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A tale of enlightenment
When the Yeshiva of Volozhin 
closed, many students suddenly 
found dreams of becoming 
physicians, engineers or attorneys

FROM THE BOOK:  
“SECULARIZATION IN JEWISH CULTURE”
By AVRI BAR-LEVAV,RON MARGOLIN 

And SHMUEL FEINER 

In 1893, the Russian government 
ordered the closure of the Yeshi-
va of Volozhin, known also as the 
first modern yeshiva. Founded in 

the early 19th century by Rabbi Hayim 
of Volozhin (1749-1821) in the town 
of the same name (today Valozhyn) 
located in the Belarusian province of 

Minsk, it had earned a reputation as 
the heart of traditional Judaic scholar-
ship in the 19th century.

There, a myriad of rabbis and re-
nowned scholars had acquired their 
Talmudic erudition alongside young 
students. Some of these young men 
later became secularized and some 
– such as Hayim Nahman Bialik and 
Mikha Yosef Berdichevsky – contin-
ued to assume a central role in the 
formation of modern Jewish culture. 
A poetic depiction of the yeshiva’s clo-

sure by Zalman Shneour (1887-1957) 
vividly describes the upending of reli-
gious life among students in the yeshi-
va and the penetration of secularized 
tendencies during the establishment’s 
final years:

In 1893 the Russian government, as 
a result of informants – a usual prac-
tice of the time – decided to close the 
Yeshiva of Volozhin in Lithuania.

The closing was accompanied by a 
great deal of official publicity, meant 
to set an example.

(John Alvin/TNS)
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As this was happening, the heads of 
the yeshiva, local dignitaries, as well 
as some elderly folks and regular stu-
dents, all stood crying in their beards, 
mourning the exile of the Torah’s 
honor, crying for the Slawuta Talmud, 
with its blue pages, that would hence-
forth be left neglected. 

Just opposite them stood also young 
students of the yeshiva as well as 
youths, their faces pale, their eyes a lit-
tle scared – although at the same time, 
sparkling with some covert curiosity.

Truth be told, whatever paleness 
came over them, it was no product of 
fear alone. It was also the shudder of 
something new and merry, something 
imminent, that they felt must begin 
now, whether they like it or not.

Long before the yeshiva’s closure, new 
winds have already found their way in-
side, blowing in-between the tired, well-
worn pages of the Talmud. Cautious, 
sacrilegious little thoughts began twin-
kling between the written lines, find-
ing their way amidst the white paths 
leading the road from the Tosafot and 
the Talmud... Hibbat Zion, Ha-Melitz, 
Moreh Nevukhei Ha-Zman [The Guide 
of the Perplexed of the Time], Lilien-
blum’s Sins of Youth – all these rushed 
like a tempest through the dreams of 
those youths, infused with the poetry 
and sweet idleness of the days of Has-
kalah, stimulating them to lives of sub-
stance and material creativity. 

And there, in the distance, was Smo-
lenskin’s setting sun, a bright, blazing 
backdrop to the occurrences taking 
place in other distant places... in Ash-
kenaz [Germany], cradle of European 
science and “joy.” Whether openly 
or hidden, the yeshiva students were 
already studying “every sort of forbid-
den thing.” They “aspired.” 

The old “end” that had long gnawed 
at their minds like a mosquito, 

buzzing in the mouths of the fathers, 
had given way to “goals” and “purpos-
es.” And now, with the sudden fall of 
the cherished, burdensome walls of 
the yeshiva, those “aims” were com-
ing closer, emerging from the fog, tak-
ing on a more-or-less abiding form.

Many of the young men started pre-
paring to travel to Berlin so they could 
obtain there the academic degree of 
“rabbi and doctor.”

This “goal” was a kind of compro-
mise between past and present, old 
and new. The fathers would not be 
overly distressed, and the Haskalah’s 
decree too would be realized. Others, 
some of the bravest among them, kin-
dled still greater aspirations. This one 
“aspired” to be a physician, that one 
an engineer, another wanted to be 
an attorney, etc. Their eyes flared up 
with excitement. And so the young 
students’ candle, shedding only yes-
terday its late feeble light on the pages 
of [tractates] Nedarim and Ketubbot, 
now set its trembling brightness on 
the Ashkenazi [German] grammar 
book, on the pages of the first book 
of engineering, and on the Latin 
plusquamperfectum.

Their eyes strained as they had just 
not long ago strained over a challeng-
ing Halakhic dilemma, consulting the 
commentaries of Maharam Schiff. The 
matmid, the constant student, was re-
incarnated in a different form... Every-
where, on the streets and in the parks 
“ruddy maidens and red apples” en-
joyed themselves, blushing. The heart 
contracted of weakness, blood bubbled 
through the arteries like fresh wine, 
and the candlelight flickered, whisper-
ing its clever soothing spell over the 
blow: Study, my son, study! “The Torah 

is light and ignorance darkness...”
And we must not forget that what 

seems to us now a withered old-fash-
ioned statement, seemed to our older 
contemporaries, only 25 years ago, 
as the 11th commandment, follow-
ing the 10 they had learned in the 
cheder, and that to the young yeshiva 
student of those days, these “goals,” 
which to a modern Jew are a simple 
matter of vocation, were a sacred, 
high ambition that few were privi-
leged enough to realize. Through the 
decrepit, charred panes of the yeshi-
va’s windows, any physician’s assis-
tant appeared as a sort of superman. 
With the blue stripes on his cap and 
trousers, a slim student wandering 
from the capital to the town shone as 
if he was a divine angel.

Russian spoken well by a yeshiva 
student or by the forelocked pharma-
cist was music to our ears. And all this, 
which seems now so usual in the eyes 
of even the later maskilim of Poland, 
was then most sacred in the eyes of the 
“aspiring” Lithuanian.

That is why the sudden develop-
ment of the closing of the Volozhin 
Yeshiva was received by the students 
as a thing anticipated and secretly 
desired: “Enough!... The new is com-
ing... Be strong, be strong, and let us 
all be stronger!”

And they took wing...! The birds 
scattered, wandering all over the 
world. And many did indeed achieve 
the “goal,” the aspired purpose. Some 
are still with us today: famed physi-
cians, chemists, engineers, generic 
scholars; and also a few apostates.

As mentioned before, Zalman 
Shneour constructs a literary, impres-
sionistic description of the response 

‘New winds have already found 
their way inside, blowing in-between 
the tired, well-worn pages of the 
Talmud’  – Zalman Shneour
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the yeshiva’s closing elicited among 
some of its students. Indeed, there 
were of course also those who went on 
to continue their studies in other yeshi-
vas, and it is no doubt due to Shneour’s 
personal choice of secular identity and 
of the path of Haskalah, that he makes 
no mention of them. Shneour, an au-
thor writing in Hebrew and Yiddish, 
was also close to Bialik, and in fact 
wrote this depiction as part of a more 
general account of Bialik’s youth. 

Bearing this in mind, his prefer-
ence of emphasizing the novel state 
of Jewish culture at the threshold of 
the 20th century, while focusing par-
ticularly on certain young circles, is 
understandable. Shneour elegantly 
describes the atmosphere of change 
taking root in the lives of the yeshiva 
students: an atmosphere of renewal 
and of transition, although the spe-
cific details in his account are not al-
ways accurate. Thus, for example, he 

mentions the periodical Ha-Melitz, al-
though by the end of the 19th century 
this was already a relatively old and 
conservative publication, especially 
when compared with newer literary 
platforms such as Ha-Shiloach and 
Lu’ach Achi’asaf. 

Shneour also does not mention the 
dynamic and new Hebrew publishing 
houses that were active around the 
close of the 19th century. On the oth-
er hand, he does refer to Hibbat Zion 
(which later became Zionism), to the 
role of newly published Hebrew works 
(such as Sins of Youth, the revealing 
autobiography of Moshe Lilienblum, 
published in the 1870s), as well as to 
role-models of a new sort, such as 
Peretz Smolenskin. 

We see then that Zalman Shneour 
perceives the yeshiva’s closure not 
as an end, but as a beginning of new 
possibilities, more exciting than those 
offered in the yeshiva; notably, the 
opportunity to study medicine, engi-
neering, or law – none of which are 
occupations of a particularly Jewish 
bent, but rather professions deeply in-
terwoven with the general culture. 

To be sure, there had been young 
Jews in Eastern Europe studying these 
disciplines already in the mid-19th 
century, and in Western Europe even 
earlier (Jewish physicians, Maimon-
ides perhaps being the most famous, 
counted among the greatest Jew-
ish religious scholars already in the 
Middle Ages), but Shneour purpose-
ly chooses to associate these profes-
sions with the closure of the yeshiva. 
According to him, at the time of the 
closing of the yeshiva, many of its 
students were already undergoing 
modernization, i.e. transformation 
and adaptation to the currents of the 
new ways of life, one of its manifesta-
tions being secularization. ❖
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