
JEWISH LEARNING IN POLAND-LITHUANIA

15th - 17th CENTURIES

During the 16th century there arose in Poland a number of great
rabbinic authorities. They helped lay the foundations for the learning which
was to characterize Polish Jewry until modern times. In the 12th and 13th
centuries, Russian and Polish Jewish students had gone to Austria,
Bohemia, and Germany, and even to Spain to study. However, due to the
calamities which were falling thick and fast upon the Jews of Western
Europe, Polish Jewry had to become increasingly self-reliant. It was aided
in this by the large immigration of Jews from Germany.

There were three great rabbanim who were connected with the rise of
Jewish learning in Poland. R. Shalom Shachna (1500-1558), rabbi of Lublin
and later of the entire province; R. Moshe Isserles (1530-1572), head of the
yeshiva in Cracow and most famous Ashkenazic rabbinic authority
throughout the Jewish world; and R. Solomon Luria (1510-1573) of Posen
who wrote a very important commentary on a number of Talmudic tractates.
These three men began the growth of the intellectual structure of Polish
Jewry.

By the 16th century few talmudical academies could be found in
Germany. Two or three centuries previously there had been hardly an
important town without one. Now it was the Slavic lands, especially Poland,
that could boast of the most famous ones. The yeshivot were not schools to
train rabbis; most of the students attended them because it was expected
of them to attain higher learning in the study of Talmud. If a student showed
the slightest inclination of excellence, the kahal gladly contributed to his
support. Thus the entire population was raised to a high intellectual level.
Neither medieval Germany nor Islamic Spain had witnessed the like.

The study of Talmud became a means of satisfying the people’s
intellectual hunger. Pilpul, used already to some extent in the Babylonian



yeshivot, became the popular method of studying Talmud in Poland. The
object was to sharpen the minds of the student so that he might see deeper
into the difficult arguments of the Talmudic text. Pilpul enabled a man to
display his knowledge and keenness of mind. However, many of the
notable rabbis of Poland, including R. Solomon Luria, objected to extreme
pilpulism. The abler heads of the yeshivot knew how to keep this method of
study within bounds. Still it became the characteristic method of study in
most Polish yeshivot.

Before a young man could enter upon his studies at a yeshiva, he had
to possess a considerable amount of knowledge. The ability to read the text
intelligently had to be acquired in the lower school - the heder. Every village
with a number of Jewish inhabitants made certain to engage a teacher for
the children. The schools were the one communal activity which was never
neglected. Parents felt obligated to pay for the education of their children. If
they could not do so, the community provided a free school. All schools
were under communal supervision, and all teachers had to be acceptable
in character and academic accreditations to the local authorities - the
rabbis and the gabbaim. Illiteracy was rare among Poland’s Jewish
population.

Parents considered nothing in the life of their child more important than
the acquisition of a Jewish education. Beautiful ceremonies developed
around the occasions when a child began to study the Hebrew alphabet,
and again when he began studying Chumash. He was wrapped in a tallit,
given something sweet to eat, and in general made to feel that something
of the utmost significance was happening in his life. For the child was
setting out on an intellectual and spiritual search that was considered to be
of the highest value. As soon as he was able to read, he was taught the
Biblical book of Vayikra which prepared him for the study of Jewish law.
Long hours of study, frequent reviews and examinations, and, above all, the
encouragement received at home and everywhere else in the child’s
environment made the heder an institution of utmost importance.



Beginning with the 16th century, the Jews of Eastern Europe had an
additional advantage over previous centers of Jewish life. In earlier periods
only the rich person could afford a copy of the Talmud, or of other rabbinic
works. Sefarim copied by hand were extremely expensive. Jews had tried
to overcome this difficulty by making the lending of books a high virtue and
a religious obligation. Still this set bounds to the spread of knowledge. The
art of printing now placed books within the reach of almost everyone.
Ordinary people could now possess a small library. Synagogues and Battei
Midrash also set up public libraries, open to use by anyone. Above all, the
numerous Jewish families scattered among the tiny settlements of Poland
and the Ukraine, far from the cultural simulations of a city, now took books
along with them, and set up their own small libraries in their own homes.

Thus the Polish Jews of the 16th and 17th centuries presented an
unusual aspect. While their economic opportunities were limited, they
learned to disregard economics and to emphasize intellect instead.
Surrounded by enemies of Judaism, they developed their own religious life.
They clung to it more tenaciously than had Jews of other lands, and under
better conditions.

Living under the uncertain protection of nobles who were interested only
in the income they could derive from them, they learned to cooperate
among themselves and to establish a stimulating communal life. In the
midst of a population almost completely lacking in culture, they engaged in
an amazing literary and cultural output. The most ignorant of them could
recite portions of the Bible by heart, and an astonishingly high percentage
was at home in the field of Talmudic legislation. Only the Babylonian Jewish
community at the height of the Amoraic Age produced anything resembling
Polish Jewry around the year 1600.


