lived in Copenhagen. Hennings, Mendelssohn’s Danish friend, who like
Lessing, Dohm, and others was an avid supporter of religious tolerance, was
Mendelssohn’s contact regarding steps taken by the rabbi from Altona, since
the Jewish community was then under the control of the Danish monarchy.
The correspondence between the two during the summer of 1779 shows that a
storm was brewing around the Bi’ur, even though it had not yet been pub-
lished, and its opponents had only seen the prospectus, Alim literufah.66 ‘‘The
zealots shall not deter me from my work or cause me disquiet,’’ Mendelssohn
wrote to the worried Hennings. His fears were mollified by the fact that the
rabbi from Altona had not yet taken any serious public steps such as banning
the work, but he was concerned that he might be reserving his weapons until
the Bi’ur appeared in print. His Danish friend offered to involve the authori-
ties in order to block the fanaticism and ‘‘theological despotism’’ of the Altona
rabbi by police measures, but Mendelssohn asked him to refrain from inter-
vening; he believed the truth would win out in the end in the ideological battle
over public opinion, and that it was still necessary to put to the test the ques-
tion of whether to violate the principle of tolerance to defend oneself against
intolerance. To deter any action by Rabbi Raphael Kohen, Mendelssohn rec-
ommended that, if possible, subscriptions to the Bi’ur be taken out in the
name of the Danish king, Christian VII, the heir to the throne and other state
officials. This Hennings succeeded in arranging, thereby greatly enhancing the
prestige of the maskilic literary project and giving it a measure of immunity.

Several days later (July 17, 1779) a brief news item appeared in a Hamburg
newspaper reporting from Altona that the local rabbi had placed under a ban
any Jew who read Mendelssohn’s translation of the Torah.67 It is reasonable to
assume that this piece of news was intended to publicly expose Rabbi Kohen’s
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plot, to dissuade him from taking such a step, or perhaps to prompt officials
of the Danish government to deal with him. Hennings regarded the affair as
a test of enlightened men’s ability to forestall intolerance without themselves
exceeding the bounds of tolerance or violating the principle of freedom of
thought, and hence he wrote to Mendelssohn recommending that the rabbi of
Altona leave the state. In any event, a ban of the Bi’ur was never more than a
threat, since none was ever issued in Altona. In September 1779, Mendelssohn
was able to inform Hennings: ‘‘My rabbis have been rather quiet of late. What
has caused their silence I do not know. It was surely not some better under-
standing on their part. Judging from a correspondence that came into my
hands by chance they seemed to be rather determined not to change their
mind. As for me I have no intention of either challenging or ridiculing
them.’’68

The threats of a ban of the Bi’ur, rumors of which reached Berlin from
Altona in 1779 and from Prague in 1781, were all too familiar to Wessely, and
once again he came out in defense of his friend. In the summer of 1781, only
shortly before the publication of Divrei shalom ve’emet, Wessely wrote an essay
in defense of the Bi’ur, which remained in manuscript form and has only
recently been uncovered.69 Wessely was particularly agitated, after finishing his
commentary on Leviticus. The book had just come off the press, and in view
of the rumors about its anticipated ban, he found it necessary to widely publi-
cize the great benefit to be gained from the Bi’ur. The essay, which Wessely as
yet untitled, opened like Divrei shalom ve’emet, stressing the lofty status of
‘‘man’’ and his inherent potential:

Since man alone was created in the image of God, and possesses the spirit of life and
innumerable powers, among them the powers of the mind and its traits, such as the
power of wisdom and intellect, understanding and cognition, hence he has the ability
to rise above the customs of the world, indifferent to the charms that the heart is drawn
to, in his ways to resemble the ways of the Almighty, to do good works, to show mercy,
and to act as great men of renown have done from time immemorial.

But those men of renown endowed with reason and lofty morals must
carry their people with them. They must assume positions of leadership out of
a sense of public responsibility: ‘‘The man of intellect will help all the people
in his generation, and those in the following generations, for each and every
generation shall enjoy the fruits of his enlightenment and the products of his
reason.’’ Wessely pinned high hopes on the Bi’ur; hence he was very troubled
by the controversy it had aroused, and began, in this manuscript, which very
soon grew into Divrei shalom ve’emet, to develop the public role of the enlight-
ened Jewish intellectual: ‘‘a scholar, a virtuous man, rationalistic in his think-
ing, whose goal is ’the success of all men in this world’.’’ He saw this type as
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one of the ‘‘great men of renown’’ in the overall culture, who, within the Jew-
ish nation, is engaged in the ‘‘wisdom of the Torah.’’ Nonetheless, his aims are
not the same as those of the members of the talmudic rabbinical elite; rather
they are pure morals and thought and an orientation to practical life. This role
that the maskil undertakes calls for much courage and requires him to pay the
social price demanded of ‘‘great men who deliver sermons to congregations
and write books to teach the people knowledge and devoutness.’’ Facing his
opponents, he ‘‘will not falter at his labor, and will not fear their scorn, but
will only stick firmly to his integrity and will not weaken.’’

In uttering these words of encouragement and depicting the model of the
maskil as one of the ‘‘great men of renown,’’ Wessely was referring to Mendels-
sohn and the Bi’ur project. ‘‘And ‘‘this spirit,’’ Wessely wrote out of boundless
admiration and esteem, ‘‘has also entered into this man, my friend and col-
league, the accomplished sage, the famous scholar, our honored master and
teacher, Moses Mendelssohn, and has emboldened him to translate God’s
Torah into the German language, a tongue in which young men in these
regions are fluent.’’ He depicted Mendelssohn in the likeness of Moses, who
was a shepherd acting out of his profound, sincere concern for the ‘‘aban-
doned lambs,’’ neglected for many generations by inexpert and irresponsible
shepherds—the traditional teachers. Wessely depicted the Bi’ur as a transform-
ative project par excellence, whose aim was to redress the wrongs of the past
in Jewish education and to bring about significant change: ‘‘I shall level the
track before them to place in their mouths the words of God in a pristine lan-
guage that the boys will hear and understand, so that a different spirit may
come into them, a good, pleasant spirit, and what till now has been like a
heavy burden for them will be pleasing to their minds.’’

This manuscript of Wessely’s, which was never published, can be read
as a first draft of Divrei shalom ve’emet. It contains trenchant criticism of the
traditional curriculum and the Polish teachers, and a sharp protest against the
disastrous ‘‘great stupidity’’ that exists in the field of education: the Bible was
being neglected; the rules of Hebrew grammar were ignored; students were
skipped from the Torah to the Talmud before they were prepared to under-
stand it; the teachers, who were dilettantes, felt self-satisfied about their point-
less casuistry, which was totally contrary to common sense. But this essay
contains far more than a critique on education. Wessely was vexed by the intel-
lectual insularity of the rabbinical culture and the talmudic scholars, but his
anxiety was also aroused by the deists (‘‘the scoundrels who say our hand is
uppermost and it is not God who has done all these deeds . . . who do not
believe in God’s providence over His creatures’’). Consequently, he demar-
cated the boundaries between the various trends of the Jewish elite and finally
shaped his ideal type—the ‘‘true maskil.’’ This maskil is endowed with the nat-
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ural traits of moral commitment, in addition to his broad knowledge. He must
‘‘first fill his mind with the studies of the sciences and knowledge about what
is just and what is evil, and shall know the fundamental beliefs and elements
. . . so he will feel in his mind purity of virtue and the glory of divine matters.’’
This manuscript did not yet include the distinction Wessely later drew between
Torat haShem (the teachings of God) and Torat ha’adam (the teachings of
man, or human knowledge). But Wessely had already demanded autonomy
for the maskilim in those fields of knowledge that were outside the sphere of
halakhot: those doctrines and beliefs on which the rabbis of the last genera-
tions had not written books. In this way, Wessely continually more clearly
demarcated the maskilim’s autonomous intellectual space, without denying
the talmudic elite its traditional roles. The members of this elite were responsi-
ble for maintaining the halakhic tradition, and their role was to ‘‘vindicate the
many and to light the way like stars in the midst of this night of exile.’’ In
contrast: ‘‘those studies relating to the ways of God and the ways of the human
mind, and how the young may lead a pure life, all these leave to the wise-
hearted in each and every generation to teach the people knowledge and
piety.’’

After allocating a place of their own to the ‘‘wise-hearted’’ maskilim,
Wessely described his comprehensive transformative curriculum in this draft
of Divrei shalom ve’emet, written mainly because of the controversy aroused
by the Bi’ur and before the Edicts of Toleration were published in Vienna. He
suggested a complete program of studies for Jewish education: all the sciences,
history, geography, mathematics, and so on. His justification for the inclusion
of every subject in the curriculum was twofold: it would be an aid to an under-
standing of the Torah and a benefit in everyday life. At this point, Wessely did
not demand that the new curriculum be binding on all the students, and
stressed the primacy of Torah study. However, he developed an approach that
was subversive from the standpoint of the traditional values: ‘‘For God has
differentiated between men and their faculties.’’ Hence a multitrack system
should be created that takes account of varying abilities and defines an equal
basis for all, one that would serve as a springboard for outstanding students
and a foothold in Judaism, and as a barrier against heresy for the weak stu-
dents. In Wessely’s view, the Bi’ur that had just been published would provide
a common framework of this kind. And as a paraphrase of the words of Men-
delssohn, who defined his German translation of the Pentateuch as ‘‘the first
step toward culture,’’ Wessely wrote in this manuscript: ‘‘And as for this trans-
lation, it is the first step to all these good things, if enlightened people will use
it for the benefit of those who come to the schools.’’
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The Posner Affair

While, in Berlin, Wessely was engrossed in writing his defense of the Bi’ur,
religious tolerance among the Jews was put to a second test in the Altona-
Hamburg community. This time too Rabbi Raphael Kohen, refusing to accept
the principle of tolerance, adopted punitive and coercive measures in his
struggle against those who committed offenses against the religious tradition.70

In the spring and summer of 1781, evidence was presented to the rabbi and
the Altona-Hamburg bet din about a businessman, Netanel Posner (who called
himself Samuel Marcus in his contacts with gentiles), who was publicly defying
various religious rules, questioning the jurisdiction of the bet din to try and
punish him, and attempting to reject the community’s authority over him.
Even after his excommunication, Posner did not conceal his contempt but
publicly demonstrated his indifference to it. After he had publicly scorned the
words of the Sages, claiming that they had distorted the instructions of the
Torah, Rabbi Kohen warned him that he would impose a more severe ban on
him, from which he could redeem himself only by a series of acts of confession
and atonement:

Now you, the holy people of God, see how far things have gone, that this man denies
the Torah and the words of the Sages, has become irreligious, inciting and instigating
honorable men. Hence we, this bet din, have issued a judgment, in honor of our Lord
and in honor of our sacred Torah, that this man is banned from two worlds, and we
declare we have placed the said ban upon him, which is cited in the kol bo book (the
conventional text of excommunication), in all the synagogues, that he be excluded and
shunned by all, that no one may have commerce with him nor sit within his four walls
until such time as he will come before us, before this bet din, and receive repentance
from us, according to the law and our holy Torah.71

Netanel Posner was not the type of obstinate Jew, a gavra alima (a violent
man who accepts no authority) who appeared from time to time in the tradi-
tional community, nor was he one of the maskilim. Posner was a representa-
tive of the Jewish-German bourgeoisie that had begun to emerge from the
circles of court Jews and the wealthy elite in the seventeenth century. Its con-
tacts with the European milieu had greatly influenced this bourgeoisie and led
it to various degrees of acculturation. Although Posner was one of the advance
subscribers to Mendelssohn’s Bi’ur, his financial assistance to the Berlin
maskilim’s literary project did not mean he had joined the circle of maskilic
writers, nor that he was adopting their ideology. The picture that emerges
from the documents about the Posner affair is one of a Jew who earns his
livelihood from the stock exchange, is clean shaven, fashionably dressed (a wig
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and a snood), and leads an active social life (balls, theater). This lifestyle was
typical of that rising bourgeoisie, which did not forego any of the pleasures of
life in the European city. Posner’s outspoken remarks against the Sages were
apparently a spontaneous expression of his freethinking ideas and his deist
views, a position he tried to conceal, but one Rabbi Kohen had no trouble in
detecting.72

In the wake of the ban, Posner applied to the Danish government for
help. Rabbi Kohen prepared a memorandum of reply and was forced in the
end to rescind his punitive measures. The rabbi was not divested of his right
to issue bans, but this privilege was restricted and placed under government
control, and he was warned not to exaggerate in taking steps against Jews who
violated religious rules. The man who, in the last months of 1781, made the
public and the Danish authorities aware of the Posner affair was none other
than August Cranz, that same energetic champion of enlightenment and toler-
ance who constantly kept his finger on the pulse of events in the Jewish world.
Armed with the wording of the complaint lodged by Posner, Cranz wrote a
memorandum to the Danish heir to the throne, Prince Friedrich, entitled Über
den Missbrauch der geistlichen Macht (On the Misuse of Ecclesiastical Power).
He called upon the Prince to restrain Rabbi Kohen, whom he called ‘‘The great
Pope and Inquisitor’’ of Altona.73 Cranz’s aim was to expose the affair in the
Altona-Hamburg Jewish community to public opinion and to the Danish
authorities, as an example of what could happen when religious tolerance was
wrongly applied. It is unthinkable, he asserted, at a time when religious toler-
ance has been accepted as a general principle, enlightenment is dominant and
humanism is the guiding principle for decision-makers, that Rabbi Raphael
Kohen should be permitted to wield his power of coercion under the very nose
of the secular state.

Cranz’s memorandum was a most extreme piece of writing, filled with
comparisons between the actions of the rabbi and the tribunal of the Catholic
Inquisition, which sentenced heretics to burn at the stake, and descriptions of
the penalty of excommunication as an extremely cruel inhumane act. Cranz
objected to the very existence of anachronistic Jewish autonomy and
demanded that the state restrict it. He called on the government to assume
secular authority in order to protect respectable citizens like Netanel Posner,
who had fallen victim to the persecutions of zealous rabbis, and whose civil
status had been adversely affected because of his religious views. Can there be
a more absurd situation, Cranz remarked, than this, when in a Christian state,
the Jewish church possesses sovereignty and such vast powers, the likes of
which were not given to any other religion? Only the natural religion, he
asserted, in no way harms the happiness of the state’s citizens, nor does it
impair their freedom. Cranz took this opportunity to protest against the
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expulsion order issued by the Hamburg senate against George Schade, the
author of a book on the natural religion. The clergy ought to instruct the
members of their congregations to recognize the truth and to cultivate high
moral standards, but they must do so only by persuasion not coercion. Any
form of coercion or punishment for beliefs and views is intolerable.74

Mendelssohn learned about the Posner affair from Cranz’s memorandum
and from rumors about the Danish authorities’s involvement in it, and he was
deeply concerned. At the very same time, in the early months of 1782, he had
to contend with Dohm’s recommendation that the Jews be permitted to retain
the powers of self-rule even after their reform and improved civil status. Now,
the news of this affair further strengthened his conviction that one could not
rely on the rabbis’ tolerance. ‘‘I do not want to investigate to what extent the
complaints voiced in public against a certain famous rabbi about this kind of
misuse were or were not justified,’’ Mendelssohn wrote in his Preface.75 He
knew he could rely on Cranz’s approach to religious tolerance, which was
influenced by Locke, insofar as the division of powers between the secular and
the ecclesiastical authorities was concerned. But Mendelssohn was very embar-
rassed and troubled when Cranz publicized the Posner affair and cited it as an
example of intolerance. Indeed, this affair was a slap in the face for anyone
lauding the encouraging signs of tolerance, manifested by Lessing, Dohm, and
Joseph II, as Mendelssohn had done in his Preface. In view of Rabbi Kohen’s
actions, it was hard for Mendelssohn to argue against religious fanaticism,
ecclesiastical rule and discipline (‘‘Ah! Even after hundreds of years, human-
kind will not be healed from the whip lashes these monsters have struck at
it!’’), at the very time when he was endeavoring to prove to Dohm that the
Jews had a tradition of tolerance: ‘‘I do not find that the wisest of our fore-
fathers ever did claim to possess the right to exclude individuals from religious
practices.’’76

In his distress, Mendelssohn could only hope that the dreadful rumors
about the Posner affair would turn out to be groundless. In the meantime,
he was forced to publicly acknowledge the harsh reality: ‘‘The clergy are not
sufficiently enlightened so that they can be given such a privilege [the right to
impose ecclesiastical discipline] without any danger.’’ There was still some
hope that enlightened rabbis would willingly relinquish their coercive power
and the use of the penalty of excommunication. Thus, at the end of his Preface,
signed on March 19, 1782, Mendelssohn wrote: ‘‘I have that confidence in the
more enlightened among the Rabbis and elders of my nation, that they will be
glad to relinquish so pernicious a prerogative, that they will cheerfully do away
with all church and synagogue discipline, and let their flock enjoy, at their
hands, even that kindness and forbearance, which they themselves have been
so long yearning for.’’77
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Ironically enough, only a short while later, it became clear that Mendels-
sohn’s earnest hopes had been premature and overly optimistic. Only four
days after he wrote these lines, calling upon the rabbis to willingly embrace
the principle of tolerance, Rabbis Landau and Tevele attacked Wessely and his
pamphlet, Divrei shalom ve’emet.



Chapter Six

The Rabbinical Elite on the Defensive

Despite the rumors from Altona-Hamburg about the affair involv-
ing Netanel Posner and Rabbi Raphael Kohen, the atmosphere in the small
circle of maskilim in Berlin in the winter of 1782 was one of elation.1 Within
the brief period of several months, there were many encouraging signs that
could arouse the optimism of anyone who believed in the Enlightenment and
its practical implications for the fate of the Jews. One after another, Dohm’s
On the Civil Improvement of the Jews and Joseph II’s Edict of Toleration were
published. The Freischule had been established and was earning the esteem of
German intellectuals. The five books of the Bi’ur prepared by Mendelssohn
and his collaborators were gradually coming off the press. In January of 1782,
a short time after excerpts from the Edicts of Toleration had been published
in the press, Wessely wrote his Divrei shalom ve’emet.

Elsewhere, too, ambitious young maskilim were active. Wessely sent an
open letter to various communities in his attempt to enlist favorable public
opinion for his torat ha’adam program. The student and private tutor Isaac
Euchel (1756–1804) initiated the establishment of a modern school in the
Königsberg community.2 Euchel, thirty years Wessely’s junior, also adopted an
unprecedented, subversive method to try to persuade the heads of the commu-
nity that radical changes in Jewish education had to be made. At the end of
1781, he published an open letter to the members of the community, entitled
Sefat emet (Language of Truth), in which he appealed to the local rabbi. He
drew a bleak picture of the crisis in Jewish education and culture, caused by
an excessive concentration on study of the Talmud:

My brethren, lovers of the truth and seekers of justice! . . . take a good look at the boys
of our Jewish people . . . see how they are like a flock without a shepherd, without
knowing or understanding the word of God and His Torah, they have found no guide
in the Bible, and speak Hebrew with a stammering tongue. They did not linger long in
studying the Mishnah for they thought lightly of it . . . but in the Talmud they thought
they had gained success . . . most of these youngsters leave school when they are thir-
teen years of age, wander about the streets in search of a livelihood to satisfy their
physical needs, they forget the little they have learned . . . they abandon their Torah,
and falter in their piety.3



140 Chapter 6

In Sefat emet, Euchel circulated his program to the members and leaders
of the community, proposing that they ‘‘establish a special school for all mem-
bers of our community, to properly educate the youth.’’ In this school, the
teachers would be ‘‘educated, astute men with a knowledge of language.’’ All
the members of the community were asked to state their opinion, pro or con,
in letters to be submitted to the local rabbi. After a few months, Euchel would
open the envelopes and present the results of the poll to an assembly of com-
munity leaders: ‘‘Once I have the opinions of the majority of the people in our
community on this matter, I shall present them at an assembly of all the lead-
ers and prominent members of the community; they shall examine the results
and based on them, reach their decision.’’4 It was no easy matter for a young
private tutor, then only twenty-five, to interfere in the affairs of the commu-
nity. Euchel’s initiative for the establishment of a new institution to cope with
the crisis in education came from outside the circle of authoritative decision
makers. His attempt to enlist the support of prominent community members
through a democratic public poll, for which he was responsible and whose
rules would be binding on the community leadership, also posed a problem.
Nonetheless, his activity was one more expression of the maskilic elite’s con-
sciousness of public responsibility and its demand that it be allowed to play a
role in the overall leadership.

‘‘To Publicize the Wickedness of the Evil Man, Herz Wessely’’

Euchel’s program was never implemented. There is no way of knowing
whether this was because of opposition to his presumptuous plan to conduct
a poll instead of conforming to the accepted decision-making process, in par-
ticular to his intent to avoid addressing the rabbi, expecting him to accept the
majority view. In any event, this affair did not make an impact on the public
at large. In contrast, immediately after the publication of Divrei shalom
ve’emet, in the winter of 1782, the Wessely affair began to snowball.5 The first
reaction came from Prague, when, in January 1782, Rabbi Yehezkel Landau
delivered a sermon applauding the Edict of Toleration issued by the Emperor
Joseph II and denouncing Divrei shalom ve’emet. He then called on several
other rabbis in the Austrian empire to join him, so they too ‘‘will like me pub-
licize the wickedness of the wicked Herz Wessely, may his name be publicly
damned.’’6

About two months later (on March 23, 1782) Landau renewed his attack
in a Shabbat HaGadol sermon. Although his personal denunciation of
Wessely, ‘‘a wicked man . . . worse than a carcass,’’ was uttered without the
specific mention of a name, and constituted only a small part of his sermon,
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he gave vent to his great fear that the heretics would gain strength now that
government schools (Normalschulen) were being established and the Jews were
being encouraged to follow an extra-religious curriculum. In his sermon, he
described heresy as a dangerous onslaught by of three enemies: the libertine
Sabbatians (‘‘the Shabbetai Zevi sect . . . who commit all the offenses men-
tioned in the Torah’’); the hedonists, who are indifferent to the religious com-
mandments; and the rationalist philosophers, for whom Wessely was a
spokesman. In the third group, Landau also identified Jewish deists who deny
the words of the Sages and even ‘‘try to dissuade young boys from studying
the Oral Law.’’ Now, in his view, Wessely had burst into this alarming ‘‘topsy-
turvy world’’ with his heretical challenge ‘‘that the Torah is worth nothing,
and a carcass is better than learners of Torah.’’ He did add that the new
schools, established by the order of the Austrian government, were a welcome
blessing, because a nation that lives from commerce has to teach its sons pro-
ficiency in the language of the state, and added that this should be done profes-
sionally: ‘‘Do not assume that you know how to speak German, for one can
only say he truly knows if he has a knowledge of the grammar of the lan-
guage.’’ For this reason, no one should oppose the emperor’s instructions, but
neither should one ignore the danger that the study of German was liable to
accelerate a process that would culminate in heresy. Like his contemporary,
Rabbi Leib Margolioth, Landau cautioned against such a sweeping process:
‘‘Take great care, you pious Jews, lest the study of the German language lead
you to read other books that are of no benefit in studying language, but that
only delve into questions of faith and Torah, and by doing so, God forbid,
plant doubts in your hearts as to faith.’’ It is not surprising that a large portion
of that Shabbat HaGadol sermon was devoted to reinforcing the religious faith
of Landau’s audience in Prague. He recited to them the principles of Jewish
faith (Creation, Providence, reward and punishment, revelation), and stated:
‘‘We must caution against inquiring into matters relating to faith, and all the
words of the scholars, whether Jews or men of other nations are sheer non-
sense in a matter that is beyond the reach of human understanding, and the
crux of that matter is faith, not intelligence nor inquiry.’’ Expressing hope
mingled with apprehension, Landau concluded his sermon by calling on the
new schoolteachers to avoid crossing the line separating legitimate, necessary
enlightenment, and heresy:

I do not suspect teachers in the government schools, Heaven forbid, of doing such a
grievous thing . . . for it would be contrary to the desire of the exalted sovereign who
established [these schools] only that the boys might learn the language, writing and
reading, arithmetic, morals and good manners, but not to speak evil of our religion,
and if in any city or state some teacher should be found who commits such a deceitful
offense, you shall not heed his words.7
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On that same Shabbat HaGadol, when Rabbi Landau was delivering his
sermon in Prague, Rabbi David Tevele of Lissa delivered his own irate sermon.
More than any other rabbinical counterreaction, this sermon was at the very
core of the Jewish Kulturkampf that erupted in the winter of 1782. Although
the rabbi of Lissa lived in Poland, far from the sphere of the Austrian emper-
or’s authority, he also tried to enlist the state on his side, in order to separate
the threat posed by Divrei shalom ve’emet from the Edicts of Toleration, which
in no way ran contrary to traditional Jewish life. He opened his sermon with
ingratiating words addressed to the rulers of Austria and Poland and praise for
the Edicts of Toleration. He claimed that Wessely had not only distorted the
government’s program (‘‘perverts the counsel of His Majesty’’) and intro-
duced into it an interpretation that the legislator, Joseph II, had never contem-
plated, but he also ‘‘deserves to be cursed by the monarchy for he has confused
the hearts of our people with his rash and vain words.’’8 With these words, the
rabbi was openly accusing Wessely of a lack of faith, of treachery and incite-
ment of the Jewish public against the monarchy. However, very soon the tables
were turned, and Rabbi Tevele himself faced a serious personal threat.

Many copies of the sermon were circulated, reaching various communi-
ties in Europe only a few weeks after the Passover holiday. According to
Wessely, he received the full text of the sermon in Berlin on May 1, only a week
after he had printed the second half of his Divrei shalom ve’emet. ‘‘People came
to me holding a scroll, on which the aforementioned sermon was written, one
full of wrath and indignation, barbs and death from beginning to end.‘‘9

In the small circle of intellectuals and wealthy enlightened Jews in Berlin
of the early 1780s, the sermon evoked anger and bewilderment. News of Rabbi
Tevele’s reaction on Shabbat HaGadol and rumors that Divrei shalom ve’emet
had been publicly burned and its author excommunicated rapidly reached
Berlin. During the Passover holiday itself, a few days after Tevele’s words had
been uttered in the Lissa synagogue, Wessely already knew he was being threat-
ened by at least three Polish rabbis: Rabbi Tevele of Lissa, the Gaon of Vilna
and Rabbi Joseph of Posen, Rabbi Landau’s son-in-law. In Wessely’s words,
‘‘Men to whom this letter was loathsome, spoke out against me, calling me a
knave and villain.’’10 A week had passed since the sermon and the Prussian
minister of education, Karl Abraham, Baron von Zedlitz, began to inquire
among the leaders of the Berlin community whether there was any truth in
the rumors that a Jew by the name of Wessely was being persecuted and threat-
ened with expulsion from the city because of a book he had written. Was it
possible that such a step, which contravened the spirit of tolerance, could be
taken against Wessely?11

If Wessely was in a distressing situation, confronted by rabbis threatening
to organize a broad front against him, then Moses Mendelssohn’s embarrass-



The Rabbinical Elite on the Defensive 143

ment was far more harrowing. Only four days before Rabbi Tevele’s sermon,
he had completed his Preface, which had vigorously opposed the coercive pow-
ers of the Jewish community. Still shaken by the rumors about the Netanel
Posner affair in Altona-Hamburg and the harsh measures taken by Rabbi
Raphael Kohen, he had called on the rabbis to relinquish their punitive powers
in the name of religious tolerance. And now, within only a few days, Rabbi
Tevele had delivered his sermon and at one fell swoop had shattered Mendels-
sohn’s hopes. In a letter he wrote to David Friedländer (April 17), Mendels-
sohn expressed his concern that the new affair would be taken as further
evidence of the Jews’ lack of religious tolerance. He feared that Wessely’s perse-
cution would be understood as the rabbinical leadership’s opposition to the
rights of freedom of thought and freedom of the press, recognized in Enlight-
ened Europe as the natural right of free men. What would the Christians say
about us? Would they accuse us of obstructing the right of free expression by
force? To him, this thought was repugnant and unbearable.

Mendelssohn complained of his distress to Friedländer, reminding him
that more than ten years earlier he had been involved in the Lavater affair and
had been given permission to write whatever he wished. Anyone who but
knew how to write, Jew or Christian, enjoyed a broad freedom, thanks to the
Prussian king’s magnanimity, and now the Jews were attempting to deny this
right to someone who wanted only to improve Jewish education. The first,
immediate step to be taken, Mendelssohn felt, was to find out whether any
pressure was being exerted on the rabbi of Berlin, Zevi Hirsch Levin, to induce
him to expel Wessely from Berlin. If so, he had to be prevented from doing so.
Mendelssohn knew that some rabbis had sent letters to Rabbi Levin, who
intended to raise complaints about Wessely before the community leaders.
Nonetheless, at this stage, Mendelssohn wanted to avoid a head-on clash with
his friend Rabbi Levin. As we have already learned, Mendelssohn’s fundamen-
tal approach was to try and persuade with words and logic, rather than to
bring about a situation in which rabbis would be scorned and their disgrace
exposed.12 Mendelssohn suggested that Friedländer speak to the heads of the
community and, in particular, dissuade Rabbi Levin from mentioning the
affair in a public sermon. He also tried to indirectly advise Rabbi Levin how
to reply to the rabbis who were demanding that he severely punish Wessely.
He ought to say to them outright: here in Germany we have freedom of print-
ing for all, and it is unthinkable to prevent anyone from expressing his views.13

Thus, the principle of tolerance was once again being put to the test, this
time on the internal Jewish scene, and the maskilim were well aware that the
Jews could not afford to fail. It is no wonder that Mendelssohn was tirelessly
involved in all the consultations and actions that he and his friends in Berlin
took, in the spring of 1782, to defend Wessely and to denounce Rabbi Tevele
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and the others who were attacking him. Nonetheless, all during that time, he
was careful not to come out publicly against the rabbis.

Even before he read the full version of Rabbi Tevele’s sermon, Wessely set
about defending himself in public. Deeply offended and alarmed by the
rumors about plans to persecute him, but still spoiling for a fight, he com-
posed a tract in defense of Divrei shalom ve’emet. He was then receiving
encouragement not only from his close friends in the Berlin circle of maskilim,
but also from leaders and rabbis of communities in northern Italy, in particu-
lar Trieste. This community, which was under Austrian rule and about to
establish a school in compliance with Joseph II’s instructions and with the
guidance of the governor, Count Zinzendorf, had asked Mendelssohn to serve
as its advisor. He in turn referred the people of Trieste to Wessely and sent
them a copy of Divrei shalom ve’emet (in an Italian translation by Elijah Mor-
purgo, an intellectual and a great admirer of Wessely). In doing so, he opened
a channel of communication between Berlin and Trieste, in which the main
subject discussed was the new education. The enthusiastic reception of his
book in Trieste greatly raised Wessely’s spirits, and his tract of defense, Rav
tuv livnei Israel (April 24, 1782), the ‘‘second epistle’’ in the Divrei shalom
ve’emet series, was written in reply to the heads of the Trieste community.14

Two contradictory voices rose from Wessely’s defensive tract. One was
the apologetic voice of an injured man who fails to understand what sin he
has committed and why he is being attacked. He tried his utmost to show how
his opponents had misunderstood and misjudged him, and above all, that he
was in all aspects a God-fearing Jew who upheld the absolute supremacy of
the Torah over any other value. The other voice was the militant voice of a
maskil whose self-identity had been thrown into sharper focus by the attack.
He does not hesitate to proclaim his autonomy of thought and his right to
express his view freely and courageously, and replies to his critics with a coun-
terattack that has anticlerical undertones.

In his first voice, the frightened, offended voice of a pious Jew who has
the highest regard for the rabbis’ position, Wessely nonetheless repeated the
main points of his program for curricular changes in Jewish education. Nor
did he retract his support for the historical shift being led by the gracious
monarchs with tolerance and humanism. However, to demonstrate his moder-
ation and his adherence to the tradition, he reduced the innovative aspects of
his program as far as he could. He apologized for the offensive expression he
had used in relation to talmudic scholars (‘‘a talmudic scholar who has no
knowledge, a carcass is better than he’’) and explained what exactly he had
meant by the term ‘‘knowledge’’ (moral virtues, not learning in the ‘‘external
studies’’ as his critics had thought). Wessely took pains to clarify that torat
haShem was substantively different than torat ha’adam, and anyone who
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believed he had placed the two side by side, rather than one above the other,
had simply misunderstood. He limited the recommended time for study of the
sciences and other nonreligious subjects in the ideal school to only a few
hours, and then primarily for outstanding students, stressing that he had no
intention of burdening the students with a demanding curriculum that
required them to study numerous subjects. Nothing should be done at the
expense of Torah learning (‘‘To deflect them from learning Torah, because of
these studies, such a thing will never come to pass within Jewry’’). He did not
plan to include philosophy in his curriculum; he admitted that this might pose
a danger to religious faith: ‘‘The wise of heart have no need of the science of
philosophy (which is called metaphysics), for he knows his God from His
Torah and his faith, and the knowledge of the divine is in his heart. And for
the layman whose knowledge is inadequate, it is liable to undermine the foun-
dations of his faith.’’ Although pious sages must study philosophy, A far be it
from me to introduce children and students to these studies before the light
of the Torah and of knowing belief can shield them.’’15

But in the end, Wessely’s second, militant radical voice, which was certain
of the rightness of his path and demanded that the three rabbis restore his
honor, won out. The Trieste Jews, needing no inducement to introduce
change, since their natural lifestyle reflected Wessely’s notions of the desirable
pattern of Jewish life (knowledge of languages, literary creation, high moral
standards, respectable contacts with non-Jews), gave him their support, and
this encouraged him to believe that all the Jews would adopt his program in
the end. His self-image was that of a peerless warrior who had truth on his
side and would not back down in the face of his foes:

There were men among them who found this letter odious, opened their mouths to
speak ill of it and spoke of me as one of the basest of men . . . and I shall pay it no
heed . . . far be it from me to do such a thing, to flatter the men of our generation, to
defend our inadequacies, to say peace when there is no peace, and if archers secretly
struck at me, I remained silent, as a man who hears not . . . And what am I? The
smallest of men within Jewry, and yet, with the help of God, I shall not desist from
doing what I must, I shall show no favor to anyone.16

Wessely confronted the rabbis, who in his view had misconstrued Divrei
shalom ve’emet and distorted its meaning, heaped invective upon his head, and
‘‘stirred up all the Jewish communities because of this letter, as if, God forbid,
I had set fire to the entire Torah.’’ With the self-confidence of a ‘‘layman’’ who
believes he is in the right, he challenged the authority of his critics, the rabbis
who rested upon their status and their titles:

I have heard the shame and the invective of these rabbis . . . for the way of love they
know not, not a single one of them speaks any opinions or arguments based on knowl-
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edge, to advise me of the truth or to hear what I may reply to their reproofs, but they
whisper in secret, and dispatch letters of animosity to one another. And I hold my
tongue, not because I am in awe of a rabbi who has taught me wisdom, for I have
never learned from them or others, the little wisdom I possess I have been taught by
my brain, with the help of Him who endows men with knowledge. Nor am I in awe of
the title of rabbi, for this title does not attest to greatness of spirit, but greatness of
spirit does enhance the title of rabbi . . . all the more so, if the rabbi vilifies hatefully,
not according to the law of the Torah . . . and what has the rabbinate to do with this
matter, we are all laymen before God Almighty and His Torah.17

Wessely found the courage to free himself of the ‘‘fear of rabbis’’; he
declared his independence from their authority and his right to freedom of
thought. Then this maskilic writer who had no access to the synagogue pulpit
attempted to submit the controversy to the decision of Jewish public opinion.
Rav tuv livnei Israel, like its predecessor Divrei shalom ve’emet, served as a
means of communication for Wessely, since a periodical that would present
his position publicly had not yet been established. He called on his adversaries
to stop hiding behind their rabbinic titles and to publicly present their posi-
tion, by printing and distributing it. Since he knew that Rav tuv livnei Israel
would reach the Polish rabbis within a short time, toward its conclusion, he
issued an ultimatum printed in large, bold letters: within three months he
expected a well-reasoned public reply in which they would clarify the reasons
for their opposition to Divrei shalom ve’emet. If they failed to reply, their
silence would be taken as an admission of their error, and no one would pay
further attention to what they had to say.

Wessely’s aim was to take the discussion out of the closed rooms of the
community rabbis and leaders, out of the religious courts, and move it to the
public sphere, using the media of open letters, pamphlets, and in the near
future—the press. He demanded that the right of decision be transferred to
the ‘‘court of the House of Israel’’—that same anonymous readership that is
interested and cares deeply about these burning issues. He hoped in doing so
to dispossess the rabbis, who were using their traditional authority to impugn
and excommunicate, of their exclusive right to render decisions:

Now, in the name of the God of Israel, I charge with an oath those three rabbis, who
have heaped upon me words of fury and animosity, to provide their evidence in a letter
and in print, to state what evil or crime they found in our letter Divrei shalom ve’emet.
And what moved their hearts to so dishonor me in the synagogues and the congrega-
tions of Israel . . . for until now we have heard nothing of reason on this matter, no
substantial arguments, nothing other than the sound of a voice uttering vituperation.
And I have set a date three months hence beginning from today. And when their words
arrive, the entire house of Israel will judge who is in the right. For these rabbis are not
ministers or judges over us, but are our adversaries, and must act according to the law
of the Torah, to hear the judgement of the house of Israel. And if they do so, we have
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already said that we forgive them all their offenses. If that date should pass, and no
man replies with words of reason, and they do not hasten to justify their actions, all
they have done, all their schemes to lord it over the people . . . Then all of the Jews will
know they have no reply to offer. And their silence will be taken before God and His
people as a total admission of the justice of what is written in our first letter. (emphasis
in original)18

The news of the creation of a rabbinical front against him, the threats to
expel him from Berlin, and the rumors about his excommunication and the
public burning of copies of Divrei shalom ve’emet greatly alarmed Wessely.
This painful experience brought him closer and closer to the views on religious
tolerance held by his friend Mendelssohn. When he read Mendelssohn’s Pref-
ace, published only a month before he wrote his Rav tuv livnei Israel, Wessely
could not help identifying with his criticism of religious persecution, in partic-
ular his appeal to the rabbis to stop ‘‘persecuting their brethren for every mat-
ter, large or small, with bans and excommunication and words of defamation
and disgrace.’’ For this reason, Wessely chose to end his counterattack with a
Hebrew translation of the paragraph in the Preface in which Mendelssohn
called on the rabbis to embrace the principle of religious tolerance and to
forgo using their power of excommunication.19

This furor took place even before anyone in Berlin knew the exact con-
tents of the sermon. When Mendelssohn received a copy, his agitation grew.
Several days later (May 7, 1782) he sent a copy of Rav tuv livnei Israel to Trieste,
and wrote to Joseph Galico, the secretary of the community:

God knows how my heart within me turns over, my bowels writhe in anguish upon
hearing of the evil ways and perverse words of our brethren, the Jews, who live under
the Emperor’s rule . . . for they try with all their might and their force to disobey the
counsel of the wise ruler and to turn his desire into anger, for Heaven forbid, he will
call us a people lacking in wisdom, and say we have no need of fools who know not
what is good for them . . . and here my close friend Herz Wessely, may he enjoy a long
life, who is well known to all pious Jews and renowned for his precious writings . . .
now men of enmity have arisen against him, harassing him and giving him no peace,
as if, God forbid, he had incited and seduced the entire community of Israel.20

Mendelssohn was deeply concerned about the image of the Jews in
enlightened Europe and hoped that the Austrian emperor (‘‘a benevolent ruler
to his people’’) would be advised of the views of those who supported the pol-
icy of tolerance so he might know that ‘‘not all the Jews are alarmed by and
reject the good, heaven forbid.’’ At the time, Mendelssohn pictured the battle-
field of the Jewish culture war as one in which two camps confronted one
another—one said ‘‘aye’’ to Joseph II and the other said ‘‘nay.’’ The latter
camp was made up of the ‘‘fools,’’ Wessely’s persecutors, who were attempting
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to evade the emperor’s directives. Mendelssohn’s identification with Wessely
was unqualified. He came to his defense, heaping lavish praise on his literary
work and his moderate character, and complaining of the injustice done to
him: ‘‘He has ever followed the path of the righteous, never inclining to follow
devious paths, neither in his scholarly studies nor in his actions, as all his
books will testify, and now he stands upright, endeavoring to strengthen the
weak and to awaken the lazy from their slumber with words of peace and
truth.’’ In his opinion, the arguments of Wessely’s persecutors were baseless,
and theirs appeared to be a malicious campaign of revenge (‘‘heartless folly,
and they know not their right hand from their left’’) against Wessely, because
he had succeeded in exposing the rabbis’ flaws, and now, panic-stricken, they
were trying to conceal them. In order to persist in the struggle, Mendelssohn
tried to enlist the support of the Trieste community, and hence wrote his letter
to Galico, in which he had a hard time controlling his rage.

At that stage of the struggle between the rabbis and Wessely and his sup-
porters (early May 1782), Wessely already knew how broad the opposition to
his pamphlet was: not only the three rabbis from Poland, but Rabbi Yehezkel
Landau had also joined the camp of his enemies. And the opposition did not
stem only from their criticism of Divrei shalom ve’emet; it also concerned Men-
delssohn and his Bi’ur. And at the same time attempts were being made to
enlist other rabbis in the fray.

The postal system, which was growing very efficient at the end of the
eighteenth century, transmitted letters rather speedily, and in addition to the
printed publications, letters, some of which were copied and circulated,
became one of the arenas in which the battle was fought. Information was
rapidly passed to both sides and influenced the course of the controversy.
Wessely too wrote to Trieste:

I very much regret that when this letter [Divrei shalom ve’emet] reached Prague, they
spoke ill of it, and found it loathsome, and the Rabbi, head of the rabbinical court
[Yehezkel Landau] came out against it in the synagogue in language as sharp as a razor,
and also against the translation of the Torah by our beloved scholar R. Moses Mendels-
sohn, with words strange to hear, that neither taste nor smell of wisdom.21

Wessely, like Mendelssohn, pulled out all the stops, and at least in his letters
allowed himself to attack the rabbis, because as far he was concerned, he was
now waging an antirabbinical struggle par excellence. He also understood that
what stood in the balance was the traditional authority of the rabbis countered
by the demand for change voiced by writers and maskilim. Many members of
the rabbinical elite derive their authority from Rabbi Landau, because their
education is so flawed and they are so cut off from practical life that they are
incapable of thinking for themselves:
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Since from their youth they possess nothing but their Talmud, in which they have
learned the laws governing kashrut and forbidden foods, the laws relating to women
and to trade, and other than that they know only the house and the street they live in,
not those subjects that the Torah does not relate to, nor any general learning, and cer-
tainly none of the sciences, some of which man needs to have some knowledge of.

Hence, the danger posed to them by a maskil like Wessely was particularly
threatening. The struggle against him amounted to a struggle for their contin-
ued dominance, which was now endangered, and even those who knew that
Wessely was in the right could no longer refrain from attacking him:

Since everything is strange to them, they believe they alone are worthy of governing
the communities of Israel, and not only of Israel, but of all the peoples of the land . . .
and some of them who understand that we are in the right, have become enraged with
me for having drawn the attention of the Jews to these [shortcomings], for they fear
their imagined honor will be sullied when these become known. Hence they have come
forth with keen swords against our letter, Divrei shalom ve’emet, and written words of
vilification against it to all the Jewish communities in Poland and Germany.

An Ultimatum from the Seven Berliners

As the Wessely affair grew more tangled, emotions rose to a high pitch.
Enlightened public opinion learned the details of the affair (‘‘wise men and
intellectuals are all crying out to us asking to know what caused these rabbis
to find fault with such delightful words’’). Zedlitz was not the only one to
react; in Copenhagen, August Hennings also had something to say on the sub-
ject. In an exchange of letters with Mendelssohn on the question of tolerance,
he cited Wessely’s persecution as a negative example.22 A contemporary of
Wessely’s had this to say about the affair: ‘‘it caused a sensation among the
Jews and members of other religions, it appeared in translations into German,
Dutch, French and Italian that were read by everyone with relish.’’23

Rabbi Levin, the rabbi of Berlin, received letters denouncing Wessely as a
man who ‘‘desired to destroy and uproot the entire House of Israel,’’ and urg-
ing him to take steps to block him. Among these letters, one by Landau, whose
views were growing more extreme, has been preserved. Based on Landau’s
information (up to mid-May 1782), the chief rabbi of Berlin had joined the
attack against Wessely without taking account of ‘‘the few leaders of his city’’
who were Wessely’s supporters, and hence he felt certain that Levin would help
him mobilize as broad a front as possible to condemn Wessely as a heretic.
Even after reading Wessely’s second version, elucidated in his Rav tuv livnei
Israel, the rabbi of Prague still persevered in his opposition, hurled slurs and
invective upon Wessely, and refused to respond to his ultimatum that called



150 Chapter 6

for a reply within three months. ‘‘Now I have been handed this second pam-
phlet printed by the above instigator,’’ Landau wrote to Rabbi Levin, ‘‘and
everything said about the first pamphlet holds true for this second one, which
is full of deceit and fraud and comes in stealth. May malignant leprosy fasten
on to his tongue, and he is not worthy of a reply.’’ Landau was infuriated by
Wessely’s rebellious claim that he was not subject to the will of the rabbis who
had preached against him on Shabbat HaGadol. His fury grew even greater
when he read the paragraph Wessely had translated from Mendelssohn’s Pref-
ace and used to support his plea for tolerance. In his view, Mendelssohn, in
printing in German his public appeal to the rabbis to willingly embrace the
value of tolerance and to forbear using the power of their authority, was
informing on the rabbis and showing his contempt for them: ‘‘Now I see that
every offense we have found him [Mendelssohn] to be guilty of was all true.
He has declared of himself that he has no share in the God of Israel nor in His
Torah, and that every man may do as his heart desires. Moreover, he has
printed his words in a foreign tongue, and to the monarchs he has spoken ill
of the Sages of Israel.’’24

According to Wessely’s testimony, the group of Berlin maskilim reacted
strongly, greeting the rabbis’ aggressive attack with contempt: ‘‘I and our cher-
ished scholar R. Moses [Mendelssohn], and many who are with us here, jeer
and shake our heads upon hearing of such villainous words and strange behav-
ior.’’25 But they also decided to take action. Mendelssohn urged those in Berlin
who shared his views to embark on a counteroffensive, and they gladly agreed.
Until now it has been difficult to precisely reconstruct the course of events;
but a recently discovered document provides the missing link. It enables us to
better understand Rabbi Tevele’s angst and how frightened the rabbis were by
the growing power of the new elite and its ability to mobilize public opinion
for both a defensive and an offensive.

While Wessely and Mendelssohn were reporting to Trieste about the
course of events (May 7, 1782), the maskilim of Berlin were preparing their
next move in the battle. Only three or four days after the report to Trieste,
seven Berliners, leaders of the Jewish community, wealthy men and maskilim,
spoke out in defense of Wessely. The seven were representatives of the wealthy
elite: Daniel Itzig (then the chief leader of Berlin Jewry); the cotton industrial-
ist Isaac Benjamin Wolf, Aaron Joresh and Joel Halle; the two founders and
principles of the Freischule, Itzik Daniel and David Friedländer (the latter was
also the accountant of the Jewish community and had recently finished his
translation of Divrei shalom ve’emet into German), and Moses Mendelssohn,
who was greatly agitated by Tevele’s sermon, so irreconcilable with his concept
of tolerance. The seven signed an extremely aggressive letter of complaint, evi-
dently coauthored by Mendelssohn and Friedländer. It was sent to the lay lead-
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ers of the Lissa community in mid-May 1782.26 Another letter in a similar vein,
which is not extant, was sent to the Posen community, whose rabbi, according
to Wessely, was one of the three Polish rabbis who had denounced him.27

Although this was not an official letter on behalf of the Berlin community,
some of its signatories, including Mendelssohn, filled key positions in the city’s
communal establishment, serving three-year terms of office beginning in 1780.
The three rabbis were evidently unaware of this fact, and they expected the
support of the Berlin communal establishment.28

The letter of complaint sent from Berlin demanded that the leaders of the
Lissa community reprimand their rabbis for having stirred up such a furor and
launching an unjust campaign of vilification against Wessely: ‘‘Your rabbi,
head of the religious court, was the first to slander us, to bring grievous trouble
upon us, for he has attacked a man of our community, the honorable scholar
Naphtali Herz Wessely, and has sent letters full of hostility and hatred to sev-
eral Polish rabbis to heap contempt and shame upon this honorable man and
his letter, Divrei shalom ve’emet.’’

When a copy of the sermon reached Berlin, their indignation reached a
new height, for they read how Rabbi Tevele had ‘‘cursed and defamed [Wes-
sely] with opprobrious invective, which is counter to the law of our holy
Torah, and also has pronounced his sentence, saying ‘‘burn his books, and as
for the author of Divrei shalom ve’emet, let him be trampled into the mud for
he is banned and excommunicated, and let anyone encountering him, shun
him.’’ The rabbi of Lissa was severely rebuked and disparaged in this counter-
letter, and he was resolutely charged to provide the reasons for his claims in
the spirit of the ultimatum Wessely had submitted to him a short time before
in Rav tuv livnei Israel. This challenge, recently published by Wessely, was also
appended to the ‘‘letter of the seven,’’ so that Rabbi Tevele would not be able
to evade the issue by claiming he did not have the text in front of him. The
seven signatories categorically demanded that the rabbi retract his words and
apologize for having dared to sully Wessely’s name. Moreover the letter threat-
ened that if Rabbi Tevele were to refuse, or if the Polish community were to
grant him its backing and protection, the seven would have no choice but to
apply to the authorities: ‘‘We shall do whatever is in our power, to save our
friend from the hands of his enemies, and who knows how far this can go, and
this should suffice for wise men like you.’’

The seven signatories wished to impress the leaders of the Lissa commu-
nity with the severity of their rabbi’s actions by suggesting that the events had
implications for intercommunal politics. The personal affront to Wessely and
the venomous propaganda against him spread by the rabbis of Poland (the
news that Divrei shalom ve’emet had been burned in Vilna at the Gaon of
Vilna’s orders only added fuel to the flames) were depicted as an affront to the
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entire Berlin community and as defamation of its members. In their opinion,
there was no basis for criticism of the fitting and sound contents of Wessely’s
letter, and they gave him their unanimous support (‘‘for these are words of
truth that find favor with every man who has eyes to see, a mind to understand
and ears to listen to open reproof’’). Moreover, Rabbi Tevele had rudely inter-
vened in a matter that went far beyond his sphere of jurisdiction: ‘‘who had
the arrogance . . . to attack a resident of another community which does not
heed your bidding, and of all men, a member of this community who is a
famous scholar, well known for his precious books, who is now held in esteem
by all the wise-hearted of our time.’’ Out of patriotic sentiment for their city,
Berlin, and a large measure of disgust for the intolerant leader of a Polish com-
munity, the seven protested against Tevele’s excommunication of Wessely and
his arrogant impudence in calling upon others to persecute Wessely: ‘‘Are we
the Lissa’s rabbi’s creditors that he presumes to judge us, as if we were under
his sway?’’

If he did not apologize at once, the seven threatened, or if the lay leaders
of Lissa failed to understand the grave significance of the excommunication
and to reprimand their rabbi, they would use their political connections to
lodge a complaint with several senior political officials: the Polish king, Stani-
slav Poniatowski, who had already been sent a German translation of Divrei
shalom ve’emet prepared by Friedländer; Prince Anton Sulkowsky, the Polish
aristocrat who ruled the city of Lissa; and the Polish diplomatic legate (the
permanent consul) in Berlin.29 In a threatening tone and in no uncertain
words, the seven cautioned: ‘‘For you know well that we are able to enter the
court of His Majesty, and the court of the great Duke Sulkowsky and to plead
with words of reason about everything that has been done in a city under their
governance to a man who is one of our close associates.’’30 These were not
empty threats. In their business affairs with the Polish government, affluent
Berlin Jews had established certain connections with men who possessed polit-
ical power.

The readiness of these seven leading figures from Berlin to enlist in the
struggle against Wessely’s persecutors was of far-reaching import. In this dis-
tinctly maskilic text, the seven, men of letters and of wealth, had adopted an
explicit modernist position that supported Wessely’s reformist program. With
enormous self-confidence, they criticized the representatives of the traditional
rabbinical elite and united in defense of the maskil and writer, a close friend
and associate, and the representative of the few intellectual modernists who
had then emerged in Jewish society. For the first time, a group coalesced, com-
posed of men who thought of themselves as modernists and dared to speak
out, in the name of freedom of expression and toleration against the rabbinical
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elite, which regarded enlightened Jews as heretics and attempted to stifle their
revolutionary initiatives.

A few days later the writer and satirist August Cranz, an interesting char-
acter from the German enlightened circle, joined the campaign of pressure on
Rabbi Tevele. He lived under the protection of Frederick the Great in Berlin
and closely followed the battle between the supporters and opponents of toler-
ation being waged by the Jews. Cranz was particularly intrigued by Mendels-
sohn’s approach to the issue of religious toleration. He regarded that as the
most crucial issue, since as a man of the Enlightenment he had nothing but
contempt for clerical forces, superstition, and religious fanaticism. In the sum-
mer of 1782, he was active in the cause of toleration by putting pressure on
Mendelssohn to thoroughly clarify his commitment to religious tolerance, and
by intervening to block the rabbi now publicly known to have violated the
principle of toleration. About the time of the struggle against Rabbi Tevele,
Cranz (June 12, 1782) had finished writing his anonymous pamphlet, Das Fore-
schen nach Licht und Recht (The Search for Light and Right), in which he deliv-
ered what amounted to an intellectual-theological ultimatum to Mendelssohn.
He placed him in a predicament the likes of which he had encountered only
once before, in the Lavater affair: If he adheres firmly to the concept of tolera-
tion put forth in the Preface to Teshu’at Israel, if he claims that Judaism is
averse to religious coercion, and if he is avowedly opposed to the penalty of
excommunication—how can he explain his attachment to the religion of his
fathers? What prevents him from taking one more step and becoming a Chris-
tian?31

This provocative pamphlet was printed no earlier than September 1782.
In the meantime, Cranz had intervened in the Wessely affair. Only twelve days
after he finished writing it (June 24, 1782), Cranz completed another one, the
material for which he had received from the group responsible for the ‘‘letter
of the seven.’’ In this sixty-page pamphlet, a continuation of his Über den
Missbrauch der geistlichen Macht, Cranz addressed Prince Sulkowsky of Lissa
directly.32 Following on the Posner affair, to which he had dedicated the first
part of the pamphlet at the end of 1781, Cranz now placed the Wessely affair
before the public. He depicted it as a second test case of whether the Jews were
accepting the principle of religious toleration. Cranz quoted to the Polish
prince several excerpts translated into German from Rabbi Tevele’s sermon to
apprise him of the serious nature of Wessely’s persecution and excommunica-
tion. Employing the finest Enlightenment rhetoric, Cranz depicted the affair
(which is how Mendelssohn saw it too) as a crucial test case in the struggle
against religious dominance, fanaticism, and intolerance. This pamphlet had
the effect of further exacerbating the orthodox camp’s anxiety.

Scholars, in addressing the Cranz-Mendelssohn affair, have tended to
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characterize the German maskil as a second-rate writer, a ‘‘hired pen,’’ who
served anyone who paid him for his services. He is often also depicted as an
unworthy adversary of Mendelssohn’s, even though Mendelssohn wrote Jeru-
salem, his most important work on Judaism, as a reaction to his challenge. It
seems probable, however, that Cranz was in fact an outstanding representative
of the German Enlightenment.33 An anticlerical deist, in his numerous writ-
ings, he fought the battle of Enlightenment with fervor and sharp rhetoric.
Nonetheless, modern enlightened men in Berlin (for example, the publisher,
Friedrich Nicolai) had serious reservations about him. After having drawn the
inescapable conclusions from Enlightenment ideology about the status of per-
secuted religious minorities, Cranz did not hesitate to consistently side with
the Jews and even dared criticize the Prussian state’s treatment of them. He
was particularly incensed by the Rabbi Tevele affair, having seen in it all the
flaws of a system that allowed the use of religious sanctions to deny freedom
of expression. He employed many arguments taken from the deist arsenal and
the terminology and slogans of the Enlightenment to support his appeal to
Prince Sulkowsky to take note of what was happening in his city of Lissa. He
maintained that intolerance, religious fanaticism, prejudice, delusions, and the
clergy’s abuses had exceeded all bounds in this case. In his eyes, Tevele’s perse-
cution of Wessely was motivated by fanatic aggressive drives, and was irrecon-
cilable with humane feelings and the law of justice and integrity commonly
accepted in every enlightened European state. Cranz greatly exaggerated in
describing the rabbi’s threats to Wessely as tantamount to declaring that he
was outside the law, and that anyone who killed him would be blessed. It is
unthinkable, he wrote to the Polish prince, ‘‘that in our enlightened times, in
a century of light,’’ we should remain silent about such a horrible act by a
Jewish rabbi, an act that is suffused with the evil spirit of the Inquisition and
casts dark clouds over the Enlightenment.34 In this pamphlet Cranz reaffirmed
his advocacy of civil equality for the Jews and religious tolerance on the part
of the state, but also severely censured the intolerance of the Jewish rabbis.

Cranz, one of Mendelssohn’s most ardent admirers, presented him to the
Polish prince as a highly praised, top-ranking philosopher of the eighteenth
century. But this time too, even before The Search for Light and Right was pub-
lished (Cranz had misled Mendelssohn into thinking that its author was Josef
Edler von Sonnenfels of Vienna), Mendelssohn had been backed into a corner.
In his strident criticism of Rabbi Tevele (as well as of another fanatic rabbi,
Raphael Kohen), Cranz employed Mendelssohn’s own arguments in his Pref-
ace against the coercive power of any religious-ecclesiastical authority. He
praised this position, but also embarrassed Mendelssohn. What was the use of
all the reasons brought by a great philosopher in objecting to religious fanati-
cism if he was incapable of subduing the fanatics? There is no choice, then,
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but to seek the intervention of the authorities if the power of persuasion is of
no avail.35

The vigorous actions of the Berliners in support of Wessely’s cause in the
summer of 1782 undoubtedly exacerbated the controversy. The reactions of the
orthodox grew more extreme as their anxieties intensified. After the ‘‘letter of
the seven’’ reached Lissa, Rabbi Tevele turned in desperation to the rabbi and
laymen of Berlin, pleading with them to do something to halt those conspiring
against him. This letter of his (apparently written in June 1782) is the only
evidence of Rabbi Tevele’s distress now that the affair had begun to snowball
and he was the one being persecuted. Even after he read Rav tuv livnei Israel,
in which Wessely tried to clarify his arguments to the Polish rabbis and to
persuade them that he was a man of integrity and a God-fearing Jew, Tevele
still did not retract his total disavowal of Wessely and his views. He derisively
rejected Wessely’s ultimatum, claiming that he would not have bothered to
react to the affair if he had not been threatened by the slander of the seven
men of Berlin, in particular Cranz’s public appeal to Sulkowsky: ‘‘For today a
Gentile there has lifted his heel against me, printing words of slander to inform
against me before His Excellency the Duke here, falsely accusing me of things
that never entered my mind.’’ Tevele denied that he had declared Wessely’s
person and property as ‘‘fair game,’’ a legitimate object for abuse, and hinted
that he had not excommunicated him. He did not conceal his apprehension
that Cranz’s pamphlet would get him into trouble with the law, especially since
he feared that Wessely’s ultimatum, which gave the three Polish rabbis three
months (till the end of July) in which to reply to him, might have some legal
validity. Hence, he hoped that his letter to the Berlin community might be
regarded as some sort of official reply to that ultimatum, and that if he were
put on trial by the Polish authorities, he could at least expect support from
Berlin. And yet, by no means was he prepared to recant his words; in his view,
Wessely was a deviant and a heretic.

I am deeply concerned lest under the law and customs of the Gentiles, it is incumbent
upon us three to reply within these three months, hence I say unto you men that the
second letter [Rav tuv livnei Israel] printed by the author of Divrei shalom ve’emet was
before my eyes, and you must surely know that he did not correct any of his earlier
distortions, but I have no desire to argue with him, as it is written, do not answer a
fool as his folly deserves. Heaven forbid, let no one think my silence is an admission,
but I judge my silence to be more comely than my speech. Yet all that I said of him, I
still maintain, and I say the man has become licentious and is a heretic.36

Earlier, Rabbi Tevele had turned to Rabbi Landau in Prague, sending him
a copy of the threatening letter of the seven from Berlin and asking for his
help. Rabbi Landau hastened to write to the heads of the Berlin community
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and to Rabbi Zevi Hirsch Levin, wielding all of his influence to persuade them
to use their authority against the seven. His letter also merits special attention,
because in it he takes up arms against the threat posed by the incursion of a
subversive unauthorized elite into the realm of rabbis and talmudic scholars.
Rabbi Landau vehemently protested against any disregard of the authorities—
the publication of libelous writings without obtaining the permission of the
lay leaders and without first consulting the local community rabbi. Moreover,
he took umbrage at the unprecedented demand made by men ‘‘who are not
learned scholars’’ that the Rabbi of Lissa apologize to them and explain the
meaning of his sermon and his ban of excommunication. ‘‘It was not only the
honor of the above-mentioned rabbi that they sullied,’’ Rabbi Landau went on
to say, ‘‘but that of all the other rabbis and rabbinical authorities of the genera-
tion, for Rabbi Tevele is not alone in this, since most of the rabbis have recog-
nized this man, Herz Wessely, as a heretic.’’37

Now again, all the threats and counterthreats were being aired. Rabbi
Landau was, of course, also sensitive to the rationalistic heresy in his time. In
his Shabbat HaGadol sermon in Prague he had already cautioned that Divrei
shalom ve’emet was guaranteed to breed heresy and had accused Wessely of
being a subversive apostate. Like Rabbi Tevele, he too was particularly per-
turbed by the damage being caused to the rabbinical elite and hastened to
come to its defense. If anyone had to apologize, Rabbi Landau contended, it
was Wessely, and it was up to the rabbis of Berlin to return him to the right
path. He brought pressure to bear on the community leaders to prevent the
seven from turning to the authorities, and moreover, to compel them to ask
the rabbi of Lissa for his forgiveness, for, in Landau’s opinion, he was the
injured party in the affair. If the ‘‘natural’’ religious and communal order was
not restored in this way, then, the rabbi threatened, the rabbinical elite would
come to Tevele’s defense: ‘‘If anyone should raise a hand against this rabbi,
then many other rabbis will demand that his honor be restored.’’ And he went
on: ‘‘Be on your guard to forcefully warn these men not to intervene in a mat-
ter that does not concern them but affects only the rabbinical authorities of
the generation, not the men of means, and I am confident in your ability to
stand in the breach.’’

Rabbi Landau’s letter is of great significance as an orthodox text. Written
at the height of the affair, it was marked by strong feelings and a sense of panic
and urgency. In it, the Tevele-Wessely controversy was depicted as an existen-
tial struggle: ‘‘I call on you from my affliction, I cannot hold back my words,
I appeal to you my brethren and friends, do not be the last to restore the reli-
gion of the Lord of the world and to save the religion of the Torah from this
man, our enemy.’’ Indeed, in the summer of 1782, Rabbi Landau was conduct-
ing a defensive war: ‘‘the rabbinical authorities’’ versus ‘‘men who in the main
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were not learned Torah scholars,’’ but merely ‘‘men of means’’—as he called
them with the elitist contempt of a man who knows his self-worth and the
import of his status—who are knowingly trying to erode their opponents’ tra-
ditional authority.38

Rabbi Levin Flees Berlin

Wessely gained a large measure of confidence from the backing he received in
Berlin. He really believed that the ‘‘letter of the seven’’ would give added force
to his ultimatum and that Jewish public opinion would realize he was in the
right, either as a result of the rabbis’ reply or their silence, which would be
taken as an admission. In his letters to the Trieste community, whose support
also contributed to his optimism, he again assailed the obscurantism of the
Polish rabbis, and their religious policy that preferred ignorance and obedi-
ence to wisdom and independence.

The folly of some students of Talmud in these territories has so increased, that they
care naught for the honor of the Torah or the honor of Jewry, they do nothing to raise
the prestige of the Jews among the nations, nor to save their sons from the veil of
stupidity that is obscuring the world from them. Their strongest desire is that the Jews
shall acquire no knowledge or morals so that the entire nation will heed their words
blindly. So that they may dominate the people of the Lord in keeping with the spirit of
their pride and the tempest of their rage.39

At the same time, Landau and Tevele were doing their utmost to impugn
Wessely and to persuade other rabbis to speak out against him publicly. The
only one in Germany to do so was Pinhas Hurwitz (1730–1805), the rabbi of
Frankfurt. After David Tevele sent him a copy of his sermon, Hurwitz also
entered the anti-maskilic fray. In a sermon he delivered to his congregation on
the eve of Rosh Chodesh Tammuz (June 12, 1782), he ferociously attacked not
only Divrei shalom ve’emet but the entire maskilic movement, as he viewed it
in its early stages: the problem was not one deviant individual, an apostate,
who could be excommunicated, but an entire group that was coalescing (‘‘an
ugly association, whose dispersal is desirable’’). This group was disseminating
heretic books that should best be burned, as he had heard had been done, and
rightly so, in Vilna. In his sermon, the Frankfurt rabbi linked his criticism of
Divrei shalom ve’emet (‘‘which seized on schoolchildren to lead them astray,
from the path of the Almighty to the path of heresy’’) to criticism of the Bi’ur.
He also took the opportunity to settle accounts with Mendelssohn for the
stand he had taken against the rabbis’ coercive authority. But Rabbi Hurwitz,
like the others, understood that the major threat came from the presumptuous
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attempt of reformists bereft of any traditional authority to circumvent the rab-
binical elite:

See now how you must keep a distance from them lest you are snared in their trap,
do not heed them, look and see that all their books turn on their desire to lay down
improvements and rules of conduct for rabbinic scholars. Woe to that shame, woe to
that disgrace! How can this man, the least of all men, so despised and despicable, bereft
of all wisdom, who is not a talmudic scholar, presume to tell rabbinic scholars, how
they should behave!40

A week after the sermon, Hurwitz wrote to Rabbi Tevele in Lissa that he
had done what Tevele had requested. He had delivered a sermon in the great
synagogue in Frankfurt publicly condemning Wessely, he had forbidden any-
one to possess his books, and had also issued a special polemic writ against
him: ‘‘We have prepared a public notice to be placed in all the synagogues,
new and old, condemning and castigating those heretic books and others like
them, and issued several restrictions to ban them from Jewry, and we are pre-
pared to continue to persecute these defilers and make them known to all.’’41

Mendelssohn, unaware of what was happening in Frankfurt, was con-
vinced that the Wessely affair would end with a maskilic victory: the entire
enlightened group of Jews (der venünftigere Theil der Nation) had sided with
Wessely, the Polish rabbis had been silenced, and their attempt to enlist sup-
port among the German rabbis had failed.42 The rabbi of Berlin, however, was
in an extremely awkward situation. Greatly distressed and frustrated by his
predicament, Rabbi Zevi Hirsch Levin decided on an extreme, surprising, and
unprecedented action. He was unable to face up to the irreconcilable pressures
brought to bear on him—to take steps against Wessely, as the rabbis urgently
and aggressively demanded, or to refrain from any step against him, as the
signatories of the ‘‘letter of the seven’’ urged him. Mendelssohn was his friend
and neighbor, Rabbi Landau was the senior representative of the rabbinical
elite of which he himself was a member, and he also perceived Cranz’s public
exposure of the affair as an act of harmful slander. In the end, Rabbi Levin felt
that the step taken by the seven amounted to a challenge to his status, and saw
it as a personal affront too, so he decided to leave his position as rabbi and the
Berlin community without any prior notice. Four days after the Ninth day of
Av in 1782, Levin secretly left Berlin, traveling alone, leaving a letter addressed
to the lay leaders of the community with the instruction that it be opened only
six days hence.

Rabbi Levin had been considering resigning for a long time. He was
already in despair about the religious permissiveness that attended Jewish
acculturation in Berlin. Only the pleas of his congregation, the raise in his sal-
ary, and the belief that he was the sole person capable of limiting the damage
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to the faith had kept him from carrying out his threat to resign until then. But
the Wessely affair was more than he could bear.

Now some new men have arrived who have found allies to vilify their religion . . . they
have grown angry with their shepherds . . . and they will judge God’s law, these foreign-
ers with uncircumcised flesh or Jews with uncircumcised hearts. They have also begun
to speak of ill-gotten gain and have commissioned a stranger [Cranz] to employ his
pen to inform on us to the authorities, and what have I to do here when my eyes see
and my ears hear how they heed not my words, so I become as a mute, not opening
my mouth. Upon my word, I would better choose death . . . I have faith in you honor-
able men that you will not feel I have sinned in hastening to leave, without bidding
you farewell and embracing you, as custom dictates, and will surely understand that
this way is best for me, for who knows how far things may go, and these men are
stronger than I. If I should reply and they should speak out, we will be disgraced in the
eyes of our neighbors.43

In these words in the explanatory letter he left to his congregation, Rabbi Levin
specified the very real threat facing the orthodox camp and shared the anxiety
that the worrisome changes taking place in the Jewish world were arousing
among the orthodox. Further on in his letter of resignation, he wrote: ‘‘I was
greatly alarmed by the rumors I heard that while there are still many remain-
ing God-fearing Jews, the number of unlearned men on the margins of our
society have much increased in number . . . and they commit unspeakable
deeds and people report to me of their abomination.’’

Rabbi Levin’s observation that the God-fearing Jews were a weakening
group and his spontaneous decision to flee from pressures to seek refuge in
Palestine were a typical orthodox reaction. Since the rabbi fled without
informing anyone of his intention, the leaders of the community had no
opportunity to pressure him any further. His astonishing action amply attests
to the panic that had seized him. Levin stopped a short distance from Berlin,
apparently at an inn, and sent his wife instructions about how to handle sev-
eral matters he had left behind. He urged the Berlin lay leaders to assist his
wife so that she and their children might join him soon, before the hard winter
set in, on a journey to a safe haven—Palestine. The community leaders,
including Mendelssohn and Friedländer, were stunned but decided not to
forgo the services of their rabbi who had fled. After his wife agreed to divulge
the rabbi’s hiding place, they sent him a letter, in the name of the entire com-
munity, imploring him to return to his rabbinical post.44 How could he have
even considered taking such an extreme, rash step, the lay leaders asked. They
expressed their amazement that such a respected rabbi should abandon his
wife and children, expose himself to the dangers of travel (‘‘the weakness of
his body, broken by prolonged suffering, the delicateness of his gentle temper-
ament is known to him and to us as well’’), without informing the lay leaders,
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who had always respected and supported him, of his intentions. The lay lead-
ers were particularly concerned about the shame this would bring upon the
community: ‘‘for we are greatly astounded by the plan decided upon by our
master and teacher, the crown of our community, to leave us and to travel far
without giving any thought to say—my journey will bring disgrace upon this
great city, shaming it in the eyes of all of Jewry on that day when they hear I
have forsaken my post as rabbi, and have concealed from them the day of my
departure, as well as all reasons and causes for it.’’ It was not right to abandon
a community of four thousand because of a small minority that had aroused
his anger, they argued. Change your mind, they urged him: ‘‘Reconsider the
evil you thought of doing to yourself and to your household, to your students,
and to the members of the community, who love you. Return to us as in days
gone by.’’ Even if neither he nor they had the power to impose our authority
on those ‘‘who wander in the wilderness,’’ he should bear in mind, they
reminded him, that they are the ones who bear the community’s major finan-
cial burden.45

The story of Rabbi Levin’s flight soon became widely known, and within
a few weeks several copies of his letter of resignation were circulated. A witness
to the affair, Mendelssohn’s friend the Benedictine monk Peter Winkopp,
described the mounting tension in the community between the ‘‘fanatic Poles’’
and the ‘‘enlightened Germans,’’ and its sensational climax—Rabbi Levin’s
desertion. According to his information, the rabbi had left for Warsaw.46 The
major West European communities—Amsterdam and London—had also
learned of the Wessely affair. In correspondence between two merchants,
brothers of the Prager family, Jacob in Amsterdam reported to his brother in
London that Wessely’s Divrei shalom ve’emet was stirring up a furor among
the rabbis, but there was no doubt that Wessely was the justified party in this
conflict.47

Rabbi David Tevele spared no efforts in trying to enlist broad support,
and to this end, sent copies of his Shabbat HaGadol sermon to Berlin, Prague,
and Frankfurt, and to the rabbi of Amsterdam as well. There a copy came into
the hands of Rabbi David Tevil Schiff, rabbi of the London community. In a
letter he sent from London to his brother in Frankfurt (20th of Elul, 1782)
Schiff related the news he had learned about the latest events in the affair, and
asked him to mail him the notice that Rabbi Horowitz of Frankfurt had circu-
lated:

Everyone here has learned that the rabbi has left Berlin. And I have seen a copy of the
letter that the rabbi left there before departing, with instructions to open it six days
after he left the city. Rumor states he left for Vienna, and from the letter it seems he is
planning to travel to the Holy Land. I have also seen a copy of what the rabbi of Lissa
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wrote on this matter, vilifying and cursing R. Herz Wessely and condemning the letter
he has printed . . . and from the content of the letter and the rabbi of Lissa’s sermon,
in Posen and in Vilna, they have followed the instructions of the Gaon of Vilna, and
have burned R. Wessely’s letter in the city streets, and it is also written that the rabbi
of Prague delivered a sermon on the matter in Prague. Now, of course, he must remain
silent in public, and does his deeds secretly to incite the other famous rabbis of com-
munities. And in the wake of all these incidents, it is obvious that the rabbi of Berlin
could not remain at his post and had to leave. If you can send me a copy of the notice,
I should be glad to receive it.48

In the end, the appeals of the Berlin lay leaders had the desired effect, and
Rabbi Levin was persuaded to return to serve as their rabbi, a position he filled
for another eight years until his death in 1800. However, before he returned
he sent a letter of reply from his hiding place, in which he explained why he
had had no choice but to relinquish his post and to flee. Rabbi Levin agreed
to return on one condition—that the community leaders would help him to
restrain those men who were responsible for his decision to flee Berlin, or at
least to obtain their promise that they would refrain from conducting a public
campaign that was liable to seriously injure the rabbinical elite. In an appeas-
ing, apologetic letter he appealed to the lay leaders: ‘‘If you can but place some
restriction to prevent them from gaining the power to uproot religious institu-
tions.’’ He added, ‘‘If you truly desire to induce me to change my mind and
return to you, then although it is impossible to rectify what has already been
done, promise to do your utmost to ensure that they will write no more letters
of oppression to take the name of the Lord in vain and to scorn the Torah and
its sages.’’49

After the autumn of 1782, no real steps were taken in this cultural cam-
paign. No one caused Wessely any harm and his feeling of being persecuted
gradually dissipated. Rabbi Levin returned to Berlin; Rabbi Tevele apparently
was content with the steps he had taken thus far to denounce Wessely. The
affair that had flared with great intensity throughout the spring and summer of
1782 finally subsided. But the importance of this initial campaign in the Jewish
Kulturkampf cannot be overstated. The modern Jewish intellectual, born in the
eighteenth-century early Haskalah, entered the public sphere for the first time
in 1782. He made his appearance as a writer-maskil who demanded a place in
the social and cultural leadership and contended with the rabbinical elite, with
the backing of a supportive social group. At the very time this secular intellec-
tual was first attempting to influence public opinion, the first enemy of the
Enlightenment appeared. He was not prepared to accept a split in the spiritual
elite, nor was he prepared to grant legitimacy to an intellectual who was not a
rabbinical scholar or lacked proven proficiency in the Talmud and the reli-
gious rulings. The rabbi of Lissa’s sermon was the first distinctively orthodox
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text, because Rabbi Tevele, with his keen senses, was the first to identify the
threats that modernity posed to the traditional religious elite.50 At first, he was
taken aback by the very temerity of a man, representing only himself, in pre-
suming to forge a new path. Then he mobilized all of his rhetorical powers
and his connections with other rabbis to defend the elite to which he belonged
against the foreign intruder, to demonize and denounce him as a heretic so he
would be denied any authority whatsoever. It seems that at this historic
moment in Jewish history a series of battles were launched in the Kulturkampf
between the modernist maskilim and the orthodox enemies of the Enlighten-
ment.
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Neither side won a decisive victory in the 1780s campaign of the
culture war. Nonetheless, the aftereffects of the Wessely affair continued to be
felt for at least three more years. Wessely carried on defending his positions in
two more epistles of the Divrei shalom ve’emet series; Mendelssohn had the
affair in mind when he wrote Jerusalem, his most significant work; and for
other maskilim it was an important, formative episode that sharpened their
identity as intellectuals striving with the conservative forces. The question of
the hour was whether the rabbinical elite would succeed in maintaining its
status despite the maskilim’s revolutionary challenge.

Saul Berlin’s Ktav Yosher

The controversy and the competition for favorable public opinion was con-
ducted by circulating letters, copies of sermons, and printed pamphlets. A
rabbi secretly wrote his reaction to the Wessely affair in a trenchant critique,
the first maskilic satire. This covert piece of writing, published only after the
author’s death, was written by Rabbi Saul Levin-Berlin (1740–94), rabbi of the
Frankfurt-on-Oder community, and the son of the rabbi of Berlin, Zevi Hirsch
Levin. A scholar in his own right, Berlin’s education, family ties, and position
made him a full-fledged member of the rabbinical elite, but secretly he was a
maskil. Until nearly the end of his life, he found it hard to change his lifestyle;
he never publicly revealed his true leanings nor did he identify himself as a
maskil. In his writings, he always hid behind a pseudonym and disguised his
true opinions, presenting them as pious views in works that appeared to be
totally scholarly in nature. He apparently also allowed his father to believe he
was leading only the life of a rabbi and talmudic scholar.1 Unlike his father,
who in 1782 was in the eye of the storm, the target of pressures that led him to
take the side of his fellow members of the rabbinical elite, the rabbi of Frank-
furt identified with Wessely, and devoted his finest talents as a scholar and
radical, enlightened anti-clerical critic to Wessely’s cause.

The satire Ktav Yosher (A Certificate of Integrity) was written around 1785
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but remained in manuscript form. It was probably read by many, but not
everyone knew that the man behind the pen name ‘‘Avdun ben Hillel Hayi-
duni’’ was Rabbi Saul Berlin. David Friedländer did identify Berlin as the
author and wrote his name on his copy of the satire, noting that it was written
at the time Wessely was being persecuted. Ktav Yosher was printed in Berlin a
short time after the author’s death in London, in 1794, when the Berlin
maskilim were still active.2

In Ktav Yosher, Berlin assailed the religious and social institutions, in
order to unmask them and to condemn all ignorance, wrongdoing, hypocrisy,
malice, and corruption. This secret maskil and deist, who served as a commu-
nity rabbi and was regarded as the finest representative of the social and reli-
gious ideal, used the Wessely affair as the linchpin for his sweeping criticism
of the world of the elite into which he was born. Ktav Yosher adopted an ironic,
radical tone to scorn and denigrate the social stratum which in traditional
society, wielded control over religious writings, religious faith and rulings, and
education. The author introduced himself to his readers as ‘‘a member of the
elite, one of the great men of the generation, a luminary in Torah and wisdom,
also knowledgeable in the Kabbalah.’’ Since he knew and liked Wessely, he was
particularly vexed by the war being waged against him and tried in Ktav Yosher
to clarify why there was so much opposition to Divrei shalom ve’emet. In it, an
ignorant teacher from Poland and one of the great rabbis of the rabbinical elite
explain to him what Wessely’s offense was, and then he finds a way to persuade
them that Wessely’s pamphlet, surprisingly enough, is really a sacred book,
which contains nothing less than Kabbalistic secrets. Ktav Yosher takes the doc-
trine of Kabbalah to absurd lengths, depicting it in a derisive light, debasing
it, and totally depleting it of its sacred nature.3

To perceive the irony and the satirical criticism of Ktav Yosher, the reader
had to be a scholar; otherwise, he would fail to comprehend the many associa-
tions and allusions sprinkled throughout the text, in particular those from the
Talmud and the halakhic literature. To such a sophisticated, scholarly reader,
Berlin attempted to reveal the shortcomings of the teachers and the rabbis and
what he regarded as the public’s primitive conception of the Jewish religion.
The Polish teacher, one of the characters in the satire, is very much afraid that
Wessely’s program may deprive him of his livelihood: ‘‘Most of the teachers
are from Poland, like me, who have had to travel far from their home country
because there is neither bread nor clothing in their homes, and how are we to
know how to speak German fluently . . . and according to this man’s counsel,
we should all be exiled from this land.’’ The Polish teacher’s religious approach
negated the value of any non-religious culture (‘‘all of the sciences are as a
drop in the ocean and a grain of sand in comparison to one issue in a halakhic
dispute between Abbayeh and Raba. And our Talmud contains all the wis-
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doms’’), scorns the books of the gentiles, sanctifies ridiculous customs, clings
absurdly and masochistically to the suffering of the diaspora and the persecu-
tions of the Jews, and takes foolish pleasure in the superiority of the Jews—
‘‘the world was created for us.’’ The teacher denounces Mendelssohn, rejects
the study of Hebrew grammar and foreign languages for fear of heresy, advo-
cates the beating of students so that from a young age they will fear and respect
talmudic scholars, and presumes to have the shamanic powers of a miracle
worker (‘‘I know how to remove an evil eye with incantations, to cure fevers
by writing on almonds, and to pour lead for those sick with terror’’). In the
critic’s eyes, ‘‘the great rabbi’’ who, in the satire, speaks out against Wessely, is
no better than the teacher. He faithfully represents talmudic scholarship that
employs casuistry, and enthusiastically makes the paradoxical argument that
‘‘the fact that we do not study the sciences, that is our wisdom and intelligence
in the eyes of the nations.’’

Ktav Yosher does not spare its criticism from any of the fields of tradi-
tional religious study—the basic studies in the cheder taught by the teachers,
the higher talmudic and halakhic studies of the scholars, the religious book
culture, and in particular, the Kabbalah. In Saul Berlin’s view, the Kabbalah
can be used to clear up every problematic talmudic text, and every ‘‘shocking
article,’’ which is literally a piece of lewd pornography, is interpreted as eso-
teric in meaning and turned into divine speech. Ironically enough, Wessely’s
persecutors, who, fearful of any challenge to the existing order, close their ears
to the voice of reason that rises from a literal reading of Divrei shalom ve’emet,
are prepared to eagerly accept it when it is disguised by the satirist in the
‘‘emperor’s new clothes’’ and represented as a veil for meaningless Kabbalistic
secrets.4

Although Ktav Yosher was intended to speak in defense of Divrei shalom
ve’emet, Saul Berlin was poles apart from Wessely in his personality, style,
aims, and biting criticism. Wessely was a reformist insofar as Jewish education
and the future ideal were concerned, but showed much sensitivity about his
image in the eyes of the rabbis. Berlin was a radical revolutionary who went
much further, not hesitating to harshly criticize the flaws of the rabbinical
elite. In his Ktav Yosher, he stripped away all the rabbinical culture’s layers of
pretense, exposing its turpitude and total failure. Unlike Wessely, Berlin did
not propose a program to remedy the flaws, nor did he suggest the alternative
of employing enlightened educators; he was content to reveal, in his mocking,
sarcastic style, the serious defects of traditional society: the teachers, the rabbis,
the Talmud, the Kabbalah, the popular beliefs, the ignorance, coarseness,
superstition, violence toward pupils, the imperviousness to reason and the sci-
ences, the late halakhic literature and casuistry, the sense of superiority to the
gentiles. The Wessely affair had made all the abuses and shortcomings of the
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rabbinical culture and its proponents widely known, and now Ktav Yosher—
perhaps the most radical and pessimistic work written in maskilic circles in the
1780s—declared an all-out war against this culture. As we shall see later, Berlin
persisted in his subversive criticism of the rabbinical culture, which reached
its apogee in the polemic against Rabbi Raphael Kohen of Hamburg in the late
1780s, and in the scandal caused by Berlin’s halakhic work, Beshamim rosh, in
the early 1790s.

It is not surprising that Berlin did not believe that Wessely’s reformist
program would provide a solution to the wretched state of rabbinical culture,
although he did support Wessely against the rabbis who persecuted him. In
the last chapter of Ktav Yosher, Berlin addressed Wessely directly, criticizing
him for having taken an initiative which was contrary to Mendelssohn’s policy.
In his view, reform would not result from the spread of Enlightenment (‘‘how
could you think of saying now the House of Israel is like all the nations and
seducing all of the people to eat again from the fruit of the tree of knowl-
edge?’’), but rather it would come from ‘‘redemption’’—the liberation of the
Jews by a state decision, as their mutual great ‘‘teacher’’ had called for in his
writings addressed to general public opinion. Berlin advised Wessely to leave
the public stage at this point: ‘‘And you ought to go to your destiny . . . and
do not be alarmed by the raucous noise of the masses rising against you, for
your action is pleasing to the Almighty, and your enemies too will accept it,
but do not continue to speak of it, look and see what is written in the Zohar
about Moses and the Messiah, and you will find that only such a man is capa-
ble of clearing the way. And you shall have justice but little fame, and wrong-
doers will no longer torment you.’’ He found Wessely’s action too rash and ill-
considered, because the Jews, in his view, would become open to non-Jewish
culture and the normalization of their lives not only because of internal reform
but in particular because of a real change in their legal status.5

Mendelssohn’s Jerusalem

During 1783, Mendelssohn grew more and more disillusioned with Joseph II’s
Edicts of Toleration. He began to suspect that the ruler’s policy was not
intended to achieve true tolerance and a pluralistic society of the future, but
rather a ‘‘union of religions,’’ and he did not see that this would produce the
desired solution. ‘‘A union of faith is not tolerance. It is the very opposite!’’
Mendelssohn wrote in Jerusalem, and addressed a cry of despair to the rulers
of Europe:

For the sake of your happiness and ours, do not use your powerful prestige to give the
force of law to some eternal truth that is immaterial to civic well-being; do not trans-
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form some religious doctrine to which the state should be indifferent into a statute of
the land! . . . At least, prepare the way for your more fortunate descendants to reach
that height of culture, that universal human tolerance for which tolerance is still sigh-
ing in vain! Reward and punish no doctrine, hold out no allurement or bribe to anyone
for the adoption of a particular faith.6

Mendelssohn began writing Jerusalem in September 1782 and published it
in 1783. For generations, it has been regarded as his most important book and
as the public, well-reasoned declaration of his unreserved attachment to the
Jewish religion and its commandments. But it was also his most pessimistic
work, in particular when compared to the preface he wrote to Menasseh ben
Israel’s book. Although only a short time had elapsed between Jerusalem and
the Preface, the change that took place in Mendelssohn’s position is unmistak-
able. Within a few short months, his belief that he was privileged to witness
‘‘the joyous hour in which the rulers’ hearts are disposed to grant us human
rights to the full and proper degree,’’ was replaced by the suspicion that the
enemy of the freedom of thought was putting on ‘‘the mask of meekness . . .
feigning brotherly love , while secretly he is at work forging the chains with
which he plans to shackle our reason so that, taking it by surprise, he can cast
it back into the cesspool of barbarism.’’7

This extreme swing in his mood, from optimism to skepticism, was
unquestionably caused by the challenge Cranz flung at him in his anonymous
pamphlet The Search for Light and Right: ‘‘You, good Mr. Mendelssohn, have
renounced the religion of your forefathers. One step more, and you will
become one of us.’’8 ‘‘This objection,’’ Mendelssohn admitted, feeling pro-
foundly insulted, ‘‘goes right to my heart.’’9 His biographer Alexander Alt-
mann has already shown that Mendelssohn wrote Jerusalem in reaction not
only to Cranz’s pamphlet, but also to other criticism voiced by some of his
close associates, which he felt obligated to relate to. For example, August Hen-
nings, his friend from Copenhagen, who closely followed the struggle between
the proponents of tolerance and of intolerance in Jewish society, strongly
argued in the spirit of deist criticism against the penalties demanded in Jewish
law against those guilty of religious offenses.10 But it was undoubtedly the pub-
lication of Cranz’s pamphlet in September 1782, along with the postscript by
the military chaplain from Berlin, David Moerschel, that impelled Mendels-
sohn to divulge his true opinion about revelatory religions in general.11

Cranz misled Mendelssohn by signing his pamphlet with the letter ‘‘S’’
and noting Vienna as the place of publication, to create the impression that
the author of this public provocation was the Jewish convert to Catholicism
Josef Edler von Sonnenfels, a university professor who exerted much influence
on the reformist policy of the Austrian court. If Mendelssohn believed that
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Sonnenfels was behind The Search for Light and Right, then he understood it,
Jacob Katz contends, as a semi-official interpretation by the Catholic ruler of
the objective he wished to achieve with his Edicts of Toleration.12 But even if
Mendelssohn knew the author was Cranz, he could not help being disap-
pointed by the fact that more than ten years after the Lavater polemic, enlight-
ened intellectuals were still expecting him to draw nearer to Christianity. As a
matter of fact, Cranz the deist did not intend to call on Mendelssohn to con-
vert. Although he mentioned the Lavater affair and left the impression that he
was renewing the Swiss pastor’s ultimatum, his true objective was to test the
principle of religious tolerance.13

The Search for Light and Right was written with the enormous zeal of an
enlightened writer who believed in the revolutionary historic transformation
taking shape before his eyes at the end of the eighteenth century. Religious
tolerance, reason, and humanism were overcoming the persecutions, supersti-
tion, and strong-armed oppression of human freedom. The persecuted minor-
ities that, in his view, were benefiting from that revolution included the Jews
of Prussia and England, and from now on a new dawn would break for the
Jews in the lands of the Austrian emperor Joseph II. There was a clear need
for the Jews and Christians to draw closer to one another, although the Chris-
tians were not the only ones who had to show tolerance. The Jews bore a good
share of the blame for the estrangement between Jews and Christians. The
Mosaic doctrine was opposed to the principle of tolerance because it was based
on punishing sinners and contained laws—such as those pertaining to the Sab-
bath and marriage—that separated the Jews from their Christian neighbors.
Therefore, the Torah was an obstacle in the way of truly realizing the Enlight-
enment’s cosmopolitan vision of the future—the removal of all religious and
ethnic divisions.

In this pamphlet Cranz also reminded Mendelssohn of an issue that per-
turbed both of them—the rabbis who persecuted free-thinking Jews. In a foot-
note, he referred to his polemical tract Über den Missbrauch der geistlichen
Macht (On the Misuse of Ecclesiastical Power), written against Rabbi Raphael
Kohen. Now that Mendelssohn had so clearly championed religious tolerance
and argued against the rabbis’ authority to punish and excommunicate, Cranz,
who truly revered Mendelssohn, expected the Jewish philosopher to become a
reformist leader and to carry all the Jews with him. A rational critique proves
that the laws in Judaism that prevent the desired intermixture between the
Jews and their neighbors were established down in historical circumstances
that no longer exist, he opined. If Mendelssohn were true to his principles, he
ought to free his people from those halakhic restrictions. ‘‘You have opposed
the right to excommunicate a member of the Jewish community and argued
that the rabbis are authorized only to persuade, not to coerce,’’ Cranz held
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forth to Mendelssohn, ‘‘and in doing so have overturned the cornerstone of
your forefathers’ religion. If so, how can one understand what prevents you
from publicly admitting that you no longer adhere to it.’’14

Jerusalem was not an apologetic work arguing against the temptation to
convert to Christianity. It was a philosophical work, rooted within the fervent
culture of the German Enlightenment. Its purpose was to defend the principle
of religious tolerance, against the background of the incidents provoked by the
rabbis of Altona, Prague and Lissa, and it proposed a version of tolerant Juda-
ism suitable to life in a pluralistic, tolerant state. The sub-title that Mendels-
sohn chose for Jerusalem: On Religious Power and Judaism—is similar to the
title Cranz chose for his two pamphlets attacking the rabbis Kohen and Tevele.
From this title it is obvious what Mendelssohn’s major aims in this book were:
to fundamentally explain why no ecclesiastical authority should be granted the
power of coercion, and to demonstrate to his critics why there is no contradic-
tion between faith in the Jewish religion and the principle of tolerance.

At the beginning of Jerusalem, Mendelssohn expresses his great trepida-
tion: ‘‘Enormous evil has resulted from the clash of these forces [state and
religion]; more threatens yet to come.’’ Based on Locke’s ideas about the
essential difference between a political organization and an ecclesiastical orga-
nization and their modes of operation, elucidated in his Letter Concerning Tol-
eration, Mendelssohn resolutely repeats his demand that the religious
authority be denied the right of coercion. This right, in his view, is reserved
solely to the political authority for the purpose of regulating man’s relations
with his fellow citizens:

The state commands and coerces, religion teaches and persuaded. The state issues laws,
religion issues commandments. The state possesses physical power and uses it when
necessary; the power of religion is love and charity . . . civil society, viewed as a moral
person, has the right of coercion; in fact, it has secured this right through the social
contract. Religious society neither demands the right of coercion nor can it possibly
obtain it by any contract.15

At the very most, the state can maintain its vigilance, at a certain distance,
to ensure that ‘‘no doctrines will be spread which are detrimental to public
welfare or which, like atheism or Epicureanism, might undermine the founda-
tions of society.’’ Moreover, the state ought not to make ‘‘civil unity’’ condi-
tional upon ‘‘a union of faiths.’’ Employing this argument in favor of
pluralism, Mendelssohn attempted to persuade the ‘‘rulers of the earth’’ that
in a tolerant state it was proper to allocate a place to members of the Jewish
religion as well (‘‘diversity is obviously the plan and goal of Providence’’),
despite Cranz’s claims that the Jewish laws separate the Jews from Christian
society. If this union is nonetheless made a condition for citizenship, then the
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Jews will be compelled to forgo it: ‘‘if we can be united with you as citizens
only on the condition that we deviate from the law which we still consider
binding, then we sincerely regret the necessity of declaring that we shall
renounce our claim to civil equality and union with you. And everything the
humanitarian von Dohm has written will in this case have been in vain.’’16

Mendelssohn depicted the Christian world, as he did in his reply to
Lavater, as one in which even the most enlightened men are incapable of cast-
ing off their religious fanaticism, in contrast to Judaism which is faithful to the
principle of religious tolerance. He did admit that, regrettably, many Jews did
conceive of Judaism as Cranz described it: a religion which is ‘‘a structure of
strict ecclesiastical laws.’’ But he added that he did not share this view: ‘‘If such
an obvious contradiction between the word of God and my own reason actu-
ally existed, I would probably be able to silence my reason. Nevertheless, my
unresolved questions would continue to perturb me in the recesses of my heart
and would gradually turn into doubts.’’17 The identity between state and reli-
gion existed only until the destruction of the Temple. In the ancient era,
‘‘Every act of civic service became, at the same time, a true act of divine wor-
ship . . . every offense against the respect for God, the Lawgiver of the nation,
was a crime against the [civil] sovereign . . . whoever desecrated the Sabbath
willfully, nullified, as far as He was concerned, a fundamental law of civil soci-
ety.’’ Hence, the perpetrators of such offenses could be punished as guilty of
offenses against God, for the state and religion were one authority, although
even then the punishments were not harsh. However, he pointed out, since
the destruction of the Temple, the duty of observing the commandments has
become a personal obligation and no one has the right to impose their obser-
vance on anyone: ‘‘The civil bonds of the nation have been dissolved. Religious
offenses are no longer a crime against the state. Our religion, as religion,
knows no punishment, no penalty save the one the repentant sinner voluntar-
ily imposes upon himself. Religion knows no coercion, prods us but gently,
affects only mind and heart.’’18

It was not only the breakdown of the Jewish state that prevented punish-
ment for religious offenses and brought the Jewish religion closer to the princi-
ple of tolerance. Mendelssohn held that Judaism was also the religion closest
to the natural religion, whose universal and rational principles included the
existence of God and the immortality of the soul. It is a religion that has no
need of a special divine revelation in order for its truths to be engraved in the
minds of men. Christianity rests upon dogmas, principles of faith that obligate
the believer, even if they do not seem rational to him and are contrary to rea-
son, while Judaism has no such dogmas: ‘‘I believe Judaism knows nothing of
a revealed religion in the sense in which Christians define this term. The Israe-
lites possess a divine legislation—laws, commandments, statues, rules of con-
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duct, instruction in God’s will and in what they are to do to attain temporal
and eternal salvation.’’19 Through reason, God reveals universal and eternal
truths to Jews and to all of humankind. Only the historical truths (such as
the stories of the Patriarchs, miracles, and the exodus from Egypt) and the
commandments as they were revealed on Mt. Sinai set Judaism apart from
other religions. Despite this essential difference between the Jewish and Chris-
tian religions, the Jews belong to the realm of human freedom. God did not
impose faith on them with threats of punishment; rather he left the religious
truths to the judgment of the intellect. Only the laws, addressed to man’s will,
were given in revelation, and their purpose was to guide his reason to the
divine verities and to ensure the happiness of the individual and of human-
kind. However, the most important point is that there is nothing in Judaism
that imposes beliefs and views:

But all these excellent notions address themselves not to our ability to believe but to
our capacity to understand and reflect. Among the precepts and ordinance of the
Mosaic law, there is none saying, ‘‘You shall believe,’’ or ‘‘You shall not believe.’’ All
say, ‘‘You shall do’’ or ‘‘You shall not do.’’ You are not commanded to believe, for faith
accepts no commands; it accepts only what comes to it by reasoned conviction.20

This great freedom does not relate, of course, to the obligation to observe
the commandments. Since the commandments are the core of Judaism and
the law was given in a revelation from a divine source, reason can neither criti-
cize nor annul it unless there is another divine revelation that unequivocally
proclaims its abrogation. Thus, Mendelssohn rejected Cranz’s deist criticism
of the Jewish law, removed it from the realm of historical thought and granted
it absolute validity. Naturally, it never occurred to him to release the Jews from
the laws, which in Cranz’s view were no longer valid in the new Europe.21 As
far as the continued existence of the Jews in the European state was concerned,
the pessimistic Jewish philosopher did not offer a vision in Jerusalem that
would inspire hope in the hearts of his fellow Jews. With enormous skepticism
about the possibility of properly applying the principle of tolerance when
voices calling for a ‘‘union of religions’’ were being heard, Mendelssohn’s rec-
ommendation to the Jews was to bear the double burden in the meantime with
perseverance and submission, until that same overall human tolerance would
be achieved in the future. Thus, he advised them:

Adopt the mores and constitution of the country in which you find yourself, but be
steadfast in upholding the religion of your fathers, too. Bear both burdens as well as
you can. True, on the one hand, people make it difficult for you to bear the burden of
civil life because of the religion to which you remain faithful; and, on the other, the
climate of our time makes the observance of your religious laws in some respects more
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burdensome than it need be . . . Persevere nevertheless; stand fast in the place which
Providence has assigned to you; and submit to everything which may happen, as you
were told to do by your Lawmaker long ago.22

In the months to come, Mendelssohn’s disillusionment intensified. In
personal letters, he disclosed how disappointed he was by what he regarded as
Enlightenment’s failure to banish prejudice and fantasies with the clear light
of reason. When, for example, Herz Homberg notified him that the emperor
had prevented his appointment as a lecturer in Vienna, Mendelssohn did not
conceal his disappointment and sense of personal insult: The same thing hap-
pened to him, he told Homberg. The Royal Academy of Sciences elected him
as a member, but the king did not give his approval. Why was the principle of
tolerance not being implemented? To that he had no reply.23

Rabbinical Reactions

Jerusalem evoked a spirited discussion among the enlightened public, and its
readers were outspoken in their criticism. Mendelssohn, however, had cause
to be gratified, at least by the interest his book aroused and in particular by
the response he received from the renowned philosopher, Immanuel Kant of
Königsberg, who was pleasantly surprised by the book’s boldness. Kant con-
veyed his compliments to Mendelssohn orally, through David Friedländer,
who met him on one of his trips to Königsberg, as well as in a personal letter.
‘‘I consider your book,’’ Kant wrote to him, ‘‘a true manifesto which calls for
a great reform that will affect the Jewish nation as well as other nations.’’ ‘‘I
would not have imagined that it were possible to reconcile the Jewish religion
with unlimited freedom of conscience [Gwissensfreiheit], as you have done in
your book.’’24 Obviously, Mendelssohn’s concept of religious tolerance and
freedom made a strong impression on Kant, and he acclaimed it enthusiasti-
cally.

Mendelssohn’s Jerusalem, unlike Wessely’s Divrei shalom ve’emet, did not
stir up an internal storm, nor was it a factor in the Kulturkampf of the 1780s,
but Mendelssohn waited expectantly for an orthodox counterreaction.25 Jeru-
salem was probably not perceived as a threat because it was written in German
and its direct addressee was outside the bounds of Jewish society. Mendels-
sohn’s version of a tolerant Judaism, close to the natural religion, not distin-
guished by commandments, rather than by articles of faith, was concealed
among the pages of a philosophical work whose significance was not yet fully
comprehended. Nonetheless, many rabbis continued to oppose Mendelssohn,
and although this opposition was not expressed in public, it circulated through
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word of mouth. A report from Hamburg in 1785, for example, referred indig-
nantly to Mendelssohn’s enemies in that city and hinted that Rabbi Raphael
Kohen was the chief among them.26

Only a few years later, a rabbi did openly criticize Jerusalem. It was Rabbi
Judah Leib Margolioth, one of the early maskilim, then a community rabbi in
a part of Poland under Prussian rule. His polemic against Mendelssohn was
contained in his book Atzei eden, written in the early 1790s and published in
Frankfurt-on-Oder only in 1802.27 There is no way of knowing whether Mar-
golioth was familiar with the German original, but he apparently drew his
knowledge of Mendelssohn’s concept of Judaism in his philosophical thought
from excerpts translated into Hebrew included by Isaac Euchel in his biogra-
phy of Mendelssohn, first published in serial form in Hame’asef.28

Margolioth faithfully reconstructed the course of the events. First ‘‘von
Dohm, advisor to the king of Prussia’’ had published a work in which ‘‘he
thought well of the Jews.’’ Afterward, Mendelssohn published his response, in
which he opposed the preservation of the communal right of coercion and the
excommunication of religious dissenters. Finally, Cranz printed his anony-
mous booklet, in which he ‘‘wrote about the author of Jerusalem, and stated,
as he put it, that the mask had fallen from Moses’ face, that he now stood
revealed before the eyes of his community, so every man can see that he has
cast off the cords that bind him to the Jewish religion and severed the reins of
the law.’’29 Margolioth had met Mendelssohn in Berlin in the 1770s and held
him in great esteem. But now he emphasized the dangers that, in his view,
could result from Mendelssohn’s concept of Judaism—his tolerant attitude
toward religious deviance and his attempt to bring Judaism closer to the natu-
ral religion. Margolioth was apprehensive about the division between ‘‘tempo-
ral happiness,’’ which is the responsibility of the state that has coercive powers,
and ‘‘eternal happiness,’’ which is the responsibility of the clergy, who possess
only the power of persuasion. Moreover, he rejected Mendelssohn’s claim, in
the spirit of the natural religion, that ‘‘eternal truths’’ were not given in the
divine revelation on Mt. Sinai. In Atzei eden, he appealed to the preachers, the
traditional vanguard of the scholarly elite, to marshal their forces in the face
of the new maskilic elite, and in particular called upon them to undertake the
urgent mission of fighting resolutely against these ideas.

In his view, Mendelssohn’s concept of natural religion was tantamount
to deism—a challenge to the validity of the Torah and the commandments,
the ruin of rabbinical authority and an ideological refuge for skeptics.30 The
division between beliefs and opinions and laws and commandments is not a
genuine division, Margolioth asserted, because the Torah desires to coerce and
to punish dissenters from the faith as well. Mendelssohn’s liberal view that
‘‘anyone who has transgressed because his heart was seduced by his reason to
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deny beliefs and views’’ ought not to be punished, would ultimately lead to
heresy and legitimize it. While the scholar who wrote Jerusalem may have been
aware of the deist potential inherent in his philosophical arguments, and knew
very well ‘‘that this issue he raised was capable of, Heaven forbid, causing the
destruction of the Jewish religion, whose foundations are perfectly constructed
on what, as is well known, we were given on that occasion with thunder and
lighting, signs and wonders that are beyond the ways of nature,’’ Margolioth
believed that Mendelssohn’s division between laws that originated in revela-
tion and beliefs and views that originated in reason, which he thought would
solve the problem of religious coercion, would only exacerbate it.

In his final words, Margolioth, in an attempt to give Mendelssohn the
benefit of the doubt, asserted that Jerusalem can be regarded not as an incite-
ment to heresy or as an expression of skepticism, but merely as an error, a
one-time lapse, or the distinguished philosopher’s use of arguments that were
not his own. To explain this lapse on the part of the Berlin philosopher, Mar-
golioth suggested that one should consider the peculiar circumstances in
which Mendelssohn found himself in the circles of the German enlighteners.
He was very much under the sway of the rationalist philosophers, had a sense
of inferiority and self-effacement in relation to the Christian intellectuals, and
was compelled to give them replies they would find acceptable.31

Margolioth’s Mendelssohn is not the author of Jerusalem, whose true
views emerge clearly from the book; rather he is the man Margolioth had met
personally and wished to defend. He found it difficult to believe that Mendels-
sohn conceived of Judaism as a tolerant, rationalistic religion, devoid of any
coercive elements, as he depicted it in Jerusalem, and he interpreted this
approach as arising from Mendelssohn’s need to defend Judaism to the non-
Jewish world.32 On this issue, Margolioth felt that the approach taken by
Dohm, who agreed to the continuation of Jewish religious autonomy and did
not demand that it be deprived of the power of coercion in religious matters,
was far preferable. He charged Mendelssohn with responsibility for an histori-
cal error: providing an opening for heretics to justify their heresy. Moreover,
the philosophical leeway provided by Mendelssohn paved the way for those
who slighted the commandments to become religiously permissive: ‘‘for this
scholar has set free every religious transgressor, providing a sanctuary where
all corrupt men could hide, saying they do so in their unyielding zeal for phi-
losophy.’’33

Another major spokesman of orthodoxy, who continued to conduct a
campaign against Wessely and Mendelssohn, was Rabbi Eleazar Fleckeles
(1754–1826), a disciple of Yehezkel Landau, and a popular preacher in Prague.
From 1783 to 1785, Fleckeles delivered many sermons in Prague synagogues,
devoting considerable portions of them to his declaration of war against any
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reforms in Jewish education and the new trends introduced by the maskilim,
who aspired to effect far-reaching changes in Jewish culture. Although much
younger than Wessely and Mendelssohn, and actually the same age as the
young maskilim, Fleckeles bitterly remonstrated against the new generation
that sought to trample the world of values of the former generations. His trepi-
dation about the Haskalah was part and parcel of his anxiety about religious
permissiveness, an outcome of the acculturation of the wealthy elite in Prague,
as well as in other urban communities in Central and Western Europe. He
branded all the maskilim as ‘‘contemporary apostates,’’ who no longer heeded
the instructions of the rabbis but scorned them and strove to utterly destroy
the old world.34

In the fall of 1783, Fleckeles attacked the Bi’ur project, denouncing it as
sacrilegious and an act contrary to the halakhah. ‘‘The translator’s main pur-
pose,’’ Fleckeles accused Mendelssohn, ‘‘was to gain fame for himself among
the Gentiles, as a man who does not believe in the traditions and commentar-
ies of our Sages.’’35 To support his criticism of Mendelssohn’s Bible translation,
he cited the words of his mentor, Rabbi Landau. They both publicly expressed
their opposition to the translation, in an approbation they granted in 1785 to
another German translation of the Bible, in a far simpler language than Men-
delssohn’s, which was printed by Susmann Glogau:

For that translator [Mendelssohn] deeply immersed himself in the language using, as
he did, an extremely difficult German that presupposes expertise in its grammar. Now
since the children will find it hard to understand it, the teacher will have to spend most
of the time in explaining German grammar, and by then the day is gone and the chil-
dren have studied no Torah.

The two rabbis were less opposed to the translation per se, and more to the
catastrophic results of studying Bible from the Bi’ur:

Now that this translation is in demand by teachers of children, it induces the young to
spend their time reading Gentile books in order to become sufficiently familiar with
refined German to be able to understand the translation. Our Torah is thereby reduced
to the role of a maidservant to the German tongue.36

In these campaigns of the Jewish Kulturkampf, anxiety was a key motif in
the orthodox rhetoric. Rabbi Landau and Tevele’s sermons still reflected a cer-
tain degree of agreement as to the necessity for extra-religious knowledge,
albeit limited in scope. In contrast, Fleckeles’s sermons represented the ‘‘books
of the gentiles’’ as an out-and-out threat. He marshaled his powers of rhetoric
to demonstrate how insidious this danger was and to terrify the audience lis-
tening to his sermon. The establishment of government schools in Joseph II’s
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Austria, and Wessely’s propaganda advocating them were depicted as acts of
heresy. ‘‘They are all slaughterers, slaughtering children given to them by
God,’’ Fleckeles lashed out at the parents of pupils in these schools, claiming
that they were sacrificing their children to the Moloch of this new education.37

Agonizing over the neglect of Torah study, Fleckeles demanded that its
immense value be recognized: the study of Torah should not be abandoned
for the sake of the ‘‘books of the gentiles,’’ which contrary to maskilic propa-
ganda, were of no benefit in acquiring virtues and piety. Anyone who studied
‘‘books of the apostates’’ would surely cause the Torah to be forgotten, prevent
redemption, and endanger his soul. ‘‘We were created only for the Torah,
which is our life,’’ Flekeles averred again and again, repeating the orthodox
rallying cry. He cautioned: ‘‘My children, both large and small, distance your-
selves from external wisdom, for it is very, very far from any good reward and
close to the gates of death.’’38 Fleckeles attempted to take the revolutionary
concept of torat ha’adam,’’ which Wessely had introduced into the new dis-
course, and place it in a religious context. Consequently, he paraphrased the
opening lines of Divrei shalom ve’emet:

When a child knows how to talk, his father teaches him Torah, namely, the Torah of
man [human knowledge] that teaches some etiquette and civility, in keeping with the
child’s ability. Therefore, it is said from whence comes the Torah; it was commanded
to us by Moses, and not the Torah of man in etiquette and knowledge, constructed on
shaky foundations, as is customary in our generation, when a child knows to call on
his father and mother, his father teaches him the Torah of evil man.39

Even when Fleckeles tried to fill his listeners with fear, he was unable to
conceal his sense of despair brought on by the crisis the scholarly elite was
undergoing. He believed that the Haskalah was corrupting even the finest of
its advocates:

Even the great scholars, who were well versed in the sacred word of God, studied dili-
gently and interpreted His laws and teachings, have turned their backs on the Torah
and worship, and have pursued the vanities of alien sciences, which lead man into the
deepest of pits which are not the source of living waters, but rather of scorpions, vipers,
serpents who will consume them . . . Hence the Torah will be neglected and the wisdom
of the scribes will be perverted, and talmudic scholars weakened and depleted.40

Rabbi Fleckeles’ sermons were printed, unlike Landau’s and Tevele’s
Shabbat HaGadol sermons and the rabbis’ letters in the Wessely affair, which
were circulated in handwritten copies. Fleckeles’s book, which came out in two
parts in 1785 and 1787 in Prague (part 3 was printed only in 1793), along with
approbations by several rabbis, including Rabbi Landau, was at the time the
rabbinical elite’s only public expression in the culture war. Fleckeles’s Olat
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chodesh was in fact the first printed orthodox piece of writing, and throughout
the 1780s it stood alone vis-à-vis Divrei shalom ve’emet and other maskilic writ-
ings, which appeared in Hame’asef from 1784. The maskilim quickly realized
that the dayan from Prague, who later became the community rabbi, was one
of their bitterest adversaries, and after Fleckeles’s book was published, David
Friedländer was harshly critical of it.41

In the meantime, the maskilim were able to find some consolation in the
views of the moderate and exceptional rabbi of the Regensburg community in
Bavaria, Isaac Alexander, who in the 1780s sided with the Enlightenment and
believed its values to be consistent with Judaism.42 The publisher, Friedrich
Nicolai, a major figure in Berlin literary circles, who had met Rabbi Alexander,
said he would not have expected to find such qualities in a rabbi.43 The rabbi’s
mastery of philosophy and knowledge of the sources of classical culture
enabled him to write a number of works in German. In one of them, Salomo
und Joseph II (Solomon and Joseph II), printed in Vienna in 1782, Alexander
praised the Austrian king, comparing him to King Solomon.44 For the rabbi of
Regensburg, Joseph II was the exemplar of a perfect ruler: an ideal embodi-
ment of Plato’s philosopher king, a friend of God, and a supporter of wisdom,
philosophy, justice, brotherhood, and humanism. Above all, Alexander
believed he was worthy of admiration for his policy of religious tolerance,
whose major benefactors, in his view, were the long-persecuted Jews. In 1784,
Alexander’s book was favorably reviewed in the German section of Hame’asef
along with Mendelssohn’s Jerusalem. The critic concluded his review by stat-
ing, ‘‘We bring you this slim volume because it is a work by the first contem-
porary rabbi to write in German, and because we realize that his words arise
from the pure fount of emotion that seeks his nation’s good. If only all the
rabbis thought as he does!’’45

Wessely and the Italian Rabbis

The reaction of this Ashkenazi rabbi, who supported the modernistic trends
and was knowledgeable about the Enlightenment culture, was exceptional, yet
it drew very little attention during the stormy events of 1782. Toward the end
of that year, in an effort to clear his name, Wessely embarked on a personal
struggle against the rabbis who had attacked him. He did not turn to Rabbi
Alexander for help, but placed his trust in the Italian rabbis. Although in Rav
tuv livnei Israel Wessely courageously stated he did not feel he was subject to
the rabbis’ authority and even issued them a three-month ultimatum to pub-
licly expose their feebleness, it was his wish to finally gain rabbinical backing
and a halakhic ruling to absolve him of the charge of heresy that had been
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made against him, so deeply aggrieving him. Through the contacts set up
between Berlin and Trieste and Gradisca, Jewish communities in Italy, then
under Austrian rule, he received encouraging letters from seven rabbis—the
chief rabbi of Trieste, Isacco Formiggini, and rabbis from Ferrara, Venice,
Ancona, and Reggio. Wessely was particularly heartened by the support of his
chief contact in Italy, Rabbi Elijah Morpurgo, a leader of the Gradisca commu-
nity. An admirer of Mendelssohn, he was involved in what was going on in
the Berlin maskilic circles, and was enthusiastic in his desire to help Wessely.
From far away, he empathized with the persecuted Wessely’s distress and also
tried to mobilize support for him outside of Italy—among rabbis from the
capital of the Ottoman Empire.46 Only in the spring of 1784, when the dust
raised by the Divrei shalom ve’emet controversy had settled, did Wessely pub-
lish these sympathetic views in his ‘‘Third Epistle’’—Ein mishpat.47

In Ein mishpat, Wessely continued to address Jewish leadership as if he
were a major player in forming public opinion. He wrote this work too as an
open letter, in an attempt to enlist broad support for his views. However,
unlike the two previous pamphlets, printed in 1782, it was more in the nature
of a personal defense than a daring ideological work. Wessely had lost much
of his earlier zeal and was now ready to pay a heavy personal price for having
confronted the rabbinical elite as a representative of the new intellectual elite.
The feeling he projected was that of a man unjustly persecuted, prepared to
do almost anything in order to be cleansed of the stain of guilt, and he now
attributed much importance to the rabbis’ opinions. ‘‘For almost two years, I
have borne the scars of the unjust attack by a number of rabbis who failed to
understand my true intent,’’ Wessely contended again and again. He was
wounded by the silence and the indifference with which the rabbis had
received the ultimatum he had published in Rav tuv livnei Israel and com-
plained bitterly of their ingratitude: ‘‘Everything I did was for the general
good, and how is it that I am portrayed in such a negative light?’’ And he
added: ‘‘My image has been almost irremediably smeared.’’ Rabbi Tevele’s ser-
mon was read by a great many, ‘‘and it was heard far and wide, and became a
taunt in everyone’s mouth and the song of the drunkard . . . and is this my
reward for my labors for the sake of God’s people’’?48

Hurt and aggrieved, Wessely compared himself to Moses, Maimonides
and Luzzatto—all fine, just men, who were objects of suspicion and baseless
accusations. He denied that he had done anything to exacerbate the dispute
with the rabbis and disassociated himself from his Berlin friends’ efforts to
defend him. I was never motivated by thoughts of revenge, Wessely declared,
and neither the letter of the seven from Berlin nor Cranz’s pamphlet dedicated
to Prince Sulkowsky were written at my instigation.
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It never occurred to me to retaliate; no epistle of a vexatious character was written by
me; only two epistles have come from my pen. Everything else was written either by
some fellow-Jew or by writers not of our faith [Cranz]. I did not ask for this in any
shape or form. Everything printed on this matter was not of my doing, except the epis-
tles bearing my name.49

The only thing he could still do to defend his good name, without having
to pursue the polemic any further, was to publish the words of the Italian rab-
bis. He hoped their praises would make it unnecessary for him to come out
directly against the rabbis who had attacked him. As a matter of fact, none of
the letters written by the Italians actually criticized those rabbis; in his reply,
the Italian rabbi Ishmael Cohen sided with Wessely’s opponents, but Wessely
did not publish it. Lois Dubin has analyzed the affair at length from the Italian
viewpoint; according to her, while Wessely did receive a sympathetic, encour-
aging response from the Italians, it did not amount to maskilic support.50

Joseph II’s cultural policy and the establishment of Normalschule did not
arouse any ferment in Italy; no maskilic circles were formed, nor was a Kultur-
kampf incited. At the same time that the maskilim in Berlin were mobilizing
to unleash a strong protest against Rabbi Tevele of Lissa, a new Jewish school
was founded in Trieste (May 1782), and the rabbis actively participated in its
establishment. The Jews of Italy were fluent in Italian, well-versed in European
culture, and aware of the need to teach languages and sciences. In their special
culture, neither the Austrian policy nor the Wessely curriculum was perceived
as a revolutionary step or a threat to the existing order. The legitimacy of
extra-religious knowledge, the encounter with European culture, and the
status of the intellectual who is not a talmudic scholar, issues so central to the
Kulturkampf provoked by Wessely, were not particularly crucial in Italy. In
that social and cultural reality, it was not necessary to weaken or discredit the
religious elite in order to gain a certain degree of modernization. In the Italian
communities, where Jewish acculturation was already a natural, enduring
process that had encountered no rabbinical opposition, there was no need for
the emergence of the militant maskil or for the development of a maskilic ide-
ology aimed at changing the nature of society and culture.

A careful reading of the opinions of the Italian rabbis reveals this singular
characteristic with great clarity. They favorably received Divrei shalom ve’emet
only because they completely identified with Wessely’s proposed curriculum,
even adding reasons to enhance the legitimacy of ‘‘external learning.’’ Even
those who were perplexed by the opposition of the Polish rabbis who had
attacked Wessely tried to at least understand why they were so alarmed by the
curtailment of religious studies, and proposed a certain compromise. None of
the Italians actually accepted Wessely’s maskilic principles, and they all ex-
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plicitly or implicitly rejected the separation he had drawn between torat ha-
Shem and torat ha’adam.’’ Rabbi Formiggini, whom Wessely praised in partic-
ular, voiced some criticism of the curriculum proposed in Divrei shalom
ve’emet and identified with the anxieties of the Polish rabbis:

My heart tells me that these rabbis feared that that which is most important, namely,
the study of Torah, would be rendered of secondary significance, while that of lesser
importance, namely the study of sciences, would be rendered of greater significance,
and that, Heaven forbid, the Torah would be forgotten by the Jews . . . if we were to
confuse their minds with the study of sciences and languages, they would not gain the
one but lose the other, and the child would remain confounded, lacking in all knowl-
edge, a loser on both counts.51

If we were to describe the ideal Jewish education based on the opinions
of the Italian rabbis, it would differ substantially from the form of education
Wessely envisioned. The rabbis demanded that in the early stages of education
the curriculum should focus only on sacred studies and Hebrew, and that only
later would a limited number of hours be devoted to nonreligious study.
Wessely’s reactions to these views, recorded in the footnotes he added to Ein
mishpat, were pathetic and apologetic, and revealed by his willingness to
retreat from his earlier positions. Wherever the rabbis suggested that extra-
religious knowledge ought to be limited, he hastened to state that that was
precisely his original intent. For example, ‘‘Who would disagree with that?
Heaven forfend, that anyone should find in our letter even the slightest hint
that the young child should be taught foreign languages, such as Greek, Latin,
French, or Italian before he is well versed in the Torah.’’ Wessely did not even
shrink from printing the letter from Rabbi Israel Bassan of Reggio, in which
he expressed his misgivings about the furor Wessely had so rashly aroused: ‘‘If
at the very beginning, it had been possible to advise our rabbi and teacher
[Wessely], then I would have said to him: write nothing and publish nothing.’’
In the margins of that letter, Wessely admitted that he was already anxious to
see the end of the affair. He still had to publish his detailed reply to all of Rabbi
Tevele’s arguments, he asserted, and then he could leave the whole affair
behind him. ‘‘After I have justified myself, I will forget everything that has
taken place, and will never recall it again.’’52

In the fourth and last ‘‘epistle’’ in the Divrei shalom ve’emet series, written
in 1784 but only printed in the spring of 1785, Wessely’s revolutionary fervor
had almost entirely dissipated. Under the appeasing title Rehovoth, which
evoked in the reader an association to the end to a dispute (based on Genesis
26: 22), Wessely declared that he was opposed to any form of factionalism and
wanted to be accepted by all sides.53 Nonetheless, in Rehovoth he grappled with
the criticism hurled at him by Rabbi Tevele of Lissa, by no means prepared to
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say he had changed his mind or that he felt the criticism was justified. In this
fourth epistle, he still fought against ignorance and other flaws in Ashkenazi
Jewish education and again defended the innovative curriculum he had pro-
posed three years earlier. His purpose in it, however, was to demonstrate his
moderation (‘‘not that I have become a different person’’) and to prove that
his words were compatible with the Polish rabbi’s positions and not contrary
to Jewish tradition. He averred that only an incorrect reading of Divrei shalom
ve’emet had so infuriated the rabbi. What he had learned about the faulty man-
ner in which the new curriculum had been introduced into government
schools in Austria also contributed to his reservations about the whole project.
‘‘It pains me to say,’’ he wrote, ‘‘that the emperor’s law has been established,
but that of the Torah has been abandoned.’’ Mendelssohn’s translation was
not being used in teaching Torah (‘‘This was tantamount to decreeing that the
youths should not study Scripture at all’’), no proper textbooks on faith and
morals had been written in Hebrew, and too many hours were being devoted
to a study of the German language.54

Wessely consoled himself with the fact that only a few rabbis had joined
the campaign conducted against him by the Polish rabbis, and those who
attacked him did not do so for any substantive reasons: ‘‘Those men who
quarrel with me did not speak from their hearts, I think, but because of the
counsel of others. Some men incited them against me. Who knows what evil
words these sycophants and speakers of lies have written about me, not
because of the letter I wrote, but out of malice and envy of one another.’’ And
in 1785, feeling insecure and anxious to reduce the damage incurred by the
affair, Wessely tried to portray it as an error and to derive some conciliatory
lessons from it: ‘‘It is best to behave calmly at all times, not in the heat of
wrath or in a deluge of anger, not to wage war with the seekers of peace, not
to spill out the jewels of the crown at every street corner.’’ The ‘‘house of
Israel’’ in the diaspora is deprived of any central leadership and is at the mercy
of the rulers, and hence it must never become embroiled in internal wars.
Consequently, it is best ‘‘to search for peace by candlelight, to tie the tents of
Jacob with the bonds of love and peace between men, so we may each protect
one another.’’55

The early maskil, Wessely, who in 1782 had burst onto center stage and
borne the full brunt of the intense orthodox counter-attack, did not persevere
in his role as a trailblazer. This is clear from a letter he sent in early 1786 to
Elijah Morpurgo, which amounted to his swan song as far as that first cam-
paign of the Kulturkampf was concerned. Wessely was wounded and disap-
pointed by what he viewed as a sundering of his connections with the Italian
scholars. His personal condition had deteriorated following his wife’s death
and his worsening financial situation, and this aggravated his dejected mood.56
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None of the rabbis to whom Wessely had sent his Ein mishpat, which included
the opinions of those rabbis, reacted to it or even acknowledged its receipt.
Only Morpurgo wrote one letter to him (during the winter of 1784), and to his
surprise Wessely found no mention at all in it of Ein mishpat or of Rehovoth.
The silence of the Italians was a hard blow for Wessely and he was deeply
insulted by it: ‘‘I wonder about you and the scholars of your land, I am too
ignorant to understand why I have not received a single word about the eight
letters I wrote to Trieste in the summer of 1784.’’ And he asked whether it was
possible that the scholars of Italy had already tired of dealing with this matter,
or had changed their minds and had withdrawn their support of him. Why
‘‘have they deprived me of their respect by failing to answer me, for I have
done them no wrong, and there is no word on my tongue that, Heaven forbid,
insults their honor?’’ He concluded by stating that these were his last words
on the painful affair: ‘‘For I have done everything I had to do and will speak
no more about this quarrel.’’57 Wessely, the man behind the new critical dis-
course of the Haskalah, who in 1782 had issued a revolutionary challenge to
the rabbinical elite in the name of the elite of maskilic writers, was then sixty-
one years of age. He continued to engage in his extensive literary activity and
closely followed what was happening in maskilic circles, but left it to other,
younger maskilim to stand at the helm of the Haskalah’s major initiative to
create a full-fledged movement.
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The Maskilic Republic



Chapter Eight

The Society of Friends of the
Hebrew Language

The year 1782 was a particularly difficult year for Wessely, from the
moment he touched off a fierce debate in Jewish public opinion with his Divrei
shalom ve’emet. At the end of that year, he received a surprising letter from
Königsberg in Eastern Prussia. The writers of the letter, ‘‘A society of friends—
maskilim and seekers of truth,’’ signed it with the name ‘‘Chevrat Dorshei
Leshon Ever’’ (Society of Friends of the Hebrew Language), and asked Wessely
for his patronage and a few articles for the monthly that their maskilic circle
planned to publish in the near future. They introduced themselves to him as
a circle of ambitious intellectuals, including scholars proficient in the religious
sources and students knowledgeable in the sciences, and in Greek and Latin
literature. They regarded Wessely as no less than an admired prophet, who had
engendered an enormous cultural transformation, and flattered him by writ-
ing: ‘‘From the moment your pamphlets were circulated throughout the land,
you have ignited the hearts of maskilim with the fire of your song . . . for like
a seer you have spoken.’’1 In addition to the support he had received from his
friends in the Berlin community and his admirers in the Italian communities,
Wessely could now take much encouragement from the letter sent him by
these young maskilim. He regarded it as an expression of trust in him as well
as in the views he had publicly stated during the culture war waged against
him.

However, the letter from Königsberg also marked one of the most deci-
sive moments in the history of the Haskalah movement. In early 1782, Wessely,
at his own initiative, had come out with a detailed and exciting program for
an innovative new order, and in doing so had challenged the traditional elite.
When this had distressing consequences for him, Jews from Berlin’s intellec-
tual and economic elite rallied to his defense, stridently protesting against the
violation of his freedom of expression and the insult to their community’s
honor. At the end of that year, the first cohesive group of intellectuals was
organized. This group aspired to be at the forefront of an all-inclusive cultural
transformation and to found the Haskalah’s literary republic.
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Establishing a New Public Sphere

The new sociocultural history tends to look for the significance of the Enlight-
enment in a far broader area than the world of ideas of the philosophers—the
consummate bearers of intellectual history.2 The new historiography has
shifted the emphasis from a description of the individual phenomenon to a
study of the social structures, and has added new subjects to historical
research, such as ‘‘public opinion,’’ the ‘‘reading culture,’’ and the ‘‘public
sphere.’’ As a result, a series of new questions has arisen as well: Who were the
bearers of the Enlightenment’s ideas? In which social and institutional settings
was the life of the Enlightenment conducted? How were its ideas disseminated?
What was the influence of printing and of printed books on the changing
social reality? And what impression did these ideas leave on various social
groups?

It seems that the main focus of investigation has been to find along what
lines the writers community was organized and how it functioned. The Ger-
man philosopher and sociologist Jürgen Habermas was the main source of
inspiration for this direction in Enlightenment research. In The Structural
Transformation of the Public Sphere, first published in 1962, he noted the emer-
gence of a literary republic in eighteenth-century Europe, which he regarded
as a bourgeois phenomenon of enormous cultural and political import. Private
educated persons, possessed of critical-rationalistic thought and nourished by
the flourishing world of books, became the producers and consumers of cul-
ture, and established in various European cities a network of institutions
(reading clubs, salons, Freemason lodges, cafes) and means of communication
(letters and periodicals). In addition to the local groups of intellectuals, a kind
of independent, cosmopolitan, all-European republic of talented writers
emerged, which operated in a virtual space without any personal contact
between its members. This was an exceptional development, one subversive in
nature, in particular in absolutist states like France and Germany. The mem-
bers of the literary republic also engaged in public criticism, thus becoming
the shapers of cultural taste and the spokesmen of ‘‘public opinion,’’ so much
so that they could no longer be ignored.3 The new writers of the Enlighten-
ment viewed themselves as authoritative judges. The revolutionary conscious-
ness of these intellectuals is best expressed in the words of Chrétien
Malesherbes, a liberal minster in Louis XVI’s government, in a 1775 speech
delivered to the French Academy. Roger Chartier, an eminent historian of the
Enlightenment’s literary republic, who examined its revolutionary signifi-
cance, quotes Malesherbes:

A tribunal has arisen, independent of all powers and that all powers respect, that
appreciates all talents, that pronounces on all people of merit. And in an enlightened
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century, in a century in which each citizen can speak to the entire nation by way of
print, those who have a talent for instructing men and a gift for moving them—in a
word, men of letters—are, amid the public dispersed, what the orators of Rome and
Athens were in the middle of the public assembled.4

Until now, the new questions of sociocultural history have scarcely
related to the place of the Jews in the Enlightenment revolution.5 It is true that,
compared to England, France, and the German states, the dimensions of the
Jewish literary republic were minute, and it barely reverberated in the Euro-
pean public sphere. But these new questions can be extremely helpful in ar-
riving at a full description of the Haskalah and an understanding of the
revolutionary significance of the emergence of the new maskilic elite in Jewish
society and culture. Who were the maskilim? Where did they meet one
another and where did they conduct their activities? How was the literary
republic of the Haskalah constructed and how were channels of communica-
tion established between its members?

In this part of the book, the reader’s attention will be drawn to the
maskilim’s collective experience, to the friendships that were forged in their
circles, and in particular to their efforts to establish an organizational setting
that had a public status and would enable the new elite of critical writers to
exert their influence through the written word. In the 1780s, the maskilim also
began to establish a Jewish tribunal of their own. Its members set out to judge
flaws in Jewish life based on a new Weltanschauung and to speak directly to
the public through the printed word, above the heads of the traditional
spokesmen.

When the letter from Chevrat Dorshei Leshon Ever asking for his patron-
age reached Wessely, he realized at once that something unprecedented was
taking place in Königsburg, and he excitedly hastened to reply, apparently on
the very same day. In his response, he did not conceal his enthusiasm, highly
praised the founders of the society and wished them every success in their
pioneering venture. His reply included the following:

In the midst of the night, be you the first among all the young men of Israel, to illumi-
nate us with the glowing light of truth and of rational inquiry. You shall be a model to
all the young men of your age, enlightened by wisdom, and all those who take up their
pen and those who seek justice shall try to emulate you. And many shall run to and
fro, and knowledge shall increase . . . and you shall be blessed for you have shown
them the path they should follow.6

He had already conjured up a vision of how the circles of writers and
readers would grow and expand, and how the planned periodical would make
the Königsberg community the focus of all literary and scholarly activity that
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would develop Hebrew culture. He expressed his readiness to help the young
men and suggested that they correspond on a regular basis.

However, he also wanted to guide them from afar under his patronage,
which had in it more than a trace of condescension, so that the zeal of youth
would not lead them to level unwarranted radical criticism. Wessely, the mod-
erate early maskil, was sensitive to the spread of religious criticism in the Euro-
pean and the Jewish society in the eighteenth century. He was apparently
trying to shape the young literary republic in light of the personal lessons he
had learned from the Divrei shalom ve’emet controversy, and particularly out
of a desire to avoid a direct confrontation with the rabbinical elite. In his view,
the editorial board of the maskilic periodical soon to be published ought to
exercise great caution to avoid impinging on religion and faith. It must display
a large measure of responsibility and abstain from doing anything to under-
mine devoutness and morals. The publication of biting social or anticlerical
satires, so typical of the Enlightenment culture, should not be permitted; nor
should any mythological literary articles, or any articles erotic in nature that
might inflame the passions, be included in the periodical.

Wessely was undoubtedly apprehensive about any orthodox counter-
reactions of the type he had himself experienced. However, he failed to take
two facts into account. First, that he himself was the one who had provoked
the conflict between the maskilim and the traditional elite. Second, that it was
his public appeal to the Jewish leadership to respond favorably to Joseph II’s
reformist policy that first exposed his aspiration to shape Jewish public opin-
ion and to open a debate between diverse views that would take place in a
new type of arena. Divrei shalom ve’emet, the revolutionary pamphlet, whose
significance Wessely tried in vain to play down, cried: ‘‘Jew, dare to be a man!’’
In actual fact, the pamphlet heaped radical, sweeping criticism on the basic
values of Jewish life in the traditional society, in particular on the cultural and
social barriers between Jews and non-Jews.

The founding of Chevrat Dorshei Leshon Ever as a society of maskilim
was no less a subversive act than Wessely’s pamphlet. Hence, this event in
modern intellectual history merits our special attention. Who were the young
men who were behind the letter Wessely received? In the absence of any
orderly archival sources, we can only partially reconstruct the history of the
society. We can, nonetheless, learn quite a bit about its aims and activity. First,
a short time after its establishment, it already had at its disposal the Hebrew-
German periodical Hame’asef, which printed news about the society and let-
ters from its members. Second, letters written by the members were printed
or left in handwriting, and they also left literary material (in particular poems
written for festive events in their lives).

Chevrat Dorshei Leshon Ever of Königsburg was one of hundreds of
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reading and literary societies that emerged in various German cities in the
eighteenth century, in particular in its last two decades. These were the active
social nuclei of the Enlightenment in Germany, the frameworks of the produc-
ers and consumers of culture, who were the bearers of the ideological world
constructed by the written word. The aim of these societies was to foster vari-
ous maskilic values: the dissemination of knowledge by reading; the acquisi-
tion of virtues; the promotion of science, literature, and the arts; and the
improvement of education and health. They filled the function of a social club,
at which the members read books and periodicals, read aloud their original
work, held debates, and spent their leisure time drinking coffee, tea, and choc-
olate and playing billiards, chess, and cards. Some of these societies published
periodicals. Most of them had detailed bylaws that defined their method of
operation, their membership fees, their various offices and positions, and how
new members would be admitted. The shared desire to exchange views and to
acquire knowledge brought under one roof young men from diverse social
groups. The ‘‘reading society’’ was a voluntary club of individuals who were
involved in public issues and ran their society democratically—very different
from the rules of the political game in the monarchic and class-defined state.7

The Berlin Wednesday Society (Mittwochgesellschaft), for example, was orga-
nized at the same time as Chevrat Dorshei Leshon Ever in Königsburg, and
from 1783 also began to publish a periodical—the Berlinische Monatsschrift.8

Although Chevrat Dorshei Leshon Ever was modeled on the German
society, Aufklärungsgesellschaft (Society of Enlightenment), and its composi-
tion and goals were similar to those of the exclusive Literarische Freundschaft-
zirkel (Literary Society), it had a singular nature. It was intended for Jewish
intellectuals, for ‘‘young Israelites’’ and was devoted to promoting the interests
of ‘‘the Jewish nation.’’ While the German Enlightenment societies included
among their members an impressive number of government officials, repre-
sentatives of the learned professions, and professors,9 the membership of
Chevrat Dorshei Leshon Ever was comprised mainly of the sons of merchants,
teachers and students.

The establishment of voluntary societies was not in itself an exceptional
feature of Jewish life in the eighteenth century. The traditional society had
many such organizations, with orderly bylaws, whose purpose was to promote
religious and social aims: societies for the study of Torah at various levels and
charitable societies.10 Influenced by the growing interest in Kabbalah, mystics,
eager for communion with the Divinity, organized in study houses of scholars
and Hasidim and in secret societies of Kabbalists, and they also often anchored
their association in bylaws. For example, the exclusive society of Moses Hayim
Luzzatto (Ramhal) was founded in Padua, Italy, in the 1730s (‘‘they all united
as one man to engage in the pure worship of their Creator’’), and the Ahavat
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Shalom (Love of Peace) society was founded by twelve Kabbalists in Jerusalem
in the middle of the century (‘‘for the sake of the unity of God, the holy one,
blessed be He, and His divine presence to bring satisfaction to our Creator’’).11

These societies were founded on the basis of bonds of love and friendship,
mutual aid in time of trouble, and religious devotion, at times accompanied
by messianic pretensions. Their members were asked to keep their activity
secret and never to mention the bylaws.

Chevrat Dorshei Leshon Ever was unique in the fact that it was not a
‘‘holy society,’’ but rather one secular in nature, in the wording of its bylaws,
and in its aims. None of its members belonged to the rabbinical elite; it did
not serve any religious or community purposes, nor did it base any of its pro-
grams on religious legitimacy. It reflected the maturity of unofficial circles of
early maskilim, at least one of which was already active in Berlin in the 1750s,
as we learn from the periodical Kohelet musar. Among the letters sent to the
editors of that periodical, one related a marvelous experience of a society of
friends and scholars who engaged together in reading, writing, translating, and
exchanging views (‘‘How good for a man and how pleasant to sit in the com-
pany of his fellows, for he nourishes his loved ones, and pours out to them the
searchings of his heart’’). The letter also describes the members’ traits: ‘‘They
are all well-read, able to understand the splendor of rhetoric,’’ and among
them are physicians and brilliant scholars.12 More detailed information is
available about another early society for the purpose of promoting Hebrew
culture, multilingual poetry, and the Bible. Called Amadores das Musas (Lov-
ers of the Muses), the society was founded in Amsterdam in the 1760s, and the
main figure in it was Wessely’s close friend, the early maskil David Franco-
Mendes.13

A Maskilic Association in Königsberg

Chevrat Dorshei Leshon Ever began with the friendships formed among ten
young bachelors in their twenties, who lived in Königsburg. They were scions
of wealthy merchant families, tutors in the homes of the high and middle-class
Jewish bourgeoisie or students in the city’s famed university, one of whose
illustrious professors was the renowned philosopher Immanuel Kant. Some of
these young men, in particular Isaac Euchel, the founder and guiding spirit
behind Chevrat Dorshei Leshon Ever, had attracted Kant’s special attention
while studying at the university and were about to embark on an academic
career.14 Solomon Maimon’s memoirs provide us with a glimpse into one of
the student apartments in Königsburg at the end of the 1770s. Maimon, a Lith-
uanian maskil with a thirst for knowledge, had fled the miserable life he
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abhorred back in his ‘‘benighted’’ country. His first stop was in Königsberg,
where a Jewish physician sent him to an apartment he was renting to Jewish
students, who had already adopted the German language and fashionable
clothing, and probably were clean shaven. They roared with laughter at the
sight of this ‘‘man from Polish Lithuania of about five-and-twenty years, with
a tolerably stiff beard, in tattered, dirty clothes, whose language is a mixture
of Hebrew, Yiddish, Polish, and Russian.’’ The members of the group, how-
ever, knew how to appreciate the intellectual skills and philosophical thought
that Maimon exhibited, and helped him continue on his way to Berlin.15

When Chevrat Dorshei Leshon Ever was founded, the Königsberg com-
munity numbered only 665 Jews (172 of whom were ‘‘servants,’’ without the
status of permanent residents). The community was founded around a nucleus
of protected Jews with broad commercial rights. The wealthy Friedländer fam-
ily provided comfortable living conditions for young, ambitious intellectuals
and, like other families from Berlin, supported maskilic projects in education
and the printing of books. Without this vital support and patronage, the Ger-
man Haskalah could not have become firmly established, and its importance
was particularly evident when these wealthy Jews rallied to Wessely’s support
in 1782. The Freischule, the first modern Jewish school of Chevrat Chinukh
Ne’arim, founded in Berlin in 1778, was established through the philanthropic
initiative of the Itzig and Friedländer families too.

The Friedländer family also extended its patronage to Isaac Euchel. In the
list of Königsberg Jews he is recorded as a tutor in the home of Meir Fried-
länder (1745–1808), the brother of David Friedländer of Berlin (the husband of
Blimchen neé Itzig) and one of six children of the founder of the successful
family business, Joachim Moses Friedländer (1712–76).16 This prominent fam-
ily ranked high in the Königsberg elite of merchants, bankers and financiers.
A year prior to Euchel’s arrival there, Moses Mendelssohn, connected with
families of the financial elite since the time he came to Berlin as a youth, was
a guest in the Friedländer home. These affluent patrons of the Haskalah fos-
tered a circle of young maskilim, tutors and students. These maskilim used the
rich libraries in their patrons’ homes to good advantage, and some of them
received scholarships for university study.17 Euchel commended these wealthy
Jews’ readiness to contribute to the enlightenment of their nation, and he
apparently also succeeded in beginning his academic studies in 1781 with the
support of theFriedländer family.18

In the second half of the century, the Prussian merchant community
underwent rapid processes of acculturation and enlightenment, expressed in
their adoption of the fashion of dress and manners of high society, their social
ties with the non-Jewish milieu, and their growing interest in politics and cul-
ture. Many Jewish homes boasted large libraries that contained the very latest
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publications. These families wished to educate their children according to the
newest ‘‘noble principles’’ of the European Enlightenment.19 However, this
ideal picture portrayed by outside observers does not fully reflect the image of
the community. The traditional social group still played a dominant role in it,
as is evident from Euchel’s failed attempt in 1781 to bypass the local rabbi and
found a modern school through a democratic decision. The traditional group,
which took a dim view of these developments, tried to block them, with some
success, at least in the early stages.20

This failure apparently had the effect of coalescing the Königsberg group,
and it certainly made Euchel all the more determined to inculcate the Jews
with new attitudes and aims. The members of the group had much in com-
mon: they were young, unencumbered by families, passionately eager to
acquire knowledge, and attracted to the world of books. They also came from
a similar cultural background: they were fluent in Hebrew and the religious
sources, from the Torah to the Talmud and Jewish philosophy, on the one
hand, and also well-versed in Enlightenment culture and European languages,
on the other. They also revered Moses Mendelssohn and were well acquainted
with his writings. These shared traits and interests deepened their ties of
friendship and bridged the social gap between tutors, who were regarded as
servants of the house and whose legal status entitled them only to temporary
residence in the city, and the sons of rich, well-connected families. The group
created a social and cultural framework of its own, in addition to the family,
religious, and communal frameworks. Its members met frequently in their
homes to discuss linguistics, Hebrew, the Bible, and the ‘‘books of the
ancients.’’ Some of them wrote original articles and took advantage of their
meetings to read them aloud to the others. At first, they thought only of send-
ing their writings to the two scholars they most admired—Mendelssohn and
Wessely—but then they came up with the revolutionary idea of founding a
periodical to present their ideas and the fruit of their literary endeavors to a
broader readership. At this stage, the members decided to institutionalize their
group and to establish an administrative staff to manage it.

Chevrat Dorshei Leshon Ever was founded on Sunday, December 11, 1782,
at an official meeting held four days before their letter was sent to Wessely.21

The members elected four ‘‘heads’’ to manage the society and to edit its peri-
odical. Two from the group of students and tutors—Isaac Euchel and Mena-
chem Mendel Breslau—and two from the group of sons of upper-class
families—Shimon Friedländer (1764–1818), Joachim Moses’ youngest son, and
Sanwil (Shmuel) Friedländer (1764–1837), one of his grandsons. Euchel and
Breslau were appointed as editors of Hame’asef and the other two, only eigh-
teen years old, were made responsible for management and accounting.
Chevrat Dorshei Leshon Ever opened its doors to additional candidates from
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the Königsberg community. All those interested in joining were asked to apply
in writing to Sanwil Friedländer, who would invite them to the next meeting,
where their membership fees would be fixed according to their financial situa-
tion. The founders had a special stamp (a circle around the initials het, daled,
lamed, and ein; Chevrat Dorshei Leshon Ever) prepared, and chose the Ger-
man name of the society (Die Gesellschaft dar Hebräischen Litteraturfreunde),
and a postal address in the offices of the Friedländer house of business (Joa-
chim Moses Friedländer & Sons).

From the outset, the society’s administrative staff was intended to serve
the periodical’s editorial board. Nachal habesor, the society’s manifesto, which
included information on the circumstances of its establishment and the
exchange of letters with Wessely, was printed in the spring of 1784, and circu-
lated among Jewish communities in Germany and outside it (Copenhagen,
Prague, Strasbourg, Vilna) in an attempt to raise funds for the early publica-
tion of Hame’asef. The Friedländers had provided the initial financial support
for the Society (‘‘So that it might be founded, some wealthy men of our com-
munity, imbued with the spirit of voluntary deeds, have agreed to donate a
certain sum to support the group’’), but now at least two hundred annual sub-
scribers were needed to cover the cost of the monthlies in advance and to make
their publication worthwhile. The heads of the group also felt it was urgent to
purchase new, high-quality lead type to be used in printing the periodical (in
Daniel Christoph Kantor’s print shop in Königsberg, in the society’s Hebrew
letters), and to hire a ‘‘Hebrew worker’’ expert in proofreading and printing
Hebrew texts.

As soon as the society began its operation, it opened a line of communi-
cation by letters between Königsberg and Berlin. Two young tutors were
appointed as the society’s agents in Berlin: Joel Brill, a childhood friend of
Euchel’s, who lived in the home of David Friedländer, and Josel Pick of
Reichenau, who tutored Mendelssohn’s children and lived in Wessely’s home.
Their addresses were widely circulated for the receipt of letters and literary
material to be sent on to the editorial board in Königsberg. Although they
lived in Berlin, the two were admitted as full members into Chevrat Dorshei
Leshon Ever. This was probably the first move toward the society’s expansion
into a supra-community body. The society also printed a notice, seeking peo-
ple to act as its agents to help acquire subscribers in any community. It prom-
ised that for every ten subscribers they registered they would receive the cost
of the tenth subscriber as a fee. Subscribers living within the bounds of the
Königsberg-Berlin, Königsberg-Breslau, and Königsberg-Vilna mail coach line
would be exempt from shipping costs.22

The society had only a very small number of registered members, and
probably these numbered no more than twenty when it was founded. How-
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ever, although few in number, the aspirations they cherished were passionate
and lofty. Like Wessely’s Divrei shalom ve’emet, Nachal habesor was aimed at
mobilizing public opinion.23 However, while Wessely sought broad public sup-
port for his modern educational project in keeping with Joseph II’s policy,
Chevrat Dorshei Leshon Ever sought to establish a Jewish intellectual society,
which exceeded geographical and class boundaries, and had a membership of
writers and readers who would keep in touch through its periodical and by
letters. These anonymous readers were solicited with stirring rhetoric (‘‘Now
the age of science has come to all nations . . . ! Arise, our brethren, and we
shall revive stones from heaps of dust!’’) to awaken and to respond to the
tidings voiced by the pioneers of the Haskalah in Königsberg.24 This was a rev-
olutionary clarion call that emphasized the opportune historical moment and
the vast cultural momentum taking place in Europe, which also called for the
cultural awakening of the Jewish intellectual elite.

Promotion of the Hebrew language, the chief aim of Chevrat Dorshei
Leshon Ever, was depicted as a reformist cultural project of the highest order.
Jewish culture, including the Hebrew language, was under the control of the
rabbinical elite, which represented the ‘‘other’’—the cause of cultural back-
wardness and the neglect of Hebrew, the most valuable classical, cultural trea-
sure of the Jewish people. Its liberation from the clutches of representatives of
the rabbinical culture (‘‘the little foxes that spoil the vineyard of Israel’’), who
were impeding a direct encounter with the Bible, for example, was an essential
reformist act in view of the criticism of the culture’s deplorable state.25 ‘‘Wis-
dom cries aloud in the streets, she utters her voice in the squares. Hasten to
call her, rush to bring her home,’’ was the call sent forth by Chevrat Dorshei
Leshon Ever. The knowledge spreading throughout Europe is no longer aristo-
cratic knowledge, the province of scholars only, but is now open to all men of
interest and talent. It is democratic knowledge, which draws no distinction
between the rich and privileged and the poor and lowborn. It offers an equal
opportunity to all seekers of wisdom: ‘‘Whether you abide in the castles of
kings or in a shepherd’s tent, whether you sleep on beds of ivory or lie together
upon the earth, whether pomegranate juice and a fatted calf is laid before you,
or you eat but a crust of bread and drink water from the well, that is of no
import, he will not pass over you, but will consent to sit by you in the smallest
of attics.’’26 Infused with a profound consciousness of being innovative and
pioneering, the ‘‘Friends of the Hebrew Language’’ declared: ‘‘A new journal,
which has never before been, walks forth in the streets,’’ and they called upon
the Jews too to take part in the flourishing of knowledge and culture.27

The society’s hope was that Nachal habesor would fire the readers’ enthu-
siasm and that within a brief time the ranks of the literary republic would swell
and a new unprecedented community of ‘‘maskilim, lovers of morals and
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knowledge’’ would be established, transcending the boundaries of cities, states,
wealth, and privilege.

Membership in the society was based on intellect and a shared interest in
science, the Jewish sources, and public issues, first and foremost education.
This common cause was underpinned by the intimate friendship that existed
between the members, at a time when friendship in Germany was in the nature
of a cult, which left a strong imprint on belles lettres, sentimental drama, and
the content and style of correspondence. It was perceived as a lofty expression
of human love and tolerance, free of egoism and prejudice. Personal letters,
often read aloud in public and sometimes printed in books, exalted the happi-
ness to be gained from loyal friendship. In Klaus Berghahn’s view, friendship
during this period was a cosmopolitan bourgeois value that crossed social and
class lines, and hence had the potential of engendering social change. On the
level of relations between Jews and Christians, friendship enabled Mendels-
sohn, for example, to gain admission, as an honored member, to the literary
republic of the German enlighteners.28

It was friendship too that made Chevrat Dorshei Leshon Ever a close-knit
group, as well as the source of their self-identity as maskilim and their self-
confidence vis-à-vis the traditional society that regarded them with suspicion.
‘‘The estate of maskilic comrades’’ or ‘‘the congregation of maskilim,’’ as they
called themselves, were first of all a cohesive group of good friends, who were
in the habit of publicly displaying their feelings of mutual affection. On the
occasion of the society’s second anniversary, Shimon Baraz recited for the
members an effusive poem about the experience of camaraderie: ‘‘Now how I
delight in seeing, gathered in the seat of wisdom, friends reasoning and dis-
cussing! How glorious is this day for me, and hence I thank my Lord this
time!’’ He described the intimacy forged in the society’s meetings: friends gen-
erously share knowledge and ideas, seal themselves off, with an invisible wall,
from everything around, draw the strength to withstand the ‘‘derision of the
insensible and the insolent’’ who regard them with suspicion, and devote
themselves unstintingly to ‘‘intellect, the mother of happiness.’’29

The custom of composing poems of friendship for various events was
very prevalent among maskilim. When Euchel left Königsberg for Copen-
hagen, the city of his birth, he prepared a special journey album for his friends
in Königsberg and those at the stops he made on his trip. The album opened
with a farewell poem written for him by ‘‘a group of friends who desire all of
the best for you.’’ ‘‘Pleasing friend,’’ Dorshei Leshon Ever wrote in his album
in May 1784, ‘‘how sad is our parting,’’ but ‘‘the days of peace will return again,
for you have not left us forever, after you go in peace to see the land of your
birth, you will once again renew your covenant with us.’’30

This was a brotherhood of maskilic men. As in most societies of intellec-
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tuals in Europe (with the exception of the salons), women were excluded. The
members of the eighteenth-century literary republic almost without exception
believed women lacked the ability to contribute to the discourse or creativity
of the Enlightenment. For example, in his philosophical-educational book
Emile, Jean Jacques Rousseau, one of the most eminent spokesmen of the
republic of writers, shaped the character of the ideal woman as sensual and
emotional, quite the opposite from the rational, moral man, and assigned to
her the earthly roles that nature had dictated for her.31 Immanuel Kant
regarded the character of the scholarly, intellectual woman as absurd, asserting
that these qualities were opposed to the very nature of the ‘‘fair sex.’’ He stated
that one of the fundamental differences between the sexes, which preclude the
entry of women to the republic of scholars, is that the philosophy of the
woman is to feel, not to think rationally.32 Moses Mendelssohn’s view was not
substantively different. During his engagement to Fromet Gugenheim of
Hamburg, he instructed her from afar in her studies and recommended suit-
able books to her. However, when he realized she was devoting herself seri-
ously to intensive and diligent study, he rebuked her:

You are very much exaggerating in the diligence of your reading and by doing so, are
abusing it. What is it you want to gain from that? To be a scholar? May God save you
from that! Reading to a moderate degree is suitable for women, but not scholarship. A
girl whose eyes are red from much reading deserves to be scorned. My dear Fromet,
you must not find refuge in books, except when you have no company and wish to
amuse yourself, or when you need to read to fortify your knowledge of what is good.33

Nonetheless, meetings between tutors and their well-born female stu-
dents often led to deep friendships, love, and in rare cases marriage. For exam-
ple, the relationship between Isaac Euchel and Rebecca Friedländer
(1770–1838) was marked by the tension between the intimate closeness and
erotic attraction he felt toward his young pupil and his awareness that the
socioeconomic gap put her out of his reach. They became close friends after
spending long hours together studying and conversing in her parents’ home,
and the inner world of love and friendship they shared led them to forget
external reality. When Rebecca turned sixteen, Isaac tried to win her heart, but
she married her cousin Sanwil Friedländer, Euchel’s fellow member of Chevrat
Dorshei Leshon Ever—a match far more suited to her social and economic
standing.34 In any event, this friendship with a cultured, adored young woman
did not make her a fit candidate for membership in the circle of maskilim.

The stereotypic image of the woman as motivated by emotion and pas-
sion, in contrast to the man who is guided by reason, did not allow her to join
the ‘‘alliance of maskilim.’’ Since in the traditional world Jewish women were
excluded from reading the religious texts studied in schools for boys and in
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the educational settings for talmudic scholars, there was no way they could
find a common culture with maskilic men. Hebrew, for example, the focus of
Chevrat Dorshei Leshon Ever’s research and creativity, was the language of the
religious cultural elite. Women, who were not exposed to it in their youth,
were unable to write literary or theoretical works in Hebrew, and only a hand-
ful of women knew how to read Hebrew.

In the families of the economic elite in Germany, European languages—
German and French—were the languages of the women’s cultural milieu. They
learned these within the framework of their bourgeois education and their
profound acculturation to European tastes and fashions. When Euchel wanted
to impress his beloved pupil Rebecca Friedländer, he dedicated his German
translation of the prayer book to her. This was his way of fulfilling her wish,
because she had often complained to him that the experience of prayer had
been denied to anyone who knew no Hebrew: ‘‘How unfortunate, my dear
friend, that nearly all the women and many of the men of our nation are
unable to enjoy this happiness.’’35 The bourgeois ideal, which assigned to
women the domestic roles of wife, housewife, hostess and mother, also left no
room for her in the public life that maskilic society aspired to shape. Even
more serious, some maskilim regarded women as an obstacle to the young
maskil, as a threat to the male intellect, for women spread before men a net
of inferior physical temptations and arouse their baser instincts. Against this
background, it is clear why women were absent from all spheres of the Haska-
lah’s literary republic, and why hardly any attention was paid them in the
Enlightenment project of the Jews until the end of the eighteenth century.36

Isaac Satanow, Mendelssohn’s contemporary and a key figure among the
Berlin maskilim, who maintained close ties with Dorshei Leshon Ever, held an
even more radical view regarding the exclusion of women from the world of
culture. When Euchel arrived in Berlin in 1784, Satanow recorded some
rhymes of love in his album: ‘‘Oh, my brother, with affection we have just met
one another, but even after so brief a time, you leave me with love so sublime.’’
He also added an astonishing, erotically charged riddle (‘‘Keep this for the days
of niddah [separation between man and woman due to menstrual impurity]
as a man takes leave of his friend’’): ‘‘Who is that man who lacks a wife to help
him reproduce, and yet sows his seed, conceives, suffers the pangs of labor and
even gives birth?’’ And the obvious reply: ‘‘A man who writes sows grand
ideas, and his pregnant pen gives birth to his writing and produces his off-
spring—his books.’’37 The literary prolificness of the author and the man of
letters is purely that of the male of the species, who as far his intellectual activ-
ity is concerned has no need to couple with members of the female sex.

These maskilim, ‘‘the lovers of the Hebrew tongue,’’ drew much strength
and self-confidence from their friendship and social cohesion, which made
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them feel capable of leading a cultural revolution through the written word.
They wanted to communicate their new insights beyond the limits of their
own intimate group in order to inspire and educate the ignorant: ‘‘to plant the
seed of reason in the heart of chaos, to endow the simple with shrewdness, the
young with knowledge.’’ A grand, lofty ideal, that of an extensive educational
project, intended to spread the light of reason. Our goal is ‘‘to teach the con-
fused of mind understanding and the impetuous reason, and the earth shall be
as full of knowledge as the waters cover the sea!’’38 A comparison of the utopis-
tic rhetoric of Chevrat Dorshei Leshon Ever to that of other reading circles in
Germany reveals a large measure of similarity. For example, the 1789 declara-
tion of intent of the Bonn reading society states that the society is merely a
means to a greater end—to influence the public as a whole. Our aspiration,
the Bonn maskilim wrote, is to contribute to ‘‘progress on the path of light,’’
to disseminate true enlightenment whose enemies are ‘‘the friends of dark-
ness,’’ and to promote virtue and the light of reason.39

Despite their prayer that God might help them succeed and their focus
on the Hebrew language and biblical commentary, the members of Chevrat
Dorshei Leshon Ever definitely had no religious agenda. In this early formative
stage of the literary republic, they perceived the Haskalah project in secular
terms. Their aspiration was to see ‘‘the earth as full of knowledge as the waters
cover the sea,’’ and they were thinking of universal knowledge and rational
thought that members of the Society would endeavor to promote, as a coun-
terweight to the traditional focus on talmudic culture. It is no accident that
Shimon Baraz, who wrote a blessing to the Society, changed the messianic
verse from Isaiah (11: 9)—‘‘the earth will be filled with the knowledge of God
as the waters cover the sea’’—by omitting the words ‘‘of God.’’

The paramount aim of the society’s activity was to convey its message to
the Jewish public. Their private letters became a public ‘‘letter’’ (the contem-
porary Hebrew word for a journal), and from then on, ‘‘the new letter,’’ the
journal through which the literary community would be established, was
‘‘walking forth in the streets.’’ The society opened its doors wide, much
beyond the scholarly-religious elite, which until then had held the monopoly
on knowledge and on the public cultural space, and intended to be the cultural
home of ‘‘every enlightened member of the congregation of Israel who seeks
the truth and loves science.’’ Hame’asef would try to bring its readers infor-
mation of general interest, like ‘‘innovations being created by our fellow Jews
that concern all of us, from their freedom in some countries to the education
of their children,’’ as well as information about new books. From time to time,
questions on biblical commentary and various riddles would also be printed,
to create an ongoing dialogue between the journal and its readership. Occa-
sionally, special notices to the public from Chevrat Dorshei Leshon Ever would
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appear on Hame’asef ’s pages. A public notice (Nachricht an das Publikum)
printed in 1784 contained a brief, very concise statement of the society’s objec-
tive: ‘‘The sole aim of the editors is to foster Enlightenment (Aufklärung)
among our people.’’40

The letters that have been preserved show that the Society conducted an
intensive and far-ranging correspondence, taking full advantage of improve-
ments in the European postal service introduced at the end of the century.
The calendars printed in Berlin for Jews, licensed by the Prussian Academy of
Sciences, included the timetables and detailed routes of the various mail
coaches that wove a dense, speedy and efficient postal network between the
cities of Germany as well as between the states of Europe.41 Euchel, Hame’asef ’s
first editor, complained about his heavy work load and the constant backlog,
which meant it sometimes took a whole year before he could reply to the letters
he received.42 The first question posed to the journal’s readers brought over
forty replies to the editors within a short time, and they had to apologize to
the readers (‘‘young men of our nation, the enlightened among our people’’)
and inform them that only a few of the replies would be published.43

The writer of one the first letters to arrive at the home of Sanwil Fried-
länder in response to Nachal habesor, urged the members of Chevrat Dorshei
Leshon Ever to volunteer to teach in a new school that would be founded at
their initiative in Königsberg. In his view, this step would enhance their public
prestige and show they were capable of actually changing reality, not only
preaching the need for change. But he also praised Dorshei Leshon Ever for
their revolutionary action, since until then Jews had had scarcely any means
of presenting their ideas to a broad audience. Very few could afford to print
books, and even then they had to overcome the barrier of internal censorship
in the form of rabbinical approbations. Now, thanks to Dorshei Leshon Ever,
the reality had changed, and ‘‘every enlightened Jew who seeks God and loves
man’’ could freely and openly publish his thoughts and proposals: ‘‘For who
or what can stop him from placing his thoughts on a tablet?’’44



Chapter Nine

The Maskilim: A Group Portrait

By constructing Moses Mendelssohn’s image as a great teacher, a
trailblazer, and the embodiment of the Haskalah, historical memory and
research have made it difficult to fully depict the nature and scope of the
maskilic republic. Mendelssohn’s personality eclipses the ‘‘Berlin Haskalah’’
chapter in the sociocultural historiography of German Jews in the second half
of the eighteenth century, and appropriates to itself the entire story of the
Haskalah. In the predominantly accepted version, the major action of the
Haskalah took place in the lively salon held in Mendelssohn’s home, at 68

Spandau in Berlin, bustling with many, Jews and non-Jews alike who visited
it. It is no wonder, then, that in 1856, when Moritz Oppenheim, the Jewish-
German artist with an emancipatory vision, wanted to present the Mendels-
sohnian era as the quintessence of German-Jewish tolerance, he painted his
famous, popular picture of Lessing, Lavater, and Mendelssohn seated around
a chess board in his drawing room.1

In Mendelssohn’s Salon

In the chapter entitled ‘‘The Teacher,’’ the fifth in the impressive, most com-
plete biography of Mendelssohn written to date, Alexander Altmann depicted
the circle of ‘‘Mendelssohn’s disciples.’’ He named them one after the other,
in the order of their appearance in the Berlin philosopher’s salon. The first was
the physician Marcus Herz, a student of Kant’s and the husband of the well-
known salon hostess Henriette de Lemos. Herz was followed by David Fried-
länder, the teacher; Isaac Satanow, the printer and author from Poland (1732–
1805); and Shlomo Dubno, who taught Joseph, Mendelssohn’s son, Hebrew,
and encouraged Mendelssohn to publish his translation of the Pentateuch. The
next to enter Mendelssohn’s salon, according to Altmann’s narrative, were the
poet and Hebrew linguist Naphtali Herz Wessely; the early maskil and dayan
from Minsk Baruch Schick of Shklov; Herz Homberg (1749–1841), also a tutor
in Mendelssohn’s home, who was very active in the field of education in the
Austrian kingdom; Aaron Friedenthal of Jaroslav, who worked on the Bi’ur
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project—the German translation of and commentary on the Prophets—and
returned to his home in Galicia to serve as a teacher in the new Jewish schools;
the physician Aaron Joel of Halberstadt (1747–1813), who apparently hoped to
find a livelihood in Berlin with Mendelssohn’s help; the Lithuanian-German
philosopher Solomon Maimon (1753–1800); Joel Brill (1762–1802); and Isaac
Euchel (1756–1804), both tutors and editors of Hame’asef.2

This model of the teacher and his twelve disciples, at first attentively lis-
tening to his teaching and then spreading it among the multitudes, tries to put
across the idea that it was this direct bond between the ‘‘disciples’’ and the
teacher that united the Haskalah movement. Although Altmann does not con-
ceal in his description the fact that they did not form a homogeneous group;
from the moment they became associated with Mendelssohn, on their first
visit to his home, they accepted the torch of the Haskalah that he had lit and
spread its light far and wide. In this approach, Mendelssohn’s most important
biographer was following a longstanding tradition in Jewish historiography
and in the Jewish collective memory of the modern era, a tradition that identi-
fied the Haskalah as Mendelssohn’s creation, as a movement that operated
under the leadership of this ‘‘Jewish Socrates.’’ According to this tradition,
Mendelssohn was both the rabbi and the founder of the movement, and taught
many pupils—known as ‘‘Mendelssohn’s disciples’’—who followed in his
footsteps and widely disseminated his teachings.

Peter Gay has defined the European eighteenth-century enlighteners as
one small family of philosophes, a ‘‘small camp’’ with common beliefs and
aims, and has attempted to reconstruct the ‘‘family ties’’ and mutual relations
that prevailed among them. At the same time, Gay sketched a more complete
picture of the Enlightenment movement, as a whole army flying a common
flag, with the philosophers in the center, surrounded by various divisions and
a public of consumers, who together created the literary republic of the
Enlightenment.3 In contrast, the Jewish collective of the Enlightenment is usu-
ally seen as a kind of maskilic ‘‘house of study,’’ a yeshivah or a Hasidic
‘‘court,’’ at the center of which there is a teacher, a rabbi, or a tzadik. The
content of study differs somewhat from traditional religious studies; it has
been secularized and its main characters have been replaced by the maskilic
philosopher and his pupils, thirsting for knowledge, who sit at his feet. ‘‘The
first pioneers of the Haskalah,’’ historian Simon Dubnow stated, ‘‘were all
students of Mendelssohn’s.’’4 According to Dubnow, the first editors of Ha-
me’asef, Isaac Euchel and Mendel Breslau, were Mendelssohn’s disciples. He
totally ignored the fact that Breslau, a resident of Königsberg, was not among
those who frequented Mendelssohn’s ‘‘court,’’ nor is there any evidence of a
direct tie between the two men. Simon Bernfeld, not concealing the analogy
with the Hasidic court, was able to provide a precise description of how ‘‘Men-
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delssohn generally sat upon his chair, surrounded by his young friends, who
breathlessly awaited his every word; every sentence he uttered seemed to them
to be a prophecy . . . they usually asked his counsel in the same manner as
men would normally turn to God.’’5

In actual fact, the maskilim who were Mendelssohn’s contemporaries
deliberately promoted their self-image as ‘‘Mendelssohn’s disciples.’’ They
effusively employed every epithet, epigram, and proverb at their disposal to
express their sweeping adoration of their exalted teacher. They described their
relations with him based on the model of the relations between a rabbi and
his pupils, and related to his dying as to the death of a tzadik. They shaped
their own image as men supported by Mendelssohn who had been com-
manded by him, as his consummate disciples, to cherish his teaching and his
legacy and to follow in the paths he had paved.6 The maskilim related to Men-
delssohn as the source of their inspiration and nurtured the myth that he was
‘‘the great light,’’ sent by God to redeem His people.7 In 1789, a bust of Men-
delssohn, sculpted by Anton Tassaert, had already been installed in the board
room of Chevrat Chinukh Ne’arim, the society responsible for Berlin’s mod-
ern Jewish school.8 David Friedländer, one of the school’s founders, intro-
duced himself throughout his life as one of Mendelssohn’s disciples, and even
asked to have that epithet carved on his tombstone.9 The editors of Hame’asef,
at least the last ones, acceded to Friedländer’s demand that he be regarded as
Mendelssohn’s heir with feelings of esteem. In a paean composed in his honor,
they represented him as the defender of Mendelssohn’s legacy, as his heir and
faithful follower: ‘‘In his shadow, you sat . . . gathering the treasures of his
wisdom . . . as a babe suckles at the breast, you imbibed of his knowledge.
There he taught you the right path to follow, you are happy, David, having
observed his commandments, and we are happy in you, his picture before our
eyes.’’10 This self-image of ‘‘Mendelssohn’s disciples’’ was also accepted by
maskilim in Eastern Europe in the nineteenth century. Nearly one hundred
years after Mendelssohn’s death, Abraham Baer Gottlober, a prominent mem-
ber of the Haskalah movement in Russia, could declare that all maskilim were
his disciples: ‘‘had it not been for R. Moshe ben Menachem [Mendelssohn] of
blessed memory . . . none of us would be here.’’11

We need to ascertain, therefore, what actually took place in Mendels-
sohn’s salon and what exactly was the nature of the nearly daily cultural and
social happenings there. Was it the major scene of the Haskalah’s events? Were
the foundations of the new literary republic laid there? And no less important,
what was the connection between the Mendelssohnian salon and the society
of young maskilim founded in Königsberg in the winter of 1782?

The replies to these questions expand the social sphere of the Haskalah
in the 1780s and sharpen its contours. They also create a certain balance
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between the excessive weight assigned to Mendelssohn the philosopher in the
existing picture of the Haskalah and the decisive influence of the young men
who launched the cultural revolution of the Haskalah. It is true that many
made the pilgrimage to the house on Spandau Street to spend some time in
the company of the renowned, greatly revered philosopher and to hear him
speak. Mendelssohn’s salon was open to all—Jews and non-Jews, wealthy mer-
chants from the Berlin elite, casual visitors, men and women, rabbis and tal-
mudic scholars from Poland, German academics, physicians, and many, many
others. Hardly any foreign scholar or respected tourist, arriving in Berlin on
his grand tour, missed the opportunity to visit it and see one of the city’s spe-
cial attractions: the ‘‘Jewish Socrates.’’ ‘‘Everyone coming to Berlin honored
him by paying him a visit, diplomats and nobles traveling from their countries
to tour the country, to see new things and valuable objects, will not pass many
days in Berlin before visiting his home,’’ Euchel testified effusively.

In 1772, for example, August Hennings of Copenhagen, later to become
one of Mendelssohn’s admirers and supporters, visited Berlin and, armed with
a letter of recommendation, hastened at once to the famous house. The eco-
nomic and intellectual elite of Jewish Berlin made a particularly strong impres-
sion on him. He was especially dazzled by the high living standards of the Itzig
and Ephraim families, the beauty and musical talent of the women, and the
perspicacity of scholars and physicians like Friedländer, Herz, and Bloch. He
was enthralled by the special atmosphere of Mendelssohn’s home, where he
met quite a few learned intellectuals (Männer von Geist und Bildung), some,
like him, visitors to Berlin.12 Many members of the Enlightenment’s literary
republic in Germany’s cultural sphere of influence, like Hennings and others,
freely frequented Mendelssohn’s home. According to Henriette Herz, a regular
visitor, most of the guests arrived without an advance invitation, creating a
considerable burden on Fromet Mendelssohn, the hostess, who invariably
served them refreshments. Henriette emphasized the distinction between the
open house of a scholar, like Mendelssohn’s, and the closed, exclusive ‘‘salon,’’
which hosted only invitees from high society and had many women among its
hostesses and guests. She herself presided over a salon of this type in her home
after her marriage to the philosopher and physician Marcus Herz.13

Lengthy discussions were held in Mendelssohn’s home, on subjects rang-
ing from the world of literature to philosophical questions of particular inter-
est to him—the natural religion, the perfection of man, the fundamentals of
morality, and others.14 Mendelssohn was unquestionably the most famous Jew
of the eighteenth century, and since he was a social creature by nature, he
never refused to receive anyone who wished to visit him. The more famous he
became, the greater the stream of visitors, and some would be waiting for him
when he arrived home from work at the business where he was employed.
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Euchel, his biographer and great admirer, trying to explain Mendelssohn’s
great force of attraction, asserted that ‘‘Anyone meeting him once and hearing
him speak is beguiled by his affection, and greatly pleased by his admonitions
and his instruction.’’15 All the members of Mendelssohn’s family shared the
burden of providing hospitality to his visitors. Fromet and her children
adjusted to living in a home frequented by many visitors and to a bustling,
intensive social life.

The family evidently placed much emphasis on its social life, which took
place in their drawing room as well as in the homes of friends and on joint
visits to the theater. In a letter from Fromet to her husband, who was away
from home on a trip to Königsberg in the summer of 1777, she reported to
him at length and in detail about whom she had met, with whom she had
drunk coffee, who had visited their home, and what plays she and her daugh-
ters had seen.16 When their eldest daughter, Brendel-Dorothea, married Shi-
mon Veit in 1783, she opened a modest reading society (Lesegesellschaft) in her
home, intended for family members and close friends, who met once a week
to read plays aloud. Henriette Herz and her husband Marcus, David Fried-
länder, and another of Mendelssohn’s children were invited to this society;
Mendelssohn himself sometimes attended the meetings, when he was visiting
his daughter and son-in-law, and everyone then waited expectantly to hear
what he had to say.17 Solomon Maimon, who would stroll through the streets
of Berlin with Mendelssohn, discussing philosophical questions about which
they disagreed, described him as a man of society and a brilliant conversation-
alist. In his view, Mendelssohn was endowed with the ability to know every
man’s mind, to perceive what he was thinking, and to adapt his conversations
to his interlocutory, showing great tolerance and treating everyone amicably.18

On Saturdays and holidays, particularly on Friday evenings, only Jewish
visitors came to Mendelssohn’s drawing room. The subjects of their conversa-
tions included Talmud, the Hebrew language, Hebrew books, Jewish educa-
tion, and the situation of Jews elsewhere in the world. Rabbis, talmudic
scholars, and maskilim drank coffee and conversed or argued with the other
guests. David Friedländer described a strident argument about the creation of
the world according to Genesis. Mendelssohn sat listening without interfering
or voicing his opinion, although the disputants were directing their words to
the ears of the philosopher they so revered. Mendelssohn, Friedländer empha-
sized, was not in the habit of lecturing (as Marcus Herz did, for example, in
courses on science and philosophy he gave in his home). He was content to
play the role of host and guide, welcoming and encouraging his guests. He
would sit in an armchair in the corner of the room, near the window, his eyes
lowered, occasionally nodding, smiling, or speaking a single word. Sometimes,
he would introduce a young visitor and publicly praise him for his wisdom.
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One would never hear him utter an authoritative opinion or expound on a
theory at these gatherings. Even Friedländer, ‘‘the consummate disciple,’’ had
to admit that Mendelssohn had no disciples in the normal sense of the word.19

In addition to his salon, which served as an open intellectual forum for
visitors, most of whom were not Jews, Mendelssohn conducted his social and
intellectual life in other circles as well. From the mid-1750s, he was a member
of the inner circle of the Berlin Enlightenment republic. He was one of forty
scholar and artist members of a reading society founded in 1755, which met
once a week for coffee, reading journals, playing billiards, and conversing. On
Sunday evenings, he was invited to the home of his friend, the publisher and
writer Friedrich Nicolai, who also kept the open salon of a scholar. In 1783, he
was admitted as an honorary member to the Wednesday Society, an elitist
secret society of intellectuals, among whom were senior government officials,
clergymen, physicians, and writers. The highly regarded periodicals of that
German literary republic opened their doors to him, and he contributed quite
a few articles and book reviews to them. Like the other members of that repub-
lic, Mendelssohn carried out much of his activity through the German Enlight-
enment’s widespread social and intellectual network of correspondence, in the
second half of the century. A reading of Mendelssohn’s letters, which in addi-
tion to replies to questions about literature and philosophy, contain many
reports about his personal condition and his trips, as well as regards to his
friends, shows how deeply rooted he was in this republic.20

Within all this extensive activity in which Mendelssohn engaged for
nearly thirty consecutive years, he of course also set aside some room for meet-
ings with Jewish maskilim. However, Altmann’s portrayal of ‘‘twelve disci-
ples,’’ taking their inspiration from Mendelssohn and going out at his behest
to disseminate the Haskalah, can be quite misleading. This was not a cohesive
group, and certainly its members did not represent the Haskalah movement.
Some of them only incidentally, and for a brief time, were in Mendelssohn’s
orbit, and the attempt to present them as a closely knit group of disciples is
quite contrived. The early maskil Baruch Schick, for example, only came to
Berlin in 1777 for a few months to print his Hebrew scientific writings.21 Even
Isaac Euchel, who spent several years of his youth in Berlin, made an appear-
ance in Mendelssohn’s salon like any other casual visitor, when he was on his
way from Königsberg to Copenhagen in the summer of 1784. When he arrived
in Berlin, he was already famous in the circle of maskilim as the founder of
Chevrat Dorshei Leshon Ever and as the editor of Hame’asef, and hence was
given an especially warm reception.22 The physician Aaron Joel of Halberstadt
came to Mendelssohn with a letter of recommendation from Immanuel Kant,
but returned to his position as the doctor of the burial society in the Königsb-
erg community.23 Solomon Maimon’s visit to Mendelssohn’s home was a for-
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mative, fascinating experience for him, but he very soon left Mendelssohn and
his friends, entered the world of philosophy and distanced himself from both
the maskilim and Jewish society.24

These men, described as a group, had hardly any contact with one
another, since most of their visits to Mendelssohn’s home were far apart in
time. The most prominent encounter centered on the Bi’ur project, which
brought Mendelssohn, Dubno, Wessely, Homberg, and Friedenthal together.25

Only four of the twelve ‘‘disciples’’—Friedländer, Herz, Satanow, and Wes-
sely—resided permanently in Berlin, near the Mendelssohnian ‘‘court,’’ and
were regular visitors to it. But these four can hardly be called a group. Marcus
Herz was a wealthy, well-known physician, proud of the fact that he had been
Kant’s student, who frequented the Berlin salons and high society. In contrast,
the poor, ascetic maskil from Podolia, Isaac Satanow, devoted his life to writing
and printing books in Hebrew. It is very doubtful whether the relations
between the two were those of members of a close-knit group; if there were
any relations at all between them, Herz would probably have filled the role of
Satanow’s patron.

Mendelssohn’s drawing room, then, differed greatly in its aims and pat-
terns from the organization the young Königsberg maskilim strove to establish
in 1782. It is not surprising that Mendelssohn’s drawing room and the other
societies to which he belonged engaged the interest of his amazed contempo-
raries and of historians studying the roots of the process of Jewish integration
in Europe. Although on several occasions doors were closed in his face, the
fact that Mendelssohn was accepted into the German ‘‘elite of the intellect’’
attested to the social, religious, and national neutrality of the intelligentsia and
the surprising possibility that ‘‘some of [Jewish society’s] members were, in
some aspects of their existence, transplanted to a common social-cultural
milieu with non-Jews.’’26 This social neutrality, albeit always partial and very
limited, may have been a vital element in the narrative of the exit from the
ghetto,27 but it cannot tell the full story of the cultural revolution that took
place in those same years and places. The neutral societies were open to very
few Jewish intellectuals, and Mendelssohn’s mixed drawing room and the dis-
cussions that took place in it were unable to provide an appropriate forum for
the formation of the Jewish maskilic republic and the dissemination of its mes-
sage. In contrast to Chevrat Dorshei Leshon Ever, no voices arose from the
Berlin drawing room in an effort to mobilize Jewish public opinion and to
shape an intellectual leadership that would constitute an alternative to the rab-
bis. Moreover, it was totally lacking in revolutionary zeal.

‘‘We are young in years, love morals and knowledge, and lend our ear to
hear the truth from any who speak it’’—thus the Dorshei Leshon Ever intro-
duced themselves to their readers, alluding to the multidirectional potential
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inherent in this unprecedented event—the establishment of a new Jewish cul-
tural space.28 In Königsberg they organized into a reading society of Jewish
intellectuals only, who were critical of their people’s culture and cherished
truly transformative goals. They used rhetoric intended to mobilize, propagan-
dize, and galvanize (‘‘rise up!’’ ‘‘revive!’’ ‘‘build!’’ ‘‘awaken!’’).29 From the out-
set they aspired to expand their ranks, to reach as broad an audience as
possible, and openly competed for Jewish public opinion by writing and pub-
lishing a journal. In marked contrast to Mendelssohn’s drawing room, the
sphere of their activity was not limited to the four walls of the room in which
members of Königsberg’s Jewish ‘‘reading society’’ met, nor did it center on a
renowned personality; instead, it extended along lines of communication set
up between the writers and readers of Hame’asef.

Circles and Boundaries in Maskilic Society

Who were the maskilim that became members of the new literary republic?
How many people filled the ranks of the Haskalah movement in the last two
decades of the eighteenth century? In actual fact, beyond the twenty or so
maskilim that we know fairly well, our knowledge is rather sparse. Very little of
their extensive correspondence has been preserved, no archives of the maskilic
societies or the Hame’asef editorial board are extant, and there were also active
maskilim who deliberately tried to hide their identity.

We can use two sources to measure the diffusion, scope, and geographical
boundaries of the Haskalah: the number of subscribers to the Bi’ur project and
the number subscribing to Hame’asef.30 However, most of the 515 subscribers
to Mendelssohn’s German translation of the Pentateuch (172 from outside the
German states, 21 Christians) were consumers of the Haskalah, a sympathetic,
supportive outer circle surrounding the Jewish literary republic. Those mer-
chants, bankers, industrialists, accountants, and physicians and their families
from the Jewish elite (118 residents in Berlin, 48 in Königsberg, 49 in Frankfort,
and 53 in Copenhagen) constituted a cultural bourgeois public interested in a
translation of the Bible into high German. Steve Lowenstein’s exacting
research shows that the Berlin subscribers to the Bi’ur came from a high socio-
economic level, and he identifies the upper crust of the Berlin community on
the list. It is not surprising, then, that the list also includes eleven women
(from Berlin, Vienna, Copenhagen, and Königsberg), most of them from the
social elite; since women were very fluent in German, and for some it was their
mother tongue, they were naturally interested in a useful German translation
of the Bible. What is surprising, however, is the impressive list of fifty-four
Jews from Polish and Lithuanian communities, among them four chief rabbis
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(including the rabbi of Nesvizh, the town of Solomon Maimon’s birth), and
one woman, Golda Shiskat of Vilna. It was probably Shlomo Dubno who suc-
ceeded in signing up these subscribers from Eastern Europe. This literary proj-
ect, which he represented as a traditional work above any suspicion, was
particularly dear to him. Even if some among the 515 subscribers were in favor
of the cultural change that the Bi’ur represented and wished to see it carried
forward, probably only a very few went to any lengths to promote the cultural
revolution beyond making a financial contribution, in the form of a total pur-
chase of 750 copies.31 This is certainly true of other useful books published by
the Haskalah in the 1780s, such as the German translations of the prayer book
that came out in Königsberg and Berlin in 1786. For example, 188 men and
women subscribed in advance to Euchel’s translation, printed in Latin letters,
and 416 subscribed to Friedländer’s translation, printed in Hebrew letters.
About 10 percent of all the subscribers to these two translations were Jewish
women. In the translators’ view, these educated women, who had been accul-
turated to a great extent, were in need of an appropriate German translation
to help them understand and emotionally identify with the texts. There were
384 subscribers to the German translation (in Hebrew letters) of the five
scrolls, printed by Aaron Wolfsohn and Joel Brill in 1789. The best seller was
Mendelssohn’s translation of the Book of Psalms, published along with Brill’s
commentary, in 1791: 705 people, who together ordered 1,013 copies, subscribed
to it in advance. The purchasers of these translations benefited from the fruit
of the maskilim’s labors, but they themselves sympathized with the Haskalah
only from the outside. They were members of the outer circle of the maskilic
republic, whose financial contribution enabled the inner circle of writers to
exist.32

Many of the 272 subscribers to Hame’asef from 1785 to1788 also belonged
to the circle of those who only sympathized with the Haskalah and its aims.
Nonetheless, some of them were the maskilim themselves—members of
Chevrat Dorshei Leshon Ever and authors who contributed their writing to
the periodical.33 This group was defined as: ‘‘Dear men and women, who have
subscribed to the issues of Hame’asef, and have given their support to those
who collect poems and letters, and engage in their work publishing and dis-
tributing everywhere.’’ Only seven of the subscribers were Christians (among
them the Berlin publisher Friedrich Nicolai and the Danzig library). They were
widely dispersed geographically: 57 in Berlin, 28 in Königsberg, 26 in Vienna,
17 in Amsterdam, 17 in Copenhagen, 17 in Prague, 5 in Strassbourg, 5 in Shklov,
3 in Vilna, and others. The only woman subscriber was Fanny Arnstein (1757–
1818), daughter of the Berlin millionaire Daniel Itzig and wife of the banker
Nathan Arnstein of Vienna, Wessely’s contact in that city during the Divrei
shalom ve’emet controversy. ‘‘Madame Fanny Arnstein,’’ as her name appears
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in the 1788 list of Hame’asef subscribers, was the same age as the Dorshei
Leshon Ever. She also subscribed to the Bi’ur and maintained a scintillating
literary salon in Vienna, frequented by members of high society, politicians,
and men and women of culture.34 One of the fourteen advance subscribers in
Hamburg was Netanel Posner, the main figure in the sharp conflict with Rabbi
Raphael Kohen in 1781. Two of the subscribers from the Shklov community in
White Russia, the wealthy merchants and Russian court Jews Natan Notkin
and Joshua Zeitlin (1742–1821), were also patrons of the small circle of scholars
and intellectuals in Shklov.35 Several subscribers were also distribution agents
who purchased a relatively large number of copies: Herz Medelsheim of Stras-
bourg ordered twelve copies and Joel Wehli of Prague ordered twenty. In all,
more than 300 copies of the periodical’s issues printed in Königsberg in the
mid-1780s were purchased. The editors claimed that many subscribers asked
to remain anonymous, and that hence there were more subscribers than the
number that appeared on the published lists. In any event, the subscribers to
Hame’asef, through their financial support and the publication of their names,
showed, more than the Bi’ur subscribers did, that they were advocates of the
new literary project. The Hame’asef subscribers responded to the call of the
manifesto, Nachal habesor, despite the fact that the periodical was obviously
nonreligious in character and its editors were by no means representatives of
the rabbinical elite that dominated the Hebrew book market. Hence the postal
route through which more than 300 copies of Hame’asef passed is more helpful
than any other source in showing how widely diffused the Haskalah was and
in reconstructing its channels of communication. The span of the Haskalah
extended in the 1780s from Vilna and Shklov in the east to Amsterdam and
London in the west.36

Based on these data about all these subscribers (the overlap between those
subscribing to the Bi’ur and those to Hame’asef is only partial), one can esti-
mate, with a high degree of probability, that in the peak years of the maskilic
republic’s activity more than six hundred people—both sympathizers and
activists—belonged to all of its circles. The readership of Hame’asef was cer-
tainly greater, since more than one reader read each of its issues. The inner
circle of the ‘‘family of maskilim’’ itself—writers, entrepreneurs, and agents—
was, of course, relatively small, but unquestionably larger and more diversified
than the model of ‘‘Mendelssohn and his twelve disciples’’ would suggest.
While it is no simple matter to sketch a complete collective portrait of that
‘‘maskilic family’’ by tracing those maskilim who made use of Hame’asef ’s
public forum and participated in the projects initiated by the society of
maskilim, one can uncover several of its little-known members.

The oldest member of the maskilic republic (born sixteen years before
Mendelssohn) was David Franco-Mendes, a Sephardi poet and dramatist from
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Amsterdam, an early maskil and a zealous Hebraist, who collaborated on the
compilation of a Hebrew encyclopedia entitled Ahavat David. On Wessely’s
recommendation, Dorshei Leshon Ever wrote to him as soon as the society
was founded, in the spring of 1783, asking that he take an active part in their
periodical. Franco-Mendes immediately replied in the affirmative, wishing
every success to the young men from Königsberg who had founded, in his
words, an ‘‘academy’’ of learned Jews. After six years of close collaboration,
when he was already seventy-six years of age, they accorded him the status of
a full member of Chevrat Dorshei Leshon Ever, and he acknowledged this
honor in an emotional letter of thanks.37 Franco-Mendes, however, was
an exception, both because of his advanced age and the fact that he was a
Sephardi Jew.

The more typical members of the maskilic republic were young students
and tutors, for whom the Haskalah offered a chance to break out of the
restricting boundaries of traditional Ashkenazi culture. Shimon Baraz of
Königsberg, for example, was one of the most ardent and assiduous activists
of Chevrat Dorshei Leshon Ever. An educator who felt compelled to work
toward the introduction of reforms in Jewish education, he regularly contrib-
uted to Hame’asef until his premature death in 1787.38 David of Hanover read
Hame’asef even before he reached the age of twenty, and yearned to join the
society of maskilim to free himself of the restrictions placed on him by his
teachers and close associates to keep him from neglecting his Torah studies.39

Baruch Lindau (1759–1849), also one of the first to respond to the call put forth
in Nachal habesor and to join Chevrat Dorshei Leshon Ever, was from Han-
over. He moved to Berlin, where he was employed as a private tutor, occasion-
ally wrote poetry and popular Hebrew articles on science, and was a key
activist in Berlin’s maskilic society.40 David Theodor, born in Schotland near
Danzig, began to study medicine in 1779 and was an admiring student of
Kant’s in Königsberg. One of the lesser known members of Chevrat Dorshei
Leshon Ever, he participated in Hame’asef and served as one of its agents, sign-
ing up subscribers and selling books published by the Chevrat Chinukh
Ne’arim press in Berlin.41 Another student, Elias Ackord (born in 1757), arrived
in Königsberg from Mogilev in White Russia in 1778 and later moved to Berlin
to study medicine, where he internalized the values of the Enlightenment and
became an admirer of Mendelssohn. After 1783 he returned to Eastern Europe
where he worked as a doctor in Warsaw. There he took part in a public debate
on the status of Polish Jews held in the years before the end of Polish indepen-
dence. He advocated religious tolerance according to the Lessing-Mendelssohn
model and proposed that Jewish schools of the kind he had seen in Berlin be
established.42

Many maskilim came to Germany from East European communities; the
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best known among them, Solomon Maimon. Another was Shabbtai of Janov,
who came from Poland to Berlin where he became the administrative director
of the Hebrew printing house of the Freischule.43 At the end of the 1780s,
Gedaliah Moshe, the son of a rabbi from Western Poland, joined the later Bi’ur
project. In 1805, while working as a teacher in Stockholm, he was asked to run
a school in Copenhagen structured according to the Berlin Freischule model.44

Menahem Mendel Lefin (1749–1826), born in Satanow in Podolia, traveled fre-
quently between Germany and Russia. In the 1780s he spent some time in Ber-
lin, where he met Mendelssohn, and then returned to Poland. Lefin, a maskil,
wrote in Hebrew and Yiddish under the patronage of the Polish aristocrat and
statesman Adam Czartoryski. His Hebrew adaptation of the Swiss Tisso’s book
on medicine and popular healing, entitled Refu’at ha’am, was a best-seller in
the Jewish book market of Eastern Europe. At the beginning of the nineteenth
century, maskilim from the Brody and Tarnopol communities organized
around Lefin in Galicia.45 Judah ben Zeev (1764–1811), a maskil active primarily
at the turn of the century who played an important role as a writer and editor
in the printing houses established in various Haskalah centers, came to Berlin
from Poland only after Mendelssohn’s death and from there continued to
Potsdam, Breslau, and finally to Vienna.46

David Friedrichsfeld (1755–1810) was a young man when he was sent to
Berlin to study Torah in one of the houses of study in the city supported by
wealthy Jewish families. To his joy, he was introduced to Mendelssohn, but it
was Wessely with whom he became closely associated, and later wrote his men-
tor’s biography, entitled Zecher tzadik. In Wessely’s home, too, a salon of
scholars was held, and on Saturdays and holidays young men came there to
discuss literature and linguistics. Friedrichsfeld was a regular visitor to this
salon until he moved to Amsterdam in 1781, and in the 1790s he was one of the
leaders of the struggle for Jewish emancipation.47 From Alsace, young Moses
Ensheim of Metz arrived in Berlin and became a private tutor to Mendels-
sohn’s children. After he returned to his home community, he sent several
brief reports to Hame’asef on debates held during the French Revolution on
the legal status of the Jews.48 In 1782, Mendelssohn hired Josel Pick of
Reichenau in Bohemia as a tutor for his children, after Herz Homberg left this
position to engage in widespread educational activity on behalf of the govern-
ment in various communities of the Austrian empire. From Berlin, Pick
moved to Breslau, and in both cities was a leading member of the society of
maskilim and a distributor of their books.49

Joseph Ha’efrati of Tropplowitz (1770–1804), who was born in Upper
Silesia and lived in Prague in the 1780s, joined the circle of maskilim, contrib-
uted articles and poems to Hame’asef and gained some fame as the author of
the biblical play Meluchat Shaul (Saul’s Kingdom), printed in Vienna in 1794.50
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Isaac Satanow’s son Dr. Shlomo Schöneman, who worked as a physician in
Driesen, wrote a popular chemistry book and published a new edition of
Moses Hayim Luzzato’s play Layesharim tehilah (In Praise of the Honest).51

Chaim Kesslin, a teacher and scholar of the Hebrew language who was born
in Berlin and lived in Hamburg and Stettin, wrote a grammar book, Maslul
bedikduk leshon hakodesh (A Path in the Holy Language), which was widely
circulated.52 In 1791, Joseph Baran, a key figure in the Berlin circle of writers—a
supporter of maskilim as well as a scholar, author, and translator—passed
away. He apparently was the scion of a wealthy family, but very little is known
about him. The editors of Hame’asef printed a moving eulogy upon his prema-
ture death, presenting him as a maskil and scholar who had died in the throes
of his creative work: ‘‘He so indefatigably persevered in much toil and study
that he weakened his body, contracted tuberculosis, and died. Many mourned
the passing of a dear colleague such as he, our hearts bemoan the fact that an
enlightened friend and loyal comrade was taken from us, and also that a tree
was felled whose fruit provided much wisdom and moral lessons to our breth-
ren and our periodical, Hame’asef.’’53

This partial list represents close to two hundred maskilim identified as
activists in the Haskalah movement in the sixteen years between 1782 and 1797.
Among them were writers, printers, teachers, book distributors, physicians
with a bent for literary or community activity, and official members in the
society of maskilim. About two-thirds of them lived in Germany or at least
spent some time there, while the rest were dispersed in Jewish communities in
Europe outside of Germany. The major centers were, of course, in the Prussian
communities—Berlin, Königsberg, and Breslau—where in various years the
Hame’asef offices were located. However, individual maskilim or small
maskilic circles also existed in other cities, such as Hamburg, Dessau, Hanover,
Mainz, Cassel, Fürth, Frankfurt-on-Main, Frankfurt-on-Oder, Copenhagen,
Stockholm, Trieste, Prague, Vienna, Metz, Strasbourg, London, Amsterdam,
Shklov, Warsaw, and Vilna.54

One particularly striking aspect of the republic of maskilim was its great
mobility. Like the religious scholars and early maskilim, these maskilim also
moved from place to place, searching for a livelihood and a residence. Their
sojourn in Berlin, if any at all, was for most of them only temporary. The
majority belonging to these circles were far away from the neutral settings, like
the coffeehouses of scholars, the salons of Berlin or Vienna at the end of the
century, or the German reading clubs. In her study of the high-society salons
in Berlin, Deborah Hertz found only eight Jewish men, including Mendelssohn,
Friedländer, and Marcus Herz, who belonged to the group of maskilim.55

Between 1796 and 1783, ten Jews, 3 percent of all the participants, were contrib-
utors to the German Berlinische Monatsschrift: Mendelssohn, Friedländer,
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Herz, Maimon, Lazarus Bendavid, Saul Ascher, and the physicians Michael
Friedländer (Euchel’s private pupil), David Oppenheim, and Marcus Bloch.56

The list of Jewish participants in another German periodical, Berlinische
Archiv der Zeit und ihres Geschmacks, reveals a similar picture in the last five
years of the century. Here, too, Herz, Friedländer, Bendavid, Ascher, and Mai-
mon were among the contributors. Other participants were the musician and
composer Carl Bernhard Wessely (1768–1826); Abraham Abramson (1754–
1811), a medalist at the royal court and a member of the Prussian Academy of
Arts; and two representatives of the Berlin circle of romantic salons at the end
of the century—Ludwig Robert, Rahel Levin-Varnhagen’s brother, and Esther
Gad Bernard (1770–1820), a writer and poet born in Breslau, whose fight for
women’s intellectual rights won her the epithet ‘‘the second Wollstonecraft’’
(after the name of her contemporary, the English author and pioneer in the
struggle for equality of the sexes), and who, in 1796, converted to Chris-
tianity.57

Two Groups of Maskilim

The Jewish intellectuals and writers at the end of the eighteenth century can be
divided into at least two subgroups that sometimes overlapped; Mendelssohn,
Friedländer, and Herz, for example, moved between them.

The members of the first group aspired to be a prominent part of a Ger-
man-Jewish intelligentsia in the neutral settings, and hence they usually wrote
in German for a general readership. Their commitment to the Jewish religion
became more tenuous over time, and quite a few of them embraced deism as
a universal religion of reason, which places no barriers between Jew and non-
Jew, or converted to Christianity (for example, Moshe Hirschel and Esther
Gad Bernard). Many in this group were physicians, graduates of German uni-
versities, educated merchants who had received a modern education through
the services of private tutors, and members of the learned professions. Nearly
all of them were native-born Germans, who had already been extensively
acculturated to the German language and culture, as the privileged offspring
of the elite of merchants and industrialists or of bourgeois families with ambi-
tions to gain social mobility for their sons. The growth of the Jewish intelligen-
tsia in the eighteenth century was particularly evident in the vibrant cultural
center of Berlin. However, Jewish writers, playwrights, and thinkers who
maintained a close dialogue with European culture without being involved in
the maskilic discourse also lived in cities like Hamburg, Königsberg and Bres-
lau, or even outside Germany—in Vienna, Paris, and London.58
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The members of the second group, in contrast, established maskilic
frameworks that from the outset were intended for Jews only. They aspired to
rehabilitate society and culture through internal Jewish literary and educa-
tional activity. Their voices were hardly heard in non-Jewish European frame-
works; they wrote primarily in Hebrew, although they advocated the parallel
study of the state language and culture; and they had a relatively moderate
attitude towards the Jewish religion. If they were at all critical of it, their criti-
cism was limited primarily to the rabbinical, in particular the Polish, leader-
ship, and to protest against the fact that knowledge and culture was restricted
to the Torah and the Talmud, and scarcely touched upon religious faith and
the Halakhah. Many in this group were private tutors, employed in the homes
of the wealthy, who engaged in writing prose and poetry. Among the activists
of the Haskalah movement were young men who had only been superficially
acculturated and whose cultural world was still deeply rooted in the religious
culture and talmudic tradition. Nonetheless, they had broken out of this
milieu and made their way to European culture, and with their clean-shaven
faces and modern garb, most of them did not look much different from the
members of the first group.

The maskilim were generally young men in their twenties and thirties.
When Chevrat Dorshei Leshon Ever was founded in 1782, Mendelssohn was
fifty-three and Wessely fifty-seven. They were an entire generation older than
the members of the society, whose average age that year was about twenty-six.
The overwhelming majority of the maskilim were born in the 1750s and ’60s.
There were even some who were not yet twenty, born at the end of the 1760s
or the beginning of the ’70s, but who asked to be received as members. ‘‘We
are young in years,’’ the members of Chevrat Dorshei Leshon Ever wrote about
themselves, ‘‘and most of us are hard at work to earn our daily bread, some
engaged in teaching boys and others in commerce.’’59 The front page of the
first issue of Hame’asef carried the emotional appeal of ‘‘a young man to
Chevrat Dorshei Leshon Ever’’:

My brothers and friends, Dorshei Leshon Ever! If a young man, halting in speech, yet
a boy, like myself, should appear before you, please do not be angry . . . for a society
of maskilim have I now seen, and the sweetness of their company to taste I desire, if I
should err, you may teach me, for although now I am insignificant compared to you,
perhaps in the fullness of time I may become like you; so this time too, my brothers!
Please do not scorn me.60

Very few of these young men were married, probably because they earned
their living as private tutors, a legal status that prohibited them from marrying
in cities like Berlin. Half were natives of Germany while the other half were
young immigrants who had come there long before the inception of the
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Haskalah, like the Jewish teachers who traveled westward from Poland. There
were men among these immigrants, as well as among the native Germans, who
had not been brought up by their own families. For example, Joel Brill who
was probably born in Berlin, was from the age of nine raised in the home of
the wealthy banker Aaron Yoresh, Heine Veitel Ephraim’s son-in-law. Euchel
was sent to Berlin from Copenhagen at the age of thirteen, after his father’s
death, to study Talmud under his uncle’s supervision. Joseph Wolff of Dessau
(1762–1826), in later years one of the more prominent members of the Dessau
maskilic circle and one of the editors of the German-Jewish periodical, Sulam-
ith, was about the same age when he arrived in Berlin, after his father’s death,
where he was raised by his uncle.61 David Friedländer was sent to Berlin to
study after his father lost all his money. Others ran away from their families
because they were dissatisfied with the traditional curriculum and desired to
expand their horizons and begin academic studies. That was the case not only
with Solomon Maimon, but also Moses Ensheim of Metz, ben Zeev of Cracow,
and Aaron Friedenthal of Jaroslav.

This group of men thirsting for knowledge came from the traditional
society, from which the elite of talmidei chakhamim also emerged. But their
future was transformed once they immigrated to Germany, learned German
and were exposed to European culture. Since they were so young, cut off from
their families and moved from place to place, they had to find patrons to
employ them. As young men of letters, even though they lacked a formal edu-
cation, they were fit to serve as private tutors in the homes of German Jews.
These were teachers of a new type, increasingly in demand in the homes of the
wealthy elite, since they were fluent in Hebrew and in religious literature as
well as in European languages and science. Euchel was a teacher in the home
of the family of the court Jew, David of Hanover, and later for the Friedländers
of Königsberg; Ansheim taught mathematics in Mendelssohn’s home; Hom-
berg taught Hebrew there; Josel Pick replaced him; Joel Brill earned his living
as a teacher in the home of David Friedländer; and others served in a similar
capacity. Some of the maskilim found employment in Hebrew printing houses
in Berlin, Breslau, Vienna, and Prague. Yet others who began as private tutors
later were employed as clerks in the business houses of their patrons—a path
like the one followed by Mendelssohn in Berlin a whole generation earlier. In
any event, these positions assured them of the right to reside in Germany, a
privilege that anyone who was not born into the rich families of the elite had
a hard time obtaining, and even the rights of residence and marriage of those
families were limited.

The maskilim enjoined the heads of the wealthier families to hire those
private tutors for their children and to invite them to live in their homes.
Moreover, they also demanded that they be treated with special respect, not
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with disdain, as apparently was sometimes the case. Josel Pick, in demanding
that the heads of households employing tutors improve their attitude toward
these teachers-servants, gave vent to feelings of frustration and affront:

It is fitting that every father who can afford to do so should seek out an intelligent,
upright young man and take him into his home. But he ought not to regard him as
one of the lesser servants in his house. Rather he should enter into an alliance with
him and treat him with respect, for the sake of his children whom he entrusts to his
care, for then the tutor will grow much fond of them, will diligently look after, and
treat them amiably.62

These maskilim were motivated to seek forums of expression and sup-
portive social settings, as well as to embark on new projects, particularly in the
fields of education and literature, owing to several factors: their marginal
standing in Jewish society in Germany; their precarious legal status, which
often depended on their position that gave them a limited right of residence
for the period of their service in wealthy homes; their employment in teaching;
their inclination to engage in literary writing; and their ties to families under-
going intense acculturation to their German environment.

These immigrating maskilim were able to obtain assistance from
maskilim who were long-time residents of Germany. For example, maskilim
arriving in Berlin, like Solomon Maimon, could benefit from Mendelssohn’s
special status in that city. Mendelssohn recommended Maimon to rich Jews in
the community who undertook to provide him with food and other basic
needs. In this way, he became a regular guest at their dinner tables and enjoyed
the vast libraries he found in their homes. When he left Berlin, Mendelssohn
gave him a warm letter of recommendation. However, the gap between Men-
delssohn and most of the maskilim who made pilgrimages to his home was all
too evident. On Maimon’s first visit to Mendelssohn’s drawing room, he
quaked. When he peeked inside, he nearly fled at once: ‘‘the manners and cus-
toms of the Berliners were strange to me, and it was with trepidation and
embarrassment that I ventured to enter a fashionable house. When I opened
Mendelssohn’s door and saw him and other gentlefolk there, as well as the
beautiful rooms and elegant furniture, I shrank back, closed the door, and had
a mind not to go in.’’63

Maimon was well aware that the society of the wealthy families as well as
that of most of the visitors to Mendelssohn’s home, were far above his social
standing. As a result, he soon found a ‘‘middle class’’ for himself, as he put it,
comprising Jewish tutors who chose the dissolute lifestyle of young bachelors.
Maimon was contemptuous of them because they were incapable of under-
standing the philosophy on which he lectured to them, and he soon quarreled
with them and left their company. Nonetheless, he seemed more comfortable
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in a society in which he did not need to observe the niceties and manners of
high society. Together with these young men, Maimon spent time at parties
and taverns, went on excursions, and frequented houses of ill repute. Mendels-
sohn reproved him harshly for this behavior, after members of this group
spread slanderous reports that Maimon was an impious profligate.

Mendelssohn was a patron, an interlocutor, and a mainstay for Maimon
in the alien, hostile world in which he took his first steps in an attempt to close
the cultural gap between himself and this world. However, when the issue of
the maskilic initiative came up, for example, Mendelssohn was quite indiffer-
ent. Maimon had undertaken to translate ‘‘science books into Hebrew for the
enlightenment of Polish Jews who are still living in the darkness.’’64 The Berlin
group of maskilim promised Maimon that it would see to it that the book was
printed. In Mendelssohn’s home, but without his direct intervention, a debate
took place about whether it was preferable to translate a book of Jewish history
or a book on the principles of morality and natural religion, which was David
Friedländer’s suggestion. Maimon himself, by the way, preferred to write a
book on mathematics. Maimon wrote that when Mendelssohn was asked for
his opinion, ‘‘he refrained from expressing his view, because he believed that
whatever was undertaken in this line, though it would do no harm, it would
also be of little use.’’65 After his friends failed to provide the promised financial
support, and the project foundered, Maimon complained to Mendelssohn,
who did not offer him any real solution but only advised him to try to finance
the project by endeavoring to obtain advance subscribers, which was the usual
custom in the Hebrew book culture.66

Mendelssohn’s somewhat disdainful attitude toward a young maskil is
evinced, for example, in two letters relating to Joel Brill’s request to print Men-
delssohn’s German translation of the Book of Psalms with the addition of
Brill’s commentary. In these letters, Mendelssohn referred to Brill as ‘‘a young
man’’ and as ‘‘someone’’ without mentioning his name, and wrote that he had
given him permission to translate only because he could not find the strength
or the time to do this work himself. It is also apparent from Mendelssohn’s
reply that he feared Brill might not adhere to his original intent and would
interpret it improperly. Brill dedicated the first volume of the translation,
which came out in 1785, to Mendelssohn and referred to himself as the
‘‘youngest disciple’’ of the ‘‘light of our generation and the glory of his peo-
ple.’’ However, when the fourth volume appeared in 1790, after Mendelssohn’s
death, he dedicated it to Isaac Euchel, presenting him too as one of his teachers
and mentors, who had led him to great achievements by serving as the exem-
plar of a militant maskil: ‘‘I shall remember your deeds of yore, when, despite
all the hardships you bore, you fought the war of science tirelessly, until you
embarked on the right path after your victory.’’67
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There is no denying, of course, that the ‘‘family of the Haskalah’’ identi-
fied itself as being led by Mendelssohn and boundlessly revered him. The
maskilim perceived him as an honored, albeit usually remote, father figure.
Those who occupied a relatively low economic and social position in Jewish
society, as young teachers and writers, felt very close to him. They basked in
the great prestige that Mendelssohn enjoyed among non-Jews, in his brilliance
as a philosopher, in his rational thought and his ability to preserve the hala-
khah and Jewish culture and to adhere courageously to his religion, although
he was treated as an equal among equals in the very heart of the German intel-
lectual elite. The maskilim nurtured their adoration for him and crowned him
as the teacher and founding father of their movement during his lifetime, and
even more so after his death. However, the relations between them and Men-
delssohn were less those of teacher-students and more those of adored-ador-
ers. It would be true to say that there was no real circle of ‘‘Mendelssohn and
his disciples,’’ but only a broad, open ‘‘league of admirers,’’ whose ranks also
included maskilim.

On January 11, 1786, a brief letter from Joel Brill in Berlin reached Chevrat
Dorshei Leshon Ever. It informed them of Mendelssohn’s death exactly a week
earlier. ‘‘There is no peace, says the Lord, for the crown of glory has been taken
from our head, woe unto us, for we are ruined!’’ Brill wrote in his letter of
lamentation. He compared the death of the father of the Haskalah to the sud-
den disappearance of the biblical Moses who went up on Mt. Sinai: ‘‘For this
is Moses, the man about whom we said under his shadow we shall live among
the nations, we know not what happened to him, he suddenly left us early in
the morning last Wednesday, a day of rebuke and castigation, my father, my
father, the chariot of Israel and its horsemen! Here he has risen to the heights,
and he is no longer with us, my wound is grievous, I can do nothing.’’68

Chevrat Dorshei Leshon Ever hastened to publish a notice of mourning, in the
Hame’asef issue of the month of Shevat. The words of this notice underscored
the sense of loss the editors felt upon Mendelssohn’s death, before the fruits
of the cultural transformation were evident and before the project of Haskalah
had been completed:

Daughter of my people, wrap yourself in sackcloth . . . proclaim a fast . . . your skies
have darkened and your light is dimmed . . . the sun had gone down at noon! The days
of peace have not yet arrived, years in which nothing is wanted have not yet come, and
Moses, the man who raised us up out of the miry pit, from the deep waters of igno-
rance to the shrines of wisdom and knowledge, has left us.69

The maskilim, however, were not the only ones to mourn the death of
the most famous, well-connected Jew of the eighteenth century. Newspapers
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and books in Germany published the news, sparing their readers none of the
clinical details of his death, which had been furnished by Mendelssohn’s physi-
cian, Marcus Herz. Hundreds attended his funeral, the Jewish community of
Berlin closed its stores and places of business that day, friends composed lam-
entations and eulogies and began to collect donations to erect a monument in
his memory in the Opera Square of the city that had been blessed with his
presence.70 To the scores of portraits, miniatures, etchings, medals, and sculp-
tures of Mendelssohn created by well-known artists, which had made his like-
ness an icon of a Jewish intellectual and secular saint during his lifetime, now
were added more paintings and portraits, some of which were engraved on
china plates and on tea services.71

A grandiose memorial event held in Königsberg more than a year after
his death marked the acme of the Mendelssohn cult. Chevrat Dorshei Leshon
Ever succeeded in organizing an impressive concert, attended by the upper
crust of Königsberg society, men and women, Jews and non-Jews. They all
joined in lamenting the loss of this great man. The composer and conductor
Carl Bernhard Wessely, Naphtali Herz Wessely’s nephew, came from Berlin to
compose the music for the cantata Sulamith und Eusebia based on Karl Raml-
er’s poem. On May 9, 1787, about 500 people crowded together in the splendid
main hall in Königsberg to listen to two Jewish singers—Bernice Itzig, who
filled the role of Sulamith extolling Mendelssohn in the name of the Jews, and
Johanna Seligman, in the role of Eusebia, extolling him in the name of the
Christians. The cantata was performed by an excellent orchestra and a choir
of twenty-seven students. The press covered this elegant affair, noted the
impressive list of invitees, and emphasized the fact that the mayor had person-
ally seen to it that order was maintained outside the hall, when one carriage
after another arrived with the guests. At the end of the performance, after the
applause, contributions were collected for Jewish and Christian orphans and
medals were bestowed upon the artists. It was apparently Isaac Euchel, the
founder of Chevrat Dorshei Leshon Ever, who went up on stage, on behalf of
the society, to present silver medals coined by Abramson in Mendelssohn’s
memory to the two singers, and a gold one to the composer. For Euchel, the
evening was not only one of the peak moments of Chevrat Dorshei Leshon
Ever’s activity in Königsberg, it was also one of the momentous events of his
own life. Sitting in the audience was his adored teacher, the rector of Königsb-
erg University, the philosopher Immanuel Kant. The press quoted him as say-
ing that no one had managed to drag him into a concert hall or theater for the
past eighteen years, but this was one event he did not want to miss. ‘‘I was
such a close friend of Mendelssohn’s,’’ Kant said, ‘‘that I could not forgo
attending this evening.’’72

Euchel could certainly have drawn much encouragement from this event,
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shared by Jew and non-Jew alike, which demonstrated the realization of reli-
gious tolerance and brought Chevrat Dorshei Leshon Ever to public notice.
His personal ambition was to gain a university position, but it finally became
clear to him in 1786 that even Kant’s intervention would not suffice to open
the doors of Prussian academia to him. Hence, he decided to exploit the
momentum of the Enlightenment to lead a Jewish maskilic republic, which he
had been forming and developing for the past three years. Now he strove to
greatly expand its dimensions and the scope of its activity.



Chapter Ten

Euchel Establishes the Haskalah Movement

Moses Mendelssohn was the most famous Jew in the German
Enlightenment republic, admired by Jews and non-Jews alike. Isaac Euchel
eulogized him and wrote his widely circulated biography, which nurtured the
Mendelssohn cult and Mendelssohn’s image as the father of the maskilim. It
also largely determined Mendelssohn’s place for generations in the collective
memory of the liberal Jewish camp. But Euchel was not a naive admirer. As
an ideologue of the Haskalah, who believed it was the critical maskil mission
to seek out the ills of Jewish society and remedy them on the basis of reason
and humanistic values, he was not content to follow in Mendelssohn’s path.
In his view, the ‘‘theoretical writer’’ lacked initiative, for while he cordially
received his guests in the drawing room of his home, he failed to deal properly
with the urgent problems of the time.1 And yet, the Mendelssohnian myth that
he was instrumental in forging was for Euchel an important element in his
self-identity as well as an additional means of reshaping the Jewish public
sphere.

Euchel greatly revered the ‘‘Jewish-German Socrates,’’ but it was he, more
than anyone else, who built the Haskalah movement in the 1780s and brought
its fullest flowering. He established institutions, planned actions, disseminated
ideas, and in particular aspired to expand the boundaries of influence of the
Haskalah’s literary republic. In his writing, he made extensive use of the dis-
course of enlightenment. He believed in the supremacy of reason, humanism,
aspiring to truth, and religious tolerance, and he held that men could and
must shape their destiny through their own efforts with the help of talented
educators. His attitude toward the traditional rabbis and scholars was charged
with cynical, acrimonious criticism. On the other hand, he was imbued with
profound religious feeling; he had respect and esteem for the ancient Jewish
culture that engaged his interest as a researcher, commentator, and translator
of the prayer book; and he contemptuously disapproved of shallow-minded
heretics. He was the one who initiated quite a few of the steps taken by
maskilim to foster the revolution of the Jewish Enlightenment, and he always
did so out of the self-consciousness and sense of mission of an intellectual who
is also a reformer.2
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The Genesis of a Maskil

Isaac (Itzik) Euchel was a whole generation younger than Mendelssohn and
Wessely. He was born in Copenhagen on October 17, 1756, to a family of mer-
chants who had lived there from at least the beginning of the century.3 Like
the Prussian cities of Königsberg and Berlin, from the early seventeenth cen-
tury, as a result of the state’s absolutist policy and its economic interests, Dan-
ish Copenhagen also boasted a relatively new Jewish community, which, in the
1780s, already numbered twelve hundred Jews. For a time, Copenhagen was
the home of the family of Naphtali Herz Wessely—merchants with close ties
to the Danish king, which, for business reasons, moved between Hamburg,
Copenhagen and Berlin. Wessely himself moved from Copenhagen to Berlin in
1774. Mendelssohn’s brother-in-law Joseph Guggenheim (Fromet’s brother),
and Moses Fürst, the husband of one of Fromet’s sisters, also lived in Copen-
hagen. The number of Copenhagen Jews who subscribed to Hame’asef (17) and
the Bi’ur (53) attests to the fact that some of them were sympathetic to the
Haskalah and its aims. In the year of Mendelssohn’s death, the Danish maskil
Eliyakim Zoldin, printed a collection of elegies (‘‘Woe to you, Berlin! City of
mourning and desolation, a hero has fallen in you who taught the people of
Judah warfare’’) with the title Bekhi tamrurim (Bitter Weeping).4

In those years, Euchel was no longer in Denmark. In 1767, his father had
died, and when his mother became aware that he was a gifted student of Tal-
mud, she began to cherish hopes that he would become a rabbi and join the
scholarly elite. Since she had five children to support (the youngest, Yehiel
Gottlieb, was born soon after her husband’s death), she decided to send Isaac,
even before his bar mitzvah, to study in Berlin. His uncle, Rabbi Masos Rintel
of Hamburg, had for close to thirty years been one of the directors of the local
talmud torah. Under his protection, Euchel lived in Berlin as a yeshivah stu-
dent for five years (1769–73) and won high praise as a promising young prod-
igy.5 In an open letter to his childhood friend Joel Brill, Euchel wrote a
fascinating personal testimony about the formative years of his adolescence in
Berlin. It affords us a glimpse into the experiences of a youth about to under-
take the role of a cultural revolutionary.6

Euchel formed a close friendship with the native-born Berliner, Joel
Loewe (Brill), although Brill was his junior by five years (born in February
1762). Later the two became major activists in the Haskalah movement and
cooperated in establishing the society of maskilim and in editing Hame’asef.
In 1788, Euchel nostalgically recalled memories of their youth, but in particu-
lar, he referred to the changes that had occurred in both their lives. The sig-
nificant turn that Euchel’s life had taken, his success in breaking out of the
strictures of traditional education into a world of light, science, and enlighten-
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ment, seemed to him almost miraculous, an achievement he would not have
dreamed of in those far-off days in Berlin. Brill’s path to the Haskalah seemed
to be far less precarious, because he had spent his childhood in the care of a
family of the economic elite. From the time he was orphaned at the age of
nine, Brill lived in the home of Aaron Joresch, a wealthy banker, the father-
in-law of Heine Veitel Ephraim, and a friend of Mendelssohn and Lessing.
Aaron and his wife Reisel raised Brill as their own son for twelve years and
provided him with regular schooling that included a European education.7 In
sharp contrast, Euchel, who was cut off from his family, experienced feelings
of loneliness and despair: ‘‘I said to myself how good the life of this boy—he
will grow into a man, while you will sink lower and lower, and will become a
despised, worthless person. For what sort of life can a boy hope to achieve
when he has no one to give him support?’’ He admitted that as an adolescent,
he had been a rowdy ‘‘immoral youth’’: ‘‘my place was out of doors, like a ram
I danced in the streets, young men saw me and approached me jubilantly, old
men hid from me.’’8

In retrospect, Euchel would gladly have erased from his memory those
days of youthful bawdiness and idleness: ‘‘They were no good, they ought not
to be counted among the years of my life, they passed in emptiness and vain
acts of deceit.’’ He felt his uncle was to blame because he had vigorously
opposed Euchel’s desire to deviate from the restrictive bounds of religious
study. As an adolescent, he was already sharply critical of the limitations and
insularity of the traditional culture, and in particular of the dominance of the
talmudic text. Euchel began to reveal a bent for languages and sciences, but
his uncle prevented him from indulging in any ‘‘external learning,’’ insisting
that he persevere in his talmudic studies. His uncle was a talmid chakham,
Euchel wrote in his autobiography, but he had no general education and did
not even know how to read and write German. The uncle, who was aware of
Euchel’s desires and inclinations, cautioned him that he must study only Tal-
mud and that all other areas were merely a waste of time.

Euchel was forced to taste the forbidden fruit of the Haskalah in secret,
and in the company of Joel Brill he got some inkling of the activity of the circle
of maskilim that centered on Mendelssohn. The two young men sneaked into
his drawing room, where they breathed a fresh, enticing, and unfamiliar air:
‘‘We came to know this brilliant man, saw him, heard him speak, found plea-
sure in his writing, and both of us determined to adopt his ethics and to follow
in his path.’’9 Euchel recalls this chapter of his life in Berlin as a happy time,
but these were the last months of his stay there. At the age of seventeen, he
decided that he could no longer bear the burden of Rabbi Masos, who was
demanding that he make the Talmud his sole preoccupation. Offering a pre-
text that his uncle accepted, he left Berlin. Euchel describes his lamentable
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state upon his departure from Berlin, very far from the yearned for enlighten-
ment:

Fifteen years ago, at the age of seventeen I left here to wander about and to live in a
foreign country without knowing what the future held in store for me. A youth shaken
out and empty, with no knowledge of language or books, not even a trace of wisdom,
I learned by rote, understanding nothing. And if I imagined I knew something of the
Talmud, of the Bible I understood nothing; I was like a man who goes down to the sea
in a boat with but one oar and no compass . . . I stood wretchedly on the road not
knowing whether to turn left or right.10

Traditional education did not provide the life tools suitable for a young
man like Euchel who had rejected the idea of continuing on the routine path
of the scholarly elite. With typical maskilic rhetoric, Euchel tells how he
reached the decision to devote his life to the intellectual studies that would
pave his way to the ‘‘temple of reason’’ he strove to reach.

Euchel told Rabbi Masos that he intended to transfer to a yeshivah in
Frankfurt-on-Main to continue his religious studies, but in fact he traveled to
Westphalia where he earned his living as a private tutor (Hofmeister) for a rich
Jewish family. For the first time in his life, he was independent and free to
devote his leisure hours to an autodidactic study of nonreligious knowledge.11

The cultural conversion that the young maskilim underwent was a crucial
process in their lives, and Euchel publicly represented his own experience of
conversion as a role model and encouragement for young readers. He por-
trayed his cultural conversion as a heroic tale of deliverance from an inferior
economic, social, and cultural opening position, and a breakthrough into the
world of Enlightenment. ‘‘With all my might and will, I shall explore the ways
of wisdom,’’ Euchel swore when he left Berlin. He called on others to follow
the same path: ‘‘Hear this, young men, if it is your heart’s desire to acquire
Wisdom, arm yourself against every devil, like a prudent man approach her
boundaries, persist at her doors, demand her tirelessly . . . and know that one
day her gates will open before you.’’ Euchel likened the passion for knowledge
to the desire for a woman who does not respond at once: ‘‘Like the refusal of
an intelligent maiden who clings to her lover, and yet seems to repel his
advances, seals her ears so as not to hear the sound of his pleas, fails to reply
to his words of ardor, all this in order to test his heart to find if his love is
true.’’12

In 1776, a significant change occurred in Euchel’s development as a
maskil, when he moved to Hamburg and spent three years with Raphael Levi,
an early maskil and scientist. During those years, Euchel studied sciences
under the tutelage of this Jewish mathematician, physicist,and astronomer,
who was a passionate seeker of knowledge and a devotee of science. In Han-
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over too, Euchel earned his living as a private tutor, this time in the home of
the court Jew Meir Michael David. He tried to organize a small group of
maskilim there, which would provide assistance to poor travelers and also hold
lectures on Hebrew and the Bible.13 In 1778, a year before Levi’s death, Euchel
was sent by Meir David to Königsberg to serve as a tutor to his grandchildren.
That is how, at the age of twenty-two, he came to the city in which he would
later develop, over the course of a decade, the organizational frameworks of
the Haskalah movement in Germany. From the home of the David family, he
moved to the home of Meir Friedländer, and in the 1781 winter semester began
his studies at the university.14

For about five years, he studied Oriental languages, philosophy, and edu-
cation. Euchel was one of the first Jewish students in German universities per-
mitted to study not only medicine but the humanities as well. Königsberg,
which attracted a relatively large number of Jewish students from Lithuania,
Kurland, and Danzig, was exceptional in this regard: at the end of the 1780s,
four Jews had completed their law studies there, and in 1791 one Jew completed
his studies in philosophy. Two teachers who particularly influenced Euchel
and also appreciated his talents were Professor Köhler, a lecturer in Oriental
languages, and the renowned philosopher Immanuel Kant.15 The encounter
with the university milieu, one of the major centers of the German Enlighten-
ment, gave Euchel his first opportunity to acquire a formal education, but it
also provided him an entree into an intellectual circle comprising both Jews
and Christians. According to Euchel, he fit into this circle and also made
friends among both students and lecturers. Euchel’s was one of the eighteen
names of students who published, in honor of Kant, their greatly revered
teacher, a congratulatory poem on the occasion of his appointment as rector
of the University in 1786.16

Euchel was also the first Jew who had some chance of being accepted as
a member of the junior teaching staff. Professor Köhler was about to retire
and in February 1786, Euchel was proposed as a candidate for the position of
temporary lecturer in Oriental languages. At the same time, the suggestion was
made that he be granted a master’s degree, a prerequisite for a teaching posi-
tion. Representatives of the government in Königsberg asked the University
Senate for a report on the candidate and perhaps also suggestions for other
candidates. The senate turned to Professor Immanuel Kant, then dean of the
faculty of philosophy, asking for his opinion. On February 20, Kant sent the
faculty a letter of recommendation, stating that he did not foresee any special
problems in relation to this appointment. He wrote that he knew Euchel as an
outstanding student as well as the editor of a Hebrew periodical (Hame’asef),
and since he would be teaching only languages, there could be no reason to
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fear that some problematic religious interpretations might find their way into
his lectures.

But even during the month of March, things changed, and Kant altered
his position, joining those opposed to the appointment of a Jew. Although
the faculty of philosophy did regard him as an excellent student and extol his
knowledge, he stated, the university’s laws required candidates for the master’s
degree to take a Christian oath. Moreover, it was hard to believe that a Jewish
teacher would refrain from introducing Jewish interpretation into his lectures,
and this would be likely to incite arguments and hostility between Christians
and Jews among the students and teaching staff. The university was not inter-
ested in such a risk of possible unrest and disorderly behavior that might tar-
nish its reputation. Moreover, Kant wrote, they had already found other
candidates.

On May 24, 1786, a few days after Kant, now rector of the University,
participated in the festive memorial concert for Mendelssohn, he sent Euchel
the official negative reply that he had been granted neither an academic degree
nor a position. In this letter, Kant apologized to Euchel, stating that, while it
was true that the modern ideas of the enlightenment were now permitting
things that had been forbidden in the past, the heads of the university were
bound by the principles of the institution, and so long as these had not
changed, only a Christian could receive the post of a lecturer. The affair was
frustrating to Euchel and forced him to look for another source of livelihood,
but the refusal never lessened the great admiration he felt for Kant throughout
his life.17

Like Mendelssohn, whose election to the Berlin Academy of Sciences in
1771 had been vetoed by Frederick the Great, Euchel now learned that there
were limits to the openness of the enlightened Germans. The realistic Men-
delssohn had contented himself with his respected standing in the social set-
tings that accepted him and the salon over which he presided in his home. He
dreamed about a future when everyone would come to realize that restrictions
of this sort ought to be eliminated.18 Euchel, in contrast, channeled all his
intellectual and social energy, as well as his faith in the values of the Enlighten-
ment, into his efforts to transform Jewry and liberate it from the heavy hand
of tradition. Kant closed the doors of Königsberg University to Euchel, but he
also provided him with the definition of Enlightenment that guided Euchel in
all his endeavors to reform Jewish society and culture. Kant characterized the
process of becoming enlightened (Aufklärung) as the act of heroic self-libera-
tion of a man capable of shaping his life in the light of critical reason and
turning his back on the habits of the past and the dictates of traditional
authorities, who had done their utmost to ensure people’s ignorance and obe-
dience. As a student of Kant, Euchel conceived of enlightenment in its fullest
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revolutionary meaning, as that transformative process of criticism, liberation,
and the acquisition of intellectual autonomy, which, in his view, had been sup-
pressed for generations.19

The Haskalah Project’s First Initiatives

As soon as he arrived in Königsberg at the end of 1781, even before he thought
about embarking on an academic career, Euchel tried to promote the estab-
lishment of a modern Jewish school. The plan was published in an open letter,
Sefat emet, in which Euchel anonymously appealed to the public to persuade
it of the urgent need to reform traditional education in the community. He
harshly criticized the lack of a practical purpose in education, neglect of the
Hebrew language, and persistence of the old cultural ideal of excelling only in
the Talmud. The traditional teachers had forgotten that the Bible and the
Mishnah were the source of the Talmud, he asserted. Nor was it enough to
observe the commandments. Man, the crowning glory of Creation, also has a
duty to gain intellectual and rational knowledge about his creator. If someone
could afford to hire a private tutor to guide his children on this true path,
all well and good, but the ideal solution would be to establish a community
school.

Euchel did not wait for an incentive in the form of Joseph II’s legislation;
his proposal preceded Wessely’s program for a revolution in Jewish education
by several months. Although Euchel’s plan concerned only the Königsberg
community, on the local scene he was presumptuous in appealing directly to
public opinion, thus circumventing the authoritative forum of the religious
establishment. From this standpoint, his plan was unquestionably subversive.
In Sefat emet, Euchel urged the community rabbi to abandon his indifference
and to express his opinion about the state of education for Jewish youth.20

Judging from Euchel’s own testimony, his plan evoked a favorable response
and the support of the Königsberg community, but the project actually failed
and apparently was never implemented.21 In any event, this unprecedented
attempt to democratize the decision-making process in the community and
the bold initiative of a young maskil to transform the community through the
introduction of an innovative enlightened educational system tell us much
about Euchel’s ambitions and his resourceful strategies.

In marked contrast to the failure of his plan for a modern school, the
journal Hame’asef, edited by Euchel and his colleagues in Chevrat Dorshei Les-
hon Ever, was very successful. From the very first issues, the editors endeav-
ored to give their readers a sense of intimacy and of belonging to the literary
republic that was taking shape. They addressed their readers directly (‘‘to
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enlightened sons!’’), printed their letters and the maiden works of young
maskilim, shared editing and printing problems with them, sought their advice
and opinions, posed riddles and questions about biblical commentary to them,
and fired them with enthusiasm. The Hame’asef project was presented as an
heroic endeavor to revive and rehabilitate Jewish culture, as a reformist project
aimed at delivering this culture from a prolonged, profound crisis. And the
readers did regard Hame’asef as the fulfillment of their wishes, made good use
of the literary forum, and were glad to join the young literary republic. The
letters these maskilim wrote are replete with expressions of a passionate desire
for knowledge, of the sort employed by the early maskilim: ‘‘the journal you
published has reached me; I saw it and was overjoyed! . . . how greatly I had
yearned to see some among our people strive to remedy our language . . . nor
was there anyone seeking the truth in matters of science and morals (for this
I was sick at heart!) and we were like lost sheep that have no shepherd.’’22

Another avid reader, Baruch Lindau of Hanover, hastened to enlist in the
camp of maskilim and later became one of the most prolific among them.
With the editors and other readers, he shared his experience of initially
encountering the innovative journal that offered texts so different from the
familiar traditional writings: ‘‘I expectantly awaited your words, silent and
amazed, until the fruit of your thoughts came into my hands, and with a joyful
heart I tasted of your honeycomb . . . and so exhilarated was I that the blazing
fire of passion aroused my desire to inscribe on a tablet my plans and ideas as
they were engendered by the spirit of our people.’’23

All the issues of Hame’asef published in the first year contained high
praise for dedication to science and knowledge and the benefits of rational
thought. Joel Brill wrote a piece objecting to the belief in dreams and fatalism
(‘‘it is not becoming to a wise man to pay heed to dreams and illusions’’).24

Euchel exhorted his readers to put their faith in Enlightenment, the supremacy
of reason and the possibility of arriving at the absolute truth: ‘‘Reason [Ver-
nunft] is a royal lady, she will cleanse propositions of all manner of opposition,
will strip them of the tin of deception and leave them as pristine and pure as
a solid mirror.’’25 This sentence appears in a philosophical essay by Euchel,
replete with Kantian concepts, which appears to be a coherent summary in
Hebrew of a lecture he had heard Kant deliver at the university. However, this
was an exception to the type of material that usually appeared in the journal.
Hame’asef printed mainly original and translated poetry, proverbs, commen-
taries on biblical verses, riddles, clarifications on Hebrew grammar, historical
biographies, and book reviews. The book section played an important role in
the construction of the maskilic republic by informing readers of new books
and providing a forum for literary criticism based on maskilic criteria. For
example, the reviewer of Shlomo Dubno’s Birkat Yosef criticized the author for
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having written his book with the rabbinical elite in mind, after he moved to
Poland from Berlin, where he had initiated the Bi’ur project. He also scornfully
pointed out all of the book’s literary shortcomings. On the other hand, Rabbi
Isaac Alexander of Regensburg earned enthusiastic praise for his German book
Solomon und Joseph II, which advocated religious tolerance.26

The editors and readers of Hame’asef immediately realized that the jour-
nal had an unprecedented potential for publicizing books, expanding their dis-
tribution and promoting those that were germane to the maskilic discourse.
Ha-me’asef was instrumental in perfecting the method of raising the money
needed to cover printing costs. It served as an all-European center for signing
up advance buyers, so that it was no longer necessary to travel from place to
place. The rabbinical approbations, which had been helpful in boosting sales,
were now replaced by the favorable reviews of the Hame’asef editors. For
example, Chevrat Dorshei Leshon Ever collected advance subscribers for the
new book that Elijah Morpurgo wanted to print.27 They invested an even
greater effort to promote Joel Brill’s Sefer Tehilim, containing his commentary
and Mendelssohn’s German translation of the Book of Psalms. Euchel printed
two sample pages of the book and warmly recommended it to his readers. He
also made the services of Hame’asef agents in Hamburg, Frankfurt, Berlin, Kön-
igsberg, Copenhagen, and London available to all subscribers to the book. ‘‘My
brethren, of the House of Israel!’’ Euchel called upon his readers: ‘‘Do not
tarry, hasten to support the wise-hearted who labor mightily for your benefit
and to do honor to our Torah, do not mistrust the pure of heart who ask you
to support their [literary] work, for it is your benefit that they seek.’’28 When
the directors of the Berlin Freischule wanted to provide their students with a
musar textbook, they published an open tender, offering a financial reward to
the author of an original book on the subject. After Sanwil Friedländer visited
David Oppenheim’s extensive Judaica library, which was then in the posses-
sion of a rich Jew and was up for sale, the editors of Hame’asef came up with
the idea that wealthy Jewish Berliners should jointly purchase it. It would be
transferred to Berlin, housed in a special building, and become a cultural cen-
ter, as an open reference library for scholars. This idea was never implemented,
but the public pressure that the editors tried to apply to the wealthy Berliners
and their attempt to enlist the journal in a fund raising effort for this purpose
is of special interest.29

Hame’asef ’s optimism was manifested in its news section, which reported
on historical changes and events, and was undoubtedly the forerunner of a
modern newspaper. Hame’asef ’s first issues contained detailed reports about
the success of the Freischule in Berlin and its impact on improving the image
of the Jew in the eyes of enlightened Christians.30 The journal also printed an
article about the tolerant policy of the bishop of Mainz, an attitude the writer
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hoped would lead to a drastic change in Jewish-Christian relations, one that
would call for similar tolerance on the part of the Jews. The article, which
employed redemptive, quasi-prophetic rhetoric, appealed directly to the
reader, adopting the typical stance of a sermonizer:

Now, take heed, my brethren and my people! The Almighty has abolished the hatred
of the nations toward us. Now you too must uproot evil thoughts about them from
your hearts, so that each day they will become more merciful toward us, and shall enter
into a covenant of peace with us as well as with our sons in the future. They shall no
longer bear the sword of hatred, and will hammer their swords into ploughshares and
their spears into pruning forks, and we shall enjoy peace and blessings.31

The cultural alternative that Hame’asef offered was expressed in the new
concepts of the supremacy of reason, in the advocacy of science and learning,
in faith in progress and tolerance, in the production and publication of new
texts, and the expanded numbers of readers and writers. In its first year,
Hame’asef scarcely referred to any adversary. Although both editors and read-
ers were well aware that they were participating in an unprecedented, modern
endeavor, they refrained from voicing any militant declarations.

However, in an article by Euchel, the chief editor, printed in the second
issue, the rage of the critical maskil exploded with great intensity. Euchel
issued a radical call for the maskilim to break away from the traditional rab-
binical elite, lashing out at the ignorance of its scholars and asserting that they
lacked the most basic knowledge about nature, the world, and human history.
With cutting irony, he told of his personal experience in meeting and dispu-
ting with ‘‘many people, those who consider themselves men well-versed in
the Torah, who think they are the fathers of all wisdom, while in truth they
are empty and shaken out.’’ They are scornful of all knowledge outside of the
religion, but in Euchel’s view, they know nothing of the Torah, which they
study all their lives: ‘‘They open their mouths beyond measure, uttering words
devoid of all reason.’’ On this point, Euchel’s attack seemed to echo the anti-
clerical arguments of the Enlightenment and to reflect his own feeling that the
maskilim were being threatened:

They have made no attempt to understand, all of their thoughts deviate from the path
of the truth and take such crooked roads that anyone hearing them might conclude
that they have no human intelligence. And until now I have wondered whether it was
their wickedness or their obstinacy (the outcome of fanaticism) that has falsified their
path. But whichever the case may be, the maskil would do well to remain silent, and
not dispute with them. He will lose more than he will gain, for they will plan evil
against honest men, and He, being compassionate, will forgive their iniquity.32

Euchel advised the maskilim to avoid a head-on conflict with the oppo-
nents of Haskalah, and instead to concentrate on constructing an alternative
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to the religious elite, whose members show no interest in extra-religious cul-
ture, and some of whom even accuse the maskilim of apostasy.33 In his An
Essay on the Physical, Moral, and Political Reformation of the Jews, the French
priest Henri Grégoire provided testimony from outside the maskilic camp
about the opposition it encountered as soon as it first appeared in the public
sphere. He wrote this essay in 1787 and submitted it to a competition held by
the Metz Royal Society of Arts and Sciences. In a footnote, based on informa-
tion he had apparently obtained from a maskil in Alsace, Grégoire informed
his readers that young Jews in Berlin, who had been publishing a journal for
the past four or five years, were being accused of a horrible crime by the syna-
gogue elders, who claimed that it was evil and harmful to cast doubt on the
rabbis, who never erred, and to argue that the study of physics, mathematics,
and the like could be of no less benefit than some boring, senseless casuistry
in Talmud. He added that these young men had been the object of hatred and
the mocking cries of fanatics.34

Joel Brill, Euchel’s counterpart in Berlin, wrote to him that the orthodox
opposition to Hame’asef actually attested to its success. In his view, the ortho-
dox reaction should inspire Euchel’s faith in the journal’s future success and
in its maskilic aims: ‘‘For the blind small-minded who emerge from their holes
will also squabble and bark against this spectacle the likes of which they have
never seen . . . and that is the sign that your actions and intentions are desir-
able.’’35 And, indeed, in the first year of the innovative journal’s existence,
Euchel had already become well known as the head of the maskilim.

His special status as the uncrowned head of the Haskalah republic
became manifest in the spring of 1784, when he journeyed from Königsberg to
Copenhagen, the city of his birth. Although the purpose of the trip was per-
sonal (his mother’s death in April and his intention to look into the possibility
of settling in Berlin), it turned out to be a trip that evoked much interest and
was widely covered in Hame’asef. In the course of his journey, Euchel carried
out many public duties that he had voluntarily undertaken.36 This well docu-
mented journey took on a special meaning for the maskilim, and Euchel him-
self thought of it as a kind of tour of supervision. It enabled him to get an up-
to-date picture of the diffusion of the Haskalah in the various communities
and to make contact with maskilic circles in remote areas. On the aims of the
journey he wrote to Michael Friedländer, his former student, now a student in
Königsberg: ‘‘And now foremost among my aims is to learn the features of
each and every city I pass through and the state of the people living in it, par-
ticularly about our Jewish brethren who live there, their situation and their
character, whether their situation is good or not, whether they have begun to
graze in the pastures of wisdom, or have avoided touching it, of their own will,
or that of others.’’37 It was customary for cultured young men of means in
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eighteenth-century Europe to go on journeys to acquire knowledge about the
world to mold their personalities—visiting museums, meeting writers and
scholars and hiking in nature.38 Euchel was familiar with the custom of taking
a grand tour, and he too was imbued with the immense curiosity so typical of
Enlightenment culture, to see the wonders of the world and observe human
society.

Euchel tearfully parted from his friends and began his journey. Accompa-
nying two ladies from the Friedländer family, he traveled in carriages and was
waited on by servants. As was the custom, he took along a travel album (album
amicorum) in which to record poems, rhymes of friendship, as well as dedica-
tions and letters from friends, writers, and scholars he would meet on his
way.39 He kept his travel diary in the form of letters to the young Friedländer,
a few of which were printed in Hame’asef after his return. However, the route
of Euchel’s grand tour was rather limited, a round trip from Königsberg to
Danzig, Berlin, Hamburg, Kiel, and Copenhagen. The unique aspect of his trip
was the special attention he devoted to the situation of the Jews in these cities.
Thus the journey from Königsberg to Copenhagen became another fascinating
episode in the development of the new maskilic elite, which was striving to
achieve a position of leadership.

The journey unquestionably bolstered Euchel’s confidence about the path
he had chosen and reinforced his self-image as a well-known intellectual. He
opened his travel album with a farewell poem written by his fellow members
of Chevrat Dorshei Leshon Ever, who depicted him as a leader and the expo-
nent of the vision of the local circle of maskilim. In Brandenburg, Euchel had
a moving spiritual-romantic experience. Alone, he went on a stroll through
nature, in a pastoral landscape: ‘‘Let my spirit live, for I became like a seer,
standing in the midst of the Creation observing the work of the Almighty.’’
He sat down on the bank of a lake to record his thoughts about the insignifi-
cance of man compared to the Divinity. Elsewhere on his trip, he stopped to
give a letter to the elderly parents of one of his classmates at the university,
and felt great satisfaction at having done him a good turn by delivering an
emotionally moving live message. He hastened to leave a small town he visited
after learning that it was a place of backwardness and religious fanaticism:
‘‘That city aroused my loathing for it was held in the clutches of folly and the
light of wisdom had not shone upon it.’’ In Danzig, he found to his delight
that he was already a well-known figure, at least among the Hebrew readers.
‘‘Are you the man, Euchel?’’ an amazed Jew, who did not give his name, asked
him. This person, a poet and translator lacking in talent, pressed upon Euchel
a poem translated from German that he urged him to print in Hame’asef: ‘‘I
have heard that you are one of the group of me’asfim who call themselves
Chevrat Dorshei Leshon Ever, and I wanted to show you that my heart is akin to
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yours and I am in no way inferior to you. So I have come to show you this
translation I have done from the book by [Albrecht von] Haller.’’ Upon his
return to Königsberg, Euchel printed three stanzas of the translation, to deri-
sively show the mediocre literary quality of the material that landed on the
editor’s desk from time to time.40

The high point of Euchel’s journey was his visit to Berlin. He stayed in
that city for two months and met its maskilim—Mendelssohn, Wessely, Brill,
Isaac Satanow, and others—who received him with great delight and honor.
He also collected material for Hame’asef and attended gatherings of maskilim
in Mendelssohn’s home. This time, in contrast to the days of his youth in the
1770s, he came there as a key figure in the Haskalah movement, not as a youth
eavesdropping on the conversations of the maskilim. His ties with Mendels-
sohn grew closer, and when he left Berlin on his way to Copenhagen, Mendels-
sohn gave him a warm recommendation to his brothers-in-law in that city.
Wessely wrote some encouraging rhymes of farewell in Euchel’s album, stress-
ing Euchel’s personal fame owing to the journal he edited: ‘‘People everywhere
will welcome you with joy in their hearts, many will wish you godspeed, and
Hame’asef has made your name well known in these parts.’’

In July, Euchel continued his journey, pleased with the enjoyable summer
he had spent in the company of maskilim, and filled with renewed vigor to
embark on new maskilic ventures. In early September 1784, he arrived in Kiel
in Danish Schleswig. Martin Ehlers, professor of philosophy at the University
of Kiel, wrote words of praise and recommendation in his album. In Kiel,
Hamburg and other places he passed through on his journey, Euchel used the
opportunity to sign up new subscribers to Hame’asef, even among government
officials, academicians, and public libraries.

If he had not felt confident of his own abilities and secure in the knowl-
edge that he was a prominent figure in Jewish culture, Euchel would surely
not have dared to introduce himself to the king of Denmark as the reformer
of the Jews. In October, he arrived in Copenhagen and immediately began to
map out the plans for the new maskilic enterprise he had conceived of during
his stay in Kiel: the establishment of a Jewish educational institution with state
support, to include a modern school and an institute to train teachers and
rabbis. This plan, like Euchel’s proposal for a school in Königsberg, never
materialized. However, although ostensibly a plan for local reform that only
concerned the Jews of Denmark and northern Germany, the document he pre-
sented to the king was very broad in its scope. Euchel outlined a grandiose
maskilic vision, presenting himself as the leader of an elite of enlightened Jews,
with the authority to criticize the flaws and shortcomings of Jewry and to pro-
pose steps to remedy them. Hence, the thirty-page document, written in Ger-
man in Copenhagen on October 21, 1784, is of considerable importance. It
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coherently sets forth the ideology of the critical maskil and his self image as a
martyr of the Haskalah, prepared to devote himself to the general good. While
in his Hame’asef articles, Euchel was careful to avoid provoking the rabbinical
elite, in the document he submitted to the King, he did not hesitate to freely
speak his mind.41

When introducing himself to Frederick VI (actually still the heir to the
throne, until the death of the mentally ill Christian VII in 1808), Euchel appro-
priated Mendelssohn’s well-known appellation, a ‘‘Jewish Socrates’’: an educa-
tor, philosopher, and teacher of ethics, destined to instruct misguided youth
and to lead them to real happiness and moral perfection, the only lofty aim
worthy of striving for. He portrayed himself as a true and devoted Jew, but
also as an intellectual who was familiar with Christian scholarly circles; the son
of a Jewish family from Denmark but also a zealous patriot. In this generation,
Euchel asserted, only the enlightened know the path of truth. If the monopoly
on education were taken from the rabbis and handed over to the enlightened,
and the latter provided with the necessary means, then Jewish society could be
delivered from its deplorable state. Hence, Euchel attached his curriculum
vitae to his letter. On the one hand, he stressed his bitter experience in
encounters with the traditional educational system; on the other, he stressed
his own attempts, his education, and his desire to introduce educational
reforms. He asked the king for his backing and financial support for the educa-
tional project, since without state assistance, his plans and objectives could
never be implemented. He argued that his plan merited the endorsement of
the king and all Christian lovers of mankind, since its purpose was to free the
Jews from the shackles of superstition and ignorance, to make them beneficial
citizens of the state, and to remove the social barriers and prejudices that sepa-
rate them from the Christians.

Candid, but hesitant and somewhat ashamed at having revealed the dis-
graceful condition of his fellow Jews, Euchel enumerated what he regarded as
the ‘‘true failures’’ that stand in the way of the Jewish people’s improvement.
The present state of Jewry was flawed, he admitted, a fact known to many
Christians, among them rulers and enlightened lovers of humanity. They all
sought a solution, but until now they had all erred in identifying the cause of
this state. Christian Wilhelm von Dohm, who had publicly raised the Jewish
question in the Enlightenment era in his On the Civil Improvement of the Jews,
had not come up with the true reason. The problem was not one with political
roots, which could be resolved through immediate political and legislative
actions, by granting rights or improving the civil status of Jews in the country.
Dohm arrived at his conclusion because he possessed only a partial knowledge
of Jewish history and contemporary Jewish society. He looked only at the tor-
tures and persecutions that the Jews had suffered and at the discriminatory
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civil measures taken against them, the result of anti-Jewish prejudice. He
emphasized those aspects of Jewish history that evoked compassion and
sought a humane panacea; hence he arrived at a political solution. Moreover,
Dohm, in Euchel’s view, was acquainted with only a small, atypical group of
Jewish society. He had met a number of rich, well-educated Jews in Berlin, and
therefore had gained the impression that the problem lay only in the civil
sphere, since these men had already been considerably acculturated to German
society and culture. If he had been familiar with the picture as a whole, Dohm
would have understood that the Jews themselves, and not an external factor,
were responsible for the obstacles and flaws that plague their nation. Euchel
quoted to the king of Denmark the words of the prophet Isaiah, ‘‘Those who
laid you waste go forth from you’’ (49: 17), stating that the problem of the Jews
fundamentally stemmed from moral and cultural flaws. Only enlightened Jews
living among their people could diagnose its ills and treat them properly.
Euchel, like Dohm, was also interested in the rehabilitation and regeneration
(Verbesserung) of the Jews, but he approached the problem from an internal,
cultural vantage point.

The most grievous shortcomings of Jewish society were ignorance
(Unwissenheit), lack of education, and flawed morality, Euchel argued. Its
morality was based on a mechanism of fear and hope; the Jews never do good
only because it is good. Euchel, who had internalized Kant’s concept of
Enlightenment, believed that this approach was both ill-advised and danger-
ous, because it perpetuated passivity and negligence and prevented people
from coping with problems and challenges. In general, he asserted, the Jews
failed to see their own faults. It is the role of the enlightened Jew as ‘‘the moral
physician’’ of his people, to diagnose this serious illness and to seek out the
appropriate means of healing it. The image of the maskil as a physician was a
prevalent motif in the self image of the maskilim, in particular those who
advocated reforming Jewish society by coercive means, on the assumption that
the masses would recognize their shortcomings only after they were rectified.
Euchel informed the Danish king, with more than a hint of his self-satisfaction
and revolutionary consciousness, that it was only now that several enlightened
Jews were beginning to realize that their people were deteriorating and were
bitterly lamenting their wretched state.

The Christians also see the ignorance of the Jews, he went on to say, but
they believe that at least the rabbis excel in their knowledge of Judaism and
the Hebrew language. They are very much mistaken, because the rabbis and
teachers, most of whom come from Polish communities, are the most ignorant
of all. In his view, this can be easily proven: just ask the most famous rabbi to
interpret a biblical verse from a grammatical standpoint, or to show minimal
knowledge in the sciences. It is a grievous scandal that in this enlightened cen-
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tury, Jewish pupils are entrusted to coarse, uncultured, ignorant teachers from
Poland. Their customs are ridiculous, their religion is fanatic, and they observe
the practical commandments without giving any thought to them. The tradi-
tional educational system is not methodical, and all it imparts to the pupils
are ignorance, mistakes, and false notions. In principle, there can be no objec-
tion to the Talmud, on which all study is focused, and there is no cause to
belittle it, as some do, but it has to be properly understood. It is really only a
sort of encyclopedia, which contains a diversity of opinions and principles.
Other than several mystical commentaries or a few offensive remarks about
non-Jews, which were directed against pagans, there are many things in the
Talmud that are consistent with Evangelical morality. However, in Jewish edu-
cation, the Talmud is studied in a distorted manner, and for this we can also
lay the blame on the Jews. Ignorance, therefore, is the root of the Jewish peo-
ple’s catastrophe. It has to be fought against through education. The greatest
effort and the major part of all resources should be devoted to this area, for
only by this means would there be any chance of a cultural revolution.

Since the Jews must improve their situation through their own efforts,
the proposed educational institution in Denmark must be in Jewish hands,
namely, all the teachers and pupils will be Jews. Euchel, who had already envis-
aged himself as the head of the school, volunteered to examine the candidates
for teaching positions. The curriculum would include the study of languages
(Danish and German, the languages of speech and culture, and Oriental lan-
guages, primarily Hebrew and Aramaic), history and geography (in particular
Jewish history), Bible with a critical approach and no mystical interpretations,
and Talmud, methodically and scientifically taught by an enlightened teacher.
In addition, the pupils would have classes in Jewish theology, based on the
rational philosophy of the Middle Ages, and lessons in ethics. Those wishing
to prepare to enter the rabbinate would also learn the Jewish laws and the laws
of the state. Those wishing to continue to pursue academic studies would be
given additional lessons in languages, sciences, and philosophy, and any wish-
ing to engage in commerce would study subjects that would prepare him for
that occupation.

Euchel proposed that the institution be established in Kiel for several rea-
sons. The city was in the center of the country; the local population was
enlightened and willing to accept an institution of this kind within the city
limits; there was a university there with excellent teachers, one of whom might
be prepared to serve as an advisor to the Jewish school; the Jews of Denmark
could send their children there with relative ease; and it would also be possible
to use the university library. A special fund would have to be set up to finance
the school, based on donations from individual Jews and perhaps also a budget



Euchel Establishes the Haskalah Movement 237

provided by the government. Euchel was prepared to deal with this matter
immediately and to look into operative plans for establishing the school.

Euchel concluded his letter to the king of Denmark with a utopian vision:
within ten years after the establishment of the school and the institute for
training teachers and rabbis, a leadership elite of enlightened Jews will emerge
in Denmark and make an important contribution to the happiness and success
of the entire Jewish people.42

Hame’asef, 1785–1786

Early in 1785, Euchel returned to Königsberg, having failed to raise the funds
needed to implement his ambitious educational project in Denmark. From
then on, he invested all of his energies in developing Hame’asef and in expand-
ing the maskilic republic. In the second and third years of its operation (1785–
86), the maskilic journal firmly established its reputation. Its writers and
readers grew in number and became more diversified, the dialogue between
Chevrat Dorshei Leshon Ever and its readership became more animated, the
German supplement was expanded, and many more new books were reviewed.

For the first time, reports sent from various communities appeared in
Hame’asef. These items, which gave Hame’asef the appearance of a newspaper,
helped Euchel and his colleagues foster the maskilic discourse, reinforce opti-
mism, and crystallize the circles of Jews sympathetic to the Haskalah. For
example, a report was printed about the permission granted Mainz Jews to
send their children to general schools, about a demand that the Jewish children
not be harassed; and about the expanded rights of Sephardi and Ashkenazi
Jews in Hamburg, including the right to become licensed merchants. The arti-
cle attributed much significance to this news: ‘‘So that we may see how charita-
ble the nations are toward us, and how each day they show us more
kindness.’’43 When the humiliating transit tax was abolished in France, Wessely
composed a paean to Louis XVI and to the wealthy Frenchman Hildesheim of
Strasbourg, who had appealed to the king in this matter: ‘‘Jacob will no longer
pay custom duties at the gate like the duties paid on an ox or a lamb brought
to the slaughter; man is far superior to the beasts of the field.’’44 Joseph II’s
policy of tolerance was highly praised in an article that arrived from Bohemia,
reporting on the success of government schools for boys and girls.45 The jour-
nal printed the complete text of an open letter by a publisher, who signed it
‘‘a Protestant from Saxony,’’ announcing his intent to publish a German peri-
odical that would endeavor to defend the Jews and their image. The editors
also enthusiastically recommended to their readers that they subscribe to this
new journal and expressed their admiration for the Christian scholar ‘‘who is
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full of unconditional love.’’46 Loyalty to the country’s rulers was also reflected
in an article describing the mourning rites in the Meklenburg community
upon the death of Duke Schwerin, and in Wessely’s elegy on the occasion of
the tragic death of Duke Leopold who drowned when the Oder River flooded
in the spring of 1785.47

These ‘‘articles on progress,’’ which described the growth of tolerance
under the benign rule of absolutist kings and the salutary influence of human-
istic scholars, reached their highest point in the articles and poems printed in
1786, upon the death of Frederick II, king of Prussia. At first, a mourning
notice was printed. The editors already regarded their journal as having a pub-
lic status as the representative and voice of all the Jews, and urged them to
hasten to express their loyalty to the new king, Frederick Wilhelm II. Then the
journal printed a detailed biography of the king, in which no fault was found
with any of his deeds. An article eulogizing the king, which excessively ideal-
ized him, emphasized his merciful treatment of the Jews, and called upon the
readers to show their gratitude: ‘‘His hands raised you from the rubbish heap;
in his time, you were never banned from partaking in the heritage of man as
one of his people; in his time, the gates of wisdom were never closed to you,
so you might slowly ascend from your wretched state in this bitter exile . . . he
has restored the breath of life into your weary body and rejuvenated you so
that all who see you will be amazed.’’48 The next issue contained reports on
the official day of mourning, the mourning ceremonies held by the Königsberg
community and the coronation of the new king. At the reception held for the
new king in Königsberg, representatives of the community presented him with
a declaration of loyalty in the form of an obsequious poem: ‘‘God in his wis-
dom chose you, gave unto you the peace of the nations, witnesses your mercy
for the destitute; had it not been for you a scorched desert would have
remained here; we weep in gratitude to God, may Jacob rejoice and Israel be
glad.’’49

Hame’asef was truly a Jewish-Prussian journal in the enlightened spirit of
absolutism, and the maskilic discourse exuded optimism. Euchel and his
friends joined the Prussian chorus of loyalty, repressing the well-known fact
that Frederick’s Jewish legislation, which had been in force since the mid-eigh-
teenth century, was not at all in the spirit of the Enlightenment. Most of the
doors of society at large were closed to Jews, and emancipation was still very
far off. Only the narrow elite of wealthy Jews were flourishing financially and
becoming acculturated, in the framework of the selective, discriminatory,
absolutist conception of what was beneficial to the state. Euchel had experi-
enced this kind of discrimination himself, as a private tutor whose legal status
as a servant of the house was extremely tenuous, and as a candidate for an
academic position who was disqualified because of he was a Jew.
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The members of Chevrat Dorshei Leshon Ever devoted their attention
primarily to promoting internal rehabilitation and establishing their public
status, in keeping with Euchel’s ideology. They drew encouragement from
readers’ letters, in which they were depicted as ‘‘men who teach knowledge
and explain doctrine, the children of Israel will walk in their light, so that their
eyes may be opened to see the path of reason,’’ and from the support of
wealthy Jews like Shmuel Wertheimer, who offered to serve as the society’s
agent in Hamburg. The editors continued to publish various literary projects
in the journal, urged their agents to distribute Hame’asef and publicize it
widely, promised readers engaging issues and quick delivery, and attracted
subscribers by offering copper engravings of the two greatly admired personal-
ities in maskilic circles—Wessely and Mendelssohn.50 The Mendelssohn myth
continued to serve the maskilic discourse, and reached its apogee upon his
death in 1786. ‘‘The light of our generation, the glory of our people and the
delight of our eyes, from Moses to Moses no greater sage has arisen than
Moses . . . for he is a holy man of God!’’ Abraham Melodela wrote from Ham-
burg about Mendelssohn a year before his death. The first lines of the Tammuz
issue, which appeared in the summer after his death, were a verse originally
attributed to Isaac Newton and now, in the Jewish-Hebrew context, were writ-
ten about Mendelssohn: ‘‘Truth and religion were fettered in darkness from
generation to generation, until God spoke: Let there be Moses! Let there be
light!’’51

Hame’asef infused the consciousness of the maskilic republic with rheto-
ric and constantly repeated slogans in support of the maskilic agenda. ‘‘For we
were not all created to be talmudists, or to delve into and expand upon the
secrets of the Torah,’’ Elijah Morpurgo wrote, objecting to the dominance of
the talmudic ethos, in a detailed essay on the ideal education. The translation
of the prayer book into German, another maskil wrote, is a major step in
improving religious sentiment: ‘‘So that the majority of the people of Israel
will no longer be speaking ancient languages they do not understand, but will
take real pleasure in pouring forth their souls before their Maker.’’ The
maskilim also translated Alexander Pope’s famous humanistic saying: ‘‘The
proper study of mankind is man.’’ Others emphasized the Enlightenment ideal
of observation and science: ‘‘There is no joy like the joy of the inquiring,
observing man, thirsting for knowledge.’’ The maskilim also believed there
were hardly any barriers still standing between Jews and Christians. ‘‘Nothing
divides us but the commandments of the Torah that our forefathers have
undertaken to keep,’’ was the excessively optimistic view of an article pub-
lished in installments in 1786.52 That year, a satirical article, in the style of the
radical Enlightenment, printed in the Nisan issue of Hame’asef, lashed out at
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those adamantly clinging to traditional ethics who were browbeating the pub-
lic, and at mystics who were ruled by superstition:

Those witch doctors who rebuke the public, reviling, cursing and slandering their fel-
low men with coarse invective, or frightening and intimidating the people with tales of
exaggerated punishments, such as cruel beatings and angels of fury with drawn swords
who come with iron combs, whips and scorpions. Some comb their victims’ flesh, oth-
ers pull out their hair, others hang on to their nostrils, and other such brutal punish-
ments they have concocted. They also tell of the seven departments of Hell, each with
its own name . . . And who is foolish enough to believe this ridiculous nonsense which
the deceiving imagination invents or the plots contrived by those who regard them-
selves as sages to mislead the heart of the masses and frighten them. Or is it their intent
in doing so to make themselves renowned in the land as men who have amassed all
the hidden secrets in their hands?53

During 1785 and 1786, two anonymous readers utilized the Hame’asef
forum to incite a Kulturkampf against the rabbinical elite, with the support of
the editors. The first raised again the issue of early burial, in which Mendels-
sohn had been involved in the early 1770s. Now, the issue was represented as
a conflict between the position of progressive science and universal humanism
and the position of the rabbis that required burial on the same day death
occurred. The anonymous ‘‘reader’’ provocatively called on the rabbis to take
part in a public debate, to be conducted on the pages of the maskilic journal.
The issues at stake were the benighted image of the Jews in the eyes of the
Christians and the openness of the rabbis to modern ideas. ‘‘The man who
asks about the custom of early burial’’ praised the editors for refusing to back
down in the face of the rabbis’ authority (‘‘Your adversaries are those who
regard themselves as sages, and refuse to budge, either to the right or the left,
from the customs of their fathers’’) and for printing his article. ‘‘The man who
asks’’ was in fact none other than the editor, Isaac Euchel, hiding behind the
pseudonym ‘‘a reader,’’ a safer way to confront the rabbis.54 Members of Che-
vrat Dorshei Leshon Ever, on their part, expressed support for his views. They
printed the 1772 letters of Mendelssohn and Emden that Euchel had brought
with him from his visit to Berlin, so that the supporters of delaying burial
could rely on Mendelssohn and his arguments against those opposed to a
change in Jewish burial practices and in favor of the scientific approach. Only
one reply was received by the journal, from a Polish rabbi who did not give
his name, but there is some suspicion that this reply was forged, because the
rabbi supported the maskilim and suggested an original form of symbolic
burial in a coffin with air holes for three days, to eliminate the danger of bury-
ing a live person.55

The second maskil employed more radical rhetoric against a traditional
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translation of the Torah about to appear in Prague and compete with Mendels-
sohn’s translation, with an approbation by Rabbi Yehezkel Landau, ‘‘It is the
fire of jealousy that burns in my heart and the sword of revenge that pierces,
they shall be a remembrance to the people of the Lord, from me, a man
plagued by the sickness of the time,’’ was how the writer introduced himself,
signing his article as ‘‘Amitai HaShomroni.’’ His wish was to fight relentlessly
and uncompromisingly against any dishonor to Mendelssohn’s name. The edi-
tors hesitated to print this belligerent article in full, which was actually written
by Rabbi Saul Berlin, hiding behind the pseudonym. They finally did print it,
because they shared his desire to block the rival translation and to avert the
danger that its influence on orthodox pupils might destroy the hopes Mendels-
sohn had pinned on his Bi’ur. After they received the text of Landau’s appro-
bation, in which he not only criticized, but also was contemptuous of the
Mendelssohnian Bi’ur (although he refrained from mentioning it by name),
the editors of Hame’asef announced that the truth took precedence over peace.
They had to print the article even though they had wanted to avoid any escala-
tion in the conflict (‘‘Heaven forbid that we should arouse any strife and show
any disrespect for a great rabbi, for our ways are those of peace and truth’’),
and were afraid that their opposition to the rabbi might result in a scandal.
Now the readers of Hame’asef could see for themselves that Rabbi Landau, one
of the leaders of the rabbinical elite in Europe, was firmly entrenched in the
orthodox camp and was disparaging the project of Mendelssohn, their beloved
hero.56

In the meantime, Euchel also publicly settled accounts with his orthodox
critics, who had found flaws in his German translation of the prayer book,
published in 1786. He took umbrage at the criticism that questioned his quali-
fications and cast doubt on his religious faith. He was also angered by the fact
that this criticism was not voiced in an open forum like the journal, but
secretly, by word of mouth. Hurt and furious, Euchel addressed an emotional
response to those ‘‘wagging tongues,’’ which underscored both his self-image
as a man who acted for the general good and his criticism of the traditional
scholars:

Be my witness, before God and His people, whether I have not sanctified His name
among the nations and enhanced the prestige of all Jewry against her enemies. I have
shown the wisdom of her truly devout sages . . . I greatly fear and venerate the Lord
and I love my people unconditionally . . . From the day I had a mind of my own, I
chose to sit among true sages so that I might learn from them to remove the idols
ingrained in me by some of my teachers in the days of my youth . . . all I ever aspired
to do was to improve my mind and intellect each day . . . I shall always honor the God-
fearing and regard the lovers of His Torah with affection, but not every one who grows
a beard is a God-fearing man and not everyone who pores over books is a lover of
Torah.
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Euchel concluded this personal confession, printed at the end of the
Hame’asef ’s last issue in 1786, with a prayer, one that could also be easily
included in the journal’s maskilic discourse: ‘‘Allow my heart to know the
wonderful deeds you have done, to fear you all the days and to worship you
with all my heart . . . Remove the heart of stone from all flesh and be merciful
to the blameless, for you know that his ignorance is but his error!’’57

Euchel was also undoubtedly the author of the maskilic blessing printed
in Hame’asef toward the Jewish New Year 5547 (1786), which contained opti-
mistic expectations of a transformation of the Jews and the success of the
Haskalah:

With joy and praise, the bearer of the sheaves of reason will come. He will dwell in
the secret place and teach his flock righteousness, and you, my Lord, be his protector.
Strengthen the holder of a pen who teaches the men of Judah knowledge, and endow
him with a pure tongue, so his words may be pleasing to his listeners . . . God! Send
a blessing through the deeds of your hands. Give the maskil knowledge, the scholar
understanding, the judge honesty, the teacher, fine speech, the student eagerness, and
modesty to the teacher. Give the wealthy man a good heart and to the generous, give
wisdom. From the backs of fools remove the heart of stone, and obstinacy from the
minds of simpletons, so that they may not send forth their wrong doings. Open the
eyes of the blind, lend an ear to the deaf, so they may hear the instruction of rational
men.58

These heaven-borne prayers expressed aspirations and yearnings for the
triumph of the Haskalah and the spread of reason. Their purpose was not to
achieve the traditional religious aims, such as devoutness, atonement, or the
redemption of the Jewish people from exile. This blessing, or wish, for the suc-
cess of the Enlightenment revolution in Jewish society expressed the maskil-
im’s sense that they had been orphaned by Mendelssohn’s death, as well as
their quasi-messianic zeal for the coming of the secular maskilic redeemer—
‘‘the bearer of the sheaves of reason.’’ However, these were more than just
ardent wishes for the appearance of a replacement of the same stature as Men-
delssohn. Daring organizational steps to change the structure of the Haskalah
movement were already in the offing. The man behind these moves was, of
course, Isaac Euchel, the indefatigable initiator of the maskilic republic.



Chapter Eleven

The Society for the Promotion of Goodness
and Justice

In the last issue of the third volume that came out in the fall of
1786, the readers of Hame’asef were informed of changes about to take place
in the journal as it began its fourth year of operation. In a notice ‘‘to their
brethren, the maskilim,’’ Chevrat Dorshei Leshon Ever announced its intent to
exploit the journal’s success, to double its membership, to foster new maskilic
initiatives, and to add another name—‘‘The Society for the Promotion of
Goodness and Justice’’ (Chevrat Shocharei Hatov Vehatushiyah)—to the soci-
ety’s original name. By enrolling new members who showed an interest in the
Haskalah project and had financial means at their disposal, the society was able
to expand its areas of activity and to open its ranks to members for whom
nurturing the Hebrew language, for example, was not a top priority. From
now on, ‘‘the society would not be based only on exponents of the holy
tongue, but every maskil who is a seeker of truth and of good, every scholar
with intellectual interests, and every philanthropist among our people will be
known as a member of our society.’’ Those interested in joining the new
framework were directed in this notice to a new address—Joel Brill, the private
tutor who lived in Berlin in the home of his employer and patron, the well-
born, wealthy maskil David Friedländer.1

The Freischule Printing House

The Berlin address represented a turning point. The Berlin circle of maskilim
was joining the society of maskilim in Königsberg as an active partner, and
this called for an organizational change to reflect the weight of the Berliners
in the movement. At first, there was talk of a kind of federation made up of
the two circles, which would bear the name Chevrat Shocharei Hatov Vehatu-
shiyah veDorshei Leshon Ever. The new framework, however, was not estab-
lished at once, but only a year after the Hame’asef announcement. For several
months, Euchel was occupied with the organizational preparations for the
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change and was also planning to move from Königsberg to Berlin, where he
was assured of a position as director of a Hebrew printing house, a central,
major link in the new organization.

Hame’asef did not come out at all during 1787, and it was only in the
summer of that year that the aims and by-laws of the Society for the Promo-
tion of Goodness and Justice were formulated and a decision was taken about
its complex, sophisticated modes of operation. The new society was then offi-
cially founded and a special manifesto was printed to mark the occasion. It
is an interesting document, one unparalleled in its importance as a means of
reconstructing the maskilim’s grand plan for building their movement in the
1780s. The ‘‘Plan of the Society for the Promotion of Goodness and Justice’’
presents a detailed program of activity that reflects the inner dynamics of the
movement and its leaders’ great revolutionary dream.2 The establishment of
the Society for the Promotion of Goodness and Justice was the clearest expres-
sion of the new elite’s attempt to found a well-organized, effective, and rami-
fied maskilic republic. To achieve this aim, all the cultural forces and resources
at its disposal in the mid-1780s were unified and centralized—the successful
journal, the financial support of a wealthy elite that sympathized with the
Haskalah, the registered members of both societies (Chevrat Dorshei Leshon
Ever in Königsberg and the new society, Chevrat Matzdikei Harabim [Benevo-
lent Society], in Berlin), and in particular the Hebrew printing press Chevrat
Chinukh Ne’arim, which had been under the maskilim’s control from its
establishment. The integration under one roof of financial means, a journal
that had already been published for three years, ties through correspondence,
and a printing house was undoubtedly the most important organizational step
taken in the framework of the maskilim’s Enlightenment revolution.

Late in 1785, Chevrat Matzdikei Harabim was founded in Berlin, with 145

members, largely from Berlin itself, many of them subscribers to Hame’asef.
This society had totally different character and aims from Chevrat Dorshei
Leshon Ever. It was established as a result of an elaborate effort by its founder,
Isaac Satanow, to create a support system for himself and the printing house
he managed, to ensure that he would have the funds required to print books.
The society appointed ‘‘collectors’’ in communities outside Berlin to sign up
society supporters on a pledge to purchase new books and to transfer the
money to the society’s management in Berlin. The members of the manage-
ment board, Isaac Daniel Itzig, David Friedländer and Isaac Satanow himself,
were also ‘‘leaders of Chevrat Chinukh Ne’arim,’’ which had established the
modern Jewish school in 1778. Matzdikei Harabim undertook to buy in
advance, each and every month, a fixed number of publications that Satanow
would print in the Freischule printing house. The members were also asked to
observe the traditional customs of charity, but to make their donations to a
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secular philanthropic-cultural cause, rather than to traditional institutions like
the synagogue or the talmud torah, as they had in the past. To mark the birth
of a son, the marriage of a child, or an aliyah laTorah (the honor of being
called to read from the Torah in the synagogue) on the Sabbath or a holiday,
members of Chevrat Matzdikei Harabim would give a donation to the society.
As recompense, Satanow offered them universal fame. The donors’ names
would be printed in each of the books published by Matzdikei Harabim, ‘‘so
that the good they have done to safeguard their people will be a memorial
throughout all the generations, and the fruit of their charity shall be a source
of glory and pride.’’3

Isaac Satanow sincerely believed man could have no greater reward. In
the maskilic republic, there was no other man so obsessed with the world of
books, writing, and printing as he was. Isaac (Itzik) Halevi, a native of
Satanow, was a merchant and early maskil from Podolia and a friend of Men-
delssohn’s. He settled in Berlin in 1772, where he joined the circle of maskilim,
although on his frequent journeys to his family and trade fairs he maintained
close ties with Polish Jewry. Satanow was an extraordinary maskil, who pro-
duced and invented texts, and the amazing range of his writings attest to this
fact. He displayed an astonishing ability to produce books that emulated
ancient works (Zohar taniana in the language of the Kabbalah, Mishlei asaf in
the language of the wisdom literature), and contrived enthusiastic approba-
tions supposedly written by rabbis who warmly praised his talents. In addition,
he published his own writings as ancient texts, which he said he had found in
rare manuscripts only recently discovered in private libraries, and quoted him-
self in later writings. Satanow’s ponderous and turgid works on linguistics,
Kabbalah, philosophy, commentary on prayers, and the like are not easy to
read. Contemporary as well as later critics accused him of deception, hypoc-
risy, and literary forgery.

Satanow is unquestionably an enigmatic figure in the eighteenth-century
world of Jewish culture, one whose true nature has not yet been plumbed.4

The scholar of Haskalah literature Shmuel Werses has with great sensitivity
succeeded in constructing the historical figure of the ‘‘woeful maskil,’’ at least
as Satanow saw himself, by listening attentively to Satanow’s autobiographical
remarks scattered throughout his numerous writings. Satanow was a frustrated
intellectual. Throughout his life, he longed for people to recognize his fine
qualities, read his books, and admire him as a first-rank scholar who had made
an immense contribution to Jewish culture. ‘‘The image we get is not so much
one of an adventurer and deceiver,’’ Werses wrote, ‘‘but rather one of a writer
with a mission, a type of piteous sage.’’ Satanow was always disappointed,
always dissatisfied, always angry about the declining cultural standards and the
dwindling number of Hebrew readers.5
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Isaac Satanow was a compulsive writer, constantly in the grips of a obses-
sion to write. He devoted all of his time to raising money to finance the print-
ing of books. ‘‘I write in the evening and in the morning return to the printing
house,’’ Satanow wrote about his ascetic daily routine and his race against
death:

And all that for fear that death may snatch me up before I have completed what I have
begun. For that reason, I have tried to speedily engage in my sacred work, turning my
nights into days. I sleep hardly more than three or four hours a night, I do not partake
of delicious food, I do not drink wine or alcohol, I lead an austere life. Material plea-
sures mean nothing to me.6

In his personal life, he was quite lonely because his wife and most of his
family remained in Poland. Writing, printing, and publishing were for him
a substitute for every pleasure and satisfaction. Like other early maskilim, he
employed erotic images to explain the intensity of his irrepressible passion for
writing and printing: ‘‘Every writer has an intense desire to leave behind some
memory in his writing because he wishes some benefit to accrue from it, that
he may increase men’s wisdom and knowledge so they are not lost in sorry
affairs; this is likened to the passion of sexual intercourse whose purpose is to
leave some remainder of man behind on this earth.’’ He regarded his literary
creation as a means of immortalizing his life and leaving his imprint on the
world. He drew an analogy between the sexual drive and the passion for writ-
ing, and in his view ‘‘The Almighty created in man the passion for the two, to
bring things to their appointed end, whether by sowing his seed and bringing
forth progeny or planting the seed of wisdom, which is a form of man.’’ How-
ever, men ought to channel both these human passions toward a lofty purpose
and to avoid giving vent to them in a manner that would bring forth neither
the birth of a child nor the publication of beneficial books of wisdom: ‘‘Just as
can happen in the ardor of sexual intercourse, men of ill will may release their
passionate desires in various ways without achieving the end, thus in my view,
this may happen with the passion of wisdom.’’7

Thanks to his expertise in the Hebrew book world, his concern for the
fate of the Jews, and his good connections with the elite Berlin families of Itzig
and Ephraim, in whose home he was employed as private tutor for Jewish
studies, Satanow was appointed in 1784 as director of the Freischule printing
house. This position provided him with a rare opportunity to make his mark
on Jewish culture and, most important of all, to make sure that his own many
works were published.

All the recent studies on the construction of the public sphere in modern
Europe in general, and on the emergence of the eighteenth-century literary
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republic in particular, underscore the salient role of printing. It was the focal
point for versatile economic, social, and intellectual activity, and the means by
which the Enlightenment was disseminated.8 Among the Jews too, printing
played a similar role. The Berlin printing house was the first in Jewish history
specifically intended by its founders and directors to serve modern transform-
ative aims, to disseminate knowledge and chokhmah, to further the improved
education of youth, and to increase the number of readers. While the Hebrew
printing press everywhere had been the means of disseminating all streams of
religious culture, now, for the first time, it was enlisted in a new cause—to
promote the alternative Jewish-maskilic culture and to disseminate a modern
ideology.

Six years after the school for boys, the Freischule, was opened in Berlin,
the two men who ran it—Isaac Daniel Itzig and David Friedländer—applied
to Frederick II for a license to found a printing house, the income of which
would finance the philanthropic school, where needy pupils could study
tuition-free. Not only would the printing house lighten the financial burden
of the donors, it would also print new textbooks for the pupils, thus furthering
the school’s goal of molding ethical citizens who would be of service to the
state. To operate the printing house, intended as a new improved version of
the Hebrew printing house already operating in Berlin, the two men also
requested a license to hire printing workers—men to cast lead typeface, type-
setters and proofreaders, who would come from outside Prussia—and to open
a bookstore as well.9

Nonetheless, in applying for a license to open a printing house, the two
men’s intent was not to compete with the printing houses that existed in Ber-
lin. The king’s reply was sent within only a day to the state minister, Münch-
hausen. The Jews, he averred, were already engaged in too much commerce
and there was no scarcity of printing houses in Berlin. However, if this was
going to be a unique printing house, limited to Hebrew books, he was pre-
pared to grant the request. Münchhausen ruled that the printing house would
specialize only in ‘‘Oriental languages’’ (hence its German name—Die orien-
talische Buchdruckerei), and with his avid support the process of approval
moved with relative speed through the various bureaucratic offices. The license
was certainly granted owing to the special status of the Itzigs, seven years later
the first Jewish family in Prussia to gain full emancipation. But the concepts
of the Enlightenment, which since Dohm had made an impact on the public,
also affected the decision, because they regarded this sociocultural endeavor of
printing as an effective means of bringing enlightenment to the Jews (Aufklär-
ung), of improving their morals and rehabilitating them (Verbesserung, Vered-
lung).

On February 3, 1784, Frederick II signed the franchise for the printing
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house and a bookstore adjacent to the Freischule. It stated the applicants were
permitted to sell and trade at fairs, to print in Hebrew and other Oriental lan-
guages (Aramaic, for example), to use other alphabets only for purposes of
translation, footnotes, or clarification, but not to print an entire book in a
non-Oriental language. Another much sought after right in Frederick’s Berlin,
which was always apprehensive about the growth of the Jewish community,
was added to the permit. The printing workers and their families, who had
been brought from outside Prussia, were granted resident permits as tolerated
Jews. Following further negotiations, the print shop was exempted from most
taxes and levies, after being recognized as an enterprise of benefit to the state.10

Satanow immediately went to work with enormous zeal. At first, he
thought he could make unlimited use of the printing press to print his many
manuscripts that he had not succeeded in publishing. He distributed a private
prospectus, proposing that the public support the printing of ten of his books.
In exchange for a commitment to purchase books, Satanow offered the
donors, as was his wont, fame and glory: their names would be engraved in
his books ‘‘with a pen of iron and lead so they will be a memorial throughout
all the generations.’’11 In the end, his plan was not fully implemented, because
the policy followed in the Freischule press was not based solely on financial
considerations, but was set by an editorial board established in keeping with
the by-laws of Matzdikei Harabim. This was unquestionably an unprecedented
step in the Hebrew book culture. In general, economic considerations (the
chances of selling the book or the financing the author provided) as well as
the rabbinical authority and approbations had decided whether or not a
manuscript would find its way to the printing press. In marked contrast, this
modern ideological printing house submitted manuscripts to the critical judg-
ment of maskilim. Its owner and directors decided that no book would be
printed before it was judged and had received a positive recommendation
from at least three experts:

Every book, new, old, or translated submitted for printing by the leaders of the associa-
tion (Chinukh ne’arim, Matzdikei harabim) will only be printed after it has been
examined by scholars well-versed in all aspects of the science about which the book is
written . . . it will be examined by maskilim who have an understanding of the science
referred to on the front pages of the book, and the recommendation will be made by
three experts to the satisfaction of the leaders of the group who will authorize the
printing of the book and provide the necessary funds.

The striking point here is that they circumvented the rabbis’ control over
the Hebrew book, a trend already apparent in the early Haskalah throughout
the eighteenth century. Nonetheless, in one exceptional case the tradition of
rabbinical approbations was preserved. Books dealing with the Talmud were
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submitted for the approval of religious experts—the rabbi of the Berlin com-
munity, Zevi Hirsch Levin and his bet din, court of law.12 This was the most
salient expression of the sharp division drawn between the sacred and the pro-
fane, between the talmudic rabbi and the maskil ‘‘who understands science,’’
a division that relegated religious knowledge to the narrow area of the Talmud
and to those expert in that field.

The printing house began its work as soon as the suitable approvals were
received during the month of April 1784, and in its first year of operation, it
published three books, each of which in its own way served the house’s
maskilic aims. The first was an introduction to philosophy, Bi’ur milot hahi-
gayon, a third edition of Mendelssohn’s interpretation of Maimonides’s work
on logic, first published in the 1760s. This time it was prepared for the press
by Aaron Friedenthal of Jaroslaw, then a teacher at the Freischule, and a year
later one of the directors of the state educational system in Galicia. It was pub-
lished as a textbook intended for the pupils of the Freischule and was com-
pletely financed by Itzig and Friedländer, the directors of the school. In
Friedenthal’s view, this book, combining medieval Jewish philosophy with the
up-to-date terminology of the new philosophy introduced by Mendelssohn,
was an invaluable vehicle for shaping orderly rationalist thought, so abysmally
lacking in traditional education, as well as an intellectual means for training
students to arrive at the truth.13

The second book was Ein mishpat, the third in the Divrei shalom ve’emet
series by Wessely, published during his struggle against the rabbinical elite that
had attacked his program for reforming Jewish education. It contained letters
from Italian rabbis who had come to his defense. Hame’asef, which announced
the book’s appearance, expressed the hope that Ein mishpat would silence the
critics and provide support for its author, the veteran maskil.14

The third book published during the printing house’s first year, Satan-
ow’s Sefer hamidot, was also intended as a textbook for the boys at the Frei-
schule, but unlike Bi’ur milot hahigayon, it was an original work printed after
having won a tender. In the first pamphlet of Divrei shalom ve’emet, Wessely
had come out in favor of making ethics a major subject of study in new Jewish
education, to be taught methodically with textbooks, based not only on reli-
gious texts but also on reason and humanism, as one of the components of
the teachings of man: ‘‘books of morals based on rational philosophy, with
which to teach the pupils chokhmah and ethics.’’ Wessely went on to outline
the chapter headings of an ethics book of this type: ‘‘etiquette, the ways of
morality and good character, which are the teachings of man . . . knowledge
of the soul and its faculties, which are the qualities implanted in the human
soul . . . like wisdom and folly, faith and obstinacy, joy and sadness, love and
hate, generosity and miserliness.’’15
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The directors of the Freischule issued a tender offering a monetary prize
to anyone who would write such a book of ethics. They set the date for the
submission of the manuscript as the first day of Nisan 1784 (when the tender
was first published, in a German periodical, the date given was October 1783),
and appointed Mendelssohn, Wessely, and Marcus Herz as judges. Wessely
himself went to work energetically on the book, but was unable to complete it
in time because of his involvement in the cultural battle that flared up around
him. To Wessely’s great disappointment, the prize went to the manager of the
printing house, Isaac Satanow.16

Satanow’s Sefer hamidot proposed a personal track of study leading to
perfection. Like the authors of traditional musar literature, Satanow thought
of himself as being responsible for curing ‘‘the sicknesses of the soul,’’ namely,
identifying the illness and finding the proper balance between mental faculties
and moral virtues. However, he attributed particular importance to the intel-
lectual effort he invested in precisely classifying the various virtues and sug-
gesting exact definitions for them. In Satanow’s view, this was the major task
of the ‘‘maskil,’’ whose dominant faculty is the ‘‘light of reason’’ that guides
him. Sefer hamidot, in its ideas and ponderous baroque style, was actually a
book that was characteristic of the early Haskalah. As a matter of fact, the
book, along with rabbinical approbations, had been ready ten years earlier (in
1774), and when the Freischule tender was published, Satanow merely retrieved
it from the store of his numerous manuscripts.17

Satanow’s definition of the Haskalah (‘‘for wonderment is the reason for
Haskalah in God’s verities and deeds’’) was much closer to the rational
thought of the Middle Ages than to Kant’s definition, which Euchel had
espoused. It is also hard to imagine that the Freischule would offer its pupils
a book that recommends, for example, a method of repression to preserve sex-
ual purity like that suggested by the traditional books of morality, which tried
to frighten their readers and fill them with a fear of sin and its punishment.
And this is what Satanow wrote in Sefer hamidot:

When a man is infected by a feeling of passion for a strange woman, he should turn
his mind to think of the elements of which she is composed: flesh, blood, sinews and
bones, lungs, liver, spleen and intestines, phlegm, smelly bile and filthy urine, and pic-
ture them in his mind as disgusting slabs laid out before him, and that organ which he
longs for is the most repulsive of all, the place through which urine, the menstrual
blood, and the odious discharges pass.18

As far as we know, the book was never utilized for the pupils of the Freischule,
and its publication only served Satanow in his tireless efforts to get his works
into print, in order to gain one more portion of immortal life.

In the following three years, the printing house continued to prosper and
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grow. Nearly every month, another book was published, and a total of thirty-
three titles were published between 1785 and 1787. ‘‘To this altar, the authors
their offerings will bring, and from the scent of their incense into hearts joy
will spring,’’ Wessely’s rhymes heaped praise on Isaac Daniel Itzig, who was
responsible for establishing ‘‘the new altar of print.’’19 Satanow continued to
print his own works, including a prayer book he had edited, and grammar
books. The printing house also received a franchise to print a calendar. It also
printed a book of ethics by Wessely (also entitled Sefer hamidot), a Hebrew
translation of Mendelssohn’s Phädon; a prayer book translated by Friedländer;
Joel Brill’s translation of the Satanow edition of the Passover haggadah; Yaldut
vebacharut (Childhood and Adolescence), a sermon in rhyme advocating the
ideal education written by Mendel Breslau, a member of Hame’asef ’s editorial
board; and Rehovot, the fourth and last part of Divrei shalom ve’emet. All these
works that came off the Berlin printing press were added to the Haskalah book
shelf. Late in 1787, when a joint organizational framework was established
comprising Dorshei Leshon Ever in Königsberg and Matzdikei Harabim in
Berlin, the printing house was the major asset that the Berlin group brought
to this merger. However, Isaac Satanow was not mentioned at all in the docu-
ment uniting the two groups, and the Berlin group was apparently represented
by Joel Brill and David Friedländer. In any event, Isaac Euchel was about to
move to Berlin to replace Satanow as manager of the printing house.

The Haskalah Is Institutionalized

‘‘And there shall be two linked shoulder-pieces to bear the burden of the
sacred work that is to begin, God willing, from the month of Tishri, 1787,’’ the
founders of the Society for the Promotion of Goodness and Justice pro-
claimed.20 The maskilim of Königsberg with their cultural resources, in partic-
ular Hame’asef, were being amalgamated with the maskilim of Berlin, along
with their most important asset, the printing house of the Freischule. This
expanded framework also led to close cooperation between three groups.
These groups were defined in the new society’s regulations: the first as the
toranim (authors and scholars); the second group as the artists—painters, arti-
sans, and musicians—the third as the philanthropists, the wealthy donors who
supported the creators of culture.21

In setting forth the aims of the Society, Euchel did not abandon the foun-
dations on which the society in Königsberg had been built four and a half years
earlier, first among them the promotion of the Hebrew language. He empha-
sized, however, that from then on the society’s activity would be guided by a
more general purpose—to foster enlightenment among the Jews by dissemi-
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nating knowledge to them, imbuing them with virtues and encouraging them
to act for the public good. He did not think of ‘‘goodness’’ in the same sense
as Leibniz did—that same optimistic faith that Voltaire mocked in Candide,
according to which ‘‘all is for the best in this best of all possible worlds.’’ In
his eyes, goodness was an ideal achieved only through a considerable effort
and cultural activism by those truly committed to it. He regarded the members
of the Society for the Promotion of Goodness and Justice as dedicated soldiers,
prepared to fight for the dissemination and promotion of the good and of
morality in all spheres of life. Such ideals were quite prevalent and also
appeared in the names of other German intellectual societies. They reflected
the aspiration of the German Enlightenment to shape a moral society that
would be the best expression of humanism. In fact, the maskilim still con-
ceived of the ideal of enlightenment primarily as a continuation of the
endeavor to disseminate knowledge. Hence, even in the broadest program of
activity that they tried to implement they never stirred from the three fields
they endeavored to foster: expansion of the world of books, improvement of
education, and formation of an elite of maskilim. The maskilic agenda con-
tained none of the other possible missions, such as external political activity
to gain rights, internal political activity to replace community leadership, or
activity to achieve social justice. However, the maskilim who declared their
adherence to the idea of fostering wisdom and goodness, no matter how
abstract and nebulous it might be, were swept up on a wave of ardor, which
revealed a conscious trend of innovativeness, a strong desire to change and
improve the existing situation, and a fervent belief in the Enlightenment. This
is how Euchel, the architect of the reorganization, defined the aims of the Soci-
ety (in its German name, Gesellschaft der Beförderung des Edlen und Guten)
at the head of its manifesto:

This society undertakes to mightily endeavor to promote good and wisdom among the
sons of Israel. And besides the promise of each and every one of its members to gird
his loins and to do good himself as best he can, each also has a strong desire to implant
good and wisdom in the hearts of their fellow men. And for this, we have on the one
side, Dorshei Leshon Ever who are still determined to nurture the holy tongue in order
to build their house on a treasured cornerstone; and on the other side, Matzdikei hara-
bim, whose desire it is to make men righteous and to increase among the Jews a love
of wisdom, a lust for science and a passion for justice.22

In this new umbrella organization, a monopoly was granted to the Frei-
schule printing house. Its regulations stated that all of its and its members’
publications, including Hame’asef, would from then on be printed only at this
printing house after having been judged to be suitable. ‘‘At the top of the
book,’’ the regulations stated, ‘‘it will be written . . . that the contents of the
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book were examined by maskilim who found them to be proper and reason-
able.’’ A manuscript that was disqualified in this screening process could not
be published by another printing house under the society’s name. But a book
selected as meeting maskilic criteria would receive devoted attention and treat-
ment by the society and its author would be invited to sign a generous contract
with it.23 While the foremost objective of the Society for the Promotion of
Goodness and Justice, which also represented itself as a publishing house, was
to disseminate knowledge and to establish a forum accessible to maskilim who
wished to see their books published, it also wanted to provide a support system
for writers to free them of their economic dependence on the patronage of the
wealthy and socially prestigious elite. In the belief that maskilim deserve to
receive a fitting financial recompense as well as recognition and honor for their
public activity, the society promised to ensure that ‘‘each would be paid for
his work both for translating sacred books or writing a book himself, or if he
does some fine act that attests to his generosity, for the good of all Jewry, he
shall be given a reward by the public to thank him for the good he has done
and to publicly acclaim his righteous deeds.’’24

In addition to developing the maskilic book world and furthering the
Chinukh Ne’arim press, Euchel suggested that the members raise any other
ideas that were likely to promote the society’s aims and give the members a
sense of satisfaction: ‘‘Each and every one of our members who is desirous of
making a new, valuable proposal that will be beneficial to the Jewish people
should bring it to the attention of the heads of the society when they meet.’’
In addition, the members were assigned various duties, each in keeping with
his function in the society: These toranim were given the task of writing articles
and reviews of new books for Hame’asef and replying to questions on science
and other scholarly matters. The artists were to contribute an artistic creation
of some kind to the journal every year, an engraving or an illustration (‘‘To
embellish Hame’asef or to glorify Jewry among the nations to show that the
wisdom of her sages has not been lost’’), while the philanthropists would be
divided into two groups: one to provide regular advance financial support for
the Society’s activities by paying a fixed monthly amount, the other to make
contributions from time to time. The members would also enjoy rights: the
writers’ works would be printed by the society; the artists would be paid for
their works, and they would all get discounts when purchasing the society’s
publications. A detailed, up-to-date report, containing a list of the members
and their activities during that year, would be sent to the members’ homes.25

The regulations reflect the tendency of the heads of the society to central-
ize its activities. In an attempt to keep the members’ activity under close super-
vision, they adopted for their organization quite a few of the characteristics of
the bureaucratic Prussian state in which they lived. Euchel designed a hier-



254 Chapter 11

archical, centralized structure for the Society for the Promotion of Goodness
and Justice, in which a rigid division of powers would be maintained, and
which would be operated by a ramified system of bureaucracy. It was the first
modern Jewish organization of this type, intended to promote an unprece-
dented cultural policy, invented at this historical stage by maskilim alone.
Hence, it is interesting to examine the general lines of the organization in detail.

Jewish society, particularly in Eastern Europe, was familiar with supra-
community organizational frameworks and intra-communal federations. But
the typical formal organization in eighteenth-century Jewry was the local com-
munity. Hence, the maskilim’s aspiration to found, in the late 1780s, a very
broad supra-local, supra-communal maskilic republic, and to exploit books
and correspondence to unify its members within a single large organization, is
particularly striking. The ranks were open to all, ‘‘and every man everywhere
who desires to join our association and to seek justice wisdom and the good,
will be welcome and his company will be pleasing to us, as friends and breth-
ren together, and even if far apart, we will find joy in wisdom and delight in
camaraderie.’’ Never before had a broad national, perhaps even international,
organization been founded, not even among the hundreds of societies of the
enlightened established in Germany, other than the Masonic lodges. The
source of inspiration for The Society for the Promotion of Goodness and Jus-
tice may well have been the organization of Freemasons, such as the ‘‘Asiatic
Brothers,’’ in the 1780s, which had a center in Vienna, regional branches in
Europe and local offices.26 However, although there was some similarity in
organizational structure, and even if Jews like the head of the Itzig family were
Freemasons, the members of The Society for the Promotion of Goodness and
Justice were not.

The only other organization, contemporary with and similar in character
to the Jewish maskilic society was actually the Deutsche Union. A nationwide
movement, founded in early 1788 by the radical intellectual with nationalist
leanings Karl Friedrich Bahrdt, it served as a roof organization for reading
societies throughout Germany.27 This time, the founding document of the
Society for the Promotion of Goodness and Justice stated, we are not founding
another local society of maskilim, like those in Berlin and Königsberg. ‘‘The
Society for the Promotion of Goodness and Justice is not based, like other
groups, on the residents of only one city, but has branches wherever there are
truly enlightened men seeking to know the joy that will spring from this soci-
ety,’’ was the wording of the first clause of the fifth section, outlining the soci-
ety’s organizational structure.28 Alongside the traditional community
organization there had always been voluntary societies, whose members were
devoted to the advancement of traditional values, in particular charity and tal-
mudic studies.29 In this case, not only did this voluntary organization adopt
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aims that were not the traditional ones, but its purpose was to disseminate the
idea of a new type of (maskilic) society to other locations as well and to link
the newly established societies in a supra-organization, one in which the com-
munal affiliation would carry no weight.

At the head of the society, Isaac Daniel Itzig was installed as Überdirektor.
He was the brother-in-law of David Friedländer, the son of the head of the
communal establishment in Berlin and Prussia, Daniel Itzig, and one of the
directors of the Freischule. This was, however, only a honorary position that
did not carry any real executive powers. His appointment at the head of the
hierarchy was probably intended to ensure the financial support of donors
from the wealthy, well-connected elite as well as to give the movement the
honor and status it could hardly expect to gain if it were headed by a private
tutor like Euchel or Brill.

Major importance was attributed to the organization’s two nationwide
operative bodies, one in Königsberg and the other in Berlin. This duality
reflected the founding of a federation between the maskilim in these two cities,
and perhaps also rivalry over hegemony in the movement. In Berlin, the Über-
direktion—the organizational and administrative center and the supreme
coordinating body of the society—would operate, supervising ‘‘the printing
and the transmission of letters between the faraway members.’’ It would have
six members: a ‘‘leader,’’ an ‘‘adviser’’ (Joel Brill and Baruch Lindau), a man-
ager of the printing house, two proofreaders, and a treasurer. The Hauptdirek-
tion—the body that would manage Hame’asef as well as all the activities of the
society—would operate in Königsberg. It would be headed by two leaders,
Euchel and Mendel Breslau, who would be assisted by an adviser (apparently
Sanwil Friedländer), a treasurer, and a secretary. In this way, Euchel ensured
the continued control of Chevrat Dorshei Leshon Ever in the new movement
and in Hame’asef.

On the local scene, there were two possible ways of setting up the organi-
zation: in a small cell, with at least ten members, overseen by an Inspektor,
who served as liaison between the local society of maskilim and the national
leadership; or in a Direktion, a larger cell, with a membership of at least thirty
local maskilim overseen by a Direktor assisted by a secretary. Such a large cell
would be divided into subgroups of ten, headed by an Inspektor. The Haupt-
direktion would send the movement’s seal to each Direktion, thus giving an
official stamp of approval to its activity in the framework of the organization
under the supervision of its institutions. A democratic mechanism was intro-
duced to select the ‘‘inspectors’’ and ‘‘leaders’’ of the local assemblies: the
members themselves would elect them, and after they had been approved by
the Hauptdirektion and given an official letter of appointment, they could be
inducted into their respective positions.30
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In the organization’s regulations a great deal of attention was devoted to
the link, based mainly on the post, between the various bodies and the many
members. For this purpose, a complex, cumbersome bureaucratic system of
sending mail, receiving replies, and approving publications was set up. This
system maintained the centralized structure and endowed the Hauptdirektion
in Königsberg with powers of supervisions over everything that went on in the
organization. If one of the members wished to send an article, question, or
proposal to the organization, he had to submit it in writing to the Inspektor of
the local cell, who would pass on the material to the Direktion in his city or
the adjacent one, along with his approval. The Direktion would peruse the
material and send it to the Überdirektion in Königsberg. Only there, at the
organization’s ideological control center, would the reply be given: approval
of the article for publication in Hame’asef or an opinion about a specific pro-
posal made by the member. The reply would be returned ‘‘downward’’
through the same bureaucratic channels: from Königsberg to Berlin, from Ber-
lin to the Direktion, from there to the local Inspektor, and from him to the
man who submitted the material or proposal. This procedure, the by-laws
stated, had to be strictly observed without any exceptions: ‘‘So that everything
can be handled in an orderly fashion, no letters will be answered except in the
above-mentioned manner, and the Hauptdirektion in Königsberg will write
only to the Überdirektion in Berlin, and they will make their statements to the
other assemblies in each and every city.’’31 To ensure that manuscripts sent to
the organization for publication in Hame’asef or to be printed in the Freischule
printing house would be objectively judged, the by-laws required that the
writer attach two signed letters to the manuscript—one omitting the author’s
name and bearing the letter S (Schrift), the other containing information about
the author and bearing the letter N (Nahme). The second letter would be
opened only if the manuscript were approved for publication. The author
would bear the postal expenses for a manuscript that was not accepted.32

The regulations of the society required all the local cells to meet at least
once a month for the type of ideological literary meeting typical of a ‘‘reading
society.’’ At these meetings, articles and literary works would be discussed and
questions raised by the heads of the society. Leaders of the Direktion would
convene a weekly meeting, to discuss mainly the activity of the local cells and
administrative problems. Once a year, according to plan, a general meeting
would be held: ‘‘Once a year there will be a large meeting attended by all the
members of the organization. All members will be notified of the date set aside
for the meeting. Then we shall know how much the organization has grown
and how its boundaries have expanded.’’33 As far as is known, a meeting of
this sort was never actually held.

The breadth of the maskilic vision is amazing. And the optimistic expec-
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tations of Euchel and his colleagues that the Haskalah movement would grow
to such dimensions, making it possible to hold no less than a supra-national
congress of Jews committed to the values of the Enlightenment and cultural
reforms in Jewish life, are truly remarkable. The idea of organizing a maskilic
republic into a centralized, formal movement, which would create an interna-
tional forum for meeting and exchanging ideas, had never even occurred to
those active in the literary republic of the European Enlightenment.

Intensive Acculturation in Berlin

Euchel expected the organization of the Society for the Promotion of Good-
ness and Justice to be completed by the middle of Elul, 1787, a month and a
half from the publication of its founding document and the regulations bind-
ing on its members. With immense optimism, he hoped that by then the cen-
ter in Königsberg would know the geographical dimensions of the movement
and how many members it had.34

Late in 1787, the first issue of the new volume of Hame’asef was published
by the reorganized society, in an expanded format with new sections, printed
on the printing press of the Freischule. However, in this brief period of time,
Euchel had already moved from Königsberg to Berlin, returning there about
three years after having visited the city as the acknowledged head of the Haska-
lah movement and fourteen years after he had fled it as a boy to embark on
his new life.

Euchel’s move to Berlin at the end of 1787 disrupted the organizational
structure of the Society for the Promotion of Goodness and Justice even before
its ability to perform effectively had actually been put to the test. In this struc-
ture, the Königsberg circle of maskilim and the Hauptdirektion had been given
hegemony, but as soon as Euchel arrived in Berlin, several amendments were
made regarding the status and power of the organization’s bodies, which upset
the balance between the maskilim of Berlin and those of Königsberg. The main
leadership was transferred to Berlin, headed by Isaac Daniel Itzig and Euchel
as general managers (Hauptdirektoren), assisted by Brill and Landau. Euchel
was appointed manager of the printing house, replacing Isaac Satanow, who
had left for Poland on an extended visit to his family. In Königsberg, only a
branch of the organization was set up, headed by Yehiel, Isaac Euchel’s
brother, assisted by the senior members of the organization in that city—
Mendel Breslau and Sanwil Friedländer.35

As a result of the establishment of the Society for the Promotion of Good-
ness and Justice and Euchel’s move to Berlin, the center of gravity of the
Haskalah movement shifted to Berlin. What was the Jewish Berlin that Euchel
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encountered in 1787 like? One detailed description, from the vantage point of
a Christian visitor in the 1780s, reveals a Jewish community intensively accul-
turating to the European lifestyle and German bourgeois society:

Jewish Berlin is very impressive. Most of the Jews live in the center of the city, particu-
larly on the Jüdenstrasse, Königsstrasse, Spandauerstrasse, and other streets. The splen-
did home of the banker, Ephraim, is on Unter den Linden Boulevard, while in the
Friedrich quarter there are hardly any Jews at all. The Jews in Berlin are very wealthy;
Moses, Itzig, and Ephraim are some of the richest among them. Some of them own
factories, but most earn their livelihood from commerce. Their behavior is refined and
courteous, in particular those who have received a good education. They are no longer
stiff-necked, cowardly, and coarse as the members of their nation used to be. Those of
noble conduct who act according to worthy principles frequently socialize with Chris-
tians, and only rarely do these Christians take note of the fact that they are Jews. The
hairstyles of many are similar to those of the Christians and their mode of dress is no
different from ours. They no longer think a beard is important because it makes a man
look distinguished. One hardly sees any, they no longer feel they are necessary, and if
any do keep their beards, it is only to avoid gossip. Among the Jews there are scholars
in various fields who devote themselves to the sciences with laudable dedication. Who
does not know Moses Mendelssohn? Doctor Bloch is a great expert in the history of
nature and in physics, and Doctor Herz is now giving a course of lectures in philoso-
phy. In general, they love to read nowadays much more than ever before. They are
developing good taste and a liking for poetry as they begin to read more journals and
to attend the theater. The strong tendency to read novels is spreading among them
with extraordinary speed, in particular among the women . . . Of all pleasures, the Jews
best love the theater, and on Friday evenings they are the ones who fill the balconies.
When the weather is fine, one can see them strolling in groups through the Tiergarten
Park or along Unter den Linden Boulevard.36

Nothing in this description would have been new to Euchel, since he was
closely associated with the wealthy and cultured Jewish elite and felt very much
at home in this Jewish-German milieu. It seems, however, that soon after he
arrived in Berlin Euchel was assailed by many doubts, even though he was still
in thrall to the grand vision of expanding the scope of the Haskalah movement
in Germany. Until 1786, in particular during Mendelssohn’s lifetime, the inter-
ests of the rich, well-connected Jews and the circle of maskilim coincided.
However, at this particular point in time, a change occurred. This is how Mir-
iam Bodian depicts the process: it is reasonable to assume that the rich, cul-
tured Jews believed the maskilic awakening could be beneficial in the public
campaign to improve the status of Jews. On one hand, it had the effect of
enhancing Jewish prestige and improving their image in the eyes of Christians;
on the other hand, it helped to promote the reform of the Jewish population
in regard to employment, culture, and civil behavior. From 1786, and even
more so in the 1790s, this situation changed.
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Frederick’s death roused hopes of liberation from the stifling absolutist
centralization, and the leaders of Jewish society looked forward to an improve-
ment in their civil status if they demanded this directly from Frederick and
Wilhelm II. However, it soon turned out, contrary to expectations, that Prus-
sia was not embarking on a liberal track and that it was impossible to achieve
this sort of change for Jewry as a whole. Hence, they were prepared to demand
political rights for themselves, arguing that they were considered an element
beneficial to the state, with which they totally identified. Once the wealthy cap-
italists began to look after their own personal interests, and aspired to find
social gratification primarily in German society, the alliance between the
maskil and the philanthropist, so vital for the promotion of Jewish enlighten-
ment, since it provided it with economic and social backing, was dissolved.
‘‘To justify cutting themselves off from the rest of Jewry,’’ Bodian concluded,
‘‘they used the political-moral argument that a citizen’s affiliation with the
state is the sole collective framework.’’37 Needless to say, this position was very
far removed from the vision of the future of the Haskalah, which regarded this
kind of affiliation as only one of the frameworks, and was not prepared to
relinquish the particular affiliations of common Jewish existence.

At the same time, the young cultured elite’s connection to the Jewish
sources, to Hebrew, to religious faith and its commandments, was growing
more tenuous. Many of the sons and daughters of the Berlin tycoons and mer-
chants who grew up in the 1780s no longer concealed their alienation from
Jewish religion and customs (in particular after the death of Mendelssohn,
who was committed to the tradition). They chose to embrace deism, as the
natural, rational religion of the Enlightenment, or Christianity, which was
viewed in romantic terms as a religion that gave the soul emotional gratifica-
tion. These young people no longer had any interest in the maskilim’s project
to culturally rehabilitate the Jews.38

A brief glimpse into the life of Rahel Levin (1771–1833) offers an illuminat-
ing picture of the young Berliners who grew up in the 1780s in the homes of
affluent Jews. A portrait of fourteen-year-old Rahel and her younger brother
Marcus, painted between 1785 and 1786, shows the boy wearing the fashionable
clothes of an adult and the girl in a dress with a hoop skirt and décolleté, sit-
ting at a piano holding a delicate flower; both children are looking at the artist
with a bored expression. Rahel received a music education and was taught the
manners of high society; she was undoubtedly one of the most intellectual
young women of her generation. She read incessantly, was familiar with both
French and the German Enlightenment culture, quoted Rousseau, Diderot,
Wieland, and Lessing in many of her letters and in her diary, strove to gain
more and more knowledge, attended the theater, and regarded herself as an
enlightened woman. Although she admired Mendelssohn, and knew him and
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his family who lived nearby, her own conception of Enlightenment was indi-
vidualistic and cosmopolitan and included neither Jewish tradition nor
maskilic texts of the kind that appeared in Hebrew in Hame’asef. On a family
visit to Breslau, for example, Rahel experienced culture shock when, for the
first time, she came face to face with the life of a traditional Jew. She was
repelled by the traditional life led by most of Breslau Jewry in the 1790s, and
the letters she wrote from that visit reveal her strong feelings of alienation and
disgust. It was one of the few occasions in her life that she witnessed Jewish
prayer, which to her was ugly and noisy, totally unaesthetic, and lacking in
sensitivity. She awoke in the morning, she wrote, to the sound of a commotion
that she later learned came from the morning prayer in the synagogue estab-
lished by her uncle in his home: ‘‘I get up and look and hear all too clearly
that it was a memorial to Him that the Bohemians [traditional Jews] shout
every morning in mystical language which they call Holy, all the way to his
palace in the clouds.’’39

While it is true that Euchel and other maskilim often harshly criticized
traditional Jewish society, the alienation of these young Jews, who aspired to
be accepted by the high bourgeois society and break all ties to their Jewish
origins, is glaringly evident from their own testimonies. In marked contrast,
the maskilim believed their prime mission was to rehabilitate the Jews without
expunging their self-identity. In the post-1786 cultural and social reality of
Jewish Berlin, it was no longer clear what the Haskalah could hope to accom-
plish or what the role of the Society for the Promotion of Goodness and Justice
was. Ostensibly, the Enlightenment revolution had succeeded in Berlin beyond
all expectations, so that Euchel was left with very little work to accomplish
there in 1787. However, this would only be true if we viewed this description
of Berlin’s Jewish high society as a complete, satisfying one, and only if the
Haskalah’s historical role was limited to secularizing Jewish life and paving the
way for the Jews’ entry into German society. In truth, neither of these are
exact: Jewish Berlin in the late eighteenth century was far more complex than
one might gather from the description of the 1786 Christian visitor or Rahel
Levin’s life.

There was really no need for either the Haskalah movement or the Society
for the Promotion of Goodness and Justice to exist for Jewish life in Berlin to
become modernized. The maskilic discourse played only a minor, marginal
role in this long-term process, which was devoid of all ideology. Secularization
and the decline of religious practice were the outcome of a quiet, uninitiated
development. There were many affinities between the intellectual elite Rahel
Levin represented and the elite of the maskilim, but in the final analysis they
were two quite different elites. They were distinguished not only by their
socioeconomic status, but also by the fact that the maskilic version of the
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Enlightenment discourse was an internal Jewish discourse not intended to
serve the tendency to break away from Jewish society and culture. The cul-
tured elite that Rahel Levin belonged to strove to be integrated into the Euro-
pean Enlightenment culture on the basis of its universal values. While the
maskilim’s aspirations were not always clear-cut and well formulated, they
always strove for what was best, most reformed, and most moral for the Jewish
collective. Everything the maskilim did was focused on fostering the maskilic
republic—a journal, a society of maskilim, and a printing house. Individualis-
tic Jewish-German intellectuals like Rahel Levin showed no interest in these
three aims, which manifested a conscious endeavor to build an innovative Jew-
ish sphere and to renew Jewish culture out of a sense of responsibility for Jewry
as a whole.

Steven Lowenstein has persuasively demonstrated that the Berlin families
that attracted the most attention overshadowed other social groups. In partic-
ular, it has been overlooked that even at the end of the eighteenth century,
despite a certain weakening of the traditional frameworks, a Berlin community
continued to maintain the characteristic patterns of traditional communal life.
In general, the modernization of German Jewry reached its peak at the end
of the century only in major urban communities like Berlin, Hamburg, and
Königsberg. This trend was manifested in use of the German language, aban-
donment of Yiddish, rising standard of living, bourgeois lifestyle, modern edu-
cation, adoption of European names, and religious permissiveness. In contrast,
for the majority of German Jews, the process of modernization was slow and
prolonged and was completed only toward the mid-nineteenth century. Even
in the Berlin of the 1780s and 1790s the wealthy elite was merely a minority in
comparison to the middle and lower classes, and its lifestyle was not shared by
the majority of Jews. Many of the members of this elite continued to support
both traditional scholarship and the Haskalah and its projects (the Freischule,
the books of the Haskalah) at the end of the 1780s and throughout the ’90s.

Berlin’s scholarly elite—rabbis, rabbinical judges, and young yeshivah
students—still maintained a strong presence and influence. Other than the
main synagogue, there were many private congregations in the city, and the
rich families—in particular members of the older generation—contributed to
the traditional institutions, founded synagogues in their homes, made dona-
tions to societies like Machzikei Lomdei Torah (Supporters of Talmud Schol-
ars) and purchased expensive ritual objects. At the end of the 1780s, in a typical
orthodox move, Lazarus Bendavid, known as a deist and a proponent of
leniency in relation to the commandments, was prevented from serving as a
leader in prayer in a synagogue. Jacob Adam, who came to Berlin in the early
nineteenth century from a town in Posen to study Torah in a yeshivah,
described in his memoirs the world of the young students of Talmud. In their
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milieu, there were as yet no signs of acculturation, although they were aware
that the danger of apostasy was greater in Berlin than elsewhere, and Adam
himself had relatives who had abandoned all observance of the command-
ments.40 Nor were the ‘‘salon women’’ like Rahel Levin (the best known
among them, who after her conversion to Christianity and marriage was called
Rachel Varnhagen) representative of the modern Jewish women. Paula Hey-
man has asserted that new studies on the modernization of Jewish women in
Germany indicate they were relatively conservative and committed to the tra-
dition. They related to women like Rahel Levin, who bore her Jewish origin as
if it were a mark of disgrace, as fascinating and famous but definitely excep-
tional.41

Consequently, it would be correct to say that after 1786 the Jewish scene
became very diversified, particularly in the Berlin community. Alongside the
social and economic gaps within the Jewish population, three distinct Jewish
intellectual elites began to emerge. One comprised rabbis and traditional
scholars with an orthodox orientation; the second, assimilationists who sought
to gain the respect of non-Jewish society, and the maskilim. The maskilic proj-
ect did not go unnoticed, and there were orthodox reactions against
Hame’asef, which were not printed but became known to the maskilim. And
we ought not to forget that when Euchel settled in Berlin and dreamed of ful-
filling the grand vision of the Society for the Promotion of Goodness and Jus-
tice, he saw a field of activity that extended far beyond the Berlin community.
He still could see himself as the head of an avant garde Jewish camp and could
try to enlist public opinion in support of the Haskalah and the republic of
maskilim.

All these trends reverberated in his belligerent article that opened the
society’s activities in the summer of 1787, soon after his move to Berlin, and
was printed as an introduction to Hame’asef ’s newest volume. A philosophi-
cal-moral article, very typical of the maskilic discourse, its aim was to shore
up the self-confidence of the young readers who were just starting or had
already begun to undergo a process of cultural conversion to enlightenment
and would be the future generation of the movement. Euchel attacked the
opponents of chokhmah in the traditional society, and asserted that anyone
willing to go against the stream would achieve the lofty ideal of humanism
(‘‘man, the highest of the earth’s creatures, is made sublime by a rational
mind’’), would gain an intellectual experience, partnership in the Enlighten-
ment project and ‘‘true happiness’’ by attaining perfection. ‘‘Wisdom [chokh-
mah],’’ as Euchel defined it, ‘‘embraces all work, all study, every action and
behavior that brings man closer to realizing his selfhood,’’ and the chakham is
‘‘a man who strives diligently to attain true perfection.’’ The concept of human
perfection was derived from the perception of God’s absolute perfection, and
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it could be achieved only through rational thought, general knowledge, and
humanistic morals. However, Jewish society, in which the potential maskilim
grow up, places obstacles in their path. The neglect of chokhmah is one of the
more grievous historical shortcomings of the religious culture, as a result of
which ‘‘the enlightened were few and the ignorant many.’’ The intellectual
effort also deters those who are ‘‘afraid of the intellect,’’ the superficial bour-
geoisie, in Euchel’s view, who show no interest in the life of spirit and thought.
Even more threatening and forbidding is the claim of the ‘‘despisers of intel-
lect’’ that the maskil is suspect of heresy. The orthodox reactions were not
limited only to the controversy over Divrei shalom ve’emet. From time to time,
anonymous vituperative letters were received by the Hame’asef editors, denun-
ciations were uttered, and maskilim related instances of slander and schemes
against them:

Whenever they see a chakham honored and respected among the people, the fire of
jealousy is aroused in them and they become quarrelsome and hostile towards him . . .
they will despise and slander him saying his taste has left him, his scent has changed,
he shall not look upon the sacred, for he has gone astray after lies and has cast off all
faith. They will make accusing speeches against him, speaking insolent words, and
finally humiliate him and oust him from the congregation of the upright.

Euchel equipped his readers with rebuttals to the hostile orthodox posi-
tions. No man has the right to judge the religious faith of another, which is a
matter only for his own conscience. The true chakham never loses his faith.
Those who attack the maskilim are usually stupid and hypocritical, men who
only ‘‘show themselves outwardly, in their clothing and behavior, to be pious
and moral men, but in truth are full of evil and deceit.’’ He suggested that the
maskilim should adopt the standard policy of Hame’asef and, with disdainful
silence, refrain from reacting: ‘‘We pay no heed to the whispers spread by
many throughout Jewry to utter falsehoods against us and our deeds. We shall
not fight with them nor shall we speak their names.’’ And he went on to urge
his readers to fearlessly persevere on the path of Haskalah: ‘‘So, my brethren,
fear no man, seek judgment, study science, learn from men of intelligence and
ethics, from the wise, though your beginning was humble, yet your end will
be very great.’’42

Early in 1788, when Euchel began to publish Mendelssohn’s first Hebrew
biography in installments, he again publicly reflected on the Haskalah’s target
audience. His words carry a certain undertone of disappointment, which will
increase even more in the 1790s. He referred to the opposition of the hostile
orthodox (‘‘Bats, in the darkness they fly higher and as the sun rises, in the
shimmer of dawn they are but creatures that crawl in the dust’’), and revealed
his fear that the two processes he had witnessed in Jewish Berlin—the rising
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standard of living and the growing acculturation—would reduce support for
the Haskalah. There was in that city, he noted, a group of bourgeois and afflu-
ent Jews so intent on the pleasures of life (‘‘They have so glutted their hearts
with delights that they have become satiated and disgusted with them, no
longer wanting to engage in them, for they have filled their bodies with plea-
sures without giving any part of their minds’’) that it was impossible to interest
them in the Enlightenment culture. Hence, the target audience was dwindling.

At this point, Euchel referred to the ‘‘middle’’ type, ‘‘the true maskil,’’
who chooses a third path on the diversifying social and cultural map: radical
European acculturation on the one hand, and an internal Kulturkampf on the
other. This maskil is in the center, between orthodoxy, which is hostile to the
Haskalah, and the bourgeoisie, which is indifferent to it: ‘‘Yea to you, the
median man! Who stands midway, far from these two battling camps, to you
alone I address my speech, go forth my brother! You have known how to find
pleasure in the shadow of wisdom and to grow wiser while you engage in plea-
sures.’’43 Although Euchel’s encounter with Berlin dimmed his optimism from
the early days of the Society for the Promotion of Goodness and Justice, the
Haskalah movement was now on the brink of its three most successful years.
The years 1788–90 were the time the movement flourished: there was a real
growth in the scope of its literary activity, the maskilic republic expanded in
Europe and its criticism of the rabbinical elite became more radical.



Chapter Twelve

Growth and Radicalization

On the eve of Rosh Hashanah, the Jewish New Year 5548 (1787), the
workers of the Freischule printing house published a special poetic salutation
to their employer, the provider of their livelihood, ‘‘The famous, exalted offi-
cer and minister, Daniel Itzig.’’ This was not merely a gesture of flattery to the
Jewish millionaire, but rather a sincere expression of gratitude by the workers,
most of whom were of Polish origin and whose employment in the printing
house provided them with a license to reside in Berlin.1 This printing house,
then at the peak of its success, operated under the aegis of the Enlightenment
project, but was a thriving business in its own right, which also published reli-
gious literature against payment.2

The Haskalah Library Expands

From the time the Freischule printing house was founded in 1784 until 1790,
eighty-four titles came off its press, an average of twelve per year. The peak
years of the printing house’s output throughout its existence (until 1825) were
1788 (seventeen titles) and 1789 (nineteen titles). Some of these were no more
than pamphlets, several pages each, like the congratulatory poems printed to
mark the marriages of some of the more outstanding members of the Society
for the Promotion of Goodness and Justice,3 as well as a calendar printed
under a special license from the Prussian Academy of Sciences.4 From 1788 to
1790, however, the printing house enriched the Haskalah library with several
books that became the basic books of the movement. The society kept its
promise to its members and during those years doubled the size and circula-
tion of Hame’asef. The journal came off the presses in Berlin regularly, one
issue each month, along with various supplements, including one in German.5

Each of the volumes for 1788–90 contained about 400 pages, so that more than
1,200 pages were printed of the journal, which was the flagship of the Society
for the Promotion of Goodness and Justice.

The basic maskilic books printed during those years included Shirei tif-
eret, the biblical epos of Moses and the exodus from Egypt, written by Wessely,
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which was still a best-seller in Hebrew poetry in the nineteenth century; Aga-
dat arba’a kosot, by the philosopher and scholar Shlomo Pappenheim of Bres-
lau (1740–1814), written after the death of his wife and three sons, as a
justification of human fate, which was printed in ten additional editions and
was regarded as a literary masterpiece; and Isaac Satanow’s brilliant literary
work, Mishlei asaf, a collection of proverbs and parables, written in the style
of biblical wisdom literature and aimed at ‘‘instructing man in the paths of
knowledge and morality.’’6 For students, Aaron Wolfssohn, a private tutor in
the home of one of the Friedländers and a key figure of the Haskalah in the
1790s, printed the reader, Avtalyon, and in 1788 Baruch Lindau printed the sci-
ence textbook Reshit limudim, which became the most famous, up-to-date
book on the Hebrew bookshelf at the end of the eighteenth century.7 Instead
of rabbinical approbations, this popular introduction to science was prefaced
by letters of praise and recommendation from the two leading Jewish physi-
cians and scientists in Berlin, Marcus Bloch and Marcus Herz, and not surpris-
ingly, a congratulatory poem penned by Wessely was also appended to the
book. Nearly an entire issue of Hame’asef was dedicated in 1788 to Euchel’s
initiative in printing Givat hamoreh—Solomon Maimon’s commentary on
Guide for the Perplexed, which was commissioned by the Society for the Pro-
motion of Goodness and Justice. To raise funds for the book’s publication, a
network of no fewer than twenty agents was set up in the territory between
Vilna and London.8 In the meantime, in 1788, Euchel printed his biography of
Mendelssohn, first in installments in Hame’asef and then as a book. This work
also became one of the maskilic classics of the 1780s, enabling readers who
were not fluent in German to read for the first time selected excerpts, in
Hebrew, from Mendelssohn’s Jerusalem.9

Joel Brill and Aaron Wolfssohn were the editors of a large collective proj-
ect that they viewed as the fulfillment of Mendelssohn’s last testament and the
continuation of the Bi’ur project: the publication of German translations, in
Hebrew letters, and a commentary on the scriptures that were not included in
the Bi’ur. No fewer than fifteen maskilim, among them the heads of the soci-
ety, participated in writing and printing the translation of and commentary on
Haftarot mikol hashanah (sections from the Prophets recited in the synagogue
throughout the year). There was a relatively large demand for these books; for
example, 500 copies of the five Scrolls were ordered in advance, and more than
1,000 copies for the edition of Psalms with Mendelssohn’s translation.10 The
Society for the Promotion of Goodness and Justice had calculated that an
advance order of two to three hundred copies of each of the printed books
would cover the minimal costs, and the great demand was unquestionably a
measure of success.11 The books were distributed through a network of agents
in the various cities of Europe as well as through the post. Euchel was then
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simultaneously serving as manager of the printing house, the editor of
Hame’asef, and the acting head of the society. He was flooded by orders for
books, proposals for the publication of new books, and letters.12

The list of agents was printed in Hame’asef. When the demand for books
printed by the Freischule press increased and their distribution became more
profitable (the agent’s commission was 10 percent of each book’s price) people
who were impersonating agents would turn up from time to time. One such
was Israel Baer, who represented himself as an agent on behalf of the Society
for the Promotion of Goodness and Justice. When complaints of his behavior
reached the management, it published an open letter in which it denied any
association with him, and informed the public that all its agents were supplied
with a written endorsement and anyone who failed to present it was surely a
fraud.13 A man by the name of Shimon Kromeneu, from Prague, plagiarized
Lindau’s book Reshit limudim, renamed it Amud hashachar, and distributed it
in the communities of the Habsburg empire under his own name, but he was
finally exposed as a forger.14

At least part of the credit for the success of the Freischule books should
go to Hame’asef. That journal fulfilled several functions simultaneously; it pro-
moted sales, published articles, initiated new activities, signed up subscribers,
and reviewed the books published by the printing house, thus stimulating the
maskilic republic and promoting its literary activity. In Hame’asef ’s three peak
years (1788–90), the journal doubled in size but the proportion of scholarly
articles, biblical commentaries, articles on the Hebrew language, translations,
encomiums, and moral parables in the journal gradually decreased. Instead,
more space was allotted to news, articles on current events, controversies, reac-
tions, reviews, and dialogue between readers and editors and among readers
themselves. Caustic reviews of religious books drew, in broad strokes, the
boundary lines between the rabbinical culture and the culture of the
Haskalah.15

Among the more prominent writers for Hame’asef were the two men who
in the 1790s took over the editorship of the journal—Joel Brill and Aaron Wolfs-
sohn. Naphtali Herz Wessely continued to contribute to the journal, particu-
larly as the author of poems to mark various occasions, commissioned by
community leaders as an expression of loyalty (for example, the illness of
England’s George III and the vaccinations given to the children of the Prussian
king). However, he also acted in a supervisory capacity, moderating any radi-
cal statements and rebuking the editors from time to time. In an exceptional
theological article, Wessely severely censured the scorn that the author of a
1786 article had heaped on the belief in the punishments of hell. He also used
that occasion to remind the editors of his warning in Nachal habesor against
publishing antirabbinical and antireligious satires. Characteristically, Wessely



268 Chapter 12

lashed out against apostasy and averred that several articles of faith (the spiri-
tuality of the soul, the afterlife, the doctrine of reward) were basic to Judaism.
He tempered the concept of hell that appeared in the terrifying depictions in
the Kabbalistic musar literature and represented it as merely a symbolic
expression of abstract punishments that would be visited upon the soul.16

Hame’asef began allocating more space to useful knowledge about man
and the world. Detailed articles introduced many readers who had not
received a regular education to the animal world, scientific measuring instru-
ments, the technique of pearl divers in the ocean, an understanding of the
physical forces revealed by Newtonian science, and new pedagogical theories,
as well as to basic concepts in philosophy, cited, for example, from Maimon’s
commentary on Guide for the Perplexed.17 The medical student Shlomo Schöne-
man, Isaac Satanow’s son, called on the Jews to revive the Hebrew language,
making it flexible enough for use in scientific texts: ‘‘For all others are con-
stantly adding to their language, new verbs and nouns for the actions, results
and sciences that are reviving each and every day . . . while our language is
barren, no longer giving birth.’’18

The mission of acquiring universal knowledge was cloaked in the rhetoric
of the Enlightenment. For example, reading a ‘‘nature book’’ was represented
as the best way of learning to know God: ‘‘The observation of everything there
is in the world, from the smallest creatures to the largest . . . the falling of rain,
the blowing of the winds, and the child coming forth from the womb . . . these
will bear witness to the perfection of His wisdom and ability.’’ Moreover, the
‘‘man of science,’’ who yearns to learn the secrets of nature, is the human man
who rises above all other creatures: ‘‘The force of the inventor . . . will induce
him to seek to know everything that happens under the sun and to discover
the wonders and secrets of Nature . . . and through the efforts and diligence
of that force . . . the benefits to the existence and glorification of the human
race will greatly multiply.’’19 The ideal man is one whose parents and educators
know how to provide him with a free, natural childhood that will strengthen
his body. Well-ventilated rooms, lightweight clothing, games in the open air
(‘‘Allow the child to caper and play outside even in the winter months!’’),
baths in cold water—all these would ensure health and education ‘‘in the paths
of nature,’’ according to the theories of the philosopher Locke, the pedagogue
Campe, and the physician Marcus Herz.20 The Mendelssohnian myth that
Euchel developed in his biography, published in installments in four whole
issues of Hame’asef, shaped the ideal of self-perfection (Bildung) and personal
progress. In Euchel’s heroic narrative, Mendelssohn’s life became an exemplar
of success and a story that symbolized the Enlightenment revolution: the son
of a lowly scribe in Dessau became one of the greats of the generation thanks
to his intellectual faculties.21
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Mendelssohn, however, was already in the realm of myth. The news sec-
tions of Hame’asef were intent on the political events of 1788–90 in France and
the Austrian empire, which were interpreted as an outcome of the policy of
Enlightenment. Moses Ensheim of Metz, in Alsace, was the journal’s corre-
spondent on the French Revolution and the debates in the National Assembly
on the status of the Jews. Thanks to him, the readers of Hame’asef were able
to observe from a distance, albeit somewhat belatedly, the dramatic, unprece-
dented events that took place in Paris. No one censored Hame’asef, and an
article printed in September 1789 did not hesitate to support unequivocally
the revolutionaries’ antimonarchic and anti-class system objectives, in marked
contrast to the traditional loyalty to the absolutist monarchy that the journal
had always maintained. With unconcealed joy, Ensheim reported that ‘‘The
prison called the Bastille, which terrified every honest man and was loathed by
the righteous, was razed to its foundations, all the prisoners were set free, and
the warden of the prison was killed by the sword.’’ From then on, he wrote,
‘‘There will be no remembrance of the grandeur of the aristocrats, born into
noble families, who lord it over the rest of the people, and wickedness is in
their midst, and they speak no truth for the general good.’’22 A paean to the
General Assembly published by Ensheim on the front page of the November
1789 issue contained all the revolutionary slogans, avid support for the basic
freedoms and the radical conclusion that ‘‘there is no ruler that can imprison
the spirit.’’23 In the winter of 1790, when news arrived about the emancipation
granted to the Jews of Bordeaux, Hame’asef raved: ‘‘From Paris came a voice
heralding redemption for our brethren the children of Israel.’’ From now on,
it seemed that ‘‘there is no good in this land that the Jew will not partake of
as do all its other citizens, and that is the teaching of man!’’24

Laws obliging Jews to serve in the army were first passed in Europe in
1788 in Joseph II’s Habsburg empire. Letters and articles from Prague, Vienna,
Trieste, and Lvov conveyed to Hame’asef readers the alarmed reactions of the
Jews, in particular in Galicia, which had a population of more than 200,000

Jews and until 1772 had been part of the Polish kingdom. Reports also arrived
about attempts to moderate their opposition and to explain that these laws
actually were a reflection of progress and tolerance, not a decree threatening
the Jewish religion. An anonymous open letter addressed to the Jews of Galicia
advised Jewish soldiers to divide their time between God and the emperor. It
promised them that if they were compelled to violate some religious law, they
would not be punished by the Almighty: ‘‘Worship God through His com-
mandments in your leisure time, and the emperor through his orders in war-
time and in battle.’’25 A letter from Trieste, written in the name of the local
rabbi, defended Joseph II’s tolerant policy and called on the Jews of Galicia
to avoid creating the impression that they were ungrateful by opposing the
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conscription law. Since nothing had changed in Joseph II’s policy of tolerance,
‘‘Our lord, His Excellency, the Emperor has stated that every man in all the
cities of his kingdom shall observe the laws and teachings of their forefathers,
there is no religious coercion, and tolerance is steadfast,’’ and the only thing
to be done was to reduce as far as possible any conflict between the duties of
the soldier and the commandments of the halakhah.26

A news item from Prague in the spring of 1789 described the departure of
twenty-five Jewish soldiers, attended by crowds and a great commotion:
‘‘There was a great pandemonium in the city street, we heard mothers crying
for their sons, a sister weeping for her brother, and young women for their
husbands, as they left their home city to do battle against our enemies.’’

Then Rabbi Yehezkel Landau, usually one of the targets of the maskilim’s
criticism since his involvement in the Wessely controversy, entered the fray,
this time to urge moderation and sound judgment. An article from Prague
quoted from the moving sermon that the rabbi delivered before Jewish soldiers
at a military camp, in which he calmed their fears. He gave every conscript a
small prayer shawl, phylacteries, and a prayer book, and gave them advice on
how to reconcile their religious obligations, such as prayer, observance of the
Sabbath and eating only kosher food, with their civic duties as dictated by the
military framework. The emperor, Landau repeated again and again, does not
have a policy of impinging upon religion. Landau went even further, and asked
the soldiers to regard themselves as exemplary representatives of the Jewish
people who through their impeccable service and readiness to give up their
lives for their country, would demonstrate the Jews’ loyalty to the state. After
his sermon, Rabbi Landau gave four gold coins to each Jewish soldier and one
to each of the Austrian soldiers who were guarding them, and then everyone
parted in tears.27

At the end of the year, another article from Prague reported on the
thanksgiving ceremony held in the synagogue of the city to mark the capture
of Belgrade from the Turks, and on that occasion Rabbi Landau spoke in
praise of the emperor.28 The German supplement of the journal printed the
full text of the 1789 Edict of Toleration for the Jews in Galicia, as a political
document putting into practice the principles of the Enlightenment. In early
1790, Joseph II died. The journal printed a eulogy that came from Vienna and
mourned the emperor as one of the great men of the Enlightenment. It lauded
his enormous contribution to advancing the status of the Jews: ‘‘He has lifted
the dwelling places of Israel from the rubbish heap and led it to the chambers
of science and happiness to take part in it as one of his nation.’’29

News items from Austria informed Hame’asef readers of historically sig-
nificant events. Just when the French Revolution was about to apply the prin-
ciples of the Enlightenment in unprecedented emancipatory legislation, the
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Jews learned for the first time the price they would have to pay for recognition
by the centralized state as citizens with equal rights and obligations. These two
historical developments were depicted in Hame’asef ’s maskilic discourse as a
high point along the road to human progress and were received with much
satisfaction. In these articles, the editors uncharacteristically wrote some favor-
able words about Rabbi Landau for the moderate position he had taken on the
issue of military conscription and the attitude toward the state.

The Kulturkampf Escalates

During this same period, against the background of Joseph II’s policy of toler-
ance and reform, anticlerical expressions first began to appear in Hame’asef.
There was nothing new about occasional outbursts against the rabbis, but the
fundamental position taken by the editor, Euchel, had been to exercise
restraint and to avoid a head-on conflict. Now, from 1788 to 1790, as if this
was a coordinated move, the maskilim’s rhetoric became sharply defiant, even
personal. They challenged the rabbis’ authority and mocked the rabbinical
elite and its values.

Herz Homberg was the only maskil who in the 1780s held a government
position that enabled him to implement a policy of transformation in educa-
tion under the laws of the state. After leaving Berlin, Homberg traveled
between Vienna, Gorizia, Trieste, and Prague. Joseph II’s government regarded
him as an enlightened Jew, highly motivated to promote the government edu-
cational system, which was the core of the Austrian policy of tolerance and
reform in the 1780s. In 1788 Homberg was employed in Lvov as the emperor’s
supervisor of the German-Jewish schools in Galicia. His main task was to over-
come the resistance of the traditional communities to any change in traditional
education. Many testimonies exist as to the hostility Homberg encountered in
Lvov and the stratagems the Jews resorted to in an attempt to evade the obliga-
tion to attend a German-Jewish school (which was explicitly set down in the
1789 Edict of Toleration, and the sanction for noncompliance was the withhold-
ing of a marriage license).30

The readers of Hame’asef learned about these things when Homberg pub-
lished an open letter to the Galician rabbis in an attempt to persuade the rab-
binical elite to withdraw its opposition. The letter was also printed separately
and distributed in Galicia. Like Wessely in his Divrei shalom ve’emet six years
earlier, Homberg pointed to the positive aspects of Joseph II’s policy and the
great advantages that would accrue to the Jews from it, and tried to mitigate
the rabbis’ fears that Torah study might be seriously impaired. He portrayed a
bleak picture of traditional education and its flaws and offered his good ser-
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vices as an experienced and expert educator who had only the interests of the
boys at heart. He suggested that an assembly of rabbis be convened to decide
on changes in curriculum structure and teacher training.

But a catch appeared at the end of the open letter—a threatening ultima-
tum in the patronizing tone of someone who sensed he had the power and
backing of the ruling government: ‘‘You should know, although I began by
addressing you meekly, leaving the choice with you, not everything that you
find desirous will become the law governing the Jews.’’ What he was actually
saying was that he was prepared to hear any ideas they might put forth, but he
had the authority to decide, and any suggestions for educational reforms had
to meet his approval. Otherwise, he would have no choice but to resort to
coercive means: ‘‘And if your ideas are not satisfactory, I will compose some
of my own . . . and will send them to their excellencies, the government minis-
ters, and whatever they decree is that which will guide us.’’31

That same year, Hame’asef subscribers received a special booklet in Ger-
man, worded as an open letter to all German Jews. It attacked the rabbinical
elite, scorning and denigrating the two leading rabbis of the Prague commu-
nity, Landau and Fleckeles. The author of Sendschreiben an die deutsche Juden
was none other than David Friedländer, a key figure in the Haskalah move-
ment.32 Despite his social standing and family connections, Friedländer was
not a typical representative of the wealthy elite in that he was a truly cultured
man. His command of Hebrew and the religious sources enabled him to
appraise the religious culture critically, and he was justifiably accepted in the
Society for the Promotion of Goodness and Justice as a member who was one
of the toranim (writers and scholars), rather than one of the philanthropists.
Throughout his life, Friedländer strove to purify the Jewish religion and edu-
cate the youth toward a moral life. He was always suspicious of the rabbis’
intentions and their intellectual level, and was, of course, one of the organizers
of the front that supported Wessely in the 1780s and took steps to silence rabbis
Tevele and Landau as well as the others who strongly opposed Divrei shalom
ve’emet. As a zealous advocate of the German translation of the Bible, he made
a contribution of his own.

When he received a copy of Rabbi Eleazar Fleckeles’s book Olat tzibur
(1787), the only anti-maskilic orthodox work published in the 1780s, and read
in it the sermon denouncing Mendelssohn’s Bi’ur project and vigorously
objecting to any translations into German, Friedländer was infuriated.33

By the end of the 1780s, the maskilim were no longer allowing published
religious literature to go uncriticized. Friedländer too decided he could not
simply ignore the things Rabbi Fleckeles had written. Instead, he addressed
enlightened Jewish public opinion, established by the maskilim, to show how
disgraceful Fleckeles’s sermon and Rabbi Landau’s approbations were. He
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scornfully exposed them as a reflection of the deplorable state of the religious
culture, which was hindering the advancement of Jewish enlightenment. In
contrast to the ideal of pure language, Hebrew or German, which was the only
medium through which cogent, comprehensible concepts could be taught to
schoolchildren, the poor, imprecise rabbinical language was standing in the
way of their understanding of the scriptures. The success of the society’s trans-
lation project and its large number of subscribers attested to the public’s sym-
pathy for the maskilim. Rabbi Fleckeles’s protests were, in Friedländer’s view,
no less than a declaration of war against the values of the Enlightenment—
reason, science, order, clarity, and the language of culture. It was Fleckeles’s
desire, Friedländer maintained, to drag the Jews down again into the depths
of obscurantism and ignorance, and Rabbi Landau was supporting and prais-
ing him. Friedländer’s purpose in translating the sermon and approbation into
German was to expose the rabbis’ inferior language, and in his critical com-
ments on page margins he tried to show, sentence after sentence, how the rab-
binical reading distorted the ancient sources and drew conclusions that had
absolutely no basis in those sources. Not only was there no prohibition against
translating the scriptures and the prayer book, he stated, but it was actually
mandatory based on the Talmud, Maimonides, and religious sentiment. Any-
one opposed to it was not faithfully reading the sources, was doing an injustice
to Judaism and to reason, and was hostile to the Enlightenment.

Friedländer’s anticlerical rage intensified and he gave even more radical
vent to it in his personal letters. He predicted the total collapse of the rabbini-
cal elite, which was going downhill because it had become so entrenched in
orthodox positions. ‘‘May God grant,’’ he wrote in the spring of 1789, ‘‘that we
shall, soon in our own time, sever the reins the rabbis hold around our necks,
so that we may worship God shoulder to shoulder with love and awe.’’34

A far less well-known radical maskil followed Friedländer’s struggle
against Fleckeles with interest, and later that year reprinted excerpts from
Friedländer’s ‘‘open letter’’ in German in Latin letters, along with his own
commentary. This maskil, Moshe Hirschel (born in 1754), was a contemporary
of the younger maskilim. A reader of Hame’asef, he possessed much knowl-
edge in philosophy that he apparently acquired in academic studies, was fluent
in many languages and was well versed in the writings of the French Enlighten-
ment, in particular Voltaire. Hirschel was probably in contact with Fried-
länder, but he was relatively removed from the circles of maskilim. He
preferred to publish his virulent criticism of the rabbinical elite in German
journals and books, and hence they aroused very little comment at the time,
remaining on the sidelines of the Haskalah’s public discourse. He became
more and more disgusted with his fellow Jews, who in his view were finding it
hard to free themselves from the clutches of the rabbinical leadership and the
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traditional Jewish lifestyle. And when he realized, greatly frustrated, that they
were not ignoring his belligerent voice, he became all the more determined to
break away officially from the community framework and to live as an ordi-
nary Prussian citizen. When he found that this was impossible, he chose to
convert to Christianity (probably in the mid-1790s).35

In 1788, this typical representative of the enlightened free-thinkers pub-
lished in Breslau one of the most radical works of the Haskalah revolution. It
has a telling title that cries out like one of the many revolutionary slogans that
are scattered throughout the book: The Jewish Hierarchy’s Struggle Against
Reason.36 Hirschel conceived of Enlightenment in the French and Voltairean
sense. He defined it as liberation from prejudice, as the overthrow of all bar-
riers between nations and religions, and as a struggle for human rights—the
freedom of conscience and of faith.37 ‘‘Man is born free and everywhere he is
in chains’’—this explosive revolutionary statement opened Jean Jacques Rous-
seau’s Social Contract.38 It seems as if the whole of Hirschel’s book was inspired
by this line, as he applied it to the Jewish reality.

Hirschel’s basic premise was that, throughout the generations, the ‘‘Jew-
ish hierarchy’’ had bound the Jews in the shackles of religious laws, customs,
worldviews and opposition to the outside world. The result was a dismal fate:
their ongoing subjugation and cultural backwardness. The Enlightenment rev-
olution occasioned an all-out war against the ‘‘Jewish hierarchy’’ in the name
of reason, in order to bring the Jews happiness and success. Deist and anticleri-
cal aims, as well as a zealous belief in human equality and the power of reason,
led Hirschel to publish a series of militant, revolutionary manifestos. The
greatest enemy in his eyes was ‘‘the forgers of shackles driven by egoism, hun-
gering for power, thirsting for blood and satanic evil, who have created all
manner of laws and customs and ceremonies that have brought catastrophe
upon entire nations.’’ All history is one vast heroic struggle by philosophers
and scholars endeavoring to vanquish superstition and to place reason on the
throne: ‘‘The order of the day is to light the torch of reason!’’ And he added:

Walk in the path of reason and you shall be enlightened, happy, and free of those
strong and harmful shackles.

I tell you before the omnipresent God, with all of my inner powers of persuasion
and those of any intelligent person, that it was they, the forgers of shackles, who have
caused men this indescribable suffering through their doctrines, for they have angrily
rejected Enlightenment and do so to this very day.

All the religious laws according to which we lived thousands of years ago and
which are still valid today are but the fruit of the bellicose endeavors of these people,
whose only motivation is a passion for power and the desire to gain personal benefits.39

In this revolutionary campaign to enlist others in his cause, Hirschel
made public his consuming hatred of the ‘‘hierarchy.’’ He openly stated his
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belief that the rabbinical elite was actually responsible for the humiliating and
inferior status of the persecuted Jews: ‘‘These evil men have trapped us in a
labyrinth of laws, customs, rituals, and baseless views which deprive us of all
ability to be useful citizens, possessed of rights and obligations in any state
whatsoever, and this has been the cause of the contempt and hatred that all
the nations feel toward us.’’ The ‘‘theologians’’ want ‘‘to keep the people
steeped in stupidity, ignorance, and superstition,’’ by claiming that their suf-
fering is the punishment for the sins of their forefathers. This claim, Hershel
averred, was despicable. ‘‘Oh, you barbarians, what disgraceful sacrilege is
embodied in that claim of yours!’’ he angrily rebuked them: ‘‘How can you so
debase God? . . . How can you attribute such a lust for revenge to the infinite
goodness of God [and to argue that He] is likely to punish us so severely for
the transgressions of our fathers’ fathers who lived thousands of years ago?’’
That is unthinkable. In fact, all the suffering and hatred, the restrictions and
the humiliations that the Jews endure arise from ‘‘the religious law that dic-
tates our way of life, and from the people who have done their utmost to
impose them upon us.’’ The rabbis who did so are ‘‘the most stupid of all, for
that stupidity has caused an entire nation to be banished for thousands of
years to live in insupportable distress, merely to satisfy the prideful drives for
power of the hierarchy.’’40

In the great darkness in which ‘‘hierarchy’’ was enveloping Jewish exis-
tence and trampling upon reason, Hirschel found but one beam of light. He
was fortunate to live in Prussia, as a citizen subject to the government and the
law which protected him against the rage of the ‘‘hierarchy.’’ Now, in his
country, the most important step had been taken toward releasing the Jews
from this heavy burden, since Frederick the Great had taken away the rabbis’
power by divesting them of the right to exercise excommunication. From now
on, the Enlightenment would penetrate into every corner of Jewish society;
according to Hirschel’s optimistic assessment, about a quarter of the Jews liv-
ing in Prussia had already openly or secretly turned their backs on orthodoxy.
This was the time to destroy the ‘‘hierarchy,’’ that horrible monster that had
brought such endless suffering to the human species. This could be done by
disseminating the idea of religious tolerance, struggling for the recognition of
human rights, restraining fanaticism and distributing the writings of the
Enlightenment and rational religion. And Hirschel called upon his readers, the
enlightened Jews, to join in the revolution:

So that we may act in concert to disseminate the Enlightenment among our fellow
Jews, who have been shackled in chains for thousands of years by the usurpative rule
of the hierarchy, which has welded them with fanaticism and a distorted religion . . .
On you, whom God has endowed with knowledge, talent and sufficient ability to com-
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bat this hierarchical body, everything depends. You can bring happiness to an entire
people who raise their voices to you in entreaty, and lift their eyes to you in hope!41

An Attack on Rabbi Raphael Kohen

Hirschel’s outspoken, furious Kulturkampf failed to reverberate throughout
the Jewish world and within a few years he chose to convert to Christianity
and disappeared from the public sphere. However, at about the same time, a
new tempest was unleashed, with the intent of destroying the reputation and
authority of the rabbinical elite, which again placed the ‘‘Jewish hierarchy’’ on
the defensive. The author of this attack was Saul Berlin, who in 1789 published
his subversive book, Mitzpeh yokte’el.42 Seventeen years earlier Rabbi Raphael
Kohen, rabbi of the Altona-Hamburg community, who from the early 1780s
had been trying to block the Haskalah and acculturation, had published his
book, Torat yekutiel. This halakhic work on ritual slaughter, published in Ber-
lin in an ornate folio edition on about 400 densely printed pages, earned its
author prestige in the rabbinical elite.43

Saul Berlin, an extraordinary figure in the world of the Haskalah, was the
maskil who took one of the most radical positions against the religious culture
in the Divrei shalom ve’emet polemic. He made a thorough study of Kohen’s
book, which only the truly scholarly could comprehend, and wrote a book to
counter it, in which he completely dismantled, piece by piece, this prestigious
product of the rabbinical elite, showing it to be merely an empty vessel.

Hiding behind the pseudonym Ovadiah b. Baruch, a Polish talmudic
scholar living in Alsace, Berlin mercilessly exposed the true nature of this sup-
posedly reputable and impressive scholarly work and crushed Kohen’s preten-
sion of being an authoritative religious leader by dint of his mastery of
halakhic texts. On close to eighty double-columned pages of criticism, written
in the codes and style prevailing in halakhic literature, Berlin showed how
wrong Rabbi Kohen had been throughout his book in his use of scholarly tech-
niques, claiming that a serious talmudic scholar would find in it nothing but
nonsense, innumerable errors, and ridiculous conclusions, such as the permis-
sion to take bribes and make exemptions in regard to the laws of kashrut.
Unquestionably, Berlin asserted, Rabbi Kohen had published his book in order
to fraudulently move up in the rabbinical hierarchy. He exposed how the
rabbi, by exploiting the ignorance of most of the talmudic scholars and heads
of the communities, who did not take the trouble to scrutinize the book, had,
thanks to it, acquired the respected and profitable position as rabbi of Altona-
Hamburg. The author of Mitzpeh yokte’el intended it not only as an exposé of
Rabbi Kohen’s infamy but also as a contribution to the much more significant
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anticlerical revolution—to purge the Jewish bookshelf of a series of valueless
books and to free Jewish society of the encumbrance of mediocre rabbis:

And the prophet stood at the gates, to warn the people lest they permit villains to tor-
ment them with their books, or allow those who would lead men astray to raise them-
selves up as their shepherds to guide the people and to engulf those who follow their
guidance. For the Truth has begun to lift its mighty arm against its enemies, thus it
will continue to take revenge on its adversaries, to cast iron bars off its neck, and to
destroy the fortresses in which it has been imprisoned since Israel has been in exile,
where it has been made to dwell in darkness like the dead, and never to see the splen-
dor of light for the sun lives not in that place.44

Seven years after the Divrei shalom ve’emet controversy, this new cam-
paign was launched in the Kulturkampf of the Haskalah. Mitzpeh yokte’el was
printed on the Freischule printing press. Its directors and founders, Isaac Dan-
iel Itzig and David Friedländer (who were also the principals of the school and
officeholders in the Society for the Promotion of Goodness and Justice)
decided together with the author, Saul Berlin, to use the book in a radical,
sweeping revolutionary move. As was done with Wessely’s Divrei shalom
ve’emet, copies of Mitzpeh yokte’el were sent to the most prominent and influ-
ential representatives of the rabbinical elite, who were asked to react publicly
to Berlin’s challenge and to judge whether his criticism was justified.

Fourteen rabbis were asked to respond. Heading the list were Zevi Hirsch
Levin of Berlin and Yehezkel Landau of Prague. At the end of the list, in bold
letters to indicate his special status, was none other than ‘‘the famous, devout
genius, the rabbi and teacher, Eliahu of Vilna.’’ This was undoubtedly a well-
planned and deliberate provocation, in an attempt to use the opportunity to
settle accounts with Rabbi Kohen, who had been a symbol of fanaticism since
he had been suspected of having banned Mendelssohn’s Bi’ur, and since the
Netanel Posner affair in Hamburg. Another aim was to inveigle the most sen-
ior rabbis at the end of the eighteenth century into a dispute, and by doing so
to weaken the rabbinical elite and publicly expose their grievous offenses.

In a provocative open letter printed on the frontispiece of Mitzpeh yok-
te’el, Itzig and Friedländer introduced ‘‘Ovadiah b. Barukh’’ as an authentic
representative of pure scholarship, a modest talmudic scholar, a man of virtue,
well-versed in science. This educated rabbi, they stated, had asked them to
publish his book because its subject matter was of such great public interest.
They did not usually publish halakhic literature, nor did they have the tools
with which to judge who is right in this rabbinical dispute, Itzig and Fried-
länder cynically asserted, taking up a righteous position. Then they went on to
ask whether it was possible that the crisis in the rabbinical elite was so pro-
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found that no one would rise to castigate a rabbi who had been so lax as to
publish such an inferior book? Or perhaps ‘‘your fury is reserved only for one
engaged in chokhmah and enlightenment or who seeks the good of his fellow
Jews,’’ while their voices were silent when one of their own was guilty of
‘‘senseless verbiage and crafty plots.’’

Like the Wessely polemic in 1782, this affair was regarded by the maskilim
as a crucial test of the rabbis. Would they respond to the challenge and join in
a debate before public opinion, which also included the new elite of the Haska-
lah? Would they deviate from their usual behavior and respect the freedom of
expression and opinion, and refrain from hurling curses and invective, as they
normally did? Would they be courageous enough to admit to the truth, to take
sides with Mitzpeh yokte’el, and to denounce the rabbi of Altona-Hamburg?45

None of the Berlin maskilim’s expectations were realized. Nonetheless,
probably no one was surprised when, only a few days after the subversive Mitz-
peh yokte’el arrived in the Altona-Hamburg community, a writ banning it was
issued. The fact that everyone knew the true identity of its author—the son
of the Berlin community’s rabbi, although no one actually mentioned it in
public—made the whole affair a much more sensitive one. Once again the
Kulturkampf raged. This time it was waged not only in letters, banning writs,
and handbills, but also in the literary arena established by the maskilim, in
particular in Hame’asef. Less than four weeks after its publication, Mitzpeh
yokte’el and its author were banned in the court of justice of the triple commu-
nity (Altona, Hamburg, and Wandsbeck), whose judges defended the commu-
nity’s rabbi, recognized the threat to the entire rabbinical elite, and declared
the book ‘‘a libelous and evil piece of writing that must be treated with great
contempt and should be burned like heretical books, may they perish now and
quickly be destroyed.’’ A day later (the 28th of Adar, 1789) the beadle of the
Great Synagogue in Altona read out a special announcement in which the
judges publicly proclaimed the ban and denounced the anonymous author
who ‘‘had attempted to overthrow and destroy the wall of the Torah and had
shown contempt and scorn for the honor of the heavens and of the talmudic
scholars.’’ One can safely assume that the man behind the announcement was
none other than Raphael Kohen, who was not only affronted by the criticism
of his book, but was also particularly sensitive to the injury to his status. Such
an acrimonious orthodox reaction had not been heard since Rabbi David
Tevele’s sermon denouncing Wessely:

You, men of the house of Israel, the inheritors of our religion and heritage . . . look
closely and see if such a thing has ever been . . . that such an arrogant man would arise
in our midst . . . to scoff at a learned Talmud scholar of such great repute, comparable
to the Almighty who has laid the foundations of the earth and whose right hand has
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spanned the heavens, and in particular the greatest man of Torah in our generation . . .
lament that such a day has dawned in Jewry, a day of catastrophe, of thick darkness,
for he has come forth who would enter into a covenant with a false god and mislead
men with mocking speech to insult the Torah of the Lord and to find fault with His
holy words . . . for who is the man made of flesh and sound of mind who will not
shudder and be horrified upon hearing all the words of such a one . . . and will not
smite the hearts of his brethren with screams and shouts upon seeing how greatly we
are afflicted by the sacrilege of the Almighty’s name and the affront to the honor of the
Torah and its sages . . . and that man shall be condemned as a heretic and an apostate,
and his writing as a libelous book . . . that does not exist and will not endure, but will
be burned as an object no one cares for . . . it will be trampled by the mob at the gate
. . . banned and ostracized and excommunicated and separated from all that is sacred
in Israel until he acknowledges that he did wrong and removes the veil to repent.46

As soon as news of the ban became known in Berlin, Saul Berlin began
to defend himself in open letters printed in the Freischule printing house,
including some letters of support written by his father, Rabbi Zevi Hirsch
Levin. The polemic degenerated into rumor, mutual recriminations, and more
libelous writings attacking Mitzpeh yokte’el, composed in fiery orthodox rhe-
toric peppered with curses. Attempts were also made, on Saul Berlin’s behalf,
to enlist well-known rabbis, in particular Rabbi Landau, to challenge the valid-
ity of the ban.47

‘‘Ovadiah b. Barukh’’ argued against those who had excommunicated
him, saying that he did not understand why they had been so quick to take
this measure before the opinions of the rabbis had been received, or why they
had complied with their chief rabbi’s demand that they immediately rally to
his defense. He asserted that he was still hoping to receive rabbinical support
in his war against Torat yekutiel, which would prove to the heads of the
Altona-Hamburg community that they had erred in hastening to side with
their rabbi. He suggested that they urgently apply to Rabbi Zevi Hirsch Levin
from Berlin or to the Gaon of Vilna to decide who was right in this affair. In
his view, the hasty intervention of the community’s judges had thwarted any
possibility of holding a rational debate on the book.48 When Saul Berlin and
his father tried to persuade Rabbi Landau to support Mitzpeh yokte’el, at first
he equivocated, arguing that neither side in the controversy were acting in the
public interest. He was finally persuaded that the ban was invalid after he
learned the true identity of ‘‘Ovadiah b. Barukh’’ and Rabbi Levin explicitly
declared that it had no grounds, but he still failed to make his opinion public.49

In the meantime, handbills signed in Berlin were distributed in the major
communities (Prague, Hamburg, Amsterdam, Breslau), calling on the Jews, in
the name of Rabbi Zevi Hirsch Levin, to ban not only Mitzpeh yokte’el but all
other books printed by the Freischule press as well. Once again, Isaac Daniel
Itzig and David Friedländer had to save the day, this time also out of their
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concern that the printing house might suffer financial damage. They published
a special announcement, sent to various communities and printed in
Hame’asef: ‘‘to assuage the fears of the customers wishing to purchase books
printed by us.’’ They denied that the community’s rabbi was involved in the
affair and quoted him as stating these were fallacious handbills and that he was
not responsible for their contents. And in any case, why are we, the directors
of the publishing house, who in all fairness decided to print Mitzpeh yokte’el
only after its author agreed to submit it to a public rabbinical review, now
being threatened by a ban on all our books?50

Saul Berlin also published a handbill himself in which he defended the
printing house, advocated freedom of opinion, represented himself as a fighter
for the truth and not a mocker of talmudic scholars, as he had been depicted,
and accused the initiators of the ban in Altona- Hamburg of maliciousness
and religious fanaticism.51 In an article under his full name, printed in the
Freischule printing house, he laid the blame for the scandal, which had exacer-
bated the crisis in the rabbinical elite and worsened its image, on the judges
who had issued the ban. He demanded that they publicly apologize for the
personal affront to him. He gave Rabbi Kohen a month in which to issue a
public statement rescinding the ban and admitting there were flaws in his
book.52 In the Sivan 1789 issue of Hame’asef the controversy was summed up
in an anonymous dialogue, that depicted the rabbis’ silence as evidence of the
overall crisis affecting the rabbinical leadership. It concluded by calling on the
judges to rescind the ban and on the rabbi to respond at long last to Saul Ber-
lin’s claims.53

This Kulturkampf was covered in extremely trenchant articles published
by the sharp-tongued art and theater critic H. W. Seyfried (1755–1800), in the
local Berlin paper Chronik von Berlin.54 His intimate acquaintance with the
maskilim, documents translated from Hebrew to German that were in his pos-
session, and the current news he received from his associates in Hamburg
enabled him to inform enlightened German public opinion about the Mitzpeh
yokte’el affair and to follow it closely through the spring and summer of 1789.
The full story of ‘‘Ovadiah’’ ’s excommunication by the fanatical rabbi of
Altona-Hamburg was printed in the press and, like the Divrei shalom ve’emet
controversy, became a test case for the degree of religious tolerance and
enlightenment to be found among the Jews.

Seyfried conducted a merciless mudslinging campaign against Rabbi
Raphael Kohen (‘‘the devil from Hamburg’’) as well as against all the rabbis
who were enemies of the Enlightenment. Blaring headlines in his newspaper
described the intolerance of the Jews, the fanaticism and revengefulness of the
rabbi, and the grave significance of the penalty of excommunication. Employ-
ing demonic images, he provided his readers with an account of the chain of
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events in the affair, denounced the Jews’ superstitions and their insistence on
maintaining the power of the religious leadership, and with biting rhetoric,
jeered at orthodoxy. He also called upon the Danish government to intervene
immediately to punish the rabbi, to force him to rescind the ban, and to save
the life of ‘‘Ovadiah,’’ who was being unjustly persecuted. Extremely hostile
toward the Polish Jews, whom he believed were responsible for such appalling
affairs, so unthinkable in a time of Enlightenment, Seyfried placed the blame
on Raphael Kohen’s Polish origin. In contrast, he devoted several articles to
praise the considerable progress made by the enlightened Jews in Berlin and
to differentiate between them and the Poles.

Seyfried was convinced that his paper had the power to influence and to
tip the scales. It was unimaginable, in his view, that the wheel of history would
be turned back; unquestionably, religious fanatics would be subdued and their
victims saved. But in the meantime, nothing was happening: ‘‘It’s now been
five months! Mankind, mankind, where is your justice? Is this the result of
true enlightenment and pure reason? Are these the fruits of the city that once
produced a Mendelssohn? Thank God, there still live—in particular in Ber-
lin—people worthy of the Jewish colony!’’ He knew them all, Seyfried stated,
and urged them to defend the honor of their persecuted fellow Jew and their
slandered community, and to act to have the ban rescinded. In one of his
reports of the affair, Seyfried addressed an emotional appeal to the enlightened
Jews of Berlin, calling on them not to remain silent:

Arise, leaders of the community! Teachers! Scholars! Supporters of the oppressed!
Arise! Rip off the treacherous masks! . . . Save the honor of your nation! Release Ovad-
iah! Know that if you fail to take some serious action, his despicable deed will besmirch
your nation! . . . I call upon you: Do your duty! Show your tolerance!55

Like the Wessely affair in 1782, this one also spilled over from the Jewish
public sphere into the general sphere. But in actual fact no steps were taken
against Rabbi Raphael Kohen. Chronik von Berlin was not powerful enough to
induce any government agency to intervene. In any event, Saul Berlin was
more concerned about his standing within Jewish society, and he may have
been the one who imparted news of the affair to the editor of the Chronik
and told him how the distressful ban was endangering his life. Throughout the
summer of 1789, and more so after a year had gone by since the publication of
Mitzpeh yokte’el, Saul Berlin began to feel more like the victim of an attack
than an attacker. He complained a great deal about his distress, the rabbis’
resounding and frustrating silence and the curses and insults he was forced to
suffer. The rheumatism that ailed him as he drew near the fiftieth year of his
life also did nothing to improve his mood.56 The news from Lissa that Rabbi
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David Tevele, known to us from his war against Wessely, had also joined this
battle in the Kulturkampf and had burned Mitzpeh yokte’el together with the
chametz (leaven, forbidden during Passover) on Passover eve 1789 brought
home to him the sorry truth that the entire rabbinical elite had risen up against
him with uncompromising resolution.57

The campaign against Rabbi Raphael Kohen was never finally resolved,
but Berlin did not give up, and continued to follow closely the actions of his
sworn enemy as well as other manifestations of the rabbinical culture he so
detested. For example, when the Freischule printing house departed from its
usual policy and, in order to realize some profit, printed a distinctly religious
text written by the rabbi of a small community in western Prussia, Saul Berlin
hastened to criticize the book in Hame’asef and to rebuke publicly those
responsible for its publication in Berlin. How was it possible, the critic won-
dered, that the the Society for the Promotion of Goodness and Justice was
acting in total opposition to the worldview of the Haskalah? How could it fight
against ignorance and at the same time provide a forum for a work that
embodied all the flaws of the religious book culture: ‘‘he gave voice to words
of folly and stupidity, obscenities and repugnant expressions . . . he opened his
mouth, illegitimately, to admonish and arouse his listeners with words that no
one can hear without finding them bitter, ignorant, and foolish.’’ He publicly
denounced the judges of the Berlin community who had signed the approba-
tion endorsing a book that sullied the reputation of the religious culture.58

In the meantime, Rabbi Raphael Kohen published a new book of ser-
mons, in which he not only expressed rigid orthodox positions, but also lev-
eled some implicit criticism at Saul Berlin. In his preface, Rabbi Kohen
declared that he felt caught up in the eye of the storm as the victim of ceaseless
attacks. ‘‘I was born to the labor of the Torah,’’ he wrote, ‘‘and I shunned all
knowledge that imperiled the purity of the religious sources, as if it were a
strange woman testing the Jewish man’s ability to restrain his desires.’’ With-
out mentioning his name, he condemned Saul Berlin’s criticism of Torat yeku-
tiel as merely the crafty tactic of a rationalist with noxious intentions, who did
not acknowledge rabbinical authority and whose heart was bereft of faith.59

Raphael Kohen completed his Marpeh lashon in the middle of the month
of Tammuz 1790, and the following month Saul Berlin’s enraged reaction was
ready for the press. He jeered at the rabbi, who in his view had time after time,
published mediocre books and sadly enough was still enjoying the full backing
of the rabbinical elite, which was supporting him in silence. Berlin opened his
review with a critical preface deploring the decline of the rabbinical culture,
reflected not only in halakhic books like Torat yekutiel, but also in the rabbis’
flawed understanding of the Bible, and in the musar books that did not appeal
to the readers’ taste. In his view, this poor state of affairs stemmed from the
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rabbis’ cultural and social insularity and their isolation from the everyday life
of ordinary people. After his introduction, Berlin focused his attention on
Marpeh lashon, exposing flaws in the author’s style, understanding and views,
using the same critical method that he had adopted in Mitzpeh yokte’el. With
satirical mockery, Berlin wrote, ‘‘This pious Jew so loathed and detested the
chokhmot that he did not wish even to take them as his maidservant, hence the
Torah alone is his wife, his mother, his sister, his daughter, his spouse, his
home, his maidservant, his glory; she is the ornament upon his neck, she bakes
for him, she cooks for him, and she does for him all that his heart desires.’’
What is the reader to learn from this? How should one relate to a rabbi and a
leader of his people who proudly states that he is ‘‘bereft of all sciences’’?
Should one accept moral lessons from such an ignorant man?

But what Berlin found most perplexing was the fact that a man like Rabbi
Raphael Kohen, who seriously damaged the image of the Jew in the eyes of
society at large (‘‘they mocked and despised us, calling after us, a nation of
scoundrels, a nation without wisdom!’’), was not publicly repudiated. Was it
the fear of excommunication, a threat the rabbi so often brandished, that
deterred everyone? After all, following his critique of Torat yekutiel, ‘‘every reli-
gious man has acknowledged that the critic was right and that truth is on his
side, and yet the author has not admitted that, and was not even too ashamed
to ban the critic. And the other rabbis see this and remain silent.’’ Perhaps this
time, Berlin hoped, following his criticism of the befuddled and ludicrous
book Marpeh lashon, the true nature of the rabbi of Altona-Hamburg would
be obvious to all, and there would be some prospect for the rejuvenation of
Jewish culture.60

Saul Berlin was a rabbi and a gifted scholar, and hence more capable than
others of undermining the reputation of the heads of the rabbinical elite. His
motivation was fanned by his identification with the maskilic agenda, stem-
ming also from his feelings of anger and deep revulsion. In any case, Rabbi
Raphael Kohen continued in his position as rabbi of the three communities
until the end of the eighteenth century without being discredited by maskilic
criticism. At the time, Saul Berlin was already busy at work writing another
subversive work—the halakhic book Besamim rosh, which evoked a scandal in
the 1790s, causing him to flee from Germany.

In that last peak year of the maskilim’s activity, other voices were heard
protesting against the rabbinical elite and its culture and various other reli-
gious practices. For example, they censured the group of enthusiastic Hasidim
that organized in Frankfurt-on-Main around the Rabbi Nathan Adler, assert-
ing that their ways were opposed to the Haskalah and alien to the path of rea-
son. ‘‘We have heard and now we have seen with our own eyes that
sanctimonious men have arisen there walking in the path of folly,’’ wrote an
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anonymous maskil, who had read about them and felt compelled to caution
against the danger awaiting anyone who adopted a lifestyle of dreams, visions,
and prophecies: ‘‘and will not take the measuring line of wisdom and the
plummet of reason in everything he does.’’61

In 1790, Hame’asef dedicated more and more space in its book review
section to attacks on rabbinical literature in order to mark clear boundaries
between it and the books written by the maskilic republic. That year, it printed
a review by Aaron Wolfssohn of Bet midot, by the preacher and early maskil
Judah Leib Margolioth. Although Wolfssohn and Margolioth were contempo-
raries (both were born in the 1750s), the critic regarded Margolioth as an
anachronistic figure who represented an obsolete rabbinical elite. Wolfssohn
had never heard of Margolioth, and book Bet midot came into his possession
by chance. He dismissed Margolioth’s ornate prose and rhymed figures of
speech as ‘‘mere frippery’’ that only repelled the reader, and he lambasted the
book’s lack of aesthetics, sophistication, and clarity: ‘‘so much so that the mind
of the enlightened reader is filled with disgust upon reading it.’’ Wolfssohn
admitted that it was hard to expect anything better from a Polish rabbi, and
regarded his literary style as an expression of that same ‘‘old illness’’ that Pol-
ish religious culture was afflicted with.

The Berlin maskil was actually enthralled by Margolioth’s ‘‘Polishness,’’
because his book provided him with surprising and valuable inside informa-
tion about the deplorable state of the rabbinate in Eastern Europe. It is no
wonder that the only praise Bet midot earned was due to Margolioth’s social
and religious criticism, in particular of the contemporary rabbis and the mira-
cle workers with their presumptuous claims of magical abilities. ‘‘Our soul
pours out within us’’ [Job 30: 16], Wolfssohn wrote, ‘‘when we hear this dread-
ful news about what manner of rabbis sit in judgemnt in the land of Poland,
may it come about that the words of this rebuker will reach their ears.’’ How-
ever, his main criticism of Margolioth touched precisely upon his weakest
point, which Wolfssohn easily identified: the early maskilim’s constant indeci-
siveness and their fear that openness to knowledge and the legitimation of
social and cultural criticism would have a catastrophic impact on religious
faith. Wolfssohn interpreted Margolioth’s hesitations as befuddlement and
found many internal contradictions in his writing. Margolioth warned against
philosophy, but he quoted at length from the words of philosophers. ‘‘Most of
the ethical statements in this book are taken and copied from the works of
those Greek sages!’’ Wolfssohn exclaimed, and continued to attack the caveats
Margolioth inserted in his book to reduce the danger of exposure to the chokh-
mot. He scoffed at the rabbinical book culture and its style, the rabbinical
approbations, the profession of a preacher that Margolioth represented, and
the preaching of morals. Wolfssohn was enraged by the fact that a book of this
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sort had been published, and he wrote: ‘‘How amazed we were at reading these
words emanating from the mouth of a Jewish man, in these very times! . . . it
would have been better had this book never been created.’’62

Wolfssohn’s criticism of Margolioth underscored the fact that these two
men belonged to two disparate historical movements in Jewish culture at the
end of the eighteenth century: the early Haskalah and the Berlin Haskalah. Just
as Wolfssohn had trouble understanding Margolioth, Margolioth did not
really comprehend the nature of that intellectual elite, even though he was
exposed to the writings of the young Haskalah and read Hame’asef. Amazingly
enough, he actually took pride in Wolfssohn’s criticism. He noted with great
satisfaction that, thanks to the review, the book had been publicized and the
entire edition was sold out. ‘‘The great men of Israel who have the judgment
to distinguish between the good and the bad’’ have given my book a good
name, Margolioth naively claimed, totally insensitive to the critic’s harsh
appraisal of his work.63

In 1790, the maskilim’s self-confidence reached its apogee. They were,
however, aware that their enlightenment project was met with total opposition
by the rabbis. The rabbis’ standing as leaders of the public had not been under-
mined, despite the maskilim’s attempts to induce them to engage in an open,
public debate on fundamental issues. It was against this background that Men-
del Breslau, one of the first editors of Hame’asef and a founder of Chevrat
Dorshei Leshon Ever in Königsberg, published his open letter: ‘‘To the Seekers
of Justice and Peace, our Brethren the Sons of Israel, who are the Rabbis and
Rabbinical Authorities.’’ He advised the rabbinical elite to take a new look at
the face of reality and to change their position, a move he thought was called
for in an era in which the prophecies of the End of Days were being fulfilled:
‘‘And soon wisdom and knowledge shall be the stability of the times, the abun-
dance of salvation.’’

In particular, Breslau demanded cooperation in the field of Jewish educa-
tion, where it was essential to shift the center of gravity from the narrow reli-
gious culture to universal humanism (‘‘to awaken love in young boys’ hearts
for all men, for we are all the children of one God’’). Reason and criticism that
strove to attain the truth must no longer be obstructed. In his view, the rabbin-
ical style of leadership also needed to undergo radical change—there should
be an end to excessive halakhic strictness and to the excommunication of reli-
gious deviants. God should be worshipped freely and out of choice, not under
the whip of coercion and threats. The time may have come, Breslau suggested,
to convene a conference, initiated by the rabbis themselves, to formulate an
innovative, tolerant educational and halakhic rabbinical policy that is in keep-
ing with the changing times and the climate of Enlightenment.64
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The Search for the Ideal Jewish Society

Isaac Euchel, the dynamic leader of the maskilim and the founder of the Soci-
ety for the Promotion of Goodness and Justice, also joined in the critical offen-
sive on the traditional patterns of life. In the first half of 1790 he anonymously
published Igrot Meshulam ben Uriah ha’Eshtemoi (The Letters of Meshulam
the Son of Uriah the Eshtemoi), a work in which he criticized Jewish society,
supposedly viewed from the outside, and suggested ideal models of Jewish life
in the private and the social sphere.65 This was an extraordinary attempt to
emulate a literary model that had become a classic in the Enlightenment cul-
ture, and to test its applicability to Jewish social-religious life. There is an
unmistakable similarity between Igrot Meshulam and Montesquieu’s Persian
Letters, a masterpiece of the French Enlightenment, published in 1721.66

In both these works, the rational-moral criticism was hidden behind sev-
eral veils. The author remained in the shadow, an anonymous figure, placing
his words of reproof in the mouths of fictional characters—the Persian Uzbek
in Montesquieu’s book and Meshulam from Aleppo in Euchel’s. The choice of
the epistolary genre and the claim that the letters were found by chance and
prepared for the press by a fictional editor were meant to make the work more
credible and to introduce the reader into a distant, exotic, oriental cultural
world.

In the book, Euchel hid his identity behind the character of a Spanish
Jew, who in 1789 sent to the Society for the Promotion of Goodness and Justice
twelve letters that had been in his possession for about twenty years. The let-
ters, originally written in Arabic by an eighteen-year-old man, Meshulam ben
Uriah ha’Eshtemoi from the Aleppo community in Syria, and addressed to his
friend Baruch ben Albuzagli, were translated into Hebrew by a Spanish private
tutor from Majorca and then translated again by the brother-in-law of the
man who printed them. Just as Montesquieu sent his hero Uzbek from the
East to Europe, on a voyage supposedly to acquire knowledge, to learn to
know the wide world and to accumulate life experience, and as Jonathan Swift
sent his Gulliver to imaginary realms and Voltaire sent Candide into the world
on a journey of adventure that destroyed his naive belief that this is ‘‘the best
of all possible worlds,’’ so Euchel sent Meshulam ‘‘to voyage on the sea to the
kingdoms of Europe to see the manners and traits of the people of these
lands.’’67

Montesquieu, Swift, Voltaire, and Euchel had a common aim—to hold
up a mirror to the reader, in which he could see himself, his culture, and soci-
ety from a different and supposedly objective vantage point. These protago-
nists are sent on a rites-of-passage voyage of enlightenment to foreign cultures
(in Montesquieu’s case, seriously flawed Europe, and in Euchel’s case, ideal
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Spain and Italy). This encounter provides them with some comparative
insights, and by giving them an opportunity to compare the ideal models with
the disturbing reality that Enlightenment writers cynically portray, enables
them to develop a discriminating critical sense.

Igrot Meshulam was far from being a cogent, sophisticated work, replete
with intriguing plots and characters, like Persian Letters. It was actually a mea-
ger, unfinished literary work (only six of the letters were published) with an
uncomplicated plot, hardly on the same literary level as Montesquieu’s classic
work. However, like all Euchel’s maskilic endeavors, it reflected his concern
for the future of the Jewish collective and represented the internal maskilic
discourse.

In Igrot Meshulam, Euchel depicted the Italian Jewry of Livorno as an
ideal model of Jewish society, which enjoys religious toleration, has a com-
mand of European languages, is open to new knowledge, is economically
industrious, modest in its lifestyle, moral, well-mannered, and relatively free
of inhibitions in relations between the sexes. He admiringly described the pat-
terns of life of the Italian-Spanish elite, very much in accord with those of
Berlin’s Ashkenazi Jewry, among whom Euchel lived: ‘‘The Jews of Livorno
live together in peace and security in comfortable homes among the nobles of
the land, their houses are built of granite, most of them are respected mer-
chants, clean-shaven with curly hair; their clothing does not differ from that
of the other people, and they speak the vernacular tongue as lucidly and ele-
gantly as their rhetoricians.’’68

Euchel emphatically asserted that the affluent Jews of Berlin had made a
grievous error by openly flaunting their wealth and failing to adopt a more
modest lifestyle, in contrast to the Italian Jews, who concealed their riches to
avoid arousing envy. At a time when Euchel was growing increasingly disap-
pointed by the lack of support by the wealthy elite of Berlin, the people of
Livorno were investing in the promotion of culture and showing appreciation
for study, books, and fine Hebrew poetry.69

But the sharpest barbs in Igrot Meshulam were aimed at the ‘‘old’’ Jewish
world. From the standpoint of Ashkenazi society and its culture, Livorno
Jewry and the young Meshulam, who is becoming enlightened, belong to the
utopian domains of the maskilic vision of the future. When Meshulam, brim-
ming over with curiosity and enthusiasm, embarked on his journey of initia-
tion, two generations were concerned about his fate—his grandfather
Mordechai ha’Eshtemoi and his father Uriah. Each of them had given the boy
different instructions to guide him—one representing the traditional values,
the other the maskilic ideals. On his journey, Meshulam examined the surpris-
ing reality revealed to him in Spain and Italy in light of the double, contradic-
tory norms presented to him by his father and grandfather. The path of the
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maskil inevitably led him to an intergenerational rebellion, which in Euchel’s
literary work is the revolt of the grandson and son against the grandfather.

The worldview of Mordechai ha’Eshtemoi, as reflected in his advice to
Meshulam, had a consummately religious orientation, suffused with piety. The
study of Torah and observance of the commandments are the absolute values
and sole content of Jewish culture:

If you find among the sages one who is inquiring into any of the chokhmot other than
the wisdom of the Talmud, neither like him nor listen to him, for there is no reason
or any wisdom that can compare with the wisdom of the Talmud, and if all the sciences
in the world were placed on one pan of the scale, and but one letter of the Talmud on
the other, it would tip the scale.

Nor did earthly life have any value in his eyes, and he divested beauty and
pleasure of any religious legitimacy. ‘‘When you arrive in a large city to spend
some time there,’’ the grandfather counseled his grandson, ‘‘do not gaze upon
the beauty of its buildings, streets, and gardens, for they are but vanities,
devoid of any benefit.’’ He cautioned him to be strict about washing his hands,
‘‘for a man who eats without washing his hands is likened to a man who comes
to a whore.’’ ‘‘Crush the evil instinct that is inherent in you by fasting,’’ he
advised. The grandfather’s religious world was shrouded in ‘‘wondrous
secrets,’’ ‘‘a union with the forces of heavenly creatures,’’ and the fear of magi-
cal spells. Meshulam’s worldview, in contrast, was one of harmonious and
ideal perfection, and he is described as:

A pure-minded maskil, who knows the language of his people and those of other
nations, and from the day his wise father began his education, he taught him science
and knowledge, rhetoric, music and logic, astronomy and surveying, and the other
qualities a person must have to stand before great men . . . handsome and goodhearted,
pleasing to all his acquaintances, and very God-fearing throughout his life.

His grandfather has an entirely different, and much narrower, concept of per-
fection: ‘‘Take unto your heart my Torah, study the Torah, seek good deeds,
and be at one with your God.’’

The father Uriah, unlike the grandfather, has already cut himself off from
this mentality and has properly educated his son. The world he presented to
Meshulam was a secular, open, rational, and friendly world. Indeed, his letter
of advice to his son was a distinctly maskilic text, in which Euchel summarized
the maskilic discourse, using the model of a letter of morals. The perfection
that God had intended for mankind could, in his view, be attained in this
world. The world of nature, man, and the holy scriptures are open to rational
observation and study, and the perception of God shapes morality. Whoever
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conceives of God as a jealous, angry god, who desires to conspire against man
and punish him, ‘‘he too will be prone to anger, resentful and avengeful, and
will act with evil intent.’’ But he who perceives God as the source of mercy and
justice will be a moral person of virtue. The grandfather is afraid to observe the
commandment to give charity for fear that the poor man will cast a magic
spell on the giver of alms (‘‘Take care not to give a coin or a crust to a poor
man whom you do not know for fear of sorcery’’). Uriah’s advice, derived
from his rational, empirical, good, and moral world, is unequivocal: ‘‘To the
beggar, give, for God has bestowed his blessing upon us, and why should we
not also grant some of it to others?’’70

Equipped with the excellent education he had received from his father,
Meshulam was easily able to make the transition from the rigid, pessimistic,
traditional views about man’s innate nature to the liberal, rational, optimistic,
humanistic views of the Enlightenment culture. His grandfather Mordechai,
the representative of the religious culture, is totally vanquished. The future, so
it seems, belongs to Uriah and Meshulam, the revolutionaries of the Enlight-
enment, and the buds of this future are already flowering, at least in Italian
Jewish communities such as Livorno.

But we need to bear in mind that all of this takes place in the fictional
and propagandistic literary world that Euchel created in Igrot Meshulam. In
the real world of the Haskalah republic, signs of crisis were becoming evident
late in 1790. Only three years had passed since Euchel, as head of the Haskalah
movement, had come forth with the far-reaching program of the Society for
the Promotion of Goodness and Justice and now he had lost his central place
in the movement. Certainly the main problem was the failure of the heads of
the maskilic republic to ensure public support broad enough to provide the
budget necessary to finance its activity.

At the end of the last issue of Hame’asef in 1790, the leaders of the Society
for the Promotion of Goodness and Justice informed their readers of the cru-
cial state of affairs. Although no one questioned the great success of the journal
and the decisive contribution it made in spreading the Enlightenment among
the Jewish people, the leaders could no longer conceal the fact that they were
unable to continue financing the costs of printing it. The decline in the num-
ber of subscribers to less than two hundred, and the fraud of agents who failed
to transfer the money they collected to the society, had obliged them, they
reported, to conduct a thorough examination and to come up with a recovery
program. They could no longer publish Hame’asef on a regular basis, so it
would not be a monthly but would come out only four times a year. The trans-
fer of monies from the agents would be more closely supervised, and they
would be required to submit receipts and lists of the subscribers’ names. The
large quantity of material sent to the journal by anonymous writers, requiring
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the addressee to pay the postage, also increased its deficit, so from then on,
writers would have to bear this cost themselves.

The heads of the society added that the Society for the Promotion of
Goodness and Justice would continue to exist and was looking forward to con-
tributions from intellectuals and donors as it had in the past. It was opening
its ranks to new members, and promised to publish Hame’asef in the seventh
year, too, if there were at least 200 subscribers as well as a precise financial
statement. But probably the most important change is the one noted in the
fourth paragraph of the recovery program: the Society for the Promotion of
Goodness and Justice has chosen Aaron Wolfssohn to edit Hame’asef and to
be responsible for finances and correspondence.’’71

Wolfssohn, Euchel’s friend and contemporary, shared his worldview and
commitment to the Enlightenment revolution. A scholar and a talented writer,
he was the ideal candidate to carry on the activity of the Haskalah movement
in the 1790s. Euchel was still an active member of the Society for the Promo-
tion of Goodness and Justice. But it soon turned out that the change in per-
sonnel had many implications. Within two years, Wolfssohn moved to
Breslau, invested most of his efforts in the modern school he ran there, and
showed relatively little interest in organizing the movement. Hame’asef did not
appear in the following three years, and in 1794 the editorial offices moved
from Berlin to Breslau.

‘‘I have remained the only one writing here in Berlin and I am preoccu-
pied with several affairs,’’ Euchel wrote about himself, still as the representa-
tive of the Society for the Promotion of Goodness and Justice.72 The interest
the literary republic took in the Haskalah in general and in Hame’asef in par-
ticular never flagged. But the fact that Euchel no longer initiated new projects,
along with other changes that occurred in the centers of the organization and
the dissemination of the Haskalah in Germany, began to take the wind out of
the sails of the great vision. The report printed on the last pages of the sixth
volume of Hame’asef in 1790, only eight years from the time Chevrat Dorshei
Lashon Ever was founded in Königsberg, signaled the downfall of the maskilic
republic.



PA R T I V

On Two Fronts



Chapter Thirteen

Crisis at the Turn of the Century

For the young Haskalah movement, the century came to a close in
a series of strident, worrisome chords, attended by a profound sense of crisis.
The maskilim’s optimistic belief that the Jewish public sphere could be
reshaped by modern intellectuals was replaced by their anxiety in the face of
the secularization gaining in momentum among the Jewish bourgeoisie in
urban communities—a process neither intended by the maskilim nor con-
trolled by them. The disappointing and futile struggle to change the legal
status of Prussian Jewry was accompanied by voices expressing deep alienation
from tradition and the Jewish community and calling on the elite to withdraw
completely from the backward Jewish society. The internal quarrels among the
modern intelligentsia between moderates and radicals and between reformists
and assimilationists impeded the momentum of the maskilic republic at the
very time when the orthodox protest was growing stronger. Frustrated
maskilim, making no attempt to hide their disappointment, left the move-
ment. Maskilim from the periphery who knocked at the gates of the Haskalah
in Berlin and Königsberg got no response. The final closure of Hame’asef and
the disbanding of the Society for the Promotion of Goodness and Justice in
1797, marked, more than anything else, the collapse of the movement and in
one stroke led to the downfall of the organized literary republic constructed in
the 1750s. It would be true to say that the end of the eighteenth century
brought with it the end of the first chapter in the history of the Jewish Enlight-
enment movement.

Voices of Despair and Protest

Four episodes that occurred at the turn of the century vividly symbolize the
crisis affecting the Haskalah: the resignation of one of the maskilic teachers in
the Freischule; an abortive attempt to revive Hame’asef; a voice of protest
against David Friedländer’s betrayal of the Haskalah, and the disgraceful burial
of Solomon Maimon.

In 1800 Naumann Simonsohn, a senior member of the administrative
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staff of the Freischule, decided to move from Berlin to Lissa as a declaration
of his disillusionment and protest.1 According to the maskilic worldview, this
move from Berlin, the city of Enlightenment, to traditional Poland was in a
direction opposite to the one in which history was moving. Naumann Simon-
sohn, who became a maskil in his twenties, had fully espoused the ethos of
the Haskalah, revered Mendelssohn, belonged to a group of Berlin maskilim,
regarded Joseph II as the historical hero of tolerance, and served as an Inspek-
tor in the Freischule. And now, he decided to slam the door behind him and
move to, of all places, the Polish community of Lissa (then under Prussian
rule), the city from which Rabbi David Tevele had issued his unforgettable,
sharp orthodox protest against the new maskilic elite in 1782. ‘‘All is lost!’’ the
frustrated maskil cried out in anguish: a son rises against his father, a pupil
rules over his teacher, and every hedonistic, fashionable, freedom-seeking
youth nurtures some third-rate sort of ‘‘wild Haskalah’’ which goes completely
out of control:

A young man who has scarcely read any books calls out ‘‘I am a hero!’’ and all those
who have a watch in their pocket and spectacles in their hands, a braid behind them
and a fool in front, think themselves wise and intelligent, and carry their heads high
. . . they violate all the commandments, desecrate the Sabbath, eat unclean bread and
do not call upon God, they anoint their flesh with wine, eat rich food without saying
the blessing, go to bed and rise in the morning without prayers . . . and all of this they
call a generation of knowledge, a wise and clever people.2

Naumann Simonsohn was one of the few idealistic teachers in the Frei-
schule in the 1790s. He tried hard to implement a balanced curriculum, which
combined Torat haShem and Torat ha’adam according to Wessely’s formula-
tion. When he urged one of the wealthy elite in the Berlin community, which
supported the modern school for indigent boys, to introduce lessons in Mish-
nah and Talmud into the school, he encountered opposition: ‘‘What is the
purpose of such studies and what good will it bring to Jewry to confuse their
minds with such nonsense, to waste their time by neglecting the study of sci-
ence and beneficial knowledge for the sake of learning casuistry and irrelevant
issues from the halakhic disputes between Abbayeh and Raba?’’3 Simonsohn
tried to argue by explaining that even the emergence of the modern maskilic
elite would have been impossible without the foundation of the religious
knowledge that was the heritage of all the maskilim from Mendelssohn and
Wessely and up to Aaron Wolfssohn and Lazarus Bendavid. It turned out,
however, that the support of the Haskalah by the elites that were aspiring to
become citizens of Europe was dwindling. In Simonsohn’s view, the process
in which the maskilim had emerged was characterized by a revolt against the
rigid talmudic education they had received in their youth, and this revolt had
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led them to the knowledge and culture of Europe without totally eradicating
their link to the religious texts. In contrast, the revolt of young men for whom
the only educational foundation was the chokhmot would inevitably lead to reli-
gious permissiveness and hedonism at the expense of their intellectual devel-
opment. Hence, he saw no possibility of a future for the Haskalah in Berlin.
‘‘False people’’—private tutors, spreading heresy, who had deviously gained
access to the homes of the Berlin bourgeoisie, replacing the ‘‘true maskilim,’’
were taking over the Haskalah and giving it a bad name. In Lissa, where the
Jewish Kulturkampf had begun in the 1780s, the erstwhile maskil cut himself
off almost completely from the maskilic republic. With the support of his rich
father-in-law, he devoted himself to scholarship and became one of the ortho-
dox opponents of religious reform in the second and third decades of the nine-
teenth century.4

Simonsohn’s protest was quite typical and reflected the prevailing mood
among many maskilim, both the older and the younger, who had been avid
partners in the establishment of the maskilic republic. Hame’asef, the flagship
of the maskilic revolution for fourteen years, sank toward the end of the cen-
tury. Isaac Euchel, the driving force behind the revolution, was no longer on
the editorial board in the 1790s. He lost his place at the head of the movement
and was also affected by the despondent atmosphere of the Haskalah in crisis.
Euchel was replaced by Aaron Wolfssohn, and the center of the movement
along with the Hame’asef editorial board moved from Berlin to Breslau.

Shalom Hacohen (1773–1845), a Hebrew poet and dynamic maskil from
the Prussian-Polish district of Posen, who had just arrived in Berlin to join the
teaching staff of the Freischule, advised Euchel two years after Hame’asef
closed down to reconsider opening it again. Euchel’s response was one of
despair and skepticism, completely at odds with his optimistic approach and
energetic policy of cultural transformation in the 1780s. His reply to Hacohen
in the summer of 1800 reads like a bitter lament over his failure:

I suffer for you my friend. You have a precious gem in your hand that no one wants,
you have brought forth balm and myrrh, a remedy and cure for all who seek morals,
and no one pays heed to it. Why have your steps come so late? Why have you waited
until now, when you call out and no one replies? The days of love have passed, gone
are the days of the covenant between me and the sons of Israel, when the buds of
wisdom were seen and the Hebrew language flowered in glorification, and the young
men of Israel went forth each day to pick the fruits of its reason.

The maskilim had missed the opportune moment in the 1780s, he
asserted. From the time of Mendelssohn’s death, the historical developments
that occurred had left behind the intellectuals in general and the maskilim, the
advocates of Jewish culture and literature, in particular. Euchel regarded the
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failure of Hame’asef as his personal failure. He lamented his lonely state and
his relegation to the margins of Jewish public life: ‘‘I too have tasted of the
goblet of poison that has been the lot of the Jewish people and its maskilim
. . . I too have been forgotten and abandoned like a juniper plant in the wilder-
ness,’’ Euchel wrote woefully to the young maskil, informing him that at the
end of the eighteenth century only a very few had remained from the Dorshei
Leshon Ever group, and that ‘‘the downfall of the language and the book,’’ was
absolute and irremediable.5

But Hacohen was not prepared to concede defeat. He was convinced that
Euchel was not reading the map correctly, and that in the broad periphery of
the ‘‘Berlin Haskalah,’’ which had emerged in the 1780s and ’90s, there were
still many thirsting for a periodical like Hame’asef. He did not renounce the
vision of the Haskalah or the maskilic republic, and four years after Euchel’s
untimely death, he founded the Society of the Lovers of the Hebrew Language
(1808) in Berlin and for a short time revived Hame’asef under his editorship.
After he too left the moribund Haskalah center in Berlin, Hacohen became an
extremely important link between the first chapter of the Haskalah and its sec-
ond chapter, one of whose centers in the first quarter of the nineteenth century
was Austria.6

In early September 1800, only a few weeks after Euchel had given vent to
his despair and frustration about the crisis in the Haskalah, the physician from
Driezen, Shlomo Schöneman, Isaac Satanow’s son, published an open letter to
David Friedländer, who had claimed to be Moses Mendelssohn’s heir. In it, he
cried out to him: ‘‘You have betrayed the Haskalah!’’7 His was one of the vocif-
erous reactions to Friedländer’s radical step. In 1799 Friedländer had sent an
controversial anonymous letter to the distinguished Protestant pastor Wilhelm
Abraham Teller. In the name of ‘‘a number of heads of families of the Jewish
faith,’’ he made an extraordinary, unprecedented proposal: that the Jewish
elite, which was estranged from its religion, would join the church on the basis
of the principles of the natural religion. ‘‘Within the wide circle of the true
spirit of Protestantism,’’ he wrote to Teller, ‘‘we and our system can also find
shelter and protection.’’8 Friedländer, the founder of Chevrat Chinukh
Ne’arim, the author of the first reader for the school’s pupils, one of the own-
ers of the Freischule printing house, and a key figure in the Haskalah move-
ment who had been close to Mendelssohn and had supported all the
Haskalah’s projects, was now being attacked publicly on the pages of the Ber-
linische Monatsschrift by a maskil of the new generation, the son of an early
maskil, who was the first manager of the printing house.

Schöneman’s worldview was not very far from Friedländer’s anticlerical
criticism and his vision of the integration of European Jewry. Nonetheless, he
accused Friedländer of egoism and alienation. ‘‘You have thought only of
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yourself, you have disregarded the nation whose fate you share and taken a
hasty step that will lead to bitter results for your co-religionists. You are not
interested only in removing the oppressive burden of the commandments,’’
Schönemann lashed out at him in his frustration and rage. ‘‘You also want to
cut yourself off from the Jewish nation and to abandon the Jewish circle of
solidarity. If this had been merely a personal step, perhaps we could have
accepted it. But because of your status as one of the leaders of the Enlighten-
ment revolution among the Jews, this step is tantamount to a betrayal of the
ancient cultural heritage, of the community and the Haskalah, a step that can
destroy any chance of its success.’’ The wheel will turn back—the Jewish
nation will regress culturally a hundred years, to the era that preceded the
maskilic revolution, and orthodoxy will take hold of the letter to Teller and
win the Kulturkampf that has just begun. Its spokesmen will justifiably claim
that this is the disastrous outcome of all the innovations they have jealously
fought against. The transition from tradition to enlightenment will be halted
at once. ‘‘Not only have you egoistically betrayed the Jewish nation and shown
concern only for the narrow interests of the Jewish upper class, but you are
also indirectly serving the orthodox.’’

With great anxiety, Schöneman conjured up a dreadful picture: the cul-
tured Jews of the intellectual elite, which was supposed to be at the forefront
of the struggle for the transformation of the Jews, were withdrawing from the
fray at the very time when victory was at hand, leaving behind them an exult-
ing orthodoxy, religious permissiveness, low morals, and a leadership vacuum:
‘‘Can one commit a greater sin against a nation then to take away its instruc-
tors and guides?’’9 ‘‘Where is your sense of public responsibility and that of
your friends?’’ Schöneman bitterly chastised Friedländer, and then asked with
reluctance, as if he did not want to believe in the possibility,‘‘Can it be that
you have reached such a state of utter despair that you no longer want to be
Jews?’’

Two months after Schöneman’s article was printed, in the winter of 1800,
Solomon Maimon’s tragic and trouble-plagued life drew to a close. At least
in his case, he had explicitly declared his chosen path: in his well-known and
influential autobiography, Maimon openly stated his view that a member of
the ‘‘philosophical religion’’ was entitled to withdraw from the ‘‘Jewish state,’’
in which membership was conditional upon submission to the laws of religion,
and to become a subject of the political state only.10

Solomon Maimon was the greatest loss of the Haskalah movement in the
eighteenth century. This young, talented Lithuanian scholar and talmudist
became a philosopher and man of the Enlightenment. Inspired by reason, he
experienced a ‘‘spiritual reawakening’’ and overcame the difficult obstacles of
penury, solitude, and the lack of formal education. His fine intellectual capaci-
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ties made him the best candidate for the role of the ‘‘Jewish Voltaire’’ in the
Haskalah movement. He could have made an immense contribution to the
Jewish Enlightenment movement, owing to the blunt, defiant anticlerical
stance he took vis-à-vis the rabbis, his independence of thought revealed in his
debates with Mendelssohn and Kant, and his readiness to participate in the
Haskalah project in order ‘‘to illuminate the path of our people, raise them up
from the sea of ignorance, and to awaken them from the slumber of stupidity.’’
His book, Ta’alumot chokhmah, was meant to help the maskilim in their efforts
to expand knowledge and to rationalize Jewish culture. However, it remained
in manuscript form, one more proof of Maimon’s failure to become an active
partner in the Haskalah project and further evidence of the failure of the Berlin
maskilim to recognize Maimon’s immense potential.11

This was unquestionably a double loss. The maskilim did not go to any
lengths to support Maimon and missed the opportunity to bring into their
ranks a philosopher of his stature who was committed to the maskilic agenda.
And Maimon himself treated the maskilim with arrogance and contempt that
later turned into indifference. Only at the end of the 1780s, when Isaac Euchel
discovered Maimon and urged that he be invited to write for the Society for
the Promotion of Goodness and Justice, was one of his Hebrew works pub-
lished.12 However, by then Maimon was already investing all his energies in his
effort to gain acceptance into the German Enlightenment republic, acquiring
Christian friends among the scholars he met, and publishing articles in Ger-
man periodicals.

When he returned to Berlin from Breslau in 1787, Maimon wrote that
Mendelssohn was no longer among the living, his former friends did not want
to know him, and only Lazarus Bendavid collected some donations for him to
keep him from starving. But Euchel persisted. At first, he succeeded in per-
suading Maimon to write a brief article for Hame’asef in 1789, in the hope that
it would be followed by others.13 Later, after a vigorous publicity campaign
and an effort to sign up advance subscribers,14 he also managed to print the
first half of Givat hamoreh, Maimon’s commentary on Guide for the Per-
plexed.15 This book, published anonymously in Berlin in 1791, was an excep-
tional work. Its preface is worthy of special attention; it was the first systematic
survey in Hebrew of the history of philosophy, from the pre-Socratic philoso-
phers to Descartes, Newton, Leibniz, Kant, and Maimon himself, with a stress
on the challenges of the scientific revolution. An enlightenment text of this
kind was unprecedented in the works produced by the Haskalah and hence
was of momentous importance. Maimon tried to imbue his readers with his
ideal of philosophical truth and passion for Enlightenment. He introduced
into Givat hamoreh up-to-date discussions on the sciences, described a series
of experiments and discoveries, refuted old scientific theories, criticized Mai-
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monides’s scientific knowledge in comparison to the new science, and dealt
with the issue of materialism and many other topics.

Publication of the book could have enhanced the prestige of the Haskalah
after Mendelssohn’s death and stimulated interest in the new philosophy. But
Maimon himself did little to avail himself of this opportunity, because of his
shifting moods and his skepticism about the entire Haskalah project. At the
time, particularly after the publication of his German book on transcendental
philosophy in 1790, which won Kant’s praise, Maimon had already shut the
door of the Haskalah behind him, despite Euchel’s efforts to enlist him in the
movement. He turned to the extra-Jewish reference group of scholars and phi-
losophers, among whom he sought a sympathetic and attentive audience. In
his autobiography, Maimon referred skeptically to the Berlin maskilim’s plan
to commission him to translate books of science, history and philosophy from
German to Hebrew:

My friends began, though too late, to see that their ill-considered project must of
necessity collapse, because they had no assurance of a market for such voluminous and
expensive works. From the religious, moral and political condition of the Jews up to
this time, it was easy to foresee that the few enlightened men among them would cer-
tainly give themselves no trouble to study the sciences in the Hebrew language, which
is very ill-adapted for the exposition of such subjects; they will prefer to seek science
in its original sources. The unenlightened, on the other hand—and these form the
majority—are so swayed by rabbinical prejudices that they regard the study of the sci-
ences, even in Hebrew, as forbidden fruit, and persistently occupy themselves only with
the Talmud and the enormous number of its commentaries.16

In Maimon’s estimation, the Haskalah project had lost its relevance for the
modernists and had no chance of being accepted by traditional Jews.

In the 1790s, Maimon’s estrangement from Jewry and the Haskalah grew.
On November 22, 1800, he passed away at the estate of his Christian patron,
Graf Kalkreuth, in Silesia. His ignominious burial as a despised apostate, out-
side the Jewish cemetery in Glogau—in an unmarked grave with no eulogies—
was a potent symbol of this German-Jewish philosopher, talmudist, brilliant
rationalist critic of rabbinical culture, mysticism and Hasidism, and former
early maskil’s deliberate withdrawal from the Jewish religion, the Haskalah,
and the Jewish people. This rebellious individualist left Judaism in stages: at
first exchanged the traditional Judaism of ‘‘obscurantist Poland’’ for Berlin
and the Enlightenment culture; then he abandoned the ‘‘Jewish state’’ and the
synagogue because they had lost all meaning for a man who adhered to the
natural religion; and finally he left the Haskalah, too, because he no longer
believed in its ability to make a revolution.17
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Decline in the 1790s

These four episodes, which occurred in 1800, expressed—from different direc-
tions—lack of faith in the power and future of the Haskalah project. The
teacher Naumann Simonsohn lost all hope that the Freischule would bring
about the fulfillment of Wessely’s vision of the future and would shape a new
generation of young Jews with a balanced Jewish-European culture. He was
assailed with anxiety in the face of the secularization of members of the Berlin
elite, and in protest, fled to seek refuge in the Polish-Prussian town of Lissa.
Solomon Maimon voiced his skepticism about the importance of the Haskalah
for the German-Jewish intelligentsia, which had been largely acculturated, and
doubted whether it was capable of presenting a real threat to the rabbinical
elite, which he felt was as powerful and authoritarian as ever. Isaac Euchel
despaired of the possibility of fostering Hebrew culture through a forum like
Hame’asef; he was faced with the ruins of the organization he had founded,
and pessimistically witnessed the waning of the Haskalah. And Shlomo Schöne-
man was astounded to find Friedländer, leader of the maskilim, at the head of
an elitist sectoral group that in his view was betraying the nation and the
Haskalah, deserting them in an unforgivable hypocritical act that was egotisti-
cally and irresponsibly derailing the Haskalah revolution.

How was it that the great dream cherished by Euchel, who only fourteen
years earlier had proposed a grandiose plan for the maskilic republic, crum-
bled in 1800? How did this evolving movement, which had already become
institutionalized, with a printing house, a journal, and subscribers and patrons
who assured its financing, fall apart? How did such a movement, which had
not been defeated in cultural battles and had endeavored to expand more and
more the periphery of its readers, writers, and subscribers, collapse?

The financial crisis that had been ongoing since 1790 and the decline in
the number of subscribers to Hame’asef can explain only the closing down of
the journal in 1797, particularly after its irregular publication discouraged
many of its subscribers in peripheral communities outside the cities of Prussia.
To understand the crisis of the Haskalah, we need to look at a series of proc-
esses that occurred in the 1790s within three groups: the Jewish bourgeoisie
and the wealthy elites of Berlin, Breslau, and Königsberg; the radical German-
Jewish intelligentsia of Berlin; and the maskilim themselves and their activity
in the last decade of the century.

A careful scrutiny of the history of the Haskalah in its second chapter,
which opened after 1797, shows that in various communities in Germany and
outside it, the movement continued to develop. The crisis in the Haskalah,
which led to the collapse of the organized movement founded in the 1780s,
was first of all a crisis in the ‘‘Berlin Haskalah.’’ The rapid processes of mod-
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ernization and secularization that occurred in the 1790s, and the replacement
of the discourse on the enlightenment and reform of the Jews and their culture
by the political discourse of emancipation and the ethos of ‘‘the citizen,’’
turned the maskilim into fighters of past wars. The societies of maskilim were
eclipsed by the salons, Hame’asef by the German journals, Hebrew culture by
German culture, maskilim of the middle and lower classes of teachers and
clerks by the high intelligentsia of physicians, members of the learned profes-
sions, and wealthy merchants; and the shared Jewish fate by more and more
cases of alienation and desertion.

Noting the disparate pace at which modernization progressed along dif-
ferent paths, Jacob Katz offered an overall historical reply to the question of
what caused the Haskalah crisis: ‘‘The interrelation between change in social
reality and in social thinking is too complicated to be neatly spelled out by the
historian who seeks to establish the sequence of cause and effect. Sometimes,
however, development on one of the two planes becomes so accelerated that
it leaves the course of events on the other far behind.’’18

What Katz meant was that in the eighteenth century the ideas and future
vision of the Enlightenment outpaced the social reality, which was not yet ripe.
However, in the story of Berlin Jewry’s modernization in the 1790s, the process
was reversed: the maskilim represented intellectual and educational modern-
ization and an internal cultural revolution, but the social changes and the
trends of acculturation in Jewish Berlin at the end of the century, which began
long before the Haskalah revolution, left the maskilim behind, so that the
option for modernization they proposed was hardly exercised. And since Ber-
lin was the center, where the key maskilim and the Haskalah’s institutions
were located, the collapse in that city engendered a crisis in the entire move-
ment. Hence maskilim like Shalom Hacohen, Judah ben-Zeev, Mendel Lefin,
and many others had to exert much effort in the early nineteenth century to
rebuild the movement outside Berlin.19

The turbulent 1790s throughout Europe were marked by the French Rev-
olution. It was not only the military conflicts of the political coalitions against
France, but primarily the ideological conflict that underpinned them—
between the modernist principles of the revolution and the principles of the
old absolutist order, between innovators and conservatives, that shook Europe.
The sense of stability had been shaken, and the more extreme events became,
the more anxious became even those who had earlier supported the revolu-
tion. In 1793, Louis XVI was executed, and this act was followed by the Reign
of Terror imposed by the Jacobeans and the Cult of Reason introduced by
Robespierre as a secular substitute for religion and the church. The revolution
began to fanatically destroy its own sons, and by the end of the century, Napo-
leon had become a sole ruler.
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The great debate that the revolution evoked finally also led to the end of
the Enlightenment. Although trends of ‘‘counter-Enlightenment’’ had existed
beforehand, and enemies of the Enlightenment among the conservatives and
the clergy had repeatedly attacked the philosophers, claiming that Enlighten-
ment was leading to heresy and anarchy, this time the conservatives blamed
the Enlightenment for the revolution, which they regarded as overwhelming
proof that they had been in the right. In 1790 the Irishman Edmund Burke
opened the great debate about the path taken by the revolution, in his influ-
ential and widely circulated book Reflections on the French Revolution, and
raised some penetrating questions about the dangers that freedom would pose
for morality, religion, and political and economic stability. In Germany, more
and more conservative voices were heard from enlightened intellectuals. Rea-
son was placed on the defensive in face of the claim that blood was spilled at
the foot of the guillotine in the name of the rationalist ideology. The Romantic
trend in literature and philosophy rejected the Enlightenment, and responded
to the longing for emotional self-expression and for a return to religious faith
instead of the abstract universal ideas of reason.20

Berlin itself, in the transitional period of the 1790s, experienced a remark-
able cultural flourishing, and the general atmosphere in the city encouraged
secularization and acculturation among the Jews. Frederick William II (r.
1786–97), who led Prussian absolutism to a crisis, is generally depicted as a
king who neglected the affairs of state, instead investing his energies to make
Berlin a center of culture and art on the same level as the capitals of France,
England and Austria. One report about him states:

The King remained faithful to his preference for the theater, the concert, to his old and
new mistresses. One was astonished also that for hours he could examine paintings,
furniture, shops, or play the violincello or listen to the intrigues of the ladies at court,
while having obviously so very little time to listen to his ministers who under his eyes
guided the interests of the state.21

The middle class grew more powerful and many of its members filled positions
in the bureaucracy. During this period, Berlin was characterized by neoclassi-
cal architecture (the famous Brandenburg Gate at the end of the Royal Mile,
near the Tiergarten amusement park), plastic art (Schadow’s sculpture), liter-
ary clubs, and in particular the Nationaltheater, which flourished under the
management of Wilhelm Iffland. It mounted operas and plays by Schiller, Les-
sing, and Goethe, and also served as a public stage for its audience’s ostenta-
tious show of wealth and social class and a place for vanity and flirtation. All
these created a vibrant city with an abundance of opportunities and tempta-
tions.22
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The Jews of Berlin were mindful of these new trends and often took an
active part in them. Berlin Romanticism emerged from the literary salons of
the intellectual bourgeoisie, and assimilated Jewish women were at the center
of some of the more sought-after salons. In 1798, the Athenaeum journal edited
by the brothers August and Friedrich Schlegel first came out and proclaimed
the Romantic revolution. In its first issue, its editors depicted it as literature
that unites all genres, literature in an eternal state of becoming that can never
be completed.23 According to Friedrich Schlegel, who later became the adored
lover and then husband of Mendelssohn’s daughter Dorothea, God is the god
within us. He is not a transcendental god, who demands the fulfillment of obli-
gations, and a person is religious if he is full of God and does everything out
of love, not duty. Dorothea first met Schlegel in the salon presided over by
Henriette Herz, the young wife of the physician and philosopher Marcus Herz,
Kant’s student. Another visitor to the salon and a close friend of Henriette’s
was the theologian Friedrich Schleiermacher, who at the turn of the century
developed a Romantic doctrine of the Christian faith as a personal emotional
experience.24

An overview of Jewish life in 1790s Europe shows how a high wall of cul-
tural and social variance was rising between East and West (historical Polish
Jewry on one side and the Jews of Germany, Austria, France, England, and
Holland on the other), as well as between the Jews in the large, developing
cities and those in the towns and villages.25 The recent partitions of Poland
(1793–95) completed the boundaries of the Pale of Settlement of Russian
Jewry, under the constantly tightening control of the absolutist czar.

The Hasidic movement that began to coalesce in the 1790s grew stronger
in Russia and Galicia. New episodes were added to the religious-social struggle
between the mitnaggedim, the representatives of the ethos of talmudic scholar-
ship, and the Hasidim, who cast themselves as alternative religious leaders, in
the form of the tzadik, with an emphasis on the religious experience. The Gaon
of Vilna, the great opponent of Hasidism, published a letter in 1796, shortly
before his death, in which he denied rumors that he had withdrawn his oppo-
sition. With unwavering resolution, he repeated his ruling that ‘‘Anyone who
calls himself a Jew and has a God-fearing heart is obliged to repel and harass
them with all manner of persecutions and to subdue them . . . for they are
sinful and as afflicting as parasites to Israel.’’26 At the end of the century, Rabbi
Schneor Zalman of Lyadi, leader of the Hasidim in White Russia, was thrown
into a Russian jail twice, after the opponents of Hasidism informed on him to
the authorities.

Nonetheless, there were intellectuals in Eastern Europe who felt an affin-
ity to the Haskalah. Several early maskilim continued to grapple with their
passion for science and philosophy, disinclined to remain committed to the
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norms of rabbinical culture and averse to the ecstatic and mystical religion of
the Hasidim. One such maskil was the physician from Mitau and Grodno,
Judah Hurwitz (1734–97).27 Pinhas Hurwitz of Vilna, author of Sefer haberit
(The Book of the Covenant) (1797), also provided his readers with a diverse
selection of scientific and philosophical knowledge, from Copernicus to Kant,
and reacted to several books of the Haskalah that he had read, although in the
final analysis he identified with the orthodox anxiety.28 In contrast to him, sev-
eral other individuals drew closer to the Enlightenment revolution. For exam-
ple, Shimon Ben Wolf of Vilna, a key figure in the internal politics of
Lithuanian Jewry in the 1790s, applied to the Polish Sejm requesting that it
rescind Jewish autonomy, based on the Enlightenment discourse and a
reformist program.29 In commercial cities like Shklov a wealthy bourgeoisie
had already emerged, which attempted to adopt European patterns of life and
maintained ties with German maskilim. However, the voices of modernist
Jews had very little impact until the early nineteenth century, and the debate
about the patterns of the spiritual leadership and the ritual customs was domi-
nant in Jewish public life, in which the control of the rabbinical and Kabbalist
elite went unchallenged. As we shall see later, the maskilim also had a hand in
sharpening the boundaries between East and West, because they continued to
construct their self-image as modernists while strongly disapproving of Jewish
‘‘Polishness,’’ which in their eyes represented a culture that was badly in need
of reform.

The boundary between East and West grew even sharper, until in the
1780s and ’90s, the polemic between the Hasidim and mitnaggedim in Eastern
Europe hardly resonated at all in the ‘‘Western’’ maskilic discourse. In the
Western part of the continent, events took a totally different course and were
characterized by accelerated modernization. The National Assembly in Paris
passed the first emancipation law in the world, in September 1791, after a
lengthy debate, and it became—for good or bad—a model for any discussion
of the Jewish question from then on. Although the value of this law depreci-
ated somewhat in the Napoleonic era, its fundamental importance was of no
little significance—the Enlightenment’s principles of freedom, equality, and
civil rights led to a radical political shift in the status of Jews in the state. In
the cities of Berlin, Hamburg, Königsberg, London, Vienna, and Amsterdam,
a bourgeois Jewish lifestyle evolved, and more ambitious and well-to-do Jews
took advantage of the opportunities and temptations European life offered.
They adopted its language, fashions, books, and leisure activities, and in doing
so expanded the areas in which they rubbed shoulders with gentile society and
shared in its culture. This process took place without being induced by any
ideology of modernization.30 In the 1790s, there was also no dearth of Jews
who remonstrated against the drastically changing Jewish world, against reli-
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gious laxity and the tendency slavishly to follow the latest fashions. And these
instances of secularization became more and more evident and frequent.31 To
illustrate how distant and culturally estranged the East was from the West, we
can compare two episodes that occurred in 1799, one in the East of Europe
and the other in the West. In Berlin, Jewish rationalism reached its apogee with
Friedländer’s revulsion at the religion of his forefathers and his attempt to cut
himself off from it and his community. At the same time, in the East, Nahman
of Bratslav, the prominent figure of the Hasidic movement whose radical anti-
rationalistic views would later provide ammunition for the orthodox in their
Kulturkampf against the Haskalah, left for Palestine on a mysterious mystical
mission, set against the roar of Napoleon’s cannons.32

Jewish-German Intelligentsia

The radical conclusions that David Friedländer reached in the last year of the
eighteenth century were not shared by Berlin Jewry at large. Nonetheless, at
that time, Berlin’s Jewish bourgeoisie’s appetite for the pleasures of urban life
reached an all-time high and their ambitions to gain citizenship soared.33

Paintings and sculptures depict the men and women of Berlin’s Jewish elite in
fashionable dress, the men clean-shaven and bareheaded. In the literature and
the press, we find images of the nouveaux riches, of young women swept up
by the cult of Kant and Goethe, women pushing their way into the front rows
at the theater, and others involved in tempestuous liaisons with Christians. For
example, there is the character, in a Berlin story of 1797, of a young cultured
Jewish dandy, an outstanding billiard player, who goes horseback riding,
appreciates Mozart’s music, and has many love affairs with Christian girls.34

Until then, the secular life of Jewish high society in Berlin and in other
German cities had been regarded by the enlightened as an intriguing novelty,
and they also saw it as evidence of the Enlightenment’s success because so
many Jews in modern dress and European hairstyles were seen on the city
boulevards and in particular in the theaters, and Jewish women were known
as admired hostesses and guests in the salons of high society. However, as this
process escalated, it became a source of concern for Jews and Christians alike.35

Anti-Jewish writings expressed opposition to the advance of the Jews from the
fringes to the center of society, depicting their acculturation with scorn and
indignation. For example, among other complaints, Friedrich Grattenauer36

accused the Jews of moral corruption, since young men behave dissolutely in
the brothels and young women associate with Christians without their fami-
lies’ knowledge and maintain intimate relations with them.

Taking a more optimistic view of the situation, Moshe Hirschel of Breslau
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wrote that, while he admitted that cases of this kind did occur, they did not
reflect a general trend. He cited as evidence the fact that out-of-wedlock births,
the murder of unwanted infants, and prostitution were not widespread phe-
nomena among Jews. Moreover, he regarded romantic attachments between
Jews and Christians as a desirable innovation, since it was preferable to the
mutual hatred of the past.37 Even Jewish intellectuals like David Friedländer,
Saul Ascher, Wolff Davidson, and Lazarus Bendavid, who aspired to full citi-
zenship for Jews, were greatly perturbed by this ‘‘surge of luxury.’’ In their
view, it was in poor taste, bordering on the immoral, and they felt that those
indulging in it were taking ill advantage of the Enlightenment and culture.

The Berlin physician Davidson, who in 1798 described the escalating
acculturation of Berlin Jewry, also reported on the establishment of a special
committee of community leaders to curb this ostentatious behavior. As a
result of the rise in the standard of living and the growing wealth of Jewish
merchants, many new families entered the acculturation race, and the children
of these merchants, both men and women, were in Davidson’s view the leaders
in purchasing luxury items and fashionable clothing, strolling on the prome-
nades, and attending the theater.38

Davidson was somewhat disapproving of the altered lifestyle of the Jewish
bourgeoisie. In contrast, when he introduced the contemporary Jewish-Ger-
man intelligentsia, among whom he counted himself, to enlightened public
opinion he did not conceal his pride. It had all started of course with the ‘‘Ger-
man Socrates’’ who was no longer among the living. Inspired by him, a diversi-
fied and impressive group of freethinking Jews emerged, many of them artists
or members of the free professions—physicians, philosophers, teachers, writ-
ers, sculptors, painters, musicians, and architects. They were dispersed in vari-
ous Prussian cities, but the majority were residents of Berlin. Davidson
enumerated a detailed roster of well-known names in the Jewish intelligentsia:
the physicians Marcus Bloch and Marcus Herz, the scholars and philosophers
David Friedländer, Lazarus Bendavid, Solomon Maimon, and Saul Ascher, the
musician and conductor Bernhard Wessely, and other men and women known
as outstanding instrumentalists, singers, medalists, and painters of miniatures.
In only two lines, in the category of teachers, Davidson noted the names of
four maskilim: Joel Brill and Aaron Wolfssohn, teachers at the Breslau school,
Isaac Euchel, and the poet Wessely. He counted about forty men and women,
some of them outstanding figures in their fields, who were socially and eco-
nomically integrated into high society, were well known to society at large, and
in Davidson’s opinion, had made a significant contribution to Jewish prestige.
Above all others, he lauded the physician and philosopher Marcus Herz,
Kant’s student and the husband of Henriette, who presided over a salon. He
was accorded a special place of pride in the Berlin intelligentsia, since he had



Crisis at the Turn of the Century 307

been awarded the title Professor by Frederick William II, the first Prussian Jew
to receive this title.39

In view of the success of the German-Jewish intelligentsia in the overall
public sphere, Davidson expected to see the Jews fully accepted into Christian
society, and he called on the state to permit intermarriage between Jews and
Christians without requiring their conversion. Davidson’s book Über die bürg-
erliche Verbesserung der Juden bore a title similar to that of Dohm’s book pub-
lished seventeen years earlier, but the conclusions he drew in it differed totally
from Dohm’s. Davidsohn ended his book with a fervent wish for maximum
integration: ‘‘We hope that the religion will not be a hindrance to talented men
and women and those who are of benefit [to the state], and that every citizen
who fulfills his civil duties will also be able to enjoy rights, and that the splen-
did time will come when Jews and Christians, citizens of the Prussian state,
will have only one God, one King, and one homeland.’’40

There is no way of knowing whether all of the forty men and women on
Davidson’s list shared this three-part vision of the future. However, Davidson
himself and many of the people he included in his list were unquestionably
among the eighteenth-century ‘‘freethinkers’’ in the German-Jewish intelli-
gentsia, a group that only partially overlapped with the supporters of the
Haskalah. Even if that intelligentsia maintained its affinity for the values and
concepts of the European Enlightenment, it had at the top of its agenda issues
such as social and economic success and acceptance as citizens, rather than the
balanced education of youth and the promotion of Jewish culture. The Jewish
enlightened intelligentsia had emerged in Germany before the 1790s, and it
also had parallels elsewhere, in London, for example.41 Since they had the self-
confidence to write in European languages, to form intellectual and social ties
with Christians, to join scholarly societies, and to appear in public in general
literary forums, the members of this intelligentsia became a part of the general
republic of intellectuals. Even when they wrote about the current problems of
Jewish society and Judaism, their words were not addressed solely to a Jewish
audience.

However, in 1790s Berlin the process was far more extreme. Not only was
the presence of that intelligentsia more visible, but the alienation of some of
its leading spokesmen from Jewish society and religion was particularly exces-
sive. The last barrier they declined to cross was religious conversion. Their fear
of mass desertion induced them to propose a new legal relationship between
Jews and the state (emancipation, annullment of the autonomy and collective
responsibility for debts incurred by members of the community) and a new
concept of Judaism that would not run counter to the natural religion.

The members of this group tried again and again to define their place in
Jewish society, drawing internal boundaries in it based on an ideological cross-
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section and the level of acculturation. One of these attempts was made by
Lazarus Bendavid (1762–1832), a prolific and extremely dynamic intellectual,
who in the nineties lived in Vienna and Berlin, where he wrote his books and
articles and disseminated Kantian philosophy in writing, lectures and in con-
versations held in salons. Between 1789 and 1800, Bendavid published thirteen
books—in mathematics, philosophy and studies on Jewish society. In addition
twenty articles that he penned were printed in major journals in Prussia and
Austria.42 In his 1793 book, Etwas zur Charackteristick der Juden (Something on
the Characteristics of the Jews), Bendavid described Jewish society facing the
challenges of modernization, and proposed his own radical solution. Repre-
senting himself as an objective intellectual looking at the Jews from the out-
side, he wrote, in a tone of haughty condescension:

Dear friends! . . . You know that I am not dependent on you, and I have no expecta-
tions of you nor do I fear you or anyone else, and that I can look upon your play with
the same degree of indifference as a man watches small puppets twirling in a music
box. I spent the first years of my life among you, and I received many good things from
you; and I wish you all possible good, and would like to see you happy to the extent
that human beings can be happy.43

Bendavid characterized the four groups that in his view made up contem-
porary Jewish society: the majority group made up of those totally faithful to
the religious tradition who he believed were unreformable (‘‘its gradual demise
is the only hope for its offspring’’); the group of libertine sons of the wealthy
(‘‘a rabble of profligates’’); the group of decent moral Jews who were not
enlightened; and the group of ‘‘truly enlightened.’’ Bendavid viewed himself as
a representative par excellence of the latter group, but it would be a mistake
to think, in his view, that this group defined the maskilim; it would be more
correct to see it as the German-Jewish intelligentsia of the 1790s. Bendavid
defined its members as ‘‘equally distant from both Judaism and (religious)
apathy; persons faithful to the true natural religion who feel the need to fer-
vently believe that it influences the intelligent man.’’44

In fact, Bendavid was very far removed from Judaism. His radical criti-
cism of the Jews of his time diverged considerably from that of the Haskalah
and was totally at odds with the maskilic discourse. The maskilic critical dis-
course adopted Dohm’s formulation, which blamed the flaws of Jewish society
on its social insularity, inadequate education, and low moral standards, as well
as on the oppression and restrictions imposed by the Christian state. In con-
trast, Bendavid’s deist and alienated discourse portrays the Jews out of a sense
of profound shame and revulsion, blaming them for their insularity and their
negative image as shysters and swindlers. He held talmudic and rabbinical
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Judaism, along with the practical commandments, responsible for the social
and cultural perversion of the Jews. Still, Bendavid was very apprehensive
about the vulgar modernization that was indifferent to enlightenment and
morality and was disgracing decent Jews: ‘‘a riffraff of wanton men who aban-
don the commandments because they are an encumbrance and prevent them
from devoting themselves entirely to their wild passions.’’ When such men
convert to Christianity, they become asocial people—apathetic, lacking in val-
ues, and injurious to the state.

Indeed, enlightened deists like Bendavid were confronted by a difficult
dilemma: on the one hand, the state continued to discriminate against them
as Jews and failed to view them as a separate enlightened group; on the other,
the Jews regarded them as apostates. In Bendavid’s view, there was only one
solution: the emancipation of the Jews depended on their willingness to revo-
lutionize their religious concepts and to abrogate the obligation of observing
the commandments. Only if the Jewish religion were limited to the pure
Mosaic doctrine, identical with natural religion, and only if the inner core of
the religion were preserved on the basis of ‘‘the greatest teaching of our reli-
gion . . . love thy brethren as thyself,’’ could the character of the Jews be
improved. Then Bendavid’s group could also regard themselves as members
of the Jewish community at large. This goal could best be achieved if the state
too would wield its power. In desperation and frustration, Bendavid called
upon his Jewish brethren:

For how long will this stupidity of disgraceful and unfounded ritual commandments
be continued, for how long will the Jew believe that God in his heaven will bestow a
prize on him for observing them . . . surely there will be no end to this unless someone
dares to address the Jews clearly and firmly, to explain the illogic in preserving their
customs. But at the same time, he must ask the state to annul the ritual command-
ments, since their observance inevitably has an effect on the Jews’ character . . . this is
the hydra, all of whose heads must be chopped off at one fell swoop.45

Bendavid was one of Mendelssohn’s great admirers, but in these words
of his he expressed an approach that was the exact opposite of Mendelssohn’s.
His was a Kantian approach—seeking in the Jewish religion its inner moral
essence and totally rejecting its rituals. Precisely ten years after Mendelssohn,
in his Jerusalem, had stated that the unique essence of Judaism lay in the obli-
gation to observe the practical commandments, Bendavid was the first Jewish
intellectual to publicly put forth the radical idea of totally annulling the com-
mandments as an essential step to ensure the existence of the Jews in the mod-
ern world. His suggestion to utilize the state’s power of coercion to circumvent
the adamant persistence of the Jews, who did not know themselves how to
choose what was good for them, was of course totally contradictory to Men-
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delssohn’s liberal worldview. Indeed, when Kant read Bendavid’s book, he
concluded from it (albeit erroneously) in his book Der Streit der Fakultäten
(1798), that the enlightened Jews had already totally abandoned their religious
heritage and were prepared to accept the religion of Jesus.46

Saul Ascher (1767–1822) also took a step in contradiction to Mendels-
sohn’s approach. This Berlin Jew, owner of a bookshop, was a radical intellec-
tual who advocated religious reform. In his 1792 book, Leviathan, he proposed
a religious revolution as a prerequisite for acceptance of the Jews as full citi-
zens of the state. Ascher, following Kant, also stated that the law-based charac-
ter of Judaism was opposed to the ‘‘true autonomy of the will,’’ and irrelevant
to the new generation. In contrast to Mendelssohn, Ascher proposed a list of
dogmas as an obligatory basis for the Jewish religion—a new set of laws that
would preserve the essence of the religion and relinquish its traditional form.
Unlike Bendavid, Ascher portrayed Jewry as a society split into two large
groups, becoming more and more differentiated—the reformists on the one
hand and the orthodox on the other. He felt compelled to find a formula that
would preserve the Jewish collective, among other reasons, because of the cri-
sis he perceived in the Berlin community: He noted that many were Jews in
name only, and that from day to day, the number of converts to Christianity
was growing.47

Certainly Bendavid and Ascher’s close acquaintance with the salons of
Berlin, which represented the ambition of Jewish men and women to climb
the social ladder, contributed to their sense of urgency. Many of the Jewish
women who were part of that high mixed society were particularly estranged
from Jewish tradition and the community. They found no outlet for their
interest in European culture in the traditional Jewish milieu, and the culture
of the Haskalah was also foreign to them. ‘‘Why was I born a Jewess?’’ Rahel
Levin complained in a well-known letter in 1795. She lamented her bitter fate,
blamed Judaism for all her tribulations, and claimed that because of it her life
was akin to death.48 The salon culture did not include the Haskalah discourse,
nor in fact any other Jewish discourse. Even a radical proposal like Bendavid’s,
calling for annullment of the commandments, was irrelevant to those Jews
who found satisfaction in the Romantic culture and in their close friendships
with the aristocracy, high officials, and intellectuals. In the end, most of the
salon women chose conversion as an escape route from the Jewish fate, and
marriage with upper-class Christians as a means of social mobility.49 At the
turn of the century, conversion was for many regarded as ‘‘cultural adapta-
tion.’’ As Jacob Katz wrote:

Going from one community to the other no longer seems the hazardous leap over a
gulf . . . Those belonging to the enlightened Jewish upper class were attracted by the
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splendor, the freedom and the greater spiritual amplitude of Christian society. The
children of court Jews, who had received some secular education and had the means
to adopt the expensive habits of high society, were most likely to observe the discrep-
ancy between their material affluence and their low social standing. With greater free-
dom for contact with Gentiles, these children became an easy prey to intermarriage
and conversion. If the encounter with non-Jewish society ended in joining it, the con-
vert had no difficulty in justifying his step.50

The demonized image of the salons, which was prevalent in Jewish histo-
riography from the days of Heinrich Graetz, is no longer found in the new
research. Recent studies have shown much more sensitivity, as well as the abil-
ity to penetrate the world of ambitious young women, who acquired social
standing and prestige in late eighteenth-century and early nineteenth-century
Berlin. Deborah Hertz, for example, writing from a feminist point of view,
explained the motivations of Rahel Levin, Dorothea Mendelssohn, Henriette
Herz, Rivkah Friedländer, and several other salon hostesses, arguing that their
desire to gain personal emancipation and to achieve self-fulfillment and a high
social status through conversion and intermarriage were connected (‘‘conver-
sion out of temptation’’).51 Michael Meyer has shown that these women were
seeking love, an authentic expression of their feminism, and in particular a
gratifying personal religious experience. They found these in the salons, in the
company of enlightened Christian men, and in Romantic Christianity.52 While
there is no reason not to accept these sensitive and empathetic interpretations,
from the vantage point of Jewish society in general and of the maskilim in
particular, the phenomenon signified a path of abandonment. Conversion had
an especially erosive effect on the Jewish elite of Berlin. The number of con-
verts in Berlin in the 1790s rose to 136, from 77 in the previous decade. This
figure does not reflect the trend in full, because there were men and women
from the community who converted outside Berlin, but it does provide an
indication of how widespread it became in the 1790s.53

In contrast to the small group of about twenty women, who climbed the
social ladder via the glittering salons and Jewish-German society, ‘‘freethink-
ing’’ (Freidenker) Jewish men, only a few of whom had access to the salons,
sought a supportive social framework for themselves. With this purpose in
mind, over a hundred modern men, employed as tutors or clerks by wealthy
Jews, founded an association in 1792, known as Gesellschaft der Freunde (Soci-
ety of Friends). It was actually an association of protest against the community
in which they no longer felt at home as they had in the past. As their number
grew, so did their self-confidence, and they decided to establish their own
mutual aid and burial institutions of as an alternative to those of the commu-
nity.54

The association’s first meeting was opened by one of its founders, Joseph
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Mendelssohn (1770–1848), Moses Mendelssohn’s son, then a young accountant
embarking on a business career, who later became a wealthy banker. Mendels-
sohn opened his speech with the optimistic rhetoric typical of the Haskalah:

The light of Enlightenment that has shone on all of Europe in our century has also cast
its blessed influence on our nation for the last thirty years. Among us too, each day the
number increases of those who separate the kernel from the husk in the religion of our
forefathers. In particular in the state in which we live the number of our brethren who
are enlightened and thinking men is greater than the number of our ‘‘old’’ brethren
who denounce the light of reason in matters of religion.55

The dichotomy between the modernists and the orthodox, which nearly
all the spokesmen in the 1790s referred to, reflected the reality of Berlin life, in
Mendelssohn’s view. Unlike Bendavid, who argued that the freethinkers were
still a minority group, he believed that the majority of Prussian Jews were
already enlightened. Hence the time had come to organize and to break the
monopoly of the orthodox, who were hostile to the Enlightenment and perse-
cuted anyone who thought differently than they did. It was during these years
that orthodoxy was first perceived as a separate camp, for example by Moshe
Hirschel and Saul Ascher. In setting up their own alternative institutions, the
Gesellschaft chose to clash with the orthodox on the issue of early burial. It
established its own burial society, which would preserve human dignity, in
keeping with medical recommendations, and avoid any risk of premature
burial.56

Several maskilim joined the association as soon as it was founded. The
most prominent among them was Isaac Euchel, who also served as its chair-
man from 1797 to 1801. The association declared that it was basing itself on
Mendelssohn’s legacy and on Enlightenment values. The Gesellschaft, how-
ever, was not a continuation of the Haskalah societies. It did not represent
intellectuals who aspired to nurture Jewish culture and guide the public in
making the changes necessitated by modernization. Rather, it was a new social
group in the Berlin bourgeoisie (together with members of branches in Breslau
and Königsberg), whose members wished to join together in struggling to
achieve an independent status and to establish a supportive social framework.
Euchel joined the association after having left his positions at Hame’asef and
the Society for the Promotion of Goodness and Justice, resigning as a teacher
and taking on a new position as an accountant in Meir Warburg’s business. It
is symbolic that toward the end of his life Moses Mendelssohn wrote to Herz
Homberg that his son Joseph, in whose education he had invested consider-
able effort, had already forgotten the Hebrew language he had taught him.57

Joseph Mendelssohn, the son of the most famous and highly revered
maskil of all, was unable to find any relevance in the Haskalah, first of all
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because he, like many of his generation, had already realized a large part of the
Haskalah’s vision: he had received a balanced education, was fluent in Euro-
pean languages, was able to maintain social and economic relations with
Christians, had a modern lifestyle, and was conscious of belonging to a period
of Enlightenment and progress in modern Europe. All these had been goals of
the Haskalah in the early 1780s, as expressed, for example, by Wessely and
Euchel. Joseph Mendelssohn had fully internalized this optimistic rhetoric,
and hence for him the Haskalah as an ideology advocating the transition of
Jewry from traditional culture and patterns of living to the modern, secular
world, had already fulfilled its role. More important, he had lost his religious
faith and adopted deist concepts, and hence had lost all interest in nurturing
a particular Jewish culture. From these standpoints, he exemplified Solomon
Maimon’s argument that for the enlightened Jews the Haskalah had lost its
relevance in the 1790s. If for the maskilim the world of external knowledge had
been a temptation and an enormous challenge, for the young Mendelssohn
and his sisters that knowledge was an inseparable part of their cultural world,
so there was no need to struggle to acquire it. The new temptations were the
life of the modern city and the possibility of totally abandoning Jewish society.
In the face of these challenges, intellectuals like Bendavid and societies like
Gesellschaft der Freunde emerged, seeking a formula that would still preserve
the Jewish collective in the future.58

Solomon Maimon was one of the members of the Gesellschaft. He had
won a name for himself in the German intellectual republic thanks to his auto-
biography, published in two parts in 1792–93, which was a personal, moving
test case of Kant’s general definition of Enlightenment: man’s heroic liberation
from dependence on authority, his intellectual autonomy and free use of rea-
son. In Breslau, around 1787, Maimon severed the last tie connecting him to
Poland, when he divorced his wife, who had come there with his son to
demand that he return home. His portrait, painted in the 1790s, shows us a
German intellectual in a fashionable hairstyle, clean-shaven and bareheaded.
Maimon in the 1790s was a freethinker like Bendavid, Joseph, and Friedländer.

In the 1790s, Maimon the philosopher had no ideological agenda, nor was
he a party to the program to reform the Jews or gain civil rights for them.
Gideon Freudenthal wrote that Maimon, as a philosopher, ‘‘advocated the
autarchy of the spirit, and the historical events occurring before his eyes had
no real effect on his thinking. It would therefore seem that the philosophical
life of the spirit is a substitute, of equal value, to the worthy life of the perfect
man.’’59 A list of Maimon’s impressive works from 1789 to 1799 reflects an out-
pouring of philosophical creativity whose speculative topics, with the excep-
tion, of course, of his autobiography, do not address Jewish or any social or
political issues.60 Maimon, like Bendavid, believed that contemporary rabbini-
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cal Judaism was a distorted version of a religion that had originally been a
natural religion congruous with reason.

Maimon was by then indifferent to the question of his Jewishness, and
showed no special interest in the internal Jewish discourse. When he was in
Hamburg, in a moment of despair, he did consider converting to Christianity,
if he would not be required to relinquish his faith in the natural religion. In
Berlin he lived on the margins of the salon society which was then at its zenith,
and the Jewish men and women of this high society regarded him as an exotic
figure. They helped him occasionally, but he never actually gained an entree
into their milieu. He was also a member of the Gesellschaft for only a brief
period. As an independent philosopher who had no vocation, Maimon never
fit into any communal framework and showed no interest in the association’s
activities in the sphere of mutual socioeconomic aid. With an air of intellectual
arrogance, he regarded it with contempt, put off by its formalism and indiffer-
ent to its aims.61

Maimon tried only once to escape his isolation and loneliness. After he
left the Gesellschaft, he initiated the establishment of a social circle of intellec-
tuals, one that had nothing on its agenda but the abstract, individualistic, and
philosophical goal of advancing human understanding. In effect, Maimon’s
intent was to take an informal circle of friends, who had been meeting for
some time in cafes to discuss philosophical subjects, and to found a reading
society (Lesegesellschaft), where lectures would be given, articles would be read
aloud, and discussions would be held. According to the by-laws, each month
the elected chairman would present a special topic, on which articles would be
written competing for a prize. The topic would be published in the press and
the winner’s article would be printed in the society’s publication. Unlike the
circles of the Haskalah or the Gesellschaft, Maimon’s society was not commit-
ted to any social or cultural aim whatsoever, nor did it wish to serve as a spear-
head to realize any ideology. ‘‘Nothing is more important for a man, for the
expansion of his understanding, the improvement of his moral character and
the promotion of his happiness,’’ Maimon wrote at the head of the society’s
regulations, ‘‘than his self-knowledge.’’ Hence, the society’s aim would be ‘‘to
promote human understanding.’’

Following the festive opening ceremony, the society did embark upon its
activities, but very soon its membership dwindled, Maimon himself lost inter-
est in it, and it became defunct.62 In 1794, when Maimon was in difficult straits
and unable to publish his philosophical works, he appealed to Goethe for help,
describing himself as a forty-two-year-old man living on the fringes, with pre-
maturely gray hair, who had nothing but his philosophy and lived a very lonely
life. A year later, Maimon left Berlin, the city where he had so longed to live,
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and moved to a remote estate in Silesia, and almost completely severed the few
ties he still had with Berlin’s Jewish-German intelligentsia.63

Friedländer and the Letter to Teller

In marked contrast to Maimon’s quiet disappearance from the public sphere
of intellectual Jewry, in 1799 David Friedländer’s letter to Teller, publicly
declaring that he wished to officially sever his ties to Judaism and join the
Protestant church, provoked a scandal.64 Friedländer was presumptuous in
casting himself as Mendelssohn’s successor, but he unquestionably filled a
major role in the story of the Jewish Enlightenment in the last quarter of the
eighteenth century, and was one of the leading Jews in Prussia after Mendels-
sohn’s death. In the 1790s, Friedländer was involved in a wide variety of activi-
ties, in particular Prussian Jewry’s struggle to have the legal restrictions
annulled and to gain their yearned for emancipation. Moreover, as a rich mer-
chant and an enlightened intellectual he belonged, at one and the same time,
to both groups of the Jewish elite: that of the wealthy Jews who were the com-
munal leaders and that of the Jewish-German intelligentsia.

Friedländer entered Jewish historiography primarily in his negative, infa-
mous image as the radical maskil who had been on the verge of converting to
Christianity. He was perceived as a man who was servile toward the authori-
ties, as ‘‘Mendelssohn’s monkey’’ who desecrated his legacy, as an assimila-
tionist who endeavored to promote the interests of his class of capitalists at
the expense of his co-religionists, and as a maskil who brought shame upon
his nation. It was this kind of assessment that determined Friedländer’s place
in history.65 In the new research, however, we find a more balanced view. It is
not only the letter to Teller that comes under its purview, but also the entire
range of his activity and life prior to 1799 and thereafter. A residual identifica-
tion with Judaism can be discerned in the letter, and it is read not as a total
renunciation of Judaism but rather as a defense of it, out of a lingering Jewish
self-consciousness, or at least is read with a sensitive understanding of Fried-
länder’s sorely divided soul.66

What was Friedländer’s position in the Haskalah crisis of the 1790s? On
the one hand, his views and his social class aligned him with the group of Ger-
man-Jewish intellectuals who no longer saw any point in preserving the tradi-
tion and felt estranged from it. On the other hand, his deep involvement in
the Haskalah movement from its inception, his attempts to direct the modern-
ization of Prussian Jewry, and his claim to the title ‘‘keeper of Mendelssohn’s
legacy’’ grant him a special place in the events of the 1790s.

On January 9, 1791, Friedländer addressed a speech to the maskilim of the
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Society for the Promotion of Goodness and Justice, at a memorial assembly
marking the fifth anniversary of Mendelssohn’s death. He urged them to con-
tinue adhering to the legacy of their revered teacher, in particular in view of
the worrisome phenomenon of the ‘‘pseudo-enlightened,’’ who were relegat-
ing science and the intellect to the sidelines, interested only in a glamorous,
ostentatious lifestyle. Moreover, Friedländer utilized Mendelssohn’s memory
to enlist the maskilim in a struggle for the emancipation of Prussian Jewry: ‘‘I
am aware, the wise scholar said on many occasions to his friends, that many
difficulties stand in the way of our acceptance into civic society, some of our
own doing and some created by others. But my motto is—do not give up.’’67

The attempt to portray the continued struggle for Jewish citizenship as part of
Mendelssohn’s testament was part and parcel of Friedländer’s intensive activ-
ity during those years to persuade the Prussian government to introduce some
real change in the Jews’ legal status. However, these endeavors were defeated
by bureaucratic red tape and fears that the Jews might penetrate into the social
and political systems of the state.68

Friedländer’s letter to Teller, therefore, seems to be one of the paradoxical
results of the struggle for emancipation that he and his fellow members of the
wealthy elite waged. It is correctly explained as an act of frustration and
despair, after the efforts to gain emancipation came up against the stone walls
of Prussian conservatism and failed. The insupportable gap between the social
class, complete identification with the civil ethos and high level of accultura-
tion of these Jews, on one hand, and their humiliating legal status on the other,
remained in force, unchanged since the infamous decree of 1750. This gap led
Friedländer and his friends to exert pressure on the government to fundamen-
tally alter this situation, and it also induced them to cultivate a detached class
consciousness, to break away from the communal institutions, and to become
an insular elite concerned only with its own interests. ‘‘They were painfully
aware,’’ Michael Meyer succinctly summed up their situation, ‘‘of the wide
gulf between what they thought of themselves and what they were considered
by the state.’’69

To understand the case of David Friedländer one must look beyond the
socioeconomic and class interests that induced him to try to close the gap
between his self-image and the legal reality. His political activity and his
involvement in the Kulturkampf from its inception in the early 1780s were
underpinned by the worldview of a radical maskil. From Friedländer’s point
of view, the Enlightenment revolution was basically a Voltairean, anticlerical
revolution, with the aim of overthrowing the rabbinical culture and destroying
the status and authority of the rabbinical elite. His enlightenment discourse in
the 1790s, reflected in the official memoranda he sent to the government and
particularly in his letter to Teller, shows that he shared the views of Bendavid,
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Ascher, and Davidson, who advocated the annulment of the religious rit-
ual—or at least profound reforms in it—and the preservation of the deist
essence of the pure Mosaic religion. This is, however, but one part of the whole
picture.

An invaluable key to an understanding of Friedländer’s worldview is
found in several polemical personal letters extant from the correspondence he
maintained for years with a religiously observant Jew, Meir Eger of the Glogau
community in Silesia.70 The letters are written in a mixture of Hebrew, Yid-
dish, and German. Unlike other maskilim such as Wolfssohn or Saul Ascher,
Friedländer did not compose any biting critical satires, but in his letters to
Eger in the 1790s, personal letters never meant to be published, Friedländer
felt particularly free to reveal his true feelings. In them, he expressed himself
in a language far more common and much coarser than the one he used in his
numerous letters in German, using internal Jewish codes known only to schol-
ars familiar with the religious sources and the traditional lifestyle. He acerbi-
cally criticized the rabbinical elite, recording a plethora of cynical remarks on
the ridiculous aspects of the rabbinical culture and giving free rein to his rage
and frustration at what was happening in Jewish society—ranging from the
strict adherence to the finer points of the halakhah to the libertine behavior of
young Jews in Berlin.

In response, Eger argued that Friedländer’s political activity vis-à-vis the
Prussian government had the effect of worsening the situation of the Jews and
trampling on the religion. Friedländer rejected these arguments, claiming that
everything he did was actually for the good of his co-religionists. In his view,
those who were endangering them and putting the religion to shame were the
leaders of the rabbinical elite, such as Raphael Kohen and Yehezkel Landau,
whose ludicrous books were treating reason, God’s most noble gift, as if it were
a base handmaiden. The perpetuation of ignorance and the base morals of rab-
binical Judaism will lead to mass conversions, Friedländer warned, and that
ought to be the greatest fear of anyone concerned about the fate of Jewry.
Friedländer told his correspondent from Glogau about his public agenda: ‘‘I
have been watching all this for the last twenty years, and I have found only
one possible solution: to throw off the heavy yoke under which the King and
the judges of this country, who are not of our people, have harnessed us; to
throw off, furthermore, that other yoke which we have taken upon us with the
rule of our own rabbis and communal leaders.’’71 Friedländer believed in the
two goals of the Enlightenment revolution: liberation from the restrictions of
the state and liberation from the authority of the communal leadership and
the rabbinical elite. He was skeptical about the possibility—advocated by
Wessely, Euchel and other maskilim—of merging traditional Judaism and
Enlightenment values and finding a balance between them. When translating
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Wessely’s Divrei shalom ve’emet into German, Friedländer had changed the
author’s intention, for example, by upsetting the delicate balance Wessely had
constructed between the Jew as a man and the Jew as a citizen. In the German
adaptation, he stated: ‘‘To be a man is of a higher degree than to be a Jew.’’72

Friedländer saw no point in trying to introduce a two-part curriculum for Jew-
ish youth—a half day of religious studies taught by a rabbi and a half day of
general and business studies in a Christian school. A program of that kind is
a contradiction in itself and such a balance is unfeasible, he maintained. Any
attempt to combine the contents and approaches of talmudic study (such as
the belief that the Jews are the chosen people or that exposure to external
knowledge is harmful) and the universal contents of the Enlightenment is
doomed to failure from the outset.

Friedländer resolutely held that the time for observing the command-
ments had already passed and that the status of the rabbis was an anachro-
nism. The youth, he asserted, should be educated to think freely and to
integrate into civil society. In his vision of the future, which he outlined for
Eger in a letter written early in 1799, at the time he wrote his letter to Teller, a
radical Enlightenment revolution was about to take place in Jewry as a whole.
The freedom the Jews enjoyed would be expanded, they would no longer study
Talmud, there would be no more yeshivot, the halakhah would be forgotten,
and the rabbis would no longer have any authority. In Berlin, there were
hardly any Polish teachers, and ‘‘within ten years,’’ Friedländer added to his
vision of the decline of talmudic culture, ‘‘no one in Berlin will know what is
leaven found over Passover or what is a growth on the lung.’’73 What happened
in Berlin in ten years would take place in Glogau within fifteen years, and the
same would undoubtedly be true in Breslau, Amsterdam, and Königsberg. No
one will be able to arrest this historical process, and the obsolete rabbis are the
only ones who cannot see it. The philosophical religion is the religion of the
modernists and the members of the upper class, while the popular religion of
the practical commandments is the religion of the superannuated conserva-
tives and of the lower classes.

The letter to Teller expressed Friedländer’s radical world view and vision
of the future from a different angle. In the intra-Jewish discourse with Eger,
he gave vent to his anticlerical rage provoked by the Jews’ serious shortcom-
ings. In the letter to Teller, in contrast, he addressed general public opinion,
expressing his frustration at the fact that the future vision had not yet been
realized and the enlightened Jews were fed up with the Judaism of Talmud
and commandments. Other than his main argument, that the Jews should be
accepted into civil society through the mediation of the enlightened Church
and on the basis of the pure Mosaic faith, the rhetoric in Friedländer’s letter
was replete with his sense of insult, the affront to his self-respect, and humilia-
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tion. The Judaism of his time is harshly contrasted to the Enlightenment:
‘‘There is nothing more humiliating to a man of reason than this situation
of eternal immaturity.’’74 The educational and cultural foundation on which
Friedländer and members of his group were raised is depicted in the letter as
foreign, mystical and embarrassing; he also finds that it is contrary to modern
life and makes it hard for Jews to integrate into it: ‘‘The commandments . . .
have turned us into foreigners in the everyday circle of life; the scrupulous
observance of meaningless customs . . . have embarrassed us, often causing us
to feel discomfort in the company of persons of a different religion, even in
the company of servants.’’75 The Jewish customs are frightening and repug-
nant, and they impair social relations. The Jewish people has undergone a seri-
ous historical process of degeneration, the messianic idea has clouded their
minds. The profound sense of shame that this form of Jewish religion evokes
can easily lead one to skepticism, the total abandonment of religious practices,
and conversion. However, he asserted, this is a line the Jew should not cross;
a decision of this kind, the letter claimed, would bid our conscience pause and
be damaging to our self-respect.

As he did in his letter to Eger, here too Friedländer expresses his expecta-
tion that Judaism in its present form would disappear: ‘‘The study of Hebrew
and the Talmud declines among us day by day, and with the neglect of the
ceremonial ritual laws it must continue to diminish. In every country the gov-
ernment, with great justice, has taken from these rabbis all power to make
binding judgments and enforce the halakhah.’’76 However, the present situa-
tion was a particularly irksome one, since not many from within the commu-
nity shared his view that the salvation of Judaism depended on a deliberate
abrogation of the practical commandments, and the yearned for rights as citi-
zens could not be obtained from outside the community. To avoid the possi-
bility that he and his like-minded friends would become an isolated sect, an
intermediary body between Christians and Jews, Friedländer made his pro-
posal to Teller in 1799. It had a twofold advantage: the acquisition of Prussian
citizenship with all the rights that implies, on the one hand, and preservation
of the self-respect of Jews who had not converted, but had found in several
principles of the natural religion a common denominator with the enlightened
Christian world, on the other.

Eger did not hide from Friedländer his suspicion that he was the author
of the letter to Teller. Nonetheless, only one day later, he urgently sent him
another letter to assure him that, on second thought, he was retracting his
accusation. Friedländer’s reply indicates that he was all too aware of the scan-
dal his letter had aroused in 1799, and in particular of the fierce attack against
its author and his denunciation as a heretic, who had desecrated God and col-
luded with evildoers. Feigning innocence, Friedländer wrote that he believed
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the exact identity of the man who was behind the letter to Teller was of less
interest and import than a relevant discussion of the significant matters the
letter had had sincerely and rationally brought to the public’s attention.

Is it possible that Friedländer wrote the letter to Teller solely to under-
score the severity of the problems and to induce both Jews and Christians to
seek a solution? There is no way of knowing for certain. However, we ought
not to forget that Friedländer continued to engage in extensive intellectual,
communal and political activity to promote his worldview in the first decades
of the nineteenth century as well. In any event, he reacted with his typical cyni-
cism to the news that ‘‘Great talmudic scholars and sages of our time, first and
foremost among them, the renowned rabbinical authority, the rabbi of Glo-
gau, have joined together to compose an illustrious tract against the author of
the above-mentioned wretched letter,’’ referring, of course, to his letter to
Teller. He asked for a copy of the tract and concluded his letter by saying: ‘‘It
is to your joy, the people of Glogau, that a great man in Israel has emerged
from your midst to uproot the thistles from the vineyard using a soft stick
and a book full of goodness and knowledge,’’ rather than with the weapon of
excommunication which had been the custom until then.77

As far as we can reconstruct from his descriptions, David Friedländer’s
collection of books exemplified the ideal maskilic library. Arranged on its
shelves alongside one another were books in German and Hebrew, German
periodicals to which Friedländer frequently contributed articles, books pub-
lished by the Freischule Hebrew printing house, many of which were written
by maskilim, the writings of Jewish-German intellectuals, like Marcus Herz,
Bendavid, and Davidson, the Hame’asef periodical, as well as rabbinical litera-
ture, which Friedländer continued to take an interest in. And yet, Friedländer
had pronounced a death sentence on the religious Hebrew culture and on the
Haskalah project. The crisis of the Haskalah was for him a process he had
anticipated, one from which there was no return.

In that same turbulent year in which the scandal surrounding his letter
to Teller erupted, Friedländer wrote to Aaron Wolfssohn, the last editor of
Hame’asef, rejecting the idea—so central in the Haskalah’s vision—of reform-
ing and regenerating (Verbesserung) the Jews. He expressed a total lack of faith
in the Haskalah project: ‘‘I consider the nation, in its present state, with all its
appearance of culture, taste and learning, to be in general irremediably bad
and all enlightenment through the ‘‘me’asfim to be useless.’’ Fifteen years after
he had been concerned enough about the education of Jewish youth to found
the Freischule, in despair, he cynically declared that the age of the Haskalah
had drawn to a close: ‘‘No one reads any of the books written in Hebrew . . .
For whom are they written? I would propose that a sign be placed on all the
Hebrew printing houses: Here books are printed that are never read!’’78



Chapter Fourteen

Tensions and Polemics in the Shadow of
Crisis

The death sentence that David Friedländer pronounced on the
Haskalah exemplified the sense of crisis that reached its height in the last two
years of the eighteenth century and was manifested in the movement’s almost
total waning. Until then the Haskalah had continued to develop, despite the
relative decline of the 1790s, and Friedländer himself had been one of its chief
patrons. Along with the political campaign waged by the German-Jewish intel-
ligentsia in the general public arena to achieve civil rights, efforts to stabilize
the Haskalah republic continued. The hunger for enlightenment and the pas-
sion for knowledge, which in the Berlin community was no longer hard to
gratify, were still as strong as ever among young Jews elsewhere, and these were
the ideal new recruits to fill the ranks of the maskilim.

David Hanover, for example, waited impatiently for two years until an
article he had sent to Hame’asef was printed. From his youth, he had followed
with interest the organization of maskilic groups; in the second decade of his
life he had already rebelled against the religious education he had received,
and longed to join the Society for the Promotion of Goodness and Justice. As
soon as he reached adulthood, he ‘‘converted’’ to the culture of the Haskalah
and left the authority of his parents. Describing this liberation from bondage,
he wrote, ‘‘Three years have gone by since I severed the fresh bowstrings with
which they had bound my arms, I broke down brass gates and cut through the
iron bars put upon me, I pursued men of science and seekers of justice; I
rushed after lovers of wisdom and integrity.’’1 The editor of Hame’asef, Aaron
Wolfssohn, together with his colleague Joel Brill, went to great lengths to keep
the movement alive and continue its activity, even when the number of its
activists and supporters dwindled. Isaac Euchel too once again contributed
articles to Hame’asef early in 1797 (about three years before he told Shalom
Hacohen that in his view Hame’asef had failed and there was no chance of
reviving it), and with guarded optimism, tried to buoy the spirits of Joel Brill,
the friend of his youth. The periodical he had founded together with Chevrat
Dorshei Leshon Ever fourteen years earlier had been for many young Jews a
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gateway to Enlightenment, and now too, when circumstances had changed
and Hebrew was no longer an effective tool in achieving the aims of the Haska-
lah, Hame’asef could, in his view, be infused with new life, particularly if it
were printed in German.2

Satanow and the Haskalah Library in the 1790s

In the 1790s, the Haskalah movement continued to expand its innovative and
subversive library, utilizing the Freischule press to print its publications. In
1790 Euchel resigned from his positions in the Haskalah institutions, and the
printing house came again under Isaac Satanow’s management. This prolific
writer, publisher, and printer, as we have seen, related in an extraordinarily
obsessive and erotic manner to his work as a writer and publisher. As a fervent
believer in the power of the printed book and its ability to influence readers’
patterns of thought and behavior, Satanow constantly reiterated the important
role of the professional educated author, who served the society as ‘‘a physi-
cian who specializes in giving healing medicines to the illnesses of the enlight-
ened soul as one does to the illnesses of the body.’’ He devoted all his time
and energy, until the day of his death, to printing the many works he wrote
and to developing the printing house.

On the covers of the works printed by the Freischule press, Satanow pub-
lished the catalog of books for sale and urged buyers to send in their orders by
mail. Until he lost his sight in 1799, he sent requests for support to the wealthy
Jews of the large communities in Europe, traveled three times a year to sell
books in Frankfurt-on-Oder, and frequently visited the homes of Berlin’s
financial elite to persuade them—with no small measure of success—to pur-
chase books from the printing house. He lived in an apartment above the
printing house, in a building that belonged to Daniel Itzig, the chief patron of
the printing house and the Freischule, a philanthropist who unceasingly gave
his support to the Haskalah projects.3 Satanow’s apartment also served as a
bookstore, selling mainly the books printed by the publishing house. Satanow
never stopped hatching schemes to obtain financing to print the many books
he planned to publish, and from time to time he also threatened he would
close down the Freischule press unless he received immediate financial sup-
port.

For this purpose, in 1794 Satanow founded Chevrat Marpeh Lanefesh
(Cure for the Soul Society). The twenty-two members each contributed
between five to twelve talers to the society’s coffers, in order to set up an initial
fund for printing the science and philosophy books and textbooks Satanow
insisted were important and necessary. Among the supporters were Isaac
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Euchel, Marcus Herz, and others from Königsberg, Dessau, and Frankurt-on-
Oder, as well as David Friedländer, who also published a personal letter of
support for this project. In total opposition to the image of Friedländer that
was prevalent in the 1790s, it seems that even when he was engrossed in the
struggle for emancipation and increasingly estranged from traditional Jewish
life, he continued to support the development of the maskilic library. Fried-
länder praised the varied literary works published under Satanow’s manage-
ment and urged the wealthy Jews to strengthen their commitment to the
enlightened scholars.4

In the last decade of the century, a total of seventy-three titles were
printed at the Freischule press. While this number included calendars, circu-
lars issued by the community and polemical brochures, the majority were titles
that enriched the shelves of the Haskalah library. Other than a few religious
works, printed in order to realize some profit, Satanow, faithful to maskilic
criteria, did not print the books of the rabbinical elite. In this sense, the Haska-
lah library printed in Berlin was subversive in the 1790s as well. From some of
the books, voices of protest resonated, decrying the inadequacies of the rabbis
and the rabbinical culture. Textbooks in algebra and geometry, chemistry and
Hebrew grammar contributed to expanding knowledge in the Hebrew lan-
guage.5 Poems printed in both Hebrew and German, written to mark state
events such as the military and political achievements of Prussia (for example
Prussian occupation of Polish territory in the second partition of Poland in
1793) and events in the lives of the royal family, reflected the community’s
patriotism; and congratulatory poems like one printed on the occasion of
Daniel Itzig’s birthday reflected the maskilim’s dependence on wealthy Jewry.6

The collective project of translating Haftarot into German, in which Baruch
Lindau, Isaac Euchel, David Friedländer, Josel Reichenau, Joel Brill, and Aaron
Wolfssohn participated, was completed early in the decade.7 In 1792, the Frei-
schule press printed an extraordinary work by Samuel Romanelli of Mantua,
who in the early 1790s, after returning to Europe from a journey to North
Africa, lived in Berlin under Friedländer’s patronage. His travel book was not
a witty satire like Montesquieu’s Persian Letters, nor did it resemble Euchel’s
Igrot meshulam. Nonetheless, from the perspective of the European Enlighten-
ment, it examined the customs and beliefs of Moroccan Jewry, harshly and
arrogantly criticizing the oriental way of life, with the intent of reaffirming the
accepted values of the Haskalah. From Romanelli’s European point of view,
in his Masa be’Arav (Journey in Arab Lands), the Jews of Morocco were the
embodiment of a primitive society which was nearly irremediable: ‘‘The lack
of books and knowledge sinks their hearts into the mire of stupidity and gull-
ibility . . . the light of wisdom has never reached them to eradicate the errors
of their morals and their youthful follies. A veil of ignorant belief distorts their
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hearts and vision.’’8 The closest comparison Romanelli could find to their
backward culture was that of Polish Jews, although he admitted in some areas,
particularly in the study of Talmud, the Moroccan Jews surpassed them.

A literary project of long duration that the Society for the Promotion of
Goodness and Justice initiated but never succeeded in completing was the
serial publication of Wessely’s great biblical epic, Shirei tiferet. How was it pos-
sible that the market for Hebrew literature had so dwindled that the income
did not cover the printing costs? ‘‘Self-acknowledged scholars’’ believe they
have already learned enough and no one has anything to teach them (‘‘there
is no remedy for the illness of those simpletons, and they will die of their stu-
pidity’’), and the ‘‘sanctimonious’’ prefer to flee ‘‘from all words of science
and wisdom, as a man runs from a bear robbed of her cubs.’’ These words of
rebuke, uttered by Wolfssohn and Brill, who were responsible for the publish-
ing house, may not have been pleasing to Wessely’s ears, but he too was forced
to admit that it was truly difficult to expand the readership of maskilic litera-
ture at the end of the century.9

The number of books produced by the Freischule press was about 40 per-
cent less in the last decade of the eighteenth century than in the previous dec-
ade (from 12 books a year in 1784–90 to an average of 7 in 1791–1800).10 In
1794, only twenty-two men responded to Satanow’s initiative and joined
Chevrat Marpeh Lanefesh, whose purpose was to provide regular financial
support to print books on the Freischule press. Only eight years before, when
he had adopted a similar method of financing and founded Chevrat Matzdikei
Harabim, 145 members had undertaken to contribute for this purpose.11 One
could not expect scholars, admitted the disappointed Satanow, to show any
interest in books of the Haskalah since ‘‘they learn to receive a prize and a
reward in the next world’’ and do nothing to expand their horizons beyond
the traditional books in their libraries. But, he added, to his sorrow ‘‘most of
the wealthy Jews are also closefisted when it comes to buying books and would
rather spend money on vain pleasures, as it is written ‘and the lyre, the lute,
the tambourine and pipe, and wine are in their feasts, but they regard not the
work of the Lord.’ With the exception of but a few, I have not seen the elite
volunteering to spend money on books.’’12

As a result of the weakened state of the Society for the Promotion of
Goodness and Justice, one of whose aims had been to establish a public frame-
work to support the republic of writers and to raise money for printing books,
Satanow once again took up the role of chief publisher of the Haskalah library.
Unquestionably, in the 1790s the printing house was occupied mainly with
books written by its manager; more than one-fourth of all the books it printed
were penned or edited by Satanow. The most original and striking work he
published in the 1790s was his Divrei rivot. In the literary style of an inter-
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religious debate, like that of Sefer hakuzari (The Kuzari), concealing the
author’s real name, Satanow dared more than ever before to reveal his world-
view. Most of his writings had been marked by verbosity, sagacious, moralistic
sayings reminiscent of the early Haskalah, and a strong emphasis on the ideal
figure of the rationalistic and knowledgeable choker, who is also the true
believer. But apparently Divrei rivot was the only one of Satanow’s books in
which he integrated the two elements of the maskilic ideology: a message of
tolerance and religious freedom for all peoples, on one hand, and a demand
for the thorough revision and reform of the educational system, communal
organization, and economic life of the Jews, on the other. In Satanow’s
maskilic utopia, the intellectuals and the scientists would be assigned a special
status, exempt from all civil duties and payment of taxes, and the only rabbis
who would be granted the authority to judge (without the right of coercion)
would be enlightened rabbis. In this reformed state, ‘‘there will no longer be
any difference between Jews and Christians unless the laws of their religions
divide them, for we, like them, are members of one human species.’’ The reli-
gious fanatics, the ignorant masses, and the libertines who take the name of
philosophy in vain were, in his eyes, enemies of the Enlightenment.13

Satanow’s most important contribution to the maskilic library was to
reprint books of Jewish thought from the medieval and Renaissance periods.
Most of these books in philosophy, literature, historical research, and linguis-
tics had never been reprinted after the sixteenth century. Within several years,
Satanow prepared annotated editions, usually with the addition of commen-
taries, of several key works: Maimonides’s Bi’ur milot hahigayon with Mendels-
sohn’s commentary in a fourth edition, two additional parts of Guide for the
Perplexed, Judah Halevi’s haKuzari, the historical studies of Azariah de Rossi,
Ma’or einayim, and Machbarot Immanuel by Emanuel of Rome.14 Satanow
imputed much importance to their publication, both as a service to Hebrew
literature and as a part of the Haskalah project. He deemed Maimonides’s logic
as interpreted by Mendelssohn important in shaping philosophical thought,
and regarded Emanuel’s love poems (which he was able to publish after having
persuaded Isaac Daniel Itzig to purchase, for a very high price, a rare copy of
the book’s first edition) as a model of superb literary writing in Hebrew that
also provided readers with a pure aesthetic pleasure. All these could be a
source of gratification for those thirsting for enlightenment: ‘‘I have placed
them upon the printing press to satisfy all those imbibing the waters of science
from the well of wisdom.’’15

Satanow never tried to conceal his wish to leave for posterity his own
personal stamp on all the editions he published, and he underscored his medi-
ating role as an editor and commentator, without which most of these impor-
tant books would have no meaning for scholars. On more than one occasion,
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Satanow pursued his ambition to be at the center of the revival of Hebrew
culture. One example is his 1794 publication of the Book of Psalms with Rabbi
Shmuel ben Meir’s commentary, on the frontispiece of which he claimed that
he had found the manuscript in the Prussian king’s royal library in Berlin; he
admitted only in a footnote on the last page that he was actually the author of
the work: ‘‘The handwritten commentary from which I copied was decaying,
half or sometimes whole pages having been eaten away, so the reader ought to
know that most of this is my own commentary.’’16 His utter dedication to writ-
ing and publishing reached its peak in the last years of his life. Even after he
was blind and partially paralyzed, he persevered at his work, and he dictated
to an amanuensis at least two of his books, a German translation and a com-
mentary on the Book of Job.17

Isaac Satanow’s literary endeavor burgeoned against the background of
the weakness of the Society for the Promotion of Goodness and Justice, which
had failed to realize its plan to serve as an organizational framework for the
Haskalah library. However, the Society continued to exist until 1797, although
its scope of activity was greatly reduced, certainly in comparison to the grand
plan conceived by Isaac Euchel in the 1780s. From time to time, special meet-
ings of the Society were convened, for example, the meeting in memory of
Moses Mendelssohn in 1791, at which David Friedländer was the key speaker.
It maintained its ties with maskilim in other cities primarily through the agents
who distributed the Freischule’s books. The bonds of friendship between the
Society’s activists were expressed in the special congratulatory poems printed
in honor of Baruch Lindau and Joel Brill’s weddings, and in the eulogy for
‘‘our dear departed friend of blessed memory, Joseph Baran,’’ a member of the
Society who passed away at the early age of twenty-four, printed in Hame’asef
in 1796.18

The seventh and last volume of Hame’asef was published by the Society
for the Promotion of Goodness and Justice, and the first booklet of the four it
contained was printed in 1794 on the Freischule press, according to the Soci-
ety’s regulations. But in 1794 the Society and the journal underwent consider-
able change. The slowdown in the Haskalah’s momentum, which reached its
peak in 1789–90, was manifested in the lengthy period during which Hame’asef
ceased to appear. Its publication was renewed only four years later, and from
1794 to 1797 only one booklet came out each year, and that containing only
about 100 pages, with a considerable reduction in the number of its partici-
pants, as well as of its purchasers and readers. The new editors, Wolfssohn and
Brill, whose own writings filled most of the pages of the fourth volume, were
conscious of this crisis. They did try, from time to time, to hearten themselves
and their readers into thinking that Hame’asef still had a bright future, but in
1797, at the end of the fourth booklet, they finally conceded defeat. Frustrated
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and despairing, they announced that, unless at least two hundred people were
found at once in Germany, each prepared to pay the nominal fee of two talers
a year, they could no longer meet the printing expenses and the project of
‘‘true enlightenment,’’ so important to the Jews, would be consigned to the
limbo of lost dreams.19

Hame’asef, 1794–1797

The seventh volume of Hame’asef marked the transfer of the Haskalah move-
ment’s center from Berlin to Breslau and the nearly absolute control of its
editors, Wolfssohn and Brill, over the movement’s agenda. From 1795, the
journal’s booklets were printed in Breslau, a breach of the monopoly that had
been granted to the Freischule press. The two men, who, in Berlin, had earned
their livelihood as private tutors for the sons of the Friedländer families, were
hired to teach in and direct the first Jewish government school founded in
Prussia—the Wilhelm II Royal School. They moved to Breslau, a city southeast
of Berlin with a Jewish community that then numbered about 2,500. There
was already a branch of the Haskalah in Breslau, and in 1780 several maskilim
had founded the Society of Love and Brotherhood, which later became the
Breslau branch of the Society of Friends founded in Berlin. Nonetheless, most
of the community members were relatively conservative and had been consid-
erably influenced by their Polish environment. The school was founded at the
initiative of maskilim and enlightened government officials, in particular the
governor of the Silesia district, Carl Georg Heinrich von Hoym, with the
involvement of local Prussian educators. It opened its doors to about 130

pupils at the end of the winter of 1791, and immediately became a bone of
contention among the community members. One issue was whether the Tal-
mud would be included in the curriculum and who would be responsible for
teaching it. Wolfssohn and Brill, who had no compunctions about standing at
the forefront of the Kulturkampf, regarded the school they had been engaged
to run as an invaluable tool in achieving the aims of the Haskalah.20

The struggle against the rabbinical elite had been a hallmark of the
maskilic revolution from its inception, but Wolfssohn and Brill’s anticlerical
positions were particularly provocative, and they left their imprint on the sev-
enth volume of Hame’asef, arousing internal polemics. From the opening page
of the volume it was evident that Wolfssohn had espoused Friedländer’s views
and regarded the unfaltering war against the rabbis as the major aim of the
maskilic revolution.21 In a poem in honor of David Friedländer’s birthday,
Wolfssohn flattered him, naming him Mendelssohn’s successor. Employing
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militant rhetoric, he referred to the ignorance and religious fanaticism of the
leaders of orthodoxy:

Those priests of the people sit upon their seats, preserving vanities and iniquities, they
have made Jacob and Israel the object of curses, for they have shut their eyes so they
may not see and closed their hearts so they may not understand, they are like a rider
in the wilderness, searching the innermost being and penetrating hearts, to condemn
a man if his thoughts are not like theirs. Theirs is a vengeful sword drinking the blood
of their rage, for in their fury they have overthrown many, they show no mercy for the
aged, they call what they do an offering of zealousness to the Lord, but it is an abomi-
nation, God never commanded man to judge the ideas of others. A curse be on their
anger, for it is fierce, a curse on their wrath.

In his view, only Friedländer was capable of taking a courageous stand, like
the biblical David against Goliath, especially when he lambasted the rabbis of
Prague for their criticism of Mendelssohn’s Bi’ur:

Who shattered those who rose up like the swelling sea? You, and only you, David,
seeing there is no one to bring salvation, you gave breath to your spirit, then all grew
calm, and do no more harm. Just like the son of Yishai, who putting his faith in God,
drew encouragement to confront the giant from Gat . . . he felt no fear of them, and
the stone hit [Goliath] in the forehead . . . not by sword and not by stone, but with
your pen, with your swift author’s pen, you vanquished them.22

Hame’asef ’s book review section was particularly important as a forum
for internal polemics. The journal underscored the fact that it was carrying on
the project begun by Mendelssohn and Wessely, and in particular it com-
mended Wessely’s bold war against the rabbis during the Divrei shalom ve’emet
controversy.23 Hardly any new men joined the ranks of writers during the
1790s, and occasionally the journal printed old material that had been sitting
in its office for some time.

Naturally, Hame’asef also gave major coverage to events in the life of the
Breslau community.24 A lengthy article gave a detailed description of the cere-
mony inaugurating the Wilhelm II Royal School, and quoted excerpts from
the key speeches in a Hebrew translation of the German original. However, it
was only printed three years after the event.25 The maskilim in Breslau were
particularly elated by the link between the vision of the transformation of Jew-
ish society through education and the representatives of the Prussian govern-
ment, which gave the school an added public, political dimension. Not only
was Wessely’s program being realized in the school’s curriculum, but the gov-
ernment was encouraging and supporting it, thus proving that maskilic opti-
mism was justified. Josel Reichenau, author of the article, did his utmost to
impart to his readers the excitement that had gripped those attending the fes-
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tive ceremony, nor did he conceal his great delight upon hearing the message
of friendship expressed by the Christian speakers: ‘‘I could not restrain myself;
I wept tears of joy for having been fortunate enough to see and to hear these
good words from a man who is not of our people nor of our faith.’’26 In trans-
lating the speech delivered by Professor Freidrich Gedike, one of the men in
charge of the school, Reichenau took great liberties, adding phrases couched
in the finest maskilic rhetoric, brimming with optimism and confidence in the
redemption that the Enlightenment would bring:

Merciful God has removed the cloud of folly and has dispersed the darkness so that
our eyes may see and our minds may be uplifted, to enhance the perfection of man
and to record our society in the book of brotherhood and friendship. Joy has shone on
his face and his mouth proclaims: the time of redemption draws near, for the supreme
wisdom has revived our souls and has awakened the dear government that it governs
to raise our prestige . . . the terrors of the nations are ended, the rods of iron are
destroyed, the copper chains placed upon us by the earlier cruel kings of Europe are
broken . . . superstition has been abandoned and the power of tyrants weakened . . .
peace and tranquillity reign now in most parts of Europe, and as a resident and a citi-
zen, every man will now worship the Supreme Being according to his beliefs.27

Apparently it was this faith that also fueled the impatience of the editors
of the seventh volume towards what they saw as an obstacle to the full realiza-
tion of enlightenment in Jewish society. In two caustic critiques, one directed
at Baruch Jeiteles (1762–1813), an outstanding figure among the Prague
maskilim, and the other at Isaac Satanow, the manager of the Freischule press,
Aaron Wolfssohn seemed to be filling the role of Robespierre, zealously deter-
mined to defend the maskilic revolution even against the maskilim themselves.
The eulogy (Emek habakha) that Jeiteles composed in 1793 upon the death of
Rabbi Yehezkel Landau of Prague, a leader of the rabbinical elite in the Kultur-
kampf, was regarded by the editors of Hame’asef as a betrayal of the Haskalah.
This man ‘‘is our brother and our friend,’’ so we, the editorial board of
Hame’asef, have decided, with a heavy heart, to print the critique which reveals
Jeiteles’s true nature, as a man lacking in knowledge of science and the reli-
gious culture, as well as a fool. ‘‘This eulogy,’’ Wolfssohn wrote at the begin-
ning of his article, ‘‘is brimming with stupidity and evil spirit, and devoid of
any good.’’ It is hard to believe, he stated, that any man of our group would
so flatter the rabbinical culture and ally himself with the rabbis; hence it is our
duty to expose his hypocritical face, cunningly springing from one camp to
another.28

A no less sharp critique was printed in 1796 in the third booklet of the
seventh volume. It lashed out at Mishlei asaf, a series of wisdom and musar
books which Isaac Satanow regarded as one of his finest works. Wolfssohn’s
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criticism, which reminded the readers of the author’s Polish origin (‘‘the rabbi
and maskil, our master and teacher, Isaac Satanow, a man from Poland’’) was
a personal affront to one of the central pillars of the Haskalah’s literary repub-
lic. It also reflected a schism between two focal points of the Haskalah move-
ment—the Freischule printing house in Berlin and the Hame’asef editorial
board in Breslau. Moreover, it emphasized the large gap between what these
two perceived to be the essence of the maskilic revolution. In Wolfssohn’s
opinion, Satanow’s literary artifices, in particular the device he employed of
disguising his identity and hiding behind a supposedly earlier poet, showed
that he attributed greater wisdom to the earlier generations and was perpetuat-
ing the ‘‘modernists’ ’’ sense that they were inferior to their predecessors. He
held that there could be no greater damage to the maskilic revolution, which
was striving to do the very opposite—to give the Jews the sense that they were
making scientific progress and that the ‘‘modernists’’ were superior, as well as
to weaken the supremacy of tradition and faith in the supposedly sanctified
authority of the ‘‘ancients.’’29

In the leading text of the seventh volume of Hame’asef, Wolfssohn articu-
lated his revolutionary policy. His play Sicha be’eretz hachayim (A Conversa-
tion in the Land of the Living) was published in installments in the four
booklets of that volume, and with its many lengthy footnotes it took up about
a fourth of these booklets.30 In one of the most radical literary works produced
by the maskilic revolution in the eighteenth century, Wolfssohn took the
antagonistic conflict between the new intellectual elite and the rabbinical elite
to new heights. At its end, he declared that the Haskalah had emerged trium-
phant from the Kulturkampf and the authority of the rabbis had crumbled.
The play was first represented as a subversive piece of writing by an anony-
mous author who, in his will, had asked Wolfssohn to print it. However in
Hame’asef, Wolfssohn admitted that he had penned the play himself.

In Sicha be’eretz hachayim, the culture war is brought before the supreme
divine court for decision, but first the case is presented to the medieval philos-
opher, Maimonides. The play takes place in the land of immortal souls (based
on Mendelssohn’s concept in Phädon) and is centered around the character of
the nameless rabbi, who, to Wolfssohn, represented both the great enemy of
the maskilim, Rabbi Raphael Kohen of Altona-Hamburg, and the contempo-
rary rabbinical elite as a whole.31 In vain the rabbi tries to get Maimonides to
recognize him, but as he describes the worldview of the rabbinical elite, which
presumes to hold a monopoly on the Torah and its interpretation, on the
bookshelf and knowledge, Maimonides becomes more and more repelled by
him: ‘‘I pity the generation whose leader you are! Oh, people of God, how you
have fallen and been horribly degraded!’’32

In his anticlerical play, Wolfssohn levels an unremitting barrage of criti-
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cism at the limitations, fanaticism, and ignorance of the rabbinical elite, with
the aim of challenging its presumption that it can continue to hold the reins
of leadership. He introduced into the play Moses Mendelssohn, the earthly
enemy of Rabbi Raphael Kohen in the polemic over the Bi’ur and the revered
personification of the Jewish Enlightenment. Unquestionably, Wolfssohn, who
had reacted so sharply to Jeiteles’s eulogy for Rabbi Yehezkel Landau, must
also have read Alon bakhut, the literary eulogy for Landau by Joseph Ha’efrati,
an Austrian maskil.33 In Ha’efrati’s harmonistic eulogy, a florid, emotional
conversation about reconciliation takes place in the ‘‘eternal world’’ between
Rabbi Landau and Mendelssohn. Each of the two expresses his deep esteem
for the other and grants him legitimation—from the rabbinical viewpoint on
the one hand and from the maskilic on the other.

It may have been this work that inspired Wolfssohn to write his Sicha
be’eretz hachayim. In any event, Wolfssohn hastened to destroy the harmony
that Ha’efrati had constructed between the rabbi and the maskil. In his play,
Mendelssohn reconstructs for Maimonides the first campaign in the Kultur-
kampf of the 1780s, in which Wessely was harshly attacked by the fanatic rabbis,
who refused ‘‘to listen to the voice of reason whose only wish is to open blind
eyes and to turn darkness into light.’’ If the rabbis of Italy had not come to
Wessely’s aid, who knows what might have been his fate.34 In contrast to the
harmony introduced by Ha’efrati, Wolfssohn’s play ends in an irreversible
rupture. Even after his death, the rabbi still clings to rigid anti-maskilic ortho-
dox positions, and Mendelssohn has received the full support of Maimonides,
as well as his friendship as a kindred soul. In the universal world of souls, the
two have joined the great Greek philosophers. God himself decides in favor of
the maskilim in the Kulturkampf and declares: ‘‘My dear son, Moses [Mendels-
sohn], shun the counsel of the wicked [the rabbis], for they do not regard the
works of the Lord or what His hands have done.’’35 At the conclusion of the
play, the rabbi is left standing alone on the stage, and the message is crystal
clear: soon the rabbinical elite will admit its failure and, utterly confused, will
leave the stage of history, and that will signify the ultimate victory of the
Haskalah.

The Early Burial Controversy

This victory was not merely a case of wishful thinking, expressed in the play
in a fictional situation in the world of souls, where everything is possible. In
the Jewish public, several cultural campaigns were being vigorously waged,
throwing into sharper focus the rifts between the Enlightenment revolution-
aries and the defensive orthodoxy. The most intensive and stormy campaign was
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around the issue of early burial, which reached its peak in the 1790s. Maskilim,
physicians, rabbis, communal leaders, and Prussian government officials were
involved in this controversy, in which the head-on clash between the Enlight-
enment and the Jewish religion seemed particularly bitter and unrelenting.36

The maskilim, who advocated deferring burial, clamored for the accep-
tance of the scientific and medical opinion that certainty of death could not
be established for at least three days. They intimidated their adversaries with
horrifying stories of cases from medical research and the press describing peo-
ple considered dead who had been buried hastily and later revived in their
graves, but were unable to get out. This was one of the methods of persuasion
employed by the physician and philosopher, Marcus Herz, for example. In his
influential work on this polemic, he asked readers to conjure up the picture of
a man awakening in his dark, narrow grave, unable to make his way out,
remaining there until he dies a horrible death: ‘‘His face grows red and his
blood rushes, pouring out of all his orifices, he grows more and more agitated,
begins to pull out his hair, to scratch at his flesh, wallows in his blood, and
flounders in the clay.’’37 The cover of the German edition of his book opposing
the early burial of Jews bears the picture of a dead man trying to get out of his
grave in Berlin’s Jewish cemetery.38 Members of the Society of Friends in Berlin
and Breslau went to great effort to establish an alternative burial society, to
enable enlightened Jews in favor of delayed burial to assure themselves and
their families that they would never run the risk of such a horrifying experi-
ence. It was a very significant step in the Haskalah revolution, because it cre-
ated a social split within the communities, drew concrete boundaries between
the enlightened and the orthodox, and for the first time questioned whether it
was at all possible to continue a common way of life.

Nearly every maskilic text in the 1790s related to this issue. The opposi-
tion of the rabbis, including prominent representatives of the rabbinical elite
like Rabbi Yehezkel Landau, was cited as an example of their lack of compas-
sion and tenacious adherence to ‘‘our forefathers’ custom,’’ even at the cost of
burying people alive and cruelly contradicting reason, the science of medicine,
humanism, and the essence of the Torah as a ‘‘doctrine of life.’’ In 1794, Joel
Brill composed a special booklet on the subject, which was published under
the auspices of the Breslau Society of Friends and financed by it. The booklet
was sent free of charge to all the burial societies in various communities, in an
attempt to persuade them once and for all to support the practice of delayed
burial.39 Once again, the maskilim tried to circumvent the rabbinical leader-
ship, as they had done on the issue of education in 1782, and to convince those
directly responsible for burial of the rightness of their position. Would it be
thinkable to act otherwise when it was a question of saving lives? Can you fail
to understand that the present practice can lead to bloodshed? Does not the
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value of life take precedence over every other value? And, in any case, Brill
pleaded with the members of the burial society, why do you believe that the
requirements of the religion cannot be compatible with the requirements of
reason and humanity?

The public appeal of ‘‘the professor and headmaster of the Wilhelm Royal
School in Breslau’’ evoked numerous reactions and inflamed the controversy.
One of the sharpest reactions was printed in Berlin in 1796, on the Freischule
press, and was intended to provide talmudic-halakhic support for Brill’s argu-
ment, which he badly needed.40 However, its author, Abraham Ash, a former
talmudic scholar who turned into an anticleric, reacted by writing a militant
text that amounted to an indictment of the rabbinical elite and the posekim
(halakhic authorities) who rejected the demand to introduce delayed burial.
The revolutionary rhetoric of his book Torah kullah (The Whole Torah) was
interspersed with emotional outbursts: ‘‘Rabbinical authorities of the land!
You are not only striking at our Torah but you also refuse to listen to our
master, Moses. You are defying the Almighty and wisdom. Shall I hold my
tongue upon seeing this? Go then, and see how you are obstructing justice
because of your exorbitant pride.’’41

Since the issue of early burial led to a clash between the halakhic norms
and life itself, this raised a crucial question—was the rabbinical elite capable
of adapting the religion to a world in which reason, science, and humanism
dictate the way of life of individuals and society? Ash depicted the Judaism of
the rabbinical elite as insular and perverted and accused it of turning a blind
eye to the challenges of the modern era. Educating youth solely on the basis
of the Talmud was perpetuating economic and cultural backwardness, and Ash
viewed that as a terrible offense against the young generation: ‘‘They prepare
their sons for slaughter, they hand them over to Molech in a vision, and when
they awake, they see it was but a dream! Daughter of my people, daughter of
my people, how have you become a whore! . . . see how you have behaved in
the valley of the Hebrews who sacrifice the children!’’42 Abraham Ash was
clearly giving vent to all his frustrations and anger from the time he had spent
as a pupil of the rabbinical elite. When he arrived in Berlin at an early age and
became a maskil under Friedländer’s patronage, he developed a strong antipa-
thy to the rabbinical culture that he was brought up on. In his view, ‘‘The
purpose of the Torah is the success of human society,’’ and hence it is incum-
bent on the rabbis to do all they can for this purpose, in particular on the
crucial issue of early burial. He was certain that the rabbinical elite was sticking
adamantly to its position against delayed burial only in order to retain its
honor and its preferred status, and to do so was even prepared to distort the
true meaning of the Torah, which calls upon the Jews to do everything possible
to save human lives.43
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In the last booklet of Hame’asef, Isaac Euchel also returned to the public
arena. In a long article, he revealed the leading role he had played in the 1780s
in placing the issue of early burial on the Jewish public agenda. In it, he also
summed up the various arguments that had been raised until then during the
controversy, and pointed to the fundamental questions that were still unre-
solved as a result of the orthodox opposition.44 In a public letter of support
for his friend Brill, he once again depicted early burial as a barbaric practice,
but also admitted that after struggling for ten years, the maskilim had not
really been able to effect any change on this issue. Perhaps, Euchel suggested,
we ought to show more understanding for the rabbis’ position. If they really
believe they are unable to give in without violating the halakhah, ‘‘then the
philosopher too, who relies on reason alone and believes the rabbis’ reasoning
is untenable, ought to modestly withdraw and admit, out of his love of man,
that this is the custom based on the laws of the nation. That is the boundary
line at which philosophy ceases to quarrel with theology, and although it does
not justify it, must yield to it.’’45 Of course, this was not a declaration of defeat,
but a preface to Euchel’s detailed argument that the prohibition against
delayed burial originated in a halakhic error that stemmed from a misinterpre-
tation of the biblical language.46 Euchel invited the rabbinical elite to a public
debate on the issue, to deliberate about the various commentaries on the bibli-
cal sources themselves. He believed that was the only way to avoid a head-on
collision between the religion and the Enlightenment.

Euchel was concerned about the possibility of a total schism, so he pro-
ceeded carefully, suggesting ways of reaching a compromise on this issue to
mitigate the tension between the camps. In marked contrast, Aaron Wolfs-
sohn, Euchel’s successor in the leadership of the Haskalah movement, reso-
lutely demanded that the rabbis relent, just as he had imagined them doing in
A Conversation in the Land of the Living. In a long response, printed in
Hame’asef in 1797, to a critique of his play sent in by an anonymous scholar
from Vienna, Wolfssohn also became embroiled in the controversy over early
burial.47 Wolfssohn was less interested in the possibility of finding support for
delayed burial in the religious sources, and far more concerned that the
shameful position of the rabbinical elite might mar the image of the Jews in
the eyes of enlightened Christians. He blamed that elite for the prolonged Kul-
turkampf and demanded that it show flexibility in its halakhic rulings. In his
view, the earlier generations of rabbis, unlike their present-day successors, had
been more lenient and had tried to avoid laying down rules that the public
could not live with. ‘‘Until when, my brethren who sit in judgment,’’ Wolfs-
sohn publicly pleaded with the rabbis, ‘‘until when will there be quarrel and
strife among the children of Israel and the sword of a holy war (which is the
name you would give it) stand between brothers? Until when will you shut
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your ears so that you hear not the cries of your people calling out to you for
delayed burial?’’ Furthermore, he added, there is a real danger in their unshak-
able obstinacy: ‘‘For you know, this will lead to a bitter end . . . Please! For the
honor of God before whom our forefathers walked and the honor of our
Torah, so that the people will not be divided in two or that Heaven forbid,
there will be two Torahs, do not spurn their plea!’’48 In Wolfssohn’s opinion,
there was but one satisfactory solution for the issue of delayed burial: the rab-
binical elite must submit and come to terms with the fact that scientific con-
clusions are superior to ‘‘our forefathers’ custom.’’ Wolfssohn advised the
rabbis to sign a writ of submission, in which they were invited to concede that
medical science was in the right and to agree to refrain from intervening in
the matter and to grant the Jews complete freedom to fix the date of burial
according to the opinion of the physicians.49 This was not merely a vision of
the future, in the spirit of Wolfssohn’s revolutionary maskilic view that greater
validity and authority should be ascribed to the values and knowledge of the
‘‘modernists’’ than to those of the ‘‘traditionalists.’’ In this case, his approach
reflected a reality that was taking shape toward the end of the eighteenth cen-
tury, in light of the country’s laws, which in Germany compelled the Jews to
refrain from early burial.

The debate over the time of burial elicited much furor, particularly in the
Breslau community, where the tension between the camps was very high.50 To
protest early burial, Aaron Wolfssohn’s came to the rabbi’s home during the
Purim repast, disguised as a dead man who had climbed out of his grave. But
this was just one provocative episode in this battle.51 In September 1798 the
Prussian king, Frederick William III issued an order divesting the religious
establishment of the right to determine time of burial and transferring it to
the professional field of medicine, also requiring a burial license that would be
issued by the police.52 At least on the subject of early burial, Wolfssohn’s pre-
diction that the power of the rabbinical elite would be forcibly weakened came
true, although the passage of the laws did not put an end to all the quarrels on
the subject.

The Besamim Rosh Affair

The renewed furor over early burial was preceded by another affair, alarming
the rabbinical elite, which felt the Haskalah was seriously threatening it and
challenging its status. Saul Berlin, who had touched off a tempest in 1793, was
once again at the epicenter of the affair. Before the reverberations of his attack
on Rabbi Kohen of Altona-Hamburg and his subversive book Mitzpeh yokte’el
had died down, his halakhic and no less subversive book Besamim Rosh came
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off the Freischule press.53 To give it credibility and an aura of exotic distance,
the book pretends to be an authentic manuscript. In this sense, its frame story
resembles other frame stories of the Haskalah culture. Maskilim such as
Euchel, Wolfssohn and Satanow, as well as Berlin himself in his Ktav yosher
and Mitzpeh yokte’el, used a similar literary vehicle. But in this case, the level
of sophistication was particularly high.

According to the story, Rabbi Isaac de Molina had found an unknown
manuscript in the library of a wealthy Alexandrian Jew in the sixteenth cen-
tury. It allegedly contained halakhic responsa of the famous fourteenth-cen-
tury posek of Spain, Rabbi Asher ben Yehiel, who had never published this
invaluable book. Rabbi de Molina’s book, which contained Rabbi ben Yehiel’s
responsa, came into the possession of a Jewish scholar from Turkey by the
name of Yonah Zeevi in the eighteenth century. Zeevi had once been in Saul
Berlin’s company at a hotel in Piemonte, Italy, and had sold him the manu-
script of Besamim Rosh. Eleven years later, Berlin had it printed in Berlin
under the title Kasa deharsana, after adding to this collection of responsa his
own halakhic annotations, under the title. In the spring of 1792, an open letter
was printed singing the praises of the book and appealing to all talmudic
scholars to subscribe to it in advance to help cover the printing costs.54 The
127 people who responded to his call ordered 272 copies of the book. Although
this number was far lower than Berlin had expected, Besamim Rosh was pub-
lished within less than a year.

The book attracted a great deal of attention at the time, and also aroused
the interest of rabbis and scholars in later generations for several reasons. First
of all, the outward appearance of the book—with 110 folio-size double-col-
umned pages—was typical of volumes of questions and responsa. Second, it
bore the approbations of Rabbis Yehezkel Landau and Zevi Hirsch Levin.
Third, the book was written in rabbinical style and the 392 responsa in it dis-
played an erudite knowledge of halakhic issues. All of these qualities gave the
impression of authenticity, which ran counter to the loud voices that accused
Saul Berlin of forging the book.55 Some scholars regarded Besamim Rosh as the
beginning of the reform of Judaism. Others accepted the author’s explanation
that he published the book to placate the many enemies he had made in the
Mitzpeh yokte’el affair, so that he could once again take his rightful place
among the top-ranking members of the rabbinical elite.56

Indeed, an examination of the book from the perspective of the tech-
niques of halakhic literature, on one hand, and the unavoidable assumption
that the entire work was penned by Berlin, on the other, leads one to the con-
clusion that ‘‘Saul Berlin attempted to reform aspects of rabbinic culture from
the inside by forging Jewish memory.’’57 Nonetheless, this conclusion cannot
obscure the fact that the work was written in the public arena of the 1790s in
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connection with the maskilic revolution. Hence, we are obliged to see it as one
more step in the overall endeavor to erode the authority of the rabbinical elite
by employing the type of literature it regarded as the crowning glory of its
intellectual achievement. Unquestionably, Berlin wanted to display his amaz-
ing erudition in rabbinical literature to the scholars, but his subversive aim is
unmistakable. Not only was his book printed by a publishing house under
maskilic control, and probably under Isaac Satanow’s close supervision, but
the list of subscribers to it was almost identical to the usual roster of support-
ers of the Freischule press in the 1790s. Contrary to Berlin’s expectations, with
the exception of a relative, Rabbi Alexander Sender of Satanov, no rabbis were
among the advance subscribers. On the other hand, a striking number of heads
of the economic and communal elite, such as members of the Itzig and
Ephraim families of Berlin, as well as David Friedländer, subscribed to the
book. Abraham Peretz (1771–1833), Saul Berlin’s cousin, who was also the
father-in-law of the wealthy Jew, and supporter of science and Haskalah in
White Russia, Joshua Zeitlin, ordered fifty copies.58 Peretz, a prominent figure
in the circle of Shklov maskilim, who converted early in the nineteenth cen-
tury, certainly was aware of the subversive power of the book when he sub-
scribed in advance to such a large number of copies, which he planned to
distribute.

A cursory examination of Besamim Rosh aroused the suspicion of con-
temporary scholars. They found in it a series of rulings that were contrary to
the accepted halakhah regarding observance of the Sabbath, niddah, and the
dietary laws. In several instances, Besamim Rosh suggested leniency: If a man
was on his way home and had no money left, and might miss the last leg of
his journey in the wagon to avoid travelling on the Sabbath, it would be better
for him to travel on the Sabbath than to become a burden on others and in
need of their charity (no. 375); it is permitted to mourn for a man who has
committed suicide because one ought to acknowledge the genuine despair of
a poor man who is sick of life, and to justify his action (no. 345); a man who
‘‘embraced and kissed his impure [menstruating] wife in public’’ should not
be excommunicated (no. 175).

But the real explosives lay in a series of questions and responsa that
depicted the rabbinical culture as ludicrous, intolerant, and antithetical to
enlightenment—exactly as Saul Berlin had done in Ktav yosher and Mitzpeh
yokte’el. Is it permissible to whip a woman who has refused to accept a reli-
gious judgment in a case in which the king had forbidden the rabbis to excom-
municate offenders (no. 25)? Is the marriage of man binding if his testicles
have been cut off? In determining the ruling in his case, cannot we learn from
the custom of the Hottentots, who remove one testicle from every boy at the
age of nine, that this defect does not render him infertile (no. 340)? Shall
someone who has lost all his teeth eat a matza soaked in water on Passover or
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swallow it whole (no. 114)? Was that fanatic rabbi correct in ruling that the
nose of a young widow, who admitted having slept with a centile, be cut off
(no. 192)?

Number 251 is especially important, and its inclusion in Besamim Rosh
may have been Berlin’s main reason for writing the book, while all the other
sections are there as window dressing. Berlin was not satisfied with the rather
radical statement he made about the supremacy of reason over tradition (‘‘a
man will not learn about the essence of the Torah and the commandments
from the knowledge he may derive from the literary meaning of the scriptures
or the words of our ancient sages, but rather from the books of the scholars of
the nations, who know how to delve into these matters’’). He also related to
the rising tension between the religion and its commandments and everyday
life. In his book, he introduced an idea, which, from the standpoint of the
rabbinical culture, was subversive and destructive in the extreme:

If, heaven forbid, the time should ever come when the Torah, its laws and command-
ments, bring misfortune to our nation as a whole, or if it should transpire that they
bring us no happiness whatsoever, we should then cast its yoke from our necks. For
the axis upon which all the laws of the Torah turn is that God in His love commanded
them to make those laws, for He wanted to show men mercy. (no. 251)

Since the purpose of the Jewish religion is to support the life of those who
observe it and it is unthinkable that ‘‘God, who made heaven and earth, should
hate His creatures,’’ it is equally unthinkable that its representatives, the mem-
bers of the rabbinical elite, should lead it into such a conflict, causing harm
and suffering, without totally losing all its validity.

The orthodox, ever vigilant and sensitive, went into action immediately,
and as soon as the danger posed by this subversive book of halakhah became
obvious, an organized effort was made to denounce it and warn against it.
At first a small pamphlet with the provocative title Ze’ev yitrof was printed in
Frankfurt-on-Oder. In it a scholar from Berlin cautioned Jews not to attribute
the book to Rabbi Asher ben Yehiel, nor to accept the erroneous halakhic rul-
ings it contained.59 Before long, Berlin’s long-time enemy Rabbi Kohen from
Altona-Hamburg took up his position at the forefront of the battle against
Besamim Rosh and its author. We learn from the correspondence about the
affair between members of the rabbinical elite in 1793 that Rabbi Raphael
Kohen asked his father-in-law, Rabbi Jacob Katzenellenbogen of the Oettingen
community, who was in Altona to attend his son’s wedding, to enlist addi-
tional rabbis in the struggle. Katzenellenbogen’s letter to Rabbi Meshullam
Igra of Tysmenitsa in eastern Galicia was sent about two months after the pub-
lication of Besamim Rosh. It reveals a plan for an all-out battle against Saul
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Berlin, very similar to the struggle that the rabbinical elite attempted to orga-
nize against Wessely a decade earlier in the Divrei shalom ve’emet affair. This
time too, the orthodox rhetoric reached a high pitch of anxiety:

Here I have seen a thing that has revolted my soul and dissolved my heart, and
trembling took hold of my flesh . . . On hearing of this, we wail, Alas! Such a day of
sorrow and darkness, a tribulation that the sons of Jacob have never known before . .
. for he is a heretic who uproots the foundations of our religion leaving not one trans-
gression he has not permitted . . . and the name of this doer of abomination is a man
infamous for his evil and profanity, R. Saul, son of the chief rabbi of Berlin . . . and
this is not a time to remain silent for before long the entire House of Israel, heaven
forbid, will be misled by him . . . and the Torah will be forgotten by Israel and the
words of the living God will be perverted, heaven forfend, for he has revolted against
the Lord . . . and has injected a venom that seeps into every element of the principles
of our religion.60

Rabbi Katzenellenbogen, agitated and alarmed, urged a whole list of rab-
bis to declare war on Saul Berlin to prevent him from carrying on his destruc-
tive campaign. His son Lazar Katzenellenbogen was more pragmatic; he
suggested they ought to publish excommunication notices and burn copies of
Besamim Rosh. He added that if more rabbis known as great scholars would
join in the fray, victory would be assured. Saul Berlin’s subversive intentions,
already exposed in his Mitzpeh yokte’el, were overwhelming proof, he opined,
of his malicious designs in his new book as well.61

Rabbi Kohen was unprepared to lead the struggle himself, because of his
personal involvement and because his hands were tied, since after the last affair
in which he played a role he had been deprived of the right to issue a public
writ of excommunication. But we know he did join in the campaign, since we
have a letter he sent to Rabbi Meshullam Igra, in which he heaped invective
on Saul Berlin and expressed his anxiety that a terrible catastrophe was in the
offing:

And now this loathsome man has wounded many, uprooting the foundations of the
Torah, and in particular has deceived the children of Israel in his instructions, some of
which he has fabricated himself and some he has brought forth in the name of Rabbi
ben Yehiel . . . this is a time of misfortunate the likes of which has never been before,
when the enemies of the Lord have attempted to deny His existence. The Almighty will
overturn his counsel and what he has brought forth from his spirit, a spirit of confu-
sion which lies within him, will have no existence.62

Rabbi Mordechai Benet of Nikolsburg filled a more central role in the
struggle. Sensitive to enormity of the threat to the rabbinical elite, he clearly
conveyed its distress as well as its determination to resolutely ward it off:
‘‘There are no more heroes in the land who will step into the breach, we have
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remained standing steadfast like a masthead at the top of the mountain, we sit
alone. This is a day of trouble, a day of reproof, the daughter of my people is
wounded, and there is no strength to withstand the war against the scurrilous
enemies of the Lord.’’63

The leaders of the struggle brought great pressure to bear on Rabbi Zevi
Hirsch Levin of Berlin, Saul Berlin’s father, to denounce his son in order to
ensure the victory of orthodoxy and the salvation of the rabbinical elite. Rabbi
Benet sent him a detailed critique of the book, pointing out all the subversive
parts, which in his view, were a disgrace to the Jews and to the Torah. He
offered Rabbi Hirsch an honorable way out. He was prepared to assume that
no malice was intended and that the author had erred in thinking that he had
an original manuscript in his hands, if Rabbi Levin would admit that the book
was offensive.64 But the chief rabbi of Berlin had no intention of accepting this
offer. He publicly sided with his son and scornfully dismissed the harsh criti-
cism that had been leveled at Besamim Rosh. He supported the frame story
that Saul Berlin had brought the manuscript from Italy, took the responsibility
himself for the publication of the book, and adamantly insisted that his son’s
expertise as a talmudic scholar was a proven fact. He argued that the entire
affair was the result of a plot contrived by Raphael Kohen, who was constantly
inciting other rabbis against his son, to take revenge on him and harm his
family.65 He also had a special open letter about the book printed on the Frei-
schule press, claiming that while there were halakhot in the book which had
never actually been ruled and others that were not really fit for publication,
this was not an exceptional occurrence in the rabbinical literature. He called
on readers of the letter to refrain from being incited by the slanderous words
of Rabbi Benet: ‘‘And I caution every man who has in him but a spark of the
fear of God . . . not to listen to those who would instigate and incite them . . .
and he who suspects worthy men will be smitten with disease.’’66

As he had in the previous polemic centering on his Mitzpeh yokte’el, Saul
Berlin felt grievously threatened. Although he thought of writing an indignant
reply to all his critics, he never did so, deciding instead, probably at his father’s
advice, to leave Berlin. It seems that despite Rabbi Levin’s resolve to defend
his son, he felt somewhat uneasy about provoking Rabbi Kohen and wanted
to restore some calm and peace to the rabbinical elite. In 1793, just before Rosh
Hashanah, Saul Berlin departed on a journey that took him through Amster-
dam to London, where he died a year later in the winter of 1794. During a
stopover in the city of Halle, he wrote a letter containing his last will, express-
ing the full depth of his misery: through his rabbinic family and his own tradi-
tional orientation, this maskil was held captive in the bonds of the rabbinical
elite, but never publicly renounced it despite his great aversion to it. Lonely
and despairing, suffering from the pains of his illness, Saul Berlin cautioned
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whoever found his body not to read the writings he had left in his suitcase,
but to send them in a sealed envelope to his father or to ‘‘loyal friends in Ber-
lin.’’ They would know what to do with them. He also asked that no eulogies
be delivered at his funeral, and signed the letter with the words: ‘‘These are
the words of an embittered man to whom God has given a cup of poison to
drink.’’67

However, his comrades in the Enlightenment revolution did not forget
his contribution to their struggle. Immediately following his death, the Frei-
schule printing house published Ktav yosher, the satire he had written in 1784,
lambasting the position taken by the rabbinical elite against Wessely. In
Hame’asef, a very favorable review of the book was printed, praising Saul Ber-
lin (without mentioning his name) as one of the greats of the generation who
had joined the maskilim, risking his life and reputation, and been persecuted
and banned by men ‘‘seeking a vain revenge.’’68



Chapter Fifteen

On Frivolity and Hypocrisy

The picture of Jewish society and culture in the 1790s is a very com-
plex one, as we have learned from the previous chapters. Only a few years after
the maskilim first made their appearance in the public arena, they found them-
selves embroiled in a series of conflicts, from within and from without. The
accelerated pace of secularization, so evident in the city streets, led the orthodox
to harden their opposition to the Haskalah. The Haskalah’s prominent spokes-
men, headed by Wolfssohn and Friedländer, no longer hesitated to launch even
more formidable anticlerical assaults on the rabbinical elite. Moderate
maskilim, who were observing with concern the growing radicalization of the
group leading the movement, and were displeased with what they viewed as a
digression from the path of their revered teacher, Mendelssohn, were also
attacked and accused of hypocrisy. An internal maskilic polemic soon devel-
oped, which further reduced the ranks of the maskilic republic, eroded the pub-
lic and financial support it had received, and helped hasten its demise.

The maskilim, then, were compelled to struggle on two fronts. On the one
hand, they escalated their attacks on the rabbinical elite, who they perceived as
the enemy of Enlightenment, and on the other, they had to defend the ‘‘true
Haskalah’’ against the ‘‘pseudo-Haskalah,’’ which both radical and moderate
maskilim regarded as a manifestation of a substandard secularity. The processes
of cultural and moral decline taking place in the bourgeois Jewish family were
viewed as perversions and caused much concern. The orthodox rigidity and reli-
gious hypocrisy of Jewish Tartuffes, on one hand, and the frivolity of young men
and women, hungering for the free life outside the ghetto, on the other, com-
pelled the revolutionary maskilim to redefine their role. In the new balance of
power, they had to choose between right and left, as the critics and overseers of
Jewish modernization, who wanted to see it realized, in spite of the opposition of
the rabbis of the old elite, but without dissolving the collective Jewish identity.

The Enemies of Enlightenment

The Besamim Rosh controversy subsided a short time after Saul Berlin fled to
London. However, it left a significant mark on Jewish society. It particularly
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affected the orthodox, always on guard to identify any new threats. Indeed,
another provocation, apparently directed at Rabbi Raphael Kohen, evoked an
immediate response. In April 1796, an amazing account was planted in a local
newspaper in Altona, reporting that a synod of Italian rabbis, meeting in Flor-
ence, had allegedly decided to abolish a list of halakhic prohibitions: to transfer
the weekly day of rest from Saturday to Sunday, to permit work on holidays,
and to allow the use of a razor in shaving and the eating of pork. Many Jews,
the account claimed, were interested in these reforms and had been expecting
them for a long time. Rabbi Kohen was convinced that this was an attempt to
exploit the Italian rabbinate, known for its relatively moderate positions since
it had sided with Wessely in the 1780s, and to attack the Ashkenazi rabbinical
elite. He sent an urgent letter to Livorno to ascertain the truth of the newspa-
per account and to demand that a denial be published. After a short time, the
rabbis of Italy did publish letters of denial, printed in a special pamphlet in
Hebrew and in German translation. Whoever had published the false account,
the pamphlet said, ‘‘was one of the mockers of the angels of the Lord. This is
their way in their folly to be free of the commandments and to be content with
licentiousness, Oh, who would have believed such things could be? Never
before has there been such an abomination in Israel . . . the rest of Israel would
not cancel even one half of a commandment from our holy Torah.’’1

In this case, even more than in the Besamim Rosh affair, it was not very
difficult to defend the orthodox positions, since in the 1790s the leaders of the
rabbinical elite had a growing pessimistic sense of being under siege. Rabbi
Kohen’s sermons from the 1790s, for example, which were compiled in the
book Da’at kedoshim, expressed neither despair nor the admission of defeat.
Instead, they reflected recognition of the need to resolutely counter the ‘‘evil
ones’’ and at the same time strengthen the self-confidence and the conviction
of the ‘‘righteous ones’’—in his view, still the majority of the public—that
their path was the right one.2 He continued to deride the value of external
knowledge and totally rejected any rationalistic interpretation of the religion
as heresy in disguise. Clearly alluding to Saul Berlin, Rabbi Kohen vented his
anger at scholars who misuse their knowledge of the Torah to vex the religious
establishment. Furthermore, he reiterated the worldview he had held through-
out all the controversies he had been embroiled in as the rabbi of Altona-
Hamburg, that the authority to employ coercion in relation to religious
offenders was one of the foundations of the Torah (‘‘anyone who has seen the
splendors of the Torah knows that a cornerstone, a sure foundation of the
Torah and the commandments, is the power to punish the transgressor’’).3

Hence the maskilim who are opposed to coercion are distorting the Torah and
exposing their true countenance, as Jews who reject anything that is not com-
patible with reason. Rabbi Kohen quoted Maimonides, who stated that it is
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desirable to maintain one’s distance from apostates. He cautioned his audience
to avoid being tempted by their inclination ‘‘to follow the path of reason,’’ and
‘‘to shun those who would interfere with our people’s worship of God, for
today there are many who break away from the people and have filled the earth
with their corrupt words, to strengthen their pure faith, in view of the severe
tribulations with which God is testing them, and to study the Torah for its
own sake.’’ In his eyes, the crisis stemmed from the fact that Jews were daring
to attack the rabbinical elite and criticize it publicly: ‘‘Alas, how lowly we have
fallen,’’ the rabbi of Altona-Hamburg lamented in one of his sermons:

Woe to those who seek to hide their plans from God, and what they have done until
now in the dark, they do now openly, they brazenly enact unjust laws and draft oppres-
sive edicts. Alas, what will be our final end . . . Woe to the generation in whose time
this has transpired . . . They show contempt for the talmudic scholars, these base men
who follow idle pursuits . . . They mock the messengers of the Lord, scorn His words,
and deceive His prophets.4

With these words, he voiced his feelings that those few still standing in
the breach were struggling to stem the tidal wave of modernism. This was also
the mood in which Rabbi Eleazar Fleckeles eulogized Rabbi David Tevele of
Lissa, one of the first orthodox fighters in the Kulturkampf, in the Meisel syna-
gogue in Prague in the summer of 1792.5 Just as the maskilim had kept alive
the legacy of Wessely’s battle in the cultural war in 1782, Flekeles extolled the
figure of the heroic rabbi who had been at the forefront of the war against
the philosophers. Referring to Divrei shalom ve’emet, the preacher denied the
distinction Wessely had drawn between religious knowledge and human
knowledge, and spoke highly of Rabbi Tevele’s crusade against the dangerous
concept that ‘‘the teaching of man takes precedence over the teaching of God.’’
Now, Rabbi Fleckeles eulogized, ‘‘we have lost a great man, a mighty hero, the
talmudic authority, Rabbi Tevele of Lissa,’’ who had taken a courageous stand
against the maskilim who were plotting to ‘‘cause the Torah of the Almighty
to be forgotten and to revoke His laws.’’ Rabbi Tevele’s death had left a void
in the camp of the scholarly elite, which was waning in any case. The number
of yeshivot was dwindling and the scholars, ‘‘the guardians of the walls, who
spend their nights and days poring over the Torah, are growing fewer in each
generation.’’ Although there are still quite a few tzadikim and great talmudic
scholars at the head of the camp, their power has been weakened; because they
have been deprived of the authority to coerce transgressors, their hands are
tied—‘‘we have no power to blot out the evildoers who commit their offenses
in public.’’ Fleckeles’s views had not changed in the slightest. In his sermons,
as opprobrious as they had been in the past, he attacked the maskilim who
criticize Jewish society, saw no benefit for Jews in science or philosophy, spoke
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out against the study of ‘‘foreign subjects’’ in Jewish education, and jeered at
the maskilic writers: ‘‘who spend their days and nights writing pernicious let-
ters in a lofty language, in which they omit all things fine and leave in all that
is unfit.’’6 His anxiety about the Frankist apostasy, underground cells of which
were already planted in the Prague community at the time, undoubtedly
heightened his apprehension about various types of threats, including that
posed by the Haskalah.

The early maskilim, who toward the end of the century were mindful of
the reverberations of the Enlightenment revolution, without necessarily taking
part in it, were clearly perturbed by the stormy events that were changing Jew-
ish life and society. One of them was the physician Judah Hurwitz, an intellec-
tual of the early Haskalah, who in the 1760s had been instrumental in gaining
entry for writers into the public arena and injecting rationalist patterns of
thought into Jewish culture. In the 1790s, Hurwitz was a member of the old
generation, and from his home in the Lithuanian communities of Vilna and
Horodno he observed the rapid and intensive historical changes that the mem-
bers of the new generations were introducing. It is no wonder, then, that in
his later books the literary setting changed. He still wrote in ponderous,
rhymed baroque prose and never stopped believing in the efficacy of preaching
morals. But the conversations he described were no longer conducted by a
harmonious group of writers and scholars, as they were in his book Amudei
bet yehudah of the 1760s. Now they were held by fathers and sons, between
whom there was a generation gap marked by tension and misunderstandings.
The threat of heresy, which he inveighed against in his books, still troubled
Hurwitz in the 1790s, but this concern was now joined by the fear of a split in
Jewish society caused by Hasidism and the Haskalah. The polemical rhetoric
he employed in denouncing heresy became all the more strident as he became
convinced that their number was rising: ‘‘the rebellious scoundrel,’’ ‘‘the
despicable fool,’’ the frivolous hedonist who defiles ‘‘his mind with the words
of apostates and heretics,’’ and the libertine who casts off ‘‘the burden of the
religious laws at first, and then the commandments and good deeds he is obli-
gated to perform by virtue of his humanity.’’7

The most plastic literary description of heresy is Hurwitz’s characteriza-
tion of the ‘‘subverted city,’’ a kind of modern Sodom, full of all types of here-
tics. This fictional city appears in his Megilat sedarim, printed in Prague in
1793. It is depicted as a relatively new city, all of whose residents base their
heresy on science and philosophy. Their leader is a man who adheres to a
materialistic worldview and blatantly mocks the obligation of observing the
commandments.8 He does not believe that humans differ in any way from the
other living creatures in nature, denies the existence of the soul, and sees no
point in observing the commandments. Of course, Hurwitz does not fail to
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provide readers with his own reaction to the heretic city. He employs it in the
story to persuade his readers that one can turn back even from such a radical
heresy, just as, in the 1760s, he showed how the ‘‘savage’’ became a proper Jew.
At the same, Hurwitz was disturbed by the growth of the camp of mystics and
enthusiasts, who, in his view, were causing serious harm not only to the study
of the Torah but to the observance of the commandments as well. However,
he regarded the emergence of sects, which threatened to destroy all unity
among Jews, as the major obstacle. ‘‘And now the bonds of love have been
broken,’’ Hurwitz lamented, ‘‘and the nation from its great holiness, from its
good unity, has fallen into quarrels and disputes, jealousy and hostility, and
into great desolation . . . See the community of the Jews! Who in their love
were once united . . . and now in their hatred are divided, like demons and
devils.’’9

Hurwitz realized that, in order to mend the rifts, it was important to clar-
ify the areas of agreement and disagreement within the Jewish elite. For this
purpose, in Megilat sedarim he invited the representatives of the three sects to
a literary debate, at the end of which each sect acknowledged the legitimacy of
the others. At first the representatives of each camp, the Kabbalists, talmudists,
and maskilim, claimed an absolute monopoly on religious truth. Hurwitz felt
it was urgent to ease the tension between the three, all members of the new
generation. Their father, ‘‘Yedidyah’’ (God’s friend), a Jew of the old genera-
tion, regards these trends as intensely innovativ, and views them all as a form
of religious radicalization. The three characters faithfully represent historical
figures in eighteenth-century European Jewry: ‘‘Ovadiah’’(God’s worshipper)
joins a group of Kabbalists, attracted by their zeal, asceticism and piety, and
becomes a disciple of Pietist and enthusiastic religiosity. ‘‘Chashaviah’’ (he
who reflects on God) joins a circle of talmudic scholars and so excels in his
yeshivah studies that he becomes a rabbi and brilliant scholar. ‘‘Hodiyah’’ (he
who thanks God) is enthralled by ‘‘pure doctrines and sciences’’ and studies
medicine at the university of ‘‘Athens.’’

After the first two sons fervently hold forth on their positions and defend
their choice, Hurwitz places quite surprising words of summary in their
father’s mouth. Not only is he pained by their bickering, but he points out
that both the Kabbalah and the Talmud originate from a divine source and
that their argument is not between truth and falsehood or between faith and
heresy. However, he says, one must also consider whether there is any point
in the argument and what implications it has for the Jews. First Yedidyah sug-
gests to the Hasid and the talmudic scholar a common basis in ‘‘virtues free of
all abominations,’’ which transcend any theological controversy or difference
in modes of worship. Afterward, an agreement of compromise is signed
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between the parties, which, Hurwitz believes, can dispel the tension between
them and preserve unity. Although the contract is represented as a compro-
mise, as a ‘‘happy medium,’’ it does not provide a balance between the two
religious alternatives. However, the solution Hurwitz wants to offer his readers
does finally emerge from it. The contract, a kind of legal judgment, bears sig-
natures and a date (1791) and imposes strict limitations on the scope of mystic
activity of the Kabbalistic elite, in particular among the young. It obliges the
Kabbalists to relate cautiously and seriously to the path taken by the talmudic
scholars, while the scholars do not undertake to make any concessions or to
retract any of their positions.10

Although his declared aim is to suggest a compromise between two legiti-
mate streams in Judaism, in the 1790s Hurwitz unequivocally took exception
to the mystical trends, one of whose manifestations was, of course, the Hasidic
movement. In Hurwitz’s contract, the Kabbalists agree to remain inside their
yeshivot and not to neglect their mainstream religious studies. Hurwitz admit-
ted that in his generation both Jews and Christians were taking an interest in
mysticism, but in his view it should be kept apart from public religious life and
within the confines of select circles. Hurwitz took a dim view of the intellectual
abilities of the masses and felt they ought to live a life of virtue, leaving halak-
hic studies and Kabbalistic piety to special individuals.

After the Kabbalistic threat was ‘‘removed’’ in this literary-polemic fash-
ion, and its adverse effect as the cause of a social-religious schism was wiped
out, the choker (the scientist and philosopher), the representative of the new
intellectual elite, came onto the scene. This type, personified by the character
of ‘‘Hodayah,’’ is described as ‘‘intelligent, enlightened, and a doctor,’’ a grad-
uate of a European university with an education in philosophy. It turns out
that Hodayah is Hurwitz’s ideal type. Although in the argument between the
scholar and the Kabbalist, their creator sides with the former, he does not con-
ceal his criticism of the flaws that mar both of them. The character of the
choker, in contrast, is highly idealized. If the savage, Ira HaYe’ari, who con-
verted to Judaism out of free choice, is the ideal of the 1760s, then the Jew
who has studied science and philosophy is the ideal of the 1790s. Hodayah is
‘‘handsome and comely, clearly a superior being.’’ He is a graduate of a univer-
sity ‘‘in the noble city of Athens,’’ who within a short time excelled in ‘‘the
useful arts and skills, in the lore of medicine’’ and was destined to be ‘‘a glory
to his community, a splendor to his family.’’11

And yet, exposure to science and philosophy entails dangers. The clash
between reason and religion is apt to lead to heresy. When Hodayah returns
to his family and to the Jewish social and cultural sphere, a cloud of suspicion
hangs over his head. A short time later, it turns out the suspicion of the
choker’s heresy is unfounded, and he is actually the ideal believer, no less God-
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fearing, and perhaps even more so than the others, far removed from esoteric
learning and religious enthusiasm.12

Nonetheless, it would be a mistake to regard Hurwitz as a maskil who
recommends inquiry and science as desirable paths to religious knowledge and
learning, or who would turn them into an educational program open to all.
On the contrary, Hurwitz never stops warning against the danger of philo-
sophical heresy. However, in his apologetic attempts to come up with persua-
sive rebuttals to the atheists and at the same time to curtail the legitimacy of
mystic religiosity, in the 1790s Hurwitz shaped the ideal model of the intellec-
tual elite: a man steeped in science and inquiry, who also has high moral vir-
tues and faithfully observes the commandments.13

At the end of the eighteenth century, the intellectual map of European
Jewry was so diverse and complex that it contained some apparent paradoxes,
for example, the case of the enemy of Enlightenment Pinhas Hurwitz, the
author of Sefer haberit. His ardor for knowledge, the many areas of his interest,
his immense dedication to his work on an encyclopedic book, and his life story
full of wandering between the east and west of Europe (he was born in Vilna
in 1765)—were all characteristics usually associated with the maskilic writer.14

His worldview was influenced by the Lurianic Kabbalah, and his attitude
toward the Enlightenment’s cultural aims was a distinctly orthodox one. In his
book, Hurwitz included the best knowledge available at the time, and his sur-
veys of new developments in science and philosophy were more impressive
than any to be found then in the maskilic library. He was also an avid reader
of the maskilic library and made wide use of it in writing his book. One of his
sources of scientific knowledge was Baruch Lindau’s Reshit limudim, and in
Solomon Maimon’s Givat hamoreh he found terminology and up-to-date phil-
osophical methods. But his reading was definitely orthodox and polemical; he
was not sympathetic to the contents of these books, nor did he internalize their
messages.

Sefer haberit, written in Galicia and Holland and first printed in Bruenn
in Moravia in 1797, was popular in the Jewish book world. It attacked ‘‘philo-
sophical inquiry,’’ which in Hurwitz’s view was fueling the growing heresy in
his generation. In the field of science, he even denied Copernicus’s heliocentric
cosmology, arguing that the Jewish sources, which had divine authority, con-
tradicted science, which was based on reason and experimentation, and that
they should be given preference (‘‘Whom ought I to heed, Copernicus or he
whose wisdom and science has been given to him by the Almighty in the heav-
ens?’’).15 In the field of philosophy, Hurwitz understood Kant’s revolution as
an affirmation of his own skeptical view that philosophy could never present
absolute truths:
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Beloved man, enlightened reader, man of understanding, now pay heed whether there
has ever been anything that so overthrows philosophy and its teachings as this book by
Kant [Critique of Pure Reason]. When I learned of this book and its content, I raised
my hands to the Almighty and blessed Him, for the time has come to expel the ways
and teachings of philosophy from the land, and they will be cast out even among the
nations.16

Although from many standpoints Sefer haberit resembles Isaac Satanow’s
writings and advocates the study of science (although only from books written
in Hebrew), Pinhas Hurwitz was extremely critical of the Haskalah project, in
particular of Satanow’s literary ‘‘forgeries’’ in Mishlei asaf and Saul Berlin’s in
Besamim Rosh. In Sefer haberit, he depicted the Haskalah project, including
Hame’asef, as a plot to spread heresy and to destroy the status of the rabbis,
who, in his view, were showing weakness:

They arrogantly publish their words, sinning themselves and leading many others to
transgress, sending letters to Jewish youth in which they praise the ways of philosophy
and human reason, and their intent in doing so is to capture souls and attract them to
apostasy . . . and the elders of Israel, the men of Torah, are fearful, not fear of the
Almighty, but for fear they will lose their high positions and earn less, and they turn
their faces to the ground and do nothing to stop them.17

Another erstwhile early maskil, Rabbi Judah Leib Margolioth, who had
moved from Poland to the Frankfurt-on-Oder community in Prussia, stood at
the threshold of the nineteenth century, gripped with fear at the spread of her-
esy. The reader will recall that Margolioth wrote a critique on Mendelssohn’s
Jerusalem, and was attacked, in Hame’asef, by Aaron Wolfssohn. He was par-
ticularly concerned by the religious laxity he perceived among the young men
of the scholarly elite, evidence of which he had seen in Poland as well as in
Germany. As a result, he adopted an anti-maskilic position, far removed from
his views in the 1790s, and warned against the noxious implications of the
Enlightenment. ‘‘And there are some people, young and old, who scorn the
commandments,’’ Margolioth wrote, ‘‘our spirit drinks their poison, and
young men fall in their iniquity, casting off the burden of the Torah and
wearying themselves with mere vanity, spending their days in studying philos-
ophy from the books of the nations that are not drawn from the wellsprings
of Judaism.’’18

Margolioth used a three-stage model to depict the downhill path that
heresy unavoidably follows, the final stage of which demonstrates the dangers
of embarking upon it. At first there is the strong temptation to acquire external
knowledge, in order to overcome the cultural inferiority of the Jews (‘‘In our
generation, we lack wisdom, we speak in a barbarous tongue, and the gentiles
regard us as beasts’’). Then the ‘‘spark of philosophy’’ is kindled in the heart
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of religious skepticism, until it provides a pretext for religious laxity (‘‘and
hence he will find it pleasing to abandon several commandments whose obser-
vance is burdensome, like the Sabbath or forbidden foods’’), although that
permissiveness is really motivated by their evil inclination. Philosophy is only
called upon, after the fact, to justify it. In the final stage of this sweeping atro-
phy, Margolioth cautioned, total anarchy will reign. The sons of those permis-
sive skeptics will cut themselves off from any ties to their Jewish brethren and
will rebel not only against the Torah and the commandments, but against
every moral norm. They will fall into libertinism and extreme sexual permis-
siveness, the destructive effects of which threaten to tear the very fabric of
human civilization.19

From his turn-of-the-century vantage point, Margolioth viewed the dan-
ger of heresy as a phenomenon that threatened not only the Jews. The propa-
ganda of the atheists resonated from every corner in Europe, bearing Voltaire’s
dreadful message. That ‘‘well-known atheist from a foreign land’’ is the enemy
of all religions wherever they be, a viper who exudes its poison on all things:

The land was like a paradise before him, and now it is a wasteland . . . with deep con-
tempt he took all the religions of Europe and gathered them like sheaves to the thresh-
ing floor, to flog them with thorns and briars . . . to tear them from their roots, and
whosoever does not draw strength from the fortress of his religion and drinks of the
evil waters, putrid with poison, the viper’s tongue shall slay him.20

This horrifying, apocalyptic picture, of poisonous snakes and demonic
philosophers who leave behind them a scorched earth, tells us more about
Margolioth’s view of things than it does about the historical reality. However,
it also opens a window through which we can see and begin to understand the
mortal fear that the new Europe aroused in the enemies of Enlightenment.
Indeed, in his book Atzei eden, Margolioth confessed to his readers, publicly
repenting his youthful sin when he had been misled into embarking on the
first stages of that graded process that leads to heresy and libertinism. He too
had read ‘‘the books of the gentiles,’’ and he too had eagerly become engrossed
in books of philosophy. However, he learned from his own bitter experience
that their sole intent was to uproot faith from men’s hearts, and the prudent
man would do well to flee from them.21

Only when he understood heresy as libertine behavior, and not an intel-
lectual criticism of religion, did he finally choose to flee from it, and this real-
ization enabled him to successfully cope with the paradox of the early
Haskalah in which he had become inveigled. It also enabled him to choose a
dual approach: to continue to praise science and philosophy and to defend
them against their attackers, as well as to adopt an orthodox position in an
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attempt to curb the potential temptation of philosophy—that same ‘‘long-for-
gotten harlot from among the Jewish nation’’ who spreads her net to entangle
men possessed of evil inclinations. If in the past, Margolioth said, he permitted
his students to study some philosophy, although only in books written by Jews,
in these days one could no longer permit this. As long as the moral crisis,
which is at the root of religious laxity, goes on, it was imperative to lock all
the doors.

At a low point when the gates of religious rationalism were being locked,
Margolioth chose to rely on a revered source of authority—Rabbi Eliahu, the
Vilna Gaon. Rabbi Eliahu, a prominent figure in the rabbinical elite had been
opposed to philosophy, and hence he was a source of support to Margolioth
in his orthodox struggle. According to him, the Gaon of Vilna regarded man’s
very passion for knowledge as a negative trait, a product of the original sin.
Already in the Garden of Eden, Adam had rebelled against God and expressed
his desire for autonomy. Margolioth asserted that the Gaon s legacy was
opposed to the Enlightenment and urged all Jews to stay as far away as possible
from ‘‘inquiry’’: ‘‘From his words I have learned that the innocent would do
well to be wary of climbing the mountain of philosophy and touching its peak,
even though some of its teachings appear to be beneficial in the worship of the
Almighty.’’22

Internal Rifts

As if the attacks by enemies of the Enlightenment were not enough to weaken
the Haskalah movement, in the 1790s internal quarrels arose within the small
circle of maskilim. The internal rift began with two fierce attacks, printed in
Hame’asef, in which Aaron Wolfssohn accused Baruch Jeiteles of having
betrayed the Haskalah and criticized the literary project of the manager of the
Freischule press, Isaac Satanow.

Baruch Jeiteles’s rejoinder was a particularly sharp one. In 1795 he pub-
lished his Sefer ha’orev in Prague, in which he took a stand against the heads
of the Haskalah movement and stated they could no longer be acknowledged
as its legitimate heirs.23 He was not the one who had betrayed the Haskalah;
rather it was Wolfssohn, Brill and all those then leading the movement and
presuming to carry on the Society for the Promotion of Goodness and Justice.
Like other books of the Haskalah, Sefer ha’orev also had a fictional frame story,
designed to hide the author’s identity and the place where it was printed, as
well as to lend credibility to his delegitimization of the editors of the seventh
volume of Hame’asef. To invest his judgment with objectivity and to distance
it from the scene of the events, Jeiteles placed his criticism in the mouth of an
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Italian Jew from Mantua, who had come into possession of the seventh vol-
ume by chance when he was staying in Ferrara. Supposedly without knowing
anything about the Haskalah, he compared that volume, in particular Wolfs-
sohn’s play Sicha be’eretz hachayim (Conversation in the Land of the Living),
with the first five praiseworthy volumes of Hame’asef, and reacted angrily:
‘‘How infuriated I became upon seeing that they are opening their mouths
without measure, and charging with folly the scholars of God’s people in
words of scorn and mockery.’’

That same Jew received confirmation of the fact that the Haskalah was
declining into frivolity and radical criticism from one ‘‘Signore Herschel.’’ The
writer met this gentleman, who had been born near Berlin and was familiar
with all the persons involved in the Haskalah, at dinner in the home of a
wealthy Jew in Trieste. Herschel told him about the great deception that Wolfs-
sohn and Brill were perpetrating:

The first editors of Hame’asef have gone on their way . . . and some young men have
founded a society, which they have called The Society for the Promotion of Goodness
and Justice, for the purpose of dishonest gain. Since Hame’asef was a pleasing journal
in these parts, those young men called their journal Hame’asef on the name of the
original Hame’asef, but they are not the ones who published the first editions.24

Now that the deception was exposed, Baruch Jeiteles took on the role of
the orev (the ambusher) who would not permit them to persist in their ways.
If they continued to distort the Haskalah, he would be the first to rise up from
his lair and strike at them, but if they returned to the original maskilic public
arena, he would be the first to support and bless them. With the sense of being
a betrayed maskil, Jeiteles proclaimed his goal: ‘‘I will reveal the shame of these
me’asfim, and they will no longer act so presumptuously and will no longer
call it Hame’asef but rather its name in Israel will be ha’asafsuf [riffraff].’’25

This internal rift had implications that went far beyond the quarrel
between the Prague circle of relatively moderate maskilim and the radical
Wolfssohn and Brill in Breslau. Added to the sense that the Hame’asef was
controlled by imposters were the fears of maskilim like Jeiteles that the concept
of Enlightenment was being perverted, and was serving as a label to justify
heresy and libertine behavior. These fears were aired when Baruch Jeiteles
summed up the changes in Jewish culture and society that had occurred by
the end of the eighteenth century. Writing under the disturbing impression
left by the exposure of the Frankist underground sect in Prague, in the very
midst of ‘‘the generation of intellect and reason,’’ Jeiteles’s words reflected his
feelings of crisis and confusion:

In our own time, they no longer look, neither upon the Talmud, the Bible, the wisdom
literature, nor the literature of musar, and they lack all faith. And this is the cause of
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all the evils among the young men nowadays, for the foundations of faith have been
weakened by them, they turn to every driven leaf, chasing after passion and sexual
desire . . . for encrustations have spread upon the word Aufklärung, and every youth
nowadays thinks he understands it without thoroughly knowing its true meaning . . .
For this word teaches us to understand the difference between truth and falsehood,
good and evil, knowledge and ignorance, and happy is he who chooses it, but they
would overturn the meaning, and would consider that they have done much if they
take a private tutor for their children . . . the teacher generally (but not all of them) is
ignorant, lacking both in knowledge of the Torah and in good manners.26

Naumann Simonsohn, the Inspektor of the Freischule in Berlin, was
plagued by similar worries. As we have seen, he was about to leave Berlin and
the Haskalah to settle in the Polish community of Lissa. In 1796, he decided to
speak out openly against the trends of secularization of Berlin Jewry and Aaron
Wolfssohn’s policy for the Haskalah. First he asked Isaac Daniel Itzig to inter-
vene, and it was only at Itzig’s personal instruction that Simonsohn’s critical
book Ein mishpat was printed on the Freischule press.27 As Jeiteles did in his
Sefer ha’orev, Simonsohn also claimed that the leaders of the Haskalah in the
1790s were too extreme in their behavior, taking the name of Mendelssohn and
the other ‘‘true’’ maskilim in vain, so that it was no wonder that the Haskalah
was facing a crisis. Immediately after Mendelssohn’s death, which he com-
pared to the destruction of the Temple, new me’asfim took control of his legacy
and were taking the Haskalah down a ruinous path. The man at their head—
‘‘evil and profane’’Aaron Wolfssohn—had already demonstrated his digres-
sion from Mendelssohn’s path in his play Sicha be’eretz hachayim. Ein mishpat
was, then, one more lament over the decline of the Haskalah:

From the time of Moses’ death, many have arisen, like locusts and flies, like jesters they
stand philosophizing in the camp and call out in the city: this is the Torah that Moses
has given us, and the people see that Moses is delayed in coming and they quickly stray
from the path and gather together and come unto Aaron, that Aaron [Wolfssohn] who
has taken the gold from them and out of that came this calf, sin and abomination in
Judah and Israel, and a new king reigns over them . . . and they are called by the name
of me’asfim . . . and they presumed to surpass the heads and elders of our people,
shattering the wind with the blowing of horns, shouting their vain nonsense . . . to
overthrow the sacred wall that our sages of blessed memory have raised around the
Ark of the Covenant and the Torah, and the little foxes have broken down the wall of
our forefathers, and many of our brethren have gone forth like the beasts of the forest
without bridle or rein and speak of the Lord and His Messiah.28

Based on Simonsohn’s description, this was no less than a coup d’etat,
as a result of which radicals took over the leadership, to the great dismay of
Mendelssohn’s disciples. On the frontispiece of Ein mishpat, Simonsohn
recorded some pessimistic rhymes about the death of Hame’asef. Since it is in
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such a sorry state and in such poor hands, it is no wonder that it no longer is
a worthy address for the maskilim.29

Isaac Satanow, the manager of the Freischule press, understood that if he
were to publish the manuscript of Ein mishpat that Simonsohn had brought
him, he would become embroiled in a conflict with the editors of Hame’asef.
At first he refused, but was forced to print it when Daniel Itzig explicitly
instructed him to do so. Wolfssohn and Brill, suspecting that Satanow was the
author of Ein misphat, made him the target of their attacks. At least that is how
Shlomo Schöneman, Satanow’s son, explained the background to Wolfssohn’s
slander of his father on the pages of Hame’asef. Schöneman, unable to brook
the insult, wrote a rejoinder to the criticism of his father’s literary project, in
a pamphlet entitled Minhat bikurim, which was also printed by the Freischule
press.30 Attacking the effrontery of a man who, lacking knowledge of the reli-
gious sources, presumed to criticize Satanow’s books, he jeered at Wolfssohn’s
stupidity and dismissed all of his arguments. He also added a withering cri-
tique of Wolfssohn’s textbook Avtalyon and pointed out all the errors that
appeared in Hame’asef under his editorship.

Schöneman, like Simonsohn and Jeiteles, asserted that the present editors
of Hame’asef were not the authentic representatives of the Haskalah, nor were
they carrying on the work of the Society for the Promotion of Goodness and
Justice, although they were boldly presuming to do so. He stated that ‘‘The
members of the group are not the same people who were in it before, and this
is surely close to the truth, for we see that many worthier than they have left
the group, and now only the younger ones have remained . . . and they are
wanting in all matters of wisdom and understanding.’’31 From his point of
view, the Haskalah movement was already in an advanced stage of disintegra-
tion. It is not surprising, then, that Schöneman was so sensitive to the slightest
shift or fluctuation in the intellectual elite, and reacted so sharply, as we have
seen, to Friedländer’s letter to Teller. In his view, the ongoing extremism of
the intellectuals and their betrayal of the Haskalah were likely to hand the
orthodox a victory and to quash the maskilic revolution.

In the last years of Hame’asef ’s existence its editors were under siege. The
orthodox denounced them as spreaders of heresy who were deriding talmudic
scholars, and anxious maskilim were challenging their status as leaders of the
movement. They had no choice but to conduct a polemical dialogue with their
critics in the last two issues of the expiring journal. They jeered at their paro-
chialism, hurled counterattacks at them and defended their own legitimacy.
Wolfssohn and Brill totally dismissed Ein mishpat, which they attributed to
Isaac Satanow, and scoffed at its whining tone: ‘‘Here is the baby crying bitter
tears over Hame’asef and its author, and his voice of that of a child for he calls
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loudly on the Almighty to remove the shameful rule of Hame’asef from the
land.’’32 They depicted Baruch Jeiteles, the author of Ha’orev, as their worst
enemy, because he had declared all-out war on them: ‘‘He has proclaimed his
intent to wipe Hame’asef off the face of the earth and to expunge its memory,
not to leave us a name or a remnant in the land. This man of war has drawn
his sword from its sheath and with it will judge to the ends of the earth and
not sheathe it again until Hame’asef falls at his feet.’’33

The next issue of Hame’asef was supposed to contain a detailed polemical
article against ‘‘the ambusher,’’ but it never came out. In the meantime, Wolfs-
sohn had exposed Jeiteles’s identity as the author of Sefer ha’orev, had con-
temptuously censured him for trying to conceal it, and written that he was
obviously deranged, and hence deserved compassion, not anger.34 Wolfssohn’s
rebuttal to Minhat bikurim was very brief compared to the detailed pamphlet
in which Schöneman had defended his father’s life work. Wolfssohn was
certain that Satanow, taking advantage of his son’s naivete, had written the
pamphlet himself. Schöneman was known as a well-educated physician, but
not as a man skilled in Hebrew writing. In an attempt to drive a wedge
between father and son, Wolfssohn tried to prove to Schöneman that his father
had also concealed from him the truth about his other books.35

However, between the lines of the sarcastic, scoffing rhetoric employed
by Wolfssohn to dismiss the criticism of Hame’asef ’s extremism, there is a real
sense of distress. Among his arguments, Wolfssohn asks: Who knows the
motive behind Satanow’s claim that we are not faithfully carrying on the work
of the Society for the Promotion of Goodness and Justice? Perhaps he was
influenced by Jeiteles? Perhaps he lied, as is his wont? Perhaps he so hated
Wolfssohn for daring to criticize his Mishlei asaf that he was prepared to toady
to the rabbis ‘‘to whom he was always opposed and always jeered at’’? Or per-
haps he was representing several of the Berlin maskilim, who were displeased
with the Breslau maskilim? In any case, Wolfssohn hastened to declare that to
the best of his knowledge the editors of Hame’asef were faithfully continuing
to further the aims of the Haskalah movement. Several of the writers for
Hame’asef under his editorship were founders of the Society (Euchel, for
example), and in general, ‘‘the Society . . . is as strong as it was then in speech
and action, where has he learned that it is falling apart, that can only be
because a lying spirit has seduced him.’’36 However, the reality proved Wolfs-
sohn wrong. At the end of 1797, shortly after he published this declaration of
his faith in the movement’s continuity, Hame’asef was closed down, the Soci-
ety for the Promotion of Goodness and Justice was dissolved, and the internal
polemic was broken off.
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Rabbi Josephche and Jettchen in the Brothel

We have seen that at the end of the eighteenth century, the veteran maskilim
were in dire straits. Isaac Satanow, attacked from within and without, pon-
dered whether he ought to continue his literary project and whether he still
had any readership:

To whom shall I speak, to tell how I have seen two houses of Israel. One is pious and
scoffs at science, and the other scoffs at piety and studies the sciences . . . but where
are those in whom both piety and science reside together. They are superior beings,
but are few in number. Hence, it is a time to keep silent, and it is a pity that no one
demands or seeks these printed books.37

Naphtali Herz Wessely’s voice was no longer heard in public, and in the
Berlin of the 1790s he was lonely, forgotten, and despairing. As the rift between
modernists and orthodox traditionalists widened, it was harder for him to find
his place: ‘‘The traditional ones suspect me being of being an innovator and
the modern ones suspect me of being traditional.’’38 Was it only the internal
squabbles that were impeding the Haskalah movement? Were the attacks of
the orthodox preventing it from developing further? Was it the betrayal of the
intelligentsia, as Schönemann claimed in his reaction to Friedländer, that was
depriving it of its potential leaders? Or perhaps the French Revolution had
influenced the maskilim into becoming more extreme and shedding their
responsibility toward the whole of Jewish society?39

Isaac Euchel and Aaron Wolfssohn, the leaders of the Jewish Enlighten-
ment revolution in the 1780s and 1790s, apparently saw things differently.
Closely and sensitively observing events in Jewish society toward the end of
the century, they blamed the movement’s failure on the character of the young
generation as well as on their social and family situation. Of course, these two
men did not concur with the criticism that the moderate maskilim leveled at
the Haskalah’s radicalism, but they did find themselves fighting on two fronts:
against the influence of the rabbinical elite and the orthodox, who were indif-
ferent to the messages of Enlightenment and against the misuse of the Enlight-
enment as a cover for frivolous libertine behavior.

In the mid-1790s Euchel and Wolfssohn were the authors of plays that
were exceptional in the Haskalah culture. The purpose of the Haskalah library,
in Hebrew and German, was to disseminate knowledge and to criticize the
rabbinical culture and its lifestyle. These two social satires, however, were
directed at the bourgeois Jewish families in German cities, to compel them to
see their true selves through the plays’ outlandish characters and improbable
plots. They were written in the vernacular (in the plays the traditional Jews
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spoke Yiddish and the modern Jews, German), rather than in the elitist lan-
guage of the Haskalah culture (Hebrew and High German). The plot under-
scored the tensions between the generations and the crises that were
threatening the Jewish family, torn between the ‘‘orthodox’’ and the ‘‘modern-
ists,’’ between the ‘‘sinners of Israel’’ and the ‘‘philosophers.’’ The plays pre-
sented the questions of modernization in all their urgency and depicted the
formula of Haskalah as the only one offering redemption.

Euchel’s play, Reb Henoch oder was tut me damit, was circulated in manu-
script from 1793. Wolfssohn’s play, Leichtsinn und Frömmelei: Ein Familien
Gemälde in drei Aufzügen, was printed in 1796, and a Hebrew version was pub-
lished at the same time. These two plays furnish invaluable historical evidence
of the social processes German Jewry was undergoing at the end of the cen-
tury. They both dramatically describe the crisis of the bourgeois Jewish family:
on the one hand, a lack of communication between the generations and sexual
and religious permissiveness, and on the other, confusion about the best edu-
cation to provide to their children, and growing orthodox rigidity in relation
to anything new, ranging from wearing modern hats to studying Hebrew
grammar.40 The plays also reflect the Kulturkampf in the street and the home,
although the authors undoubtedly greatly intensified the sense of confusion
and bewilderment in that historical hour, in which the maskilim feared that
their gloomy predictions about the results of Jewry’s encounter with moder-
nity were coming true.

Euchel’s and Wolfssohn’s work as private tutors in the homes of the
wealthy bourgeoisie provided them with a view from both within and without.
They had an intimate knowledge of the family dynamics and were adept at
depicting the dilemma facing the father, a rich merchant and communal
leader. On one hand, he showed great respect to the rabbinical elite and
attempted to educate his children to continue the traditional patterns of life.
On the other, he brought enlightened tutors into his home, to give his sons
and daughters the general education they needed. The plays also describe the
young women, who so yearn to enjoy all the opportunities the modern city
has to offer. They long to attend the theater and frequent the dance halls, they
dream of romantic love affairs and are repelled by the religious norms, and
often by their Jewish husbands as well. They also describe the younger mem-
bers of the family: they no longer observe the practical commandments, have
been exposed to Christian society and culture, engage in sexual relations with
the family’s Christian servants, and have sometimes even converted—practices
that are shocking to the traditional heads of the household.41 These two
maskilim had depended on their employment as tutors for their livelihood,
and as intellectuals they also knew how to look it with a critical eye, as outside
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observers. The two plays are very similar in the characters and situations they
describe and in the messages they convey.

In Euchel’s play, which takes place ‘‘at the end of the enlightened cen-
tury,’’ the outer layers covering Reb Henoch’s family are gradually peeled
away. He is a wealthy merchant, father to two sons and two daughters, and a
communal leader. On one catastrophic Sabbath, his children’s moral corrup-
tion is exposed, along with their attempts to abandon the Jewish way of life.
By depicting Reb Henoch’s rigid orthodox positions and his blindness to what
is happening around him, Euchel is able to point out the weaknesses of the
orthodox, reducing them to absurdity, and he also enables someone observing
the scene from a distance of over two hundred years to experience the intensity
of Reb Henoch’s fears and anguish. His deep mistrust of philosophers, enlight-
ened physicians, students, and innovators borders on obsession. Even the
slightest change in accepted dress encounters an extreme reaction and awakens
a suspicion of heresy. Reb Henoch, for example, wishes to sign a communal
regulation threatening punishment to anyone coming to the synagogue on the
Sabbath wearing boots or wrapped in a black silk shawl, because ‘‘one can con-
clude from this that they are preparing to become chokrim and philosophers,
who favor lax morals and are forgetting Israel and Judaism.’’42

The Kulturkampf takes the form of a fierce internal controversy about the
reform that enlightened Jews want the Prussian government to introduce—to
abolish the community’s collective responsibility for payment of monies owed
by thieves and tax delinquents and to make each individual Jew subject to the
state institutions. The orthodox, who, in Euchel’s play, hold most of the ruling
positions in the community, do all they can to prevent this. The enlightened
Jews, on the other hand, regard the reform as an opportunity to induce the
government to bring about an overall transformation of Jewish life, and to free
themselves of their dependence on the community. Secularization even creeps
into Reb Henoch’s home. His daughter Hedwig speaks about him behind his
back with disgust: ‘‘That orthodox man! How repugnant he is to me!’’43 His
son Samuel, who at first is portrayed as a righteous young man, a future
scholar who will bring honor to the family, turns out to have made their gen-
tile maid pregnant. The married daughter, Elizabeth, is unfaithful to her hus-
band with a Prussian army officer and on the Sabbath goes to parties, while
the son Hartwig is even more dissolute than the others and threatens to drag
the entire family into disgrace.44

The situations depicted in Wolfssohn’s Leichtsinn und Frömmelei are very
similar to those in Euchel’s satire. But criticism of the talmudic scholars
reaches a new height in the grotesque character of the religious hypocrite
Rabbi Josephche. He pretends to be a rabbi and a scholar well versed in the
Talmud, a pious Jew who is strongly opposed to the maskilim who authenti-
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cally represents the values and norms of the rabbinical elite. The naive father
of the fictional family, who greatly admires talmudic scholars, brings him into
his home and even promises him the hand of his daughter Jettchen in mar-
riage, without realizing how deeply corrupt the rabbi is. Wolfssohn portrays
Rabbi Josephche as a lecher who invests most of his energy in finding an outlet
for his sexual drives. This description has its parallel in the radical and porno-
graphic underground literature of the French Enlightenment culture, in which
a hypocritical priest seduces young innocent girls to have sex with him for
religious purposes.45 Indeed, Rabbi Josephche does have sex with the maid
Sheindel, and when he is caught in the act by the head of the household, he
delivers a sanctimonious speech of repentance about his struggle against his
evil instincts (‘‘But it is as our Sages have said, every man greater than his
fellows has a greater appetite than they’’).

Rabbi Josephche courts Jettchen with her naive father’s consent and
boasts to her about his sexual prowess: ‘‘So long as I have strength in my loins
and power in the muscles of my belly, my tail [male organ] is as rigid as a
cedar, the sinews of my flanks are tightly knit, like a man of valor, I shall come
to you to lie with you.’’ Scoffing at him, she rejects his advances, and he
becomes violent and smashes her musical instrument. Only toward the end of
the play, is his true face revealed, when the whore Lemgin testifies that he is a
regular client of hers (‘‘that Jew, a hairy man, with a leather belt about his
loins, clad in a robe, whose member is like those of donkeys and whose seed
came in floods like that of stallions’’). She says that when he wanted to satisfy
his desires but lacked the money to cover his heavy debts, he would leave his
phylacteries with her as security.46

In this play too, the daughter, Jettchen, deceives her father and behaves
frivolously, neglecting all her duties. She is not a consumer of the Haskalah
library but avidly reads shallow romances in German that she borrows from
the local library, takes pleasure in music and the theater, and enters into secret
romantic liaisons with Christian men. Her father, who knows about her lax
behavior, a digression from the norms of conduct he regards as suitable for
a young Jewish woman, lashes out furiously at his wife, who tries to defend
Jettchen:

Does she say the blessing on the food, does she pray, does she read from Tse’enah
u-re’enah like the good daughters of Zion? All day long we hear only voices singing,
the sound of violins and the trilling of harps . . . and when the Sabbath comes its
sanctity is forgotten and nothing holy is on her mind or in her heart, Heaven forbid,
and that will be counted as her wickedness, and she goes down into the garden to seek
lovers.47

Her father tries to force her to marry Josephche, but she loathes him and has
no choice but to turn to the Prussian aristocrat who lusts after her and ask for
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his protection. To her great sorrow, she soon finds herself penniless and
betrayed, locked in Lemgin’s brothel, waiting in despair for her first cus-
tomer.48

What was it, in Euchel and Wolfssohn’s view, that led to that ‘‘pseudo-
Haskalah’’? We need to listen carefully to Hartwig’s long confession, in which
he recounts his life story to an enlightened doctor. There were three stages in
his life: a traditional, rigid education in the home of his ‘‘obscurantist’’ par-
ents, a brief encounter with the Enlightenment through study and book read-
ing—cut short by the vigorous objection of his parents—and an irreversible
decline into a corrupt, hedonist lifestyle, which ended in much suffering for
the man himself and all those around him. The interruption of his cultural
conversion to enlightenment was, in Euchel’s eyes, the root of all evil, and had
led directly to his deterioration. It was the traditional Polish education that
had paved the way to a dissolute life:

Today I am twenty-two. Until the age of sixteen, I studied, as is the custom . . . A Polish
rabbi tried to teach me things which God in heaven knows that he himself knew noth-
ing about. I was not so stupid that I wasn’t able to realize that this meant merely a
waste of time. Hence only rarely did I listen to his babbling in Yiddish. He succeeded
in gaining my attention only with coarse words, curses and beatings . . . At the end of
this chapter in my life I hardly knew how to read a bit of German and understood even
less.

At this stage, he had an opportunity to begin a process of cultural conver-
sion to enlightenment by reading books that were not to be found in the reli-
gious library:

My older sister . . . to her great misfortune, was forced . . . to marry a man whose
lifestyle and way of thought were totally antithetical to hers. Consequently, she began
a downhill path that led to the lowest point, which she has now reached . . . she loved
me especially, brought me close to her, taught me to read and write. She taught me
German and French and saw to it that I had good books to read. In a short time, I
learned so much that I probably could have developed into a decent man.

But his parents’ orthodox opposition blocked this process in its infancy. The
young man’s frustration and distress grew, various ways of earning a decent
living by learning a profession were out of the question, and he began a down-
hill slide:

Her husband, that scoundrel, informed on me to my father . . . They said I was becom-
ing an atheist and an apostate . . . not only did they take all the books away from me,
but they made sure I had no possibility of acquiring others. Time went by. More than
half a year. And during that time I never managed to spend more than half an hour by
myself. They tried to keep me busy with chores at home and at the business, and you
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can imagine that I did what they told me to without any desire . . . I wasn’t capable of
continuing with that kind of lifestyle. I asked my father to let me learn a trade. You
should have heard how he reacted to that request. ‘‘What do you want to do?’’ my
father asked. I would have liked to learn the building trade. ‘‘A builder? And what
about the risks? And what will you do on the Sabbath? You’ll desecrate the Sabbath,
won’t you?’’ I suggested that I might learn sculpting. My father began to yell: ‘‘To
sculpt idols? Nothing will come of you. If you had only wanted, you could have been
a decent family man by now.’’ What does one do? In the meantime, time passes by and
I still sit here idle. In my sister’s home, I met some Christians and began to go about
in their company. My parents did not object, because they thought in this way I might
acquire some customers for the business. These Christian friends drew me into their
style of life and their pranks. They took me to taverns and coffee houses where we
played cards. There I met several young Jews from good families and they joined me.
We became friends and they began to teach me the practical philosophy of life. Before
too long, I became as enlightened in this doctrine as they were. It was from this period
of time that my downfall began taking on momentum. We took frivolity for enlighten-
ment and licentiousness for freedom. I forgot all my family inhibitions. I jeered at my
parents and at my people . . . My Enlightenment took a wrong direction and I have
the profound feeling that I am totally corrupt in my morals.49

Wolfssohn’s and Euchel’s plays brought the crisis to the fore and warned
against its implications, but in no sense did they convey a message of despair.
In all that confusion and disarray, they emphasized the figure of the maskil as
the only one capable of leading those who have lost their way to the right path.
In Euchel’s case, he is the enlightened physician, who successfully mediates
between the furious Rabbi Henoch who denies his son, and Hartwig who dis-
covers he has sunk into pseudo-enlightenment. In Wolfssohn’s play, it was
Jettchen’s uncle, the private tutor Marcus, who throws a life preserver to the
girl and her family. He is the only one who has perceived Josephche’s true
nature, that he is nothing but a dangerous scoundrel and hypocrite, and dares
to take a stand against him, despite the mask of rabbinical authority with
which he has so skillfully hidden his face; he is the only one who warns Jettch-
en’s parents that the neglect of her education will lead to a bad end, and sup-
ports her opposition to the match. Throughout the entire play, the enlightened
Marcus’s voice is the voice of reason. Deeply concerned, he correctly reads the
cultural and social processes taking place in the bourgeois family. Although he
is attacked as a ‘‘sinner against Israel’’ for having identified with the innovators
and because of his appearance (he grows a lock of hair over his forehead and
wears a bowler hat), he comes to Jettchen’s aid, finally saves her from her
shameful fate in the brothel, provides her with an opportunity to rehabilitate
her life, and is revealed as a savior of Israel. In the brothel, toward the end of
the play, Marcus, in an impassioned monologue, explains reality from a
maskilic point of view, and like an ancient prophet rebukes those who are
responsible for Jettchen’s fall into ‘‘the rogues’ lair’’:
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Here is your blind faith. And here is your fruit. For like a robber you lie in wait and
they are but bitter clusters . . . The flesh of your sons will not satisfy you. Your jealousy
is as cruel as the grave, even though you bring your sacrifices and burnt offerings year
after year. You have prepared a slaughterer for your sons, because of their fathers’ sins
their flesh will rot . . . but I cannot cleanse her [Jettchen] of her sin of gullibility, she
was wrong to follow them and she despised reproof, hence her bad end. Did she not
betray, this faithless woman? Folly is held in high esteem and many girls in these times
follow in the paths of vanity; you have outdone them all. And after these true things, I
have seen that her parents have found much wrongdoing in her and have grievously
blamed her. Why do you not discipline your children, why do you not remove the folly
from their hearts, and instruct them properly. Forego caring to clothe their naked
bodies and turn your attention to clothing their naked souls. Teach them well, instruct
them in the virtues and inscribe them upon their hearts. Accustom them to come
among persons who love God and man, and then you will no longer have to bear the
disgrace of your children and their shame will not be upon you.50

At the end of the century, the leaders of the Enlightenment revolution
still believed they possessed the solution to the many-sided crisis of ‘‘the blind
faith,’’ religious hypocrisy, and the libertinism of the youth. Only they exposed
the flaws of the rabbinical elite and demanded they be removed from their
positions of leadership and education, and only they were capable of preparing
the young generation for an easier encounter with the challenges of modernity
and proposing an honorable path that did not call for debauchery or moral
turpitude. Of course, the plays did not reflect the reality. Their extreme and
flagrant portrayal of Jewish life was intended as a warning against the disas-
trous results of continuing to accept the leadership of the rabbinical elite, on
the one hand, and of the sweeping secularization of the young generation, on
the other. Unable to come to terms with the pervasive excesses he saw, the
deeply concerned maskil did not know with whom to side. ‘‘Reb Josephche’’
was the traditional enemy of the Haskalah, while the maskilim regarded ‘‘Jett-
chen’’ as a perversion of the Haskalah. Both Wolfssohn and Euchel saw her as
representing the pseudo-Enlightenment, which was an obstacle in the way of
the true Enlightenment. Libertine behavior, the maskilim contended, is not
enlightenment, but a lamentable and unforeseen dialectic result of rigid ortho-
dox obstinacy.

These two maskilic playwrights did not spare the traditional society their
biting criticism. They warned against the implications of the breakdown of the
family framework and the total abandonment of tradition. They derided those
people who fancied themselves maskilim but in actual fact were a long way
from the intellectuals of the maskilic republic. Their imagined enlightenment,
Euchel cynically comments, boils down to nothing but drinking wine in tav-
erns, sitting in coffee houses, befriending Christians, engaging in loose behav-
ior and ‘‘practical philosophy, which means hedonism.’’51
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The existence of this ‘‘pseudo-enlightenment’’ was also confirmed by
people outside of the Haskalah. For example, Professor Köhler, an expert on
Semitic languages from the University of Königsberg, who was very familiar
with the local circle of maskilim, warned against this trend. In an article en-
titled ‘‘On the Enlightenment of the Jewish Nation,’’ he commended the prog-
ress of Jewish acculturation, their close ties with Christian families, their
fashionable dress and refined cultural taste. However, he inveighed against
slackening of religious commitment, loss of faith, and loosening of ties to the
ancient tradition. This, the writer stressed, is not worthy of being called
Enlightenment:

The Jewish nation should aspire to Enlightenment of the type . . . that Moses Mendels-
sohn delineated. I am referring to true Enlightenment that must be absolutely differen-
tiated from pseudo-Enlightenment. It will be a pseudo Enlightenment of the Jewish
nation if it rejects the Mosaic laws and adopts the laws of freedom in their stead. In
other words, it will amount to anarchy if the ancient religion is trampled upon and
naturalism or atheism are preferred instead.52

The maskilim laid the blame not only on the frivolity of the young gener-
ation and the temptations they were succumbing to. In particular, they blamed
the generation of the parents, who did not know how to properly educate their
children according to the ‘‘true Haskalah,’’ in an age of great change and expo-
sure to ‘‘low’’ European culture. They believed that the grave crisis, with all
of its extreme manifestations, was a result of the sharp transition from rigid
traditional norms to the total abandonment of all restraint, attended by the
dissolution of family ties and the disavowal of religion and morality. The
maskilim saw themselves as the bearers of moderate, controlled moderniza-
tion, which combined Jewish culture and values with universal knowledge and
humanism and legitimized cultural and social regeneration. Hence, they held
that the movement’s failure was the fault of the guardians of tradition, whose
carelessness, poor education and misreading of the future were responsible for
the spread of the ‘‘pseudo-Haskalah.’’

The Jewish enlightenment revolution did not restrict itself only to the
public struggle that the maskilic republic was waging against the authority and
status of the rabbinical elite. It also strove to gain the right to shape the Jewish
family. Alongside their criticism, the maskilim wanted to protect it in that cru-
cial hour at the end of the century, when the tension between the heavy hand
of tradition and the temptations of the ‘‘new world’’ was at its height threaten-
ing to smash the foundations of Jewish life, at least in the urban communities
of German, the major arena of the maskilim’s activity.



Afterword: Haskalah and Secularization

To what extent did the eighteenth-century Enlightenment change
the face of Europe? From a balanced historical perspective, which no longer
holds that the French political revolution stemmed from philosophical ideas
or which underestimates the value of the Enlightenment culture, one can state
that the Enlightenment was unquestionably a revolution, even a radical one.
It rejected the world of knowledge, the concepts and Weltanschauung that had
prevailed until then under the authority of the Church’s doctrine and instruc-
tion, and suggested a new system of values, through which men and society
would set new goals. With unflinching criticism, the enlightened investigated
and reexamined the nature of man and human society. Everything perceived
as a superfluous vestige of the past, as immoral and inhumane, as superstition
and prejudice, became an obstacle to progress and an affront to reason. While
only a small number of the enlightened were atheists or deists, from an overall
perspective the Enlightenment contributed, more than any other factor, to the
secularization of European thought. The Christian religion did not disappear,
of course, but it was no longer the dominant shaper of culture, education,
literature, the vision of the human future, of the imagination or of thought.

The Enlightenment in Europe offered an alternative to the religious elite,
which until then had held a monopoly on the dissemination of knowledge, the
education of the young, the guidance of the public, and all branches of culture.
This alternative was in the form of men of letters, who became more and more
independent in their opinions and actions. The new media of communication,
in particular the press, altered the world of literature and knowledge. They
appealed to a growing readership and disseminated new, often subversive
ideas. The radical, most striking move in the Enlightenment’s secular revolu-
tion was the emergence of a new intellectual elite at the expense of the tradi-
tional elite of the spokesmen of religion, and its evolution into a group that
strongly influenced society, politics and culture. In this sense, all of modern
Western culture is the daughter of the Enlightenment.1

Postmodern criticism of the Enlightenment justifiably points to the fail-
ings and shortcomings of the enlightened. Their range of vision of human
society hardly included, for example, questions such as ethnic rights, status of
the common people, exclusion of women, and acknowledgment of multicul-
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turalism. But it seems that neither the enemies of the Enlightenment, nor the
counter-enlightened or the postmodern critics have shaken the dominance of
the basic values of the Enlightenment. These values still serve as cornerstones
in government and legislation as well as in the liberal and humanistic cultural
discourse.2

The Haskalah as a Revolutionary Event

Were the Jews also participants in this immensely significant historical process
in the eighteenth century? This book argues that the Haskalah was indeed an
unprecedented, revolutionary historical event in Jewish history. This is evinced
by a reconstruction of the course of the Jewish Enlightenment, from the early
Haskalah among the first Jewish students in German universities at the begin-
ning of the century, and to the collapse of its well-developed organizational
framework at its demise. The Haskalah was one instance of the all-European
Enlightenment. The maskilim were familiar with many of the ideas and slo-
gans of the Enlightenment, but even if one occasionally finds evidence of the
influence of the French Enlightenment (particularly Voltaire), they were really
much closer to the German Enlightenment. They were familiar with its litera-
ture and periodicals, and some of them even actively participated in them.

The interest that European enlightened public opinion showed in the
Haskalah is of particular importance. Much of this interest was due to Mendel-
ssohn’s fame, his direct ties to the German Enlightenment and his acceptance
into several of its circles. Many of the values of the Enlightenment and its pat-
terns of organization and activity were adopted by the maskilic societies. The
struggle they waged against the punitive authority of the rabbinical leadership,
against excommunication and in favor of the adoption of religious tolerance
in Jewish society was one campaign in the overall struggle for the recognition
of human rights and freedom of conscience in eighteenth-century Europe.
However, the maskilim had interests of their own to promote and a specific
agenda, which stemmed from the years-long neglect of everything that had
been pushed to the sidelines in the pre-modern traditional culture, in particu-
lar science and philosophy, the external chokhmot. The maskilim were active
in a Jewish framework, separate from all other enlightened. One of their aims
was to expand the boundaries of Hebrew writing, to create an all-embracing
cultural renaissance, and they hurled their criticism, first and foremost, at the
rabbis of their generation.

In this book, in contrast to other descriptions of the Haskalah, an attempt
has been made to depict it in its full scope, to trace, step by step, along the axis
of time, the various stages of its development, to include many minor charac-
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ters who until now have been relegated to the sidelines or had remained anony-
mous. A glimpse into the emotional and experiential world of the cast of char-
acters reveals a rich, dramatic picture, arrived at through an analysis of the
maskilim’s rhetoric, so important in their appeal to their readers. Only
through such an analysis can one, in my view, probe the full depth of their
world.

Young Jews well-versed in talmudic studies exerted much effort to
acquire some knowledge of European culture or of Jewish philosophy, which
evoked scant interest at the time. These efforts were attended by inner torment
and an irrepressible quasi-erotic passion for new and forbidden knowledge,
and were often perceived as an blatant crossing of boundaries and personal
cultural conversion, which had a signifying and defining meaning in Jewish
society. It is no wonder that some early maskilim tasted the ‘‘honey’’ of science
and philosophy, and after much soul-searching about benefit versus harm,
recoiled from it. New documents and an analysis of the reactions of the rab-
binical elite to the challenges of the Haskalah, starting from the early Haskalah
but more particularly from the Divrei shalom ve’emet affair, indicate that the
orthodox fear of the ‘‘new’’ was an inseparable part of the story of the Jewish
Enlightenment. An examination of several of the episodes of the Haskalah
from various vantage points—the maskilic, orthodox and external—has enabled
me to reevaluate the great public impact they had at the time.

From the first clash between the Haskalah intellectual elite and the rab-
binical elite it was clear that a culture war was flaring up between them. The
anxiety of the orthodox and their readiness to fight an uncompromising battle,
already apparent in their initial reactions to any threats to the status of the
elite and the religion, also characterize orthodox society and the rabbinical
leadership in the modern era.

This book has focused on the maskilim themselves and their opponents,
their activity in the public arena and on the various affairs in which they were
involved, not only on an analysis of the diverse texts they left behind. When
all is said and done, the essence of the Haskalah revolution did not lie only in
ideas or in the contents of their books, but also in the appearance of the mod-
ern, secular, independent Jewish literati in Jewish society: in their criticism of
the flaws in the lifestyle and culture of the Jews, in their declared aim of lead-
ing the Jews toward modernization, and their attempts to gain a place for
themselves in the leadership. On more than one occasion, the maskilim delib-
erately antagonized the heads of the rabbinical elite by taking an especially rev-
olutionary and subversive action. For example, in 1789, the managers of the
Freischule press sent Saul Berlin’s book, which challenged the authority and
scholarly prestige of the rabbi of Altona-Hamburg, to the rabbis of the genera-
tion, demanding that they publicly respond to the maskilic criticism. It is sym-
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bolic that this provocative and rebellious step was taken the very same year
that the French Revolution broke out. For this reason, it was also so important
to define the role played by Mendelssohn, the most famous Jew in the eigh-
teenth century, in the full historical story of the Haskalah. By greatly expand-
ing the scope of the story, I was able to examine Mendelssohn’s role, more as
a revered figure whom the maskilim took as their model than as a revolution-
ary leader, as the man who founded the Haskalah movement or shaped its
path.

Indeed, the Haskalah revolution was one event within the totality of
stormy events in the eighteenth century that the Jews were caught up in. Here
and there, general processes are mentioned in the book, to avoid losing the
overall context and the synchronous view of the changes that occurred. To
arrive at a sober evaluation of the Haskalah movement, it was particularly
important to reconstruct the scope of the maskilic republic and its geographi-
cal dispersion. We need to bear in mind that the Haskalah as an elitist histori-
cal phenomenon was relatively limited in the number of people who took an
active part in it, in contrast to far broader, more popular events, especially the
emergence of the Hasidic movement in the last quarter of the century. Only a
small portion of European Jewry, mainly from Germany, were aware at first of
the evolution of the new type of maskil, and the real influence of the maskilic
revolution on Jewish life in the eighteenth century was still rather slight. None-
theless, in several urban Jewish communities in Europe one could already
clearly identify the enlightened Jewish intellectual. Several members of the lit-
erary republic of the German Enlightenment were conscious of this develop-
ment and reported on it. They sensed the change that was taking place in the
landscape of Jewish society from the moment they first saw intellectuals, West-
ern in their dress and appearance, some of whom even took part in the general
literary forums and clubs and published writings in Hebrew and German.

The Haskalah revolution took place in the scholarly elite that had close
ties to the wealthy elite, which recognized the importance of exposure to Euro-
pean culture. The revolution was given expression in the world of the book
and journals, schools and groups of intellectuals. It affected norms, frame-
works, texts, and methods of influencing the public, all of which had until then
been under the absolute control of the religious scholars in Jewish society. The
maskilim did not confine their activities to the closed circles of writers, hun-
gering for knowledge and thirsting for books. Rather, they attempted to make
their voices heard by as broad a public as possible. The ideology of the Haska-
lah was to introduce sweeping change in all spheres of Jewish life: by imparting
the new knowledge in properly run schools, by extricating the Jews from their
cultural backwardness, by dictating the content of the public discourse, by
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instilling the principles of liberal thought, by rejuvenating the Jewish book-
shelf, and shaping the ‘‘new Jew.’’

The astute historian Jacob Katz has already noted that the emergence of
the new type of the maskil in the last quarter of the eighteenth century marked
a decisive turning point in modern Jewish history. However, he regarded this
historical process as a sign of the collapse of the systems of the ‘‘traditional
society’’—a structural crisis that entailed a loss of the power and authority of
leadership in exchange for the social and psychological integration of Jews into
non-Jewish circles and their ‘‘exit from the ghetto.’’ It is not difficult to inter-
pret his ‘‘tradition and crisis’’ model in light of the fundamental experience of
the Jewish historian who grew up in Europe in the early decades of the twenti-
eth century and was greatly perturbed by the problem of assimilation.3

If we conceive of the Haskalah as an internal revolution affecting Jewish
society and culture, and not as a crisis or a milestone in the course of the Jews’
integration, assimilation, or abandonment of the ‘‘ghetto’’ for the sake of the
temptations ‘‘outside,’’ we arrive at a different picture. In an intensive process
of criticizing, rebelling, sketching a vision, and struggling for a central place in
the public sphere, the revolution did not lead the Jews out of the ghetto, but
rather attempted to renew the face of the Jewish collective. The majority of the
maskilim were not assimilating intellectuals intent upon destroying the collec-
tive; rather, they were transformationists, intent upon rehabilitating it. They
instilled liberal values into the Jews, advocated a new order and demanded
that their voice be heard so that the Jews could live in an age of change and
revolution as European men of culture who are also committed to nurturing
their particular Jewish culture and improving the frameworks of Jewish life.
However, a reconstruction of the historical development of the Haskalah
movement shows that the revolution with its hopes and successes, its disap-
pointments and failures, also mirrored the ‘‘modern condition’’ of the Jews,
marked by dilemmas, qualms, retreats, fears, inflamed passions, and cultural
battles. The representatives of the ancien régime on their part tried to maintain
their power and the existing patterns of life; they shaped a militant opposition,
inimical to the Enlightenment and hostile toward the innovators.

The Haskalah was not active in a historical vacuum filled only with books
and ideas. It was a historical, social, cultural, even political phenomenon, and
this was expressed in the demands it made on the rabbinical leadership and in
its transformative pretensions. It reflected a response to many diverse chal-
lenges of the time, like the marked growth of Kabbalistic and ecstatic trends,
the neglect of the Hebrew language, the objection to the study of ‘‘external
chokhmot’’ at the very time when the new science was emerging, and the chal-
lenge of rationalistic heresy. Of course, it responded to the various challenges
of the Enlightenment—tolerance, rational religion, the ‘‘noble savage,’’ the
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superiority of medicine to religion (the early burial controversy), and others.
The Haskalah existed in the historical context of the emergence of the wealthy
elite, the government’s (for example, Joseph II’s) reform policy, the accultura-
tion of European Jewry, the intergenerational tension evoked by the many
material temptations offered by the surrounding society, the control wielded
by Polish teachers and rabbis over the education of youth, and many other
events and processes.

The early Haskalah was rooted in the Jews’ feelings of inferiority and
affront because of their backwardness in relation to their contemporaries in
acquisition of knowledge, rational shaping of life, and expansion of their intel-
lectual horizon. Over time, new motives were added, such as the desire to
regenerate the Jews and the belief that it was possible to reshape the society
and culture and heal all its ills. The maskilim also strove to normalize the rela-
tions between Jews and the state and to accept the ethos of economic benefit,
new scientific and medical innovations, and rationalism.

The story line of the Haskalah reached its climax in the twenty years
between the beginning of the Bi’ur project and the establishment of the Frei-
schule in 1778 and the closure of Hame’asef in 1797. This was the only period,
however brief, during which one can say with certainty that the movement
existed. But these intensive years left deep, ineradicable impressions. As we
have seen in the fourth part of this book, in the 1790s a crisis was already grip-
ping the Haskalah, which had just reached maturity. At the end of the crisis,
its organizational systems had totally crumbled and veteran maskilim were
eulogizing the project they believed had already drawn its last breath.

Was this truly a failure? Does the fact that the Haskalah was a movement
of the few, which was nipped in the bud, inevitably lead to the conclusion that
it was a passing episode? Should one accept the view of Euchel, a founder of
the Haskalah movement and a shaper of its path and vision in its formative
years, who proclaimed its demise in 1800? The rapid dismantling of its frame-
works was certainly a surprising and very significant event. However, from an
historical perspective, it does seem that the maskilim succeeded in carrying out
their enlightenment revolution despite the voices of disillusionment that were
heard at the time. At the turn of the century, a new generation of maskilim
had already emerged in various cities in and outside Germany, who regarded
themselves as the successors of the eighteenth-century maskilim. Moreover,
several attempts were made to revive Hame’asef and to establish societies to
replace the Society for the Promotion of Goodness and Justice. The Haskalah
movement was renewed, and an especially bright future was in store for
maskilim in Eastern Europe throughout the nineteenth century.4 The liberal
discourse of the Enlightenment had an enormous impact on Jewish public
opinion from then on, and permeated nearly all the ideological movements
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that appeared in the following two hundred years. The subversive trends that
underpinned the independence of the maskilic writers, their criticism and the
new library they created did indeed gradually weaken what the radical maskil
from Breslau, Moshe Hirschel, called the ‘‘Jewish hierarchy.’’ Even if the Kul-
turkampf did not end in a decisive defeat or victory for either side, without a
doubt the new intellectual elite of the maskilim broke the monopoly on
knowledge and guidance of the public that had been held by the religious elite
in Ashkenazi society.

Secular Revolution

The enlightenment revolution in eighteenth-century Jewish society was a secu-
lar one. One must, of course, be more precise: most of the maskilim did not
declare a cultural war on the religion itself. They did not wish to sever their
followers’ ties to the religious sources, the sacred tongue or the observance of
the commandments and the holidays according to the Jewish calendar, as
some of the enemies of enlightenment claimed they did from the very first
clash that erupted between the two camps. The Bible, the Hebrew language,
and Jewish philosophy were at the center of the maskilim’s study and inquiry.
Of course, they were selective in the way they related to the Jewish sources,
and they tried to shape a Jewish tradition that was compatible with the
Enlightenment and emphasized moral values and reason. It was, however, a
secular revolution, because it weakened the public standing of religion and of
the clergy and established, alongside them or in their place, a secular culture
and institutions. This process was parallel to the secularization of thought, cul-
ture, and society in Christian Europe. A long drawn-out process, it began with
the Renaissance and the scientific revolution, reached its peak with the reli-
gious radicalism and skepticism of the seventeenth century and the Enlighten-
ment of the eighteenth, and spread to broad sectors only in the nineteenth
century. Secularization was expressed in many fields of thought and lifestyle,
but in essence, one broad and diverse development took place, in the course
of which the sacred and the profane were separated. In this way, two blocs of
knowledge, institutions, and patterns of behavior were created, and each of
them gained autonomy. They drew upon different sources of authority—one
from the sanctity of divine authority, the other from the reason, experience,
and human will himself.5

The revolution of the Haskalah was therefore manifested in two interre-
lated dimensions: the secularization of knowledge, values, and worldview, and
the ingress of the secular writer into the public arena. The alternative posed
by the maskilim was different and particularly subversive compared to the pre-
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modern situation in Ashkenazi Jewish society in regard to knowledge and its
inculcation as well as to thought and the book world. Torat ha’adam, the
teaching of man, namely everything that is neither religious nor divine, was
introduced from the early Haskalah, into the Jewish library. Torat ha’adam
also increasingly pushed aside traditional texts and confined them to the lim-
ited area of Torat haShem, the teaching of God, thus separating the sacred
from the profane. It also enhanced the value of man and his right to realize the
full potential of his abilities in this world. Knowledge about the world (science,
history, geography) outside Jewish culture was perceived as essential and use-
ful for the functioning of Jews in civil, economic, and political life, the
improvement of their image in the eyes of society at large, the molding of the
individual Jew into a moral person, beneficial to society, successful and happy
in his own life. Reformed education had a key role to play; hence, the maskilim
invested so much effort in that direction.

The modernist doctrine of the Haskalah encompassed values such as reli-
gious tolerance, contempt for superstition, the self-consciousness of living in
a modern era, an optimistic view of the course of human history, and faith in
man’s power to shape his life by means of his reason. It was also employed to
criticize many flaws in the communal organization and rabbinical authority,
which were seen as an obstacle to the Jews’ entrance into enlightened Europe.
The maskilim did not conceal their hope that the profound change in Jewish
life would also help the state and the society to overcome their prejudices
against the Jews, although they directed most of their energies to the internal
problems of Jewish society.

The group of young men who launched the enlightenment revolution in
Jewish society were quite diversified. Although the rabbinical elite was the
main target of their criticism, and from the end of the 1780s their propaganda
became much more extreme in its anticlerical tendencies, these men did have
divergent attitudes to the religion itself. Mendelssohn, we will recall, stated
unequivocally that in the absence of an additional divine revelation there was
no justification for abrogating any of the commandments, and other maskilim,
such as Wessely and Satanow, shared his opinion. On the other hand, at the
end of the century, maskilim like Friedländer and Bendavid expressed deist
views. They regarded the practical commandments as an obstacle, and believed
that only after it was removed could the full regeneration of the Jews be
achieved, allowing them to be accepted into society at large. And yet, in the
final analysis, they objected to the path of secularization that attracted young
men and women in end-of-the-century Berlin, which led them to totally aban-
don the religious lifestyle and to succumb to the temptations of the city and
its culture, a path that culminated in acculturation, even assimilation and con-
version to Christianity. To the maskilim this way of life was ostentatious,
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hedonistic, lacking any moral backbone, and a disgrace to Jewish society. They
wanted to base social change on ideals, ideas and principles that would provide
a firm foundation for the process of modernization.

If this was the essence of the secular intellectual revolution, then, as we
have stated many times, it was the maskil himself—the secular writer—who
stood at the forefront of this social and cultural revolution. The literary repub-
lic was decidedly the most important achievement of the eighteenth-century
Haskalah and its most important contribution to the modernization of the
Jews. The maskil constructed in Jewish society (to which he remained con-
nected even after he underwent cultural conversion to the Enlightenment)
institutions that had never before existed, like the first modern school, the first
publishing system, the first journal, and the first organization of intellectuals.
He also invented a narrative of the progress and freedom of Jewish history and
instilled in many the optimistic belief in life in ‘‘the modern era.’’6 Above all,
he established the Jewish literary republic, the basic framework for the growth
of a vibrant and keenly involved Jewish public opinion.

Toward the end of the century two subtypes of writers emerged. The first
retained close ties to the sources, the language and the readership of the rab-
binical elite, and sought their audience solely within Jewish society. The other
maintained ties with the German Enlightenment as well and took an active
part in its literary frameworks in the German language. However, they both
took the major revolutionary step of joining the Haskalah. At their own initia-
tive, without any institutional backing and without having been an organic
part of the traditional elite, they assumed the right to ‘‘speak’’ to the Jewish
public (in fact, only to their readers, since at this stage they did not intervene
at all in the synagogue or in preaching), to propose their worldviews to it and
to set forth their plans for the regeneration of Jewry. The rabbinical elite
regarded this as an intolerable provocation and as a revolutionary step to
undermine their authority. From this historic moment, the separation
between the orthodox leadership and the secular intellectual was determined.
And even though the maskil may have continued to observe the religious
norms in his personal life and as a member of the community, in his public
literary life he drew his authority and ideas from his new reading of all aspects
of Jewish tradition, from his analysis of reality and his rational judgment.

In this way, the maskilim simultaneously waged the secular revolution
and the culture war that broke out as soon as they were identified as a threat-
ening challenge. From these standpoints, the roots of the liberal intellectual
elite as well as the roots of the complicated dilemmas created by the Jews’
encounter with modern Western culture lie in the Haskalah. From the vantage
point of the twenty-first century, it would then be correct to say that the Jews,
to one extent or another, are also the children of the Enlightenment.
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(New York, 1996), part 3; Horst Möller, Vernunft und Kritik, Deutsche Aufklärung im
17. Und 18. Jahrundert (Frankfurt am Main, 1986).

31. See H. M. Scott, ed., Enlightened Absolutism: Reform and Reformers in Late
Eighteenth Century Europe (London, 1990).

32. See Moshe Pelli, ‘‘Naphtali Hertz Wessely: Moderation in Transition,’’ in



Notes to Pages 102–107 391

Pelli, The Age of Haskalah: Studies in Hebrew Literature of the Enlightenment in Ger-
many (Leiden, 1979), 113–30; Edward Breuer, ‘‘Naphtali Hertz Wessely and Cultural
Dislocations of an Eighteenth-Century Maskil,’’ in New Perspectives on the Haskalah,
27–47.

33. Wessely, Rav tuv livnei Israel, 96–99.
34. The poems were not preserved, but Wessely writes about their composition

in his letter to Elijah Morpurgo. See Isaac Rivkind, ‘‘Eliahu Morpurgo: Wessely’s Aide
in the Haskalah War, in Light of New Documents (with Introduction and Com-
ments),’’ in Studies in Jewish Bibliography and Related Subjects in Memory of Abraham
Solomon Freidus (New York, 1929), 138–59 (Hebrew).

35. The location and inscription on his grave: Yochanan Witkover, Agadat pera-
chim (Altona, 1880), 303–4.

36. Wessely, Rav tuv livnei Israel, 83–86.

Chapter 5. Projects of Enlightenment and Tests of Tolerance

1. See Arthur Ruppin, Die soziale Struktur der Juden (Berlin, 1930), 67–75; Sergio
Dellapergola, ‘‘Changing Patterns of Jewish Demography in the Modern World,’’
Studia Rosenthaliana 23, 2 (1989): 154–67; Jonathan Israel, European Jewry in the Age of
Mercantilism, 1550–1750 (Oxford, 1991), chap. 10, actually notes negative demographic
trends, although these only relate to the overall population in Central and Western
Europe, and ignore the constant growth in the number of Jews in the important urban
centers of Europe.

2. On these trends in eighteenth-century Jewry, see inter alia Azriel Shohet,
Changing Eras: The Beginning of the Haskalah Among German Jewry (Jerusalem, 1960)
(Hebrew); Steven M. Lowenstein, The Berlin Jewish Community, Enlightenment, Family
and Crisis, 1770–1830 (Oxford, 1994); T. M. Endelman, The Jews of Georgian England
(1714–1830): Tradition and Change in a Liberal Society (Philadelphia, 1979; Ann Arbor,
1999); Israel, European Jewry.

3. See Shmuel Feiner, ‘‘The Modern Jewish Woman: A Test Case in the Relation-
ship Between the Haskalah and Modernity,’’ in Sexuality and the Family in History, ed.
Israel Bartal and Isaiah Gafni (Jerusalem, 1998), 253–304 (Hebrew); Deborah Hertz,
Jewish High Society in Old Regime Berlin (New Haven, 1988); Fromet’s letter to Moses
Mendelssohn, July 18, 1777, in Moses Mendelssohn, Gesammelte Schriften, vol. 19 (Stutt-
gart, 1974), 217–18.

4. On the Freischule, see Shmuel Feiner, ‘‘Educational Agendas and Social Ideals:
Judische Freischule in Berlin, 1778–1825,’’ n Education and History, Cultural and Politi-
cal Contexts, ed. Rivka Feldhay and Immanuel Etkes (Jerusalem, 1999), 247–84

(Hebrew); Mordechai Eliav, Jewish Education in Germany During the Haskalah and
Emancipation (Jerusalem, 1960), 71–79, 209–15 (Hebrew). All the documentation on the
school and its broad historical contexts are collected in Ingrid Lohmann, Die jüdische
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politik und jüdischer Kultusreform, 2 vols. (Munich, 2001). See also Moritz Steinschneider,
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Kieval, ‘‘Caution’s Progress: The Modernization of Jewish Life in Prague, 1780–1830,’’
in Toward Modernity: The European Jewish Model, ed. Jacob Katz (New Brunswick,
N.J., 1987), 71–105.

29. Heiman [Aaron Wolfssohn], ‘‘Review of New Books—Mishlei Asaf, Parts I
and II; Zemirot Asaf, Part III,’’ Hame’asef 7, 3 (1796): 251–66.

30. [Aaron Wolfssohn], Sicha be’eretz hachayim, Hame’asef 7 (1794–96): 93–67;
120–58; 203–28; 279–98; Yehuda Friedlander, Studies in Hebrew Satire (Tel Aviv, 1979)
(Hebrew), 123–200.

31. See Wolfssohn’s third footnote, Sicha be’eretz hachayim, 176.
32. Ibid., 151.
33. Joseph Ha’efrati, Alon bakhut (Vienna, 1793).
34. Wolfssohn, Sicha be’eretz hachayim, 172–73.
35. Ibid., 176.
36. See Moshe Samet, ‘‘Early Burial: The History of the Controversy on Deter-

mining Time of Death,’’ Asufot 3 (1988), (Hebrew), in particular pp. 433–49, which
reconstruct the events of the 1790s in the early burial controversy; Gerda Heinrich,
‘‘Haskala und Emanzipation, Paradigmen der Debatte zwischen 1781 und 1812,’’ Das
Achtzehnte Jahrhundert 22 (1999): 152–75.

37. Marcus Herz, Mikhtav (letter to Hame’asef) (Berlin, 1788).
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bürgerliche Verbesserung der Juden
Volkschule, 108

Voltaire: anti-Semitism of, 120; deism of, 6,
120; Margolioth fears thought of, 350; mocks
faith in Candide, 252, 286; as shaper of
Enlightenment thought, 273, 366; views on
tolerance, 113–14. See also Philosophical Dic-
tionary

Wagenaar, David, 26, 78

Wallich, Isaac, 21–23, 39, 388n23

Was ist Aufklärung? (Kant), 101

Wealth of Nations, 101

Wertheimer, Shimshon, 388n23

Wessely affair, 277–78; Cranz writes about, 153;
Divrei shalom ve’emet as threat to ortho-
doxy, 89–90, 95, 99–100; end of, 161; histori-
cal context of, 101–3; Pinhas Hurwitz attacks
Wessely, 157–58; Landau attacks Wessely, 90,
140–41, 157; precipitates Rabbi Levin’s flight
from Berling, 159–60; Tevele attacks Wes-
sely, 87–88, 91–92, 142, 157, 160

Wessely, Carl Bernhard, 213, 219, 306

Wessely, Moshe, 123

Wessely, Naphtali Herz, 8, 78, 250, 271, 277–78,
328, 344; advocates dual identity for Jews,
96–97, 300, 313, 317–18, 372; advocates
reform of traditional education, 94–95, 98,
111, 133–34, 249, 294 (see also torat ha’adam;
torat haShem); attacked by Pinhas Hurwitz,
157; background of, 26, 101–2; and Coperni-
can cosmology, 63; corresponds with Men-
delssohn, 79; criticizes rabbis, 97, 148–49 (see
also Wessely affair); defends Mendelssohn,
132–35; as freethinker, 146; and Hebrew lan-
guage, 10, 89, 96, 101–2, 110, 129, 133, 139, 147;
loses public role, 356; mentors younger
maskilim, 83–84; poetry of, 77, 251, 267; as
proponent of Hebrew literature, 10, 45; pub-
lications of, 44–45, 83, 139, 324; reads Dohm,
129; relations with Ashkenazi Jews, 103; rab-
bis attack, 151, 156–57; translates Mendels-
sohn’s letter to Lavater, 118–19; von Zedlitz
supports, 397n11; writes musar literature, 93;
writes textbooks for Freischule, 111. See also
Divrei shalom ve’emet; Ein mishpat; Gan



440 Index

na’ul; Mehalel re’a; Rav tuv livnei Israel;
Rehovot; Shirei tiferet; Yain levanon

Wetzlar, Isaac, 23–24, 27, 34. See also Libes briv
Wheelock, Eleazar, 52

White Russia, 102, 303, 337

Wilhelm II Royal School, 326, 328

Wilhelm II (Prussia), 259

Wilhelm Royal Society, 333

Winkopp, Peter Adoph, 118, 160

Wolf, Isaac Benjamin, 150

Wolf, Moshe, 47, 68, 72

Wolff, Christian, 33

Wolfssohn, Aaron, 317, 336, 342; analysis of
Haskalah-Halle’s decline in 1790s, 356; co-
translates Haftarot, 323; continues Bi’ur
project, 266; criticizes Jeiteles, 351, 355; criti-
cizes Margolioth, 284–85, 349; criticizes
Satanow, 354–55; edits Ha-me’asef, 267, 290,
295, 320–21, 326; protests early burial, 335;
religious knowledge of, 294; Simonsohn
criticizes, 353–54; teaches, 306, 357; writes A
Conversation in the Land of the Living, 329–
31, 334, 352, 426n34; writes Leichtsinn und
Frömmelei, 358–60. See also Avtalyon

Worms, Anshel, 44, 49–50, 72, 77, 383n34. See
also Seyag laTorah

Yain levanon (Wessely), 77, 99

Yaldut vebacharut (Breslau), 92, 251

Yeshuah beYisrael (ben Yosef), 45

Yiddish language, 360; Friedländer uses, 317;
Maimon speaks, 191; Marcuse writes in, 66;
maskilim translate into Hebrew, 128; mod-
ernization and, 261; traditional society and,
106, 356; Wessely wants to replace with
Hebrew, 98; Wetzlar writes in, 24

Zalman, Schneor, 303

Zamosc, Israel ben Moshe Halevi, 28–29, 31, 67,
82; and Copernican cosmology, 49, 63; criti-
cizes traditional society, 69–70; and patron-
age of Ephraim family, 64, 388n23; and
patronage of Itzig family, 388n23; writings
of, 44, 48–49, 78. See also Netzach Yisrael;
Nezed hadema

Zedlitz, Baron von. See Abraham, Karl
Ze’ev yitrof, 338

Zeitlin, Joshua, 337, 388n23

Zohar taniana (Satanow), 245


