
  



Biographical Sketch: 
 

o Eliyahu ben Shlomo was born on the first day of Pesach 1720 – 

died Chol HaMoed Sukkot 1797 (age 77). Lived most of his life in 

Villna except when traveling abroad. 

o He was the oldest of five boys. Descendant of R’ Moshe Rivkes and 

R’ Moshe Kraemer.  

o No formal education that we know of. His children say he didn’t 

learn formally with anyone after the age of 6.  

o Married Chana at age 18 (1738). Left her home to travel on 

multiple occasions. Shlomo Luria thinks he went looking for 

manuscripts. Returned with family in 1748. The family lives in 

communal property attached to the Vilna synagogue.  

o 1755 – Writes letter to defend R’ Yonasan Eibzitz. Prof. Sid 

Leiman claims this to be the first time his name ever appears in print 

(35 years old.) 

o 1756 he loses his daughter who was engaged to be married. In 1758 

his father died, Eliyahu Pesseles funds the establishment of his 

official Kloyz (Beit Midrash). He begins to teach publicly.  

o 1767 Kehilla rebuilds the Vilna Synagogue and the Beis Midrash. 

Gra has a few more children including Avraham and Yehuda Leib.  

o Around this time he attempts to move to Israel, unsuccessfully.  

o 1772 he is back in Vilna writes the letters condemning Chassidut. 

Assumption is at this point (50 plus years old, he is well known). He 

slams the door of R’ Shneur Zalman of Liadi and Menachem of 

Vitebsk.  

o Baruch of Shklov visits in 1778 and the Gra welcomes his Euclid 

math book translated to Hebrew.  

o 1780 elite students start to visit him. Friendly with the Dubner 

Maggid.  

o 1782 Channa dies and he remarries, Gittle the widow of Rav Meir of 

Chelm.  

o 1787 –  Participates in the kidnapping of a Jewish boy who had 

converted to Christianity. He was sentenced to 12 weeks in jail. 

o 1795 – Russians invade 

o 1796 – While failing health, asks his students to write one more 

condemnation of Chassidim.  

o 1797 – Yom Kippur he became ill and Sukkot he passed away. 

Chassidim celebrated. Levayah was held in shul against his wishes.  

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Introduction to Biurei HaGra written by R’ Avraham and  
R’ Yehuda Leib, sons of the Vilna Gaon. 



 

 

 

 

 

Introduction to Peat HaShulchan  
written by R’ Yisrael of Shklov  

student of the Vilna Gaon. 



  

Preface to Sifra D’Tzniuta written by R’ Chaim of Volozhin   
student of the Vilna Gaon. 



Notes to first Shiur:  

 

1. Two ways approaching the Gra: Study his personality and then read his writings or read his writings 

and then learn about his personality. Both are breathtaking. We’re going to try to weave  the two 

together.  

2. Basic Sketch of the Gra’s life. Almost entirely in Vilna. No real teachers, no formal students. No Shul, 

no Beit Din. For most of his life he is almost impossible to reach and doesn’t publish any works. Yet from 

the privacy of his own Kloyz, becomes one of the most revered teachers of Torah and arbiters of Halacha 

to ever live.  

Questions we’ll consider:  

#1: How is it possible that such a reclusive person could become such a force in Rabbinic tradition? 

#2:  How did time and place effect the Gra? What was life like for Jews in Vilna and how did it shape 

his outlook on life and Galut? 

#3. It will become clear that the Gra was in his own way a “Zionist” and also in his own way a 

“Maddah” Jew. Will it be fair to categorize him as modern in that sense? To what degree was he a 

mystic and how does that change our view of him. 

#4. The Gra was the first and most senior opponent of Chassidut. What did he believe Chassidut to be 

and were his decisions to attack them correct in the grand scope of history?  

#5. How does one separate between myth and reality in the biographical memories of those who 

knew him personally? 

#6. There have been many brilliant minds throughout the ages. What make Eliyahu of Vilna “the 

genius”? 

 

3. Mishlei: Sleep and Slumber. Sleep is when you are completely unconscious and slumber is when you 

are dozing but responsive to outside stimuli. The Talmid Chacham only needs to know the Halacha but 

the Judge needs to know what’s going on around him, fully aware of the Mitziut. This is why bribery 

effects the eyes, because it refers to someone who knows the halacha but can’t apply it properly. 

Judgement will only be correct if the judge knows the rules, the environment and the personalities.  

 

4. Story about the Gra not sleeping in prison on Sukkot. (But he ate outside the sukkah). 

5. Hakdama L’Biur HaGra – 2 hours of sleep per day, 30 minute increments, always learning.  

6. Yisrael of Shklov – he kept himself awake with buckets of ice water in the winter.  

7. R’ Chaim Volozhner – His primary ethic was hard work and rejected the maggidim. Yet he also says 

that sleep is for reaching the highest level while the soul is freed from the body.  


