Abstract

When an American Jew Produced:

Judah David Eisenstein and the First Hebrew Encyclopedia

Between 1907 and 1913, Judah David Eisenstein (1854—1956), an amateur scholar and
entrepreneurial immigrant to New York City, produced the first modern Hebrew
encyclopedia, Ozar Yisrael. The Ozar was in part a traditionalist response to Otsar
Hayahdut: Hoveret [’dugma, a sample volume of an encyclopedia created by Asher Ginzberg
(Ahad Ha’am)’s circle of cultural nationalists. However, Eisenstein was keen for his
encyclopedia to have a veneer of objective and academic respectability. To achieve this, he
assembled a global cohort of contributors who transcended religious and ideological
boundaries, even as he retained firm editorial control. Through the story of the Ozar Yisrael,
this dissertation highlights the role of America as an exporter of Jewish culture, raises
questions about the borders between Haskalah and cultural nationalism, and reveals variety
among Orthodox thinkers active in Jewish culture in America at the turn of the twentieth

century.
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At moments when such thoughts came to him, Shloyme became unnaturally animated,
walked up to his son, wanted to talk to him with passion and at great length, to give him
advice on a couple of things, but ... it had been such a long time since he had spoken to
anyone, or given anyone advice.

Old Shloyme (1913)

Isaac Babel
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Introduction

The creation of the Ozar Yisrael, a Hebrew encyclopedia published in New York
between 1907 and 1913, challenges a long-held assumption that in this era America was a
needy cultural recipient that merely imported Jewish scholarship. It is the neglected story of
an amateur intellectual named Judah David Eisenstein (1854—1956) who gathered an
international group of scholars, writers, and rabbis and directed their efforts to a work that
won the attention of the entire spectrum of the Hebraist diaspora, pushing America into an
international Jewish discussion.

In 1872, Eisenstein left his native Meseritz and arrived in New York, where he
became a proponent of immigration to America.! He began his public writing career with
panegyric dispatches about his new homeland, and for a time, the overseas Hebrew press
marked him as its New York correspondent.? One of the many organizations in his orbit was

the Ohole Shem Society (OSS). This was an amateur Hebraist group operating in New York

! Eisenstein’s father emigrated to the United States in 1862 and settled for a period in San Francisco. See
Eisenstadt, Hakhme Yisrael b’Amerika: Toldot rabanim ha-geonim, ha-hakhamim veha-sofrim, ha-mehabrim,
ha-nedivim ve-anshe hashem, al pi mekorim ne’emanim u-nekhonim: Tish’ah asar sifre ha-biyografya (New
York: American Jewish legacy publication society, 2013), vol. 1, part 5, 11-12.

2 A list of Eisenstein’s dispatches to America can be found in Judah David Eisenstein, Ozar Zichronotay (New
York: 1927), 380ff. These dispatches began in 1878 and continued through the 1880s.



City between 1890 and 1907 that allowed members and others to deliver lectures at monthly
meetings. In 1906, Eisenstein gave a lecture on encyclopedias to this group.

By the time Eisenstein delivered his lecture to OSS, the Jewish world had been
grappling for over a decade with a desire to produce an encyclopedia. This desire was fueled
by a worldwide movement to produce encyclopedias on various groups, and now two
projects targeted the Jewish world. The first of these, written in English, was the recently
completed twelve-volume Jewish Encyclopedia (1901-1905). The second, written in
Hebrew, was the failing Otsar hayahadut, by Asher Ginzberg, whose nom de plume was
Ahad Ha’am. Ahad Ha’am was the major figure of the Hebrew cultural nationalist
movement. He pitched his idea for a Hebrew encyclopedia beginning the 1890s, and a
sample volume appeared in 1906. Thus, when Eisenstein gave his talk to the OSS and started
to sell his encyclopedia, there was already one English-language encyclopedia as well as a
sample volume of a long-awaited Hebrew encyclopedia.

During this period, America was experiencing an explosion of print culture. The Ozar
Yisrael appeared in the same decade as the Catholic Encyclopedia;® Charles W. Eliot’s

“Fivefoot Shelf,” also known as the Harvard Classics;* and W. E. Debois’s proposal for an

3 Charles B. Herbermann et al., eds., The Catholic Encyclopedia: An International Work of Reference on the
Constitution, Doctrine, Discipline, and History of the Catholic Church (New York: Encyclopedia Press, 1907—
1912). This was a fifteen-volume work with an index that appeared in 1914. See Michael F. Lombardo,
Founding Father: John J. Wynne, S.J., and the Inculturation of American Catholicism in the Progressive Era
(PhD diss., University of Dayton, 2014), 211-86.

4 See Tim Lacy, “Dreams of a Democratic Culture: Revising the Origins of the Great Books Idea, 1869-1921,”
in The Journal of the Gilded Aga and Progressive Era 7, no. 14 (2008): 397-441, esp. 421-423.



Encyclopedia Afiicana.’ Thus, this Hebraist encyclopedia was linked to an expanding
constellation of American print media. At the same time, it extended beyond America and
must be considered as more than just an American work.

Crucial to the production of the Ozar Yisrael was the fact that it was written by and
marketed to an international Hebraist diaspora. From New York City’s Lower East Side,
Eisenstein commandeered an army of enthusiasts, writers, and subscribers that extended from
South Africa to rural Australia and included the Middle East and all of Europe.® At first
glance, it appears that well-known writers from across the ideological spectrum wrote for the
work, but a deeper look uncovers a more complicated story. Many people chose not to
contribute, and among those who did contribute, some regretted their decision. This seems to
have been because of the ideology imposed by Eisenstein through his strong editorial control.
More than he wanted distinguished people to make scholarly contributions, Eisenstein
wished to leverage their reputations. Yet it remains true that a number of recognized
personalities from across the ideological spectrum happily contributed entries to the work.

At the time, America was supposed to supply financial aid to world Jewry and act as

a safe haven for would-be immigrants. It was not expected to disseminate Jewish culture to

5 Henry Louis Gates Jr., “W. E. B. Du Bois and the Encyclopedia Africana, 1909-1963,” Annals of the
American Academy of Political and Social Science 568 (2000): 203—19.

¢ Their work had just one Australian subscriber, “J. Blumberg” from Queensland, Australia, and he is listed in
OY 6:4. See Morris S. Ochert, “The Blumbergs of Blumbergville,” Journal of the Australian Jewish Historical
Society 14, no. 1 (1997): 45—46. There are over a hundred references to the Ozar Yisrael in Berl Kagan, Hebrew
Subscription Lists: With and Index to 8,767 Jewish Communities in Europe and North Africa (in Yiddish: Sefer
Haprenumerantn) (The Library of the Jewish Theological Seminary of America and Ktav Publishing House:
New York, 1975).



the rest of the world.” By producing the Ozar Yisrael and then marketing it to Europeans, an
editor in America was delivering a double blow to this notion. The project revealed Europe’s
deficiency: when it came to the Hebrew encyclopedia project, Europe had failed to create a
viable product. In this area, Europeans now had to look to America. Hundreds of
encyclopedia entries were written in Hebrew across the globe, placed in envelopes, and sent
to America. In America, these entries were edited and processed, turned into an
encyclopedia, and then exported as the Ozar Yisrael. For some Europeans, it was infuriating
to see an unknown man in a land without learning executing an intellectual project of the
highest order that they had initiated. Others saw it as a sign that America had matured. No
longer was she destined to look beyond her borders to import Jewish cultural life, for now
she was manufacturing and exporting her own Hebraist culture. (At the time, most people did
not realize the extent to which this encyclopedia was the work of a single American
immigrant, Judah David Eisenstein.) This is one reason why the appearance of the Ozar
Yisrael is a significant event for modern Jewish history.

Despite this significance, however, the work has been overlooked until now. For

example, in 2009, the Simon Dubnow Institute ran a workshop entitled “Kaleidoscopic

7 Tony Michels, writing about the influence of Jewish Socialists on the Russian empire, makes a similar
argument: “The leading role of New York in exporting Yiddish socialist literature to Russia suggests the need to
revise the standard view of American Jewry as an outpost of European Jewry. According to that view, the
cultural, ideological, and political life of immigrant Jews amounted to little more than a replica—and a pale one
at that—of European originals. In fact, a tremendous degree of innovation took place in immigrant Jewish
communities, so that what might appear to have been European carryovers were actually American inventions
... Thus, instead of a core-periphery model for understanding the relationship between American and Russian
Jewry, it would be more helpful to adopt a transnational framework in which individuals, ideas, publications,
money, and organizations moved between countries, sometimes in one direction, other times reciprocally.”
Tony Michels, “Exporting Yiddish Socialism: New York’s Role in the Russian Jewish Workers’ Movement,”
JSS 16, no. 1 (2009): 2-3.



Knowledge: On Jewish and Other Encyclopedias in Modernity” and published presentations
from this workshop;® the Ozar Yisrael was not mentioned. This lacuna is due to many
factors. The Ozar Yisrael fits into American Hebraism, which American Jewish history has
neglected. It also fits into modern Jewish history, but many practitioners of that field eschew
it for being an American story, which is beyond the boundaries of what they study. Finally,
Eisenstein’s long life and encyclopedic writing make the study of the Ozar Yisrael and its
background a substantial undertaking.

Eisenstein had been a contributor to the Jewish Encyclopedia, supplying it with
around one hundred fifty articles, so writing for a scholarly encyclopedia was familiar to
him.? Now, the Jewish Encyclopedia supplied him with endless material for his Ozar Yisrael.
Any weighty topic he wished to include had an up-to-date article and a full bibliography,
which could be consulted with ease or even quietly lifted from the Jewish Encyclopedia and
translated into Hebrew. This sped up the production of the Ozar Yisrael, and the additional
step of translating from English to Hebrew made such plagiarism harder to detect and a little
less barefaced. Whether it was because of plagiarism or just his furious work ethic,
Eisenstein produced the Ozar Yisrael with alacrity. Even supporters pleaded with him to slow
down, but he had good reason for wanting to finish so quickly. The apparently imminent
publication of the Otsar hayahadut posed a threat to those who, like Eisenstein, wished to

assert the sanctity of the Bible and the uniqueness of the Jewish people’s gifts to the world.

8 Simon Dubnow Institute Yearbook 9 (2010).

° Eisenstein listed his entries to the Jewish Encyclopedia in Ozar Zichronotay, 382-84.



Haskalah, Hebrew Nationalism, and the Ozar Yisrael

The competition between the Ozar Yisrael and the Otsar hayahadut must be
understood against the background of the Haskalah and Hebrew cultural nationalism. The
Haskalah was the Jewish Enlightenment. It was a revolutionary movement aimed at
preparing the Jewish people for emancipation and entry into European society. It is widely
accepted that the Haskalah began in Germany in the 1770s and spread across Europe. The
Haskalah was not uniform and operated differently in each locale, as did the way Jews
mainstreamed into the dominant society. To the east, in Galicia and then Russia, the German
model inspired similar movements. However, as these movements failed to live up to their
promises, other modern Jewish movements, among them Hebrew nationalism, emerged and
replaced them. The Haskalah’s core promise was that if the Jews learned to change their
ways, the world would learn to accept them. Similarly, non-Jewish advocates of Jewish
emancipation argued that whatever “defects” the Jews had were the result of debilitating
discrimination. Were the discrimination to be removed, the defects would disappear, and the
Jews would become an asset to the state.

Although the emancipation of the Jews in Germany was a process that took a century,
by the 1870s the Jews of Germany had gained full emancipation. In Russia, in contrast, it
became clear that the trajectory of Jewish emancipation would not parallel the experience to
the west, and with the ascent of Alexander III in 1881, any embers of hope were
extinguished. When the Russian government blamed the pogroms of 1881 on the Jews, there

was a widespread feeling that the Jewish desire to join Russian society was unrequited. This



led to a yearning for a Jewish homeland and inspired pride in the idea that the Jews were not
only adherents of a religion but also part of a nation.

Both the Haskalah and Hebrew nationalism maintained that to meet the challenge and
opportunity of a new age, the Jewish masses needed to change. Changes included reforming
Jewish education and modifying the Jewish style of dress. Emerging in the 1820s and closely
related to the Haskalah was the Wissenschaft des Judentums, the “Science of Judaism”
movement, known in Hebrew as Hokhmat Yisrael. This movement was based on the premise
that if Jews wanted to be taken seriously, they needed to show that their religion was worthy
of being taken seriously. One of its legacies was the emergence in the nineteenth century of
rabbinical seminaries, which opened new vistas of Jewish learning, in both method and
scope. The Bible and Talmud were looked at from a fresh “scientific” perspective, and the
fields of Jewish history, theology, and liturgy were nurtured.

The promotion of fluency in non-Jewish languages was a pillar of the Haskalah.
Maskilim (adherents of the Haskalah) argued that for Germany to accept its Jews, the Jews
needed to acculturate into German society, and this included learning German. The founding
father of the Haskalah was Moses Mendlessohn (1729-1786), and maskilim regarded him as
a venerated hero worthy of emulation. One work that defined Mendelssohn was his (and his
disciples’) Humash Netivot HaShalom, a translation of the Pentateuch into German written in
Hebrew characters with an accompanying commentary.'® Thus, the Haskalah privileged

German and attempted to displace Yiddish, which into the end of the eighteenth century

10 Commonly referred to as the Biur. See Shmuel Feiner, Moses Mendelssohn: Sage of Modernity, trans.
Anthony Berris (Yale University Press: New Haven, 2010), 124-34.



remained the language of the Jewish masses in Germany. Yet, even as the maskilim
downgraded Yiddish and promoted German, they revived Hebrew, and it became a language
that could be used in secular learning. The Haskalah’s Jewish educational institutions shifted
their focus from Jewish to secular studies. The curriculum of the first educational institution
of the Haskalah, the Freischule, which was founded in Berlin in 1778, “heralded the transfer
of the center of gravity from Jewish studies to general subjects,” and Talmud was completely
omitted from the curriculum.!!

The second work for which Mendelssohn was known was Jerusalem.'? In this work,
he argued that Judaism was a wholly rational religion that did not contradict the principles of
the modern state. Judaism’s particularistic laws were part of an ecosystem that supported a
rational revealed religion and posed no barrier to a Jew becoming a loyal citizen. A general
privileging of a rational outlook buttressed the changes that the Haskalah promoted. Thus,
the Haskalah maintained that the Jew would win emancipation by learning non-Jewish
languages and gaining a secular education. These were the pathways to being accepted into
the mainstream.

When the Haskalah migrated to Russia, the maskilim there adopted the German
model. From the 1820s onward, schools that followed the “Mendelssohnian” system sprouted
in cities and towns across Russia. Many Russian masklilm spoke German, and their schools
favored German or Russian over Yiddish. In Russia, the maskilim turned to the government,

which was eager to reform Jewish life. In the 1840s, the government appointed Max

' Azriel Shochat, “Haskalah,” EJ 8:437.

12 See Feiner, Moses Mendelssohn, 153—86.



Lilienthal (1815-1882) of Riga to help “enlighten the Jews.”!* Many believed that Russia
would follow the example of other countries that had emancipated their Jews. The reforms
that Alexander II instituted in the 1860s, such as emancipating the serfs, and the Hebrew
newspapers that began appearing in the 1860s strengthened this view. This had been the
promise of the Haskalah: that if Jews acculturated into their host countries, they would be
treated like any other citizens.

From the outset, this was a false belief on the part of Russian maskilim, who failed to
understand that such a process was only possible in a democratic state of equal citizens,
which Russia was not. What was offered to the Jews of Russia was not full emancipation but
“selective integration.” Benjamin Nathan points out that maskilim often used the imagery of
“the wheat and the chaft” to distinguish between layers of Jewish tradition and to encourage
the view that the parts that made up the totality of Jewish tradition were not equally
necessary or sacred. In Russia, this metaphor was applied not to Judaism but to Jews
themselves.'* Both the Russian government and an elite of self-appointed unofficial
representatives of the Jews explored a path of “selective integration” into Russian society.'
In a non-democratic society where only some subjects had full rights, it was only natural that

integration should also be made available to some Jews.

13 Shochat, “Haskalah,” 442.

14 Benjamin Nathans, Beyond the Pale: The Jewish Encounter with Late Imperial Russia (Berkeley: University
of California Press, 2002), 50.

15 Ibid., 45-79.



Shmuel Feiner argues that despite some initial misplaced exuberance, in the 1860s the
Haskalah began to corrode in three ways: there was a “loss of optimism” (preceding the
outbreak of pogroms), there was an “anticlerical struggle,” and there was the “historical
»16

vindication of Hasidism.

These new “radical maskililm” had a

low opinion of what they regarded as an excessive preoccupation with history
[which] was also linked to their demand that the maskilim cut themselves off
from the past and grapple with the present and its problems.

As Abraham Uri Kovner (1841-1909) asked:

Why have they wandered so far into past times, where they seek meaning,
rather than turning their attention to present-day life?!’

The radical maskilim believed that for Jews to be treated as citizens with a private faith, they
needed to shed their collective identity. To create this new reality, it was necessary to break
with the past. Present-day life had motivated the Haskalah, but to many Jews its promise that
after they became “enlightened” non-Jewish society would accept them now appeared
hollow.

The rebellion of the radical maskilim against the old Haskalah took many forms, one
of which was Hebrew nationalism.'® Hebrew nationalism turned its attention to “present-day

life” and answered Kovner’s call by joining the past and the present into one organic whole.

16 Abraham Uri Kovner, “Shnei nevi’im mitnabim besignon ehad,” Ketavim (1947): 227, as cited in Shmuel
Feiner, Haskalah and History: The Emergence of a Modern Jewish Historical Consciousness, trans. Chaya
Naor and Sondra Silverston (Oxford: Littman Library of Jewish Civilization, 2002), 274-317.

17 Kovner, “Shenei nevi’im,” 227, as cited in Feiner, Haskalah and History, 279.

18 Feiner, Haskalah and History, 317-41.
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Peretz Smolenskin (1842—1885), one of the earliest representatives of Hebrew nationalism,

29 ¢

took it as his “principle aim” “to prove that the Jews had been a people in the past and were a
people in the present, and to reject attempts to define Jews in the modern era ... as a mere
religious community.”!® He did not view Mendelssohn as a hero or the Hasidim—a
perennial target of the Haskalah—as a blight on the nation.

For early maskilim, history was worth studying, independent of any religious or
theological value it might deliver. This “maskilic history” broke with earlier Jewish historical
writing that was subservient to a religious goal from which it drew legitimacy. For the
maskilim, the study of history was part of the general canon of human knowledge, and it is
from this universal axis that it drew its legitimacy. Hebrew nationalism maintained an
interest in Jewish history but transitioned from “maskilic history” to “national history,”
which had a quasi-mystical quality about it. Smolenskin did not believe that every researcher
had the capacity to understand Jewish history. The ideal chronicler of Jewish history had to
be Jewish, to know how to draw on Jewish sources, and to believe in the uniqueness of
Jewish history. Only one who was part of the national unity and historical continuity of
Jewish history could portray it accurately.?

Hebrew nationalism developed from a rebellion against the Haskalah into an
independent cultural force. The advent of pogroms in 1881 and onward undermined the

assumption that if Jews assimilated into Russian society, they would be granted

emancipation, like their coreligionists to the west. Now there was a stirring for a Jewish

19 Ibid., 319.

20 Ibid., 321.
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return to an ancient homeland. Organizations like Hibat Zion (founded in 1884) saw
nationalism and Jewish self-governance as the only viable political solution to the plight of
the Jewish people. For some, this nationalism was limited to a return to the birthplace of the
Hebrew nation, for others it could be realized in the Diaspora, and for yet others both had
important roles to play.

Hebrew nationalists believed it was necessary to find a physical solution to the Jewish
situation. Some were cultural nationalists, who argued that for any physical solution to be
effective, it was necessary for there to be a cultural and spiritual rebuilding of the nation.
This sounds religious, but it was not so in the traditional sense. The relationship between
Jewish nationalism and religion was fraught with tension, and “from its beginnings walked a
thin line between secular and religious revivalism, progressivism and nostalgia,
postliberalism and dreams of a Davidic return.”?! While one did not require the other, the line
between the two could be easily blurred, and this was particularly true for Hebrew, which
had always been a “religious language.” Another form of Jewish cultural nationalism
revolved around Yiddish, and some people saw in its rise “a shift from a religious-dominated
culture to a thoroughly secular and European one.”*? They believed that the bonds of religion
were too embedded in Hebrew and that Hebrew nationalism would always be too fettered to

tradition to rebuild the nation. However, not everyone saw it this way, and Eisenstein

21 Steven J. Zipperstein, Elusive Prophet: Ahad Ha’am and the Origins of Zionism (Berekeley: University of
California Press, 1993), Kindle loc. 780.

22 Fishman “Rise of Modern Yiddish Cultue,” Kindle Loc. 54.
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understood that the mere fact that a work was written in Hebrew did not mean that it had a
religious worldview. The sample volume of the Otsar hayahadut was a Hebrew work that he
believed assailed Judaism.

The Haskalah and the early period of Hebrew nationalism were temporally adjacent.
They drew from the same sources, and so the boundary between them was not always
observable. Hebrew nationalists, especially those inclined toward cultural nationalism, were
like maskilim in that they also sought a “gradual reeducation of Jewry.”?* These cultural
nationalists drew ‘“heavily on the Haskalah, whose pedagogical emphasis and cultural politics
they still embraced even if they rejected its emancipationist goals.”* The goal of the
Haskalah was to allow the individual Jew to remain tethered to his religion but become a
loyal citizen of his country. Hebrew nationalism believed that this was no longer possible.
Either the host country would totally assimilate the Jew (as happened to Mendelssohn’s
family and disciples) or it would not emancipate its Jewish subjects. Hebrew nationalism was
“peculiar to East European Jewish modernity” because in the rest of Europe “Jews were
offered an emancipatory contract that they essentially fulfilled: societal and cultural
integration as individuals in exchange for the dissolution of all Jewish corporate identity

other than the confessional.””??

23 Zipperstein, “Elusive Prophet,” Kindle Loc. 872.
24 Ibid., 872.

25 Kenneth B. Moss, Jewish Renaissance in the Russian Revolution (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press,
2009), 10.
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Israel Bartal described the transition from Haskalah to Hebrew nationalism as the
closing of a circle, using the metaphor of the pinkas.*® The pinkas was the minutebook-cum-
chronicle that many East European towns kept. In it, premodern corporate Jewish
communities recorded their history, vicissitudes, and rules. It was the kahal, the Jewish
community, transposed into a book. As Bartal put it, the Haskalah believed that by doing
away with the pinkas and all it represented—the corporate Jewish community—society
would invite the individual Jew to join its ranks as a private citizen. The original plan of the
Haskalah was to surrender the Jewish community and thereby emancipate the individual Jew.
Doing so would slacken the bonds that tied Jews to notions of Jewish nationalism. When this
plan failed, new institutions arose, including Hasidic courts, modern yeshivot, and Aevrot
(societies), which both replaced and continued the old kahal system.?” Another development
was Hebrew nationalism, which returned the pinkas to its place of glory and tightened those
bonds once more.

The pinkas metaphor, however, does not describe America. The earliest
congregations in the United States learned that “Jews in post-revolutionary America made
their own rules concerning how to live Jewishly, and there was little that the synagogue-
community could do about it.”*® A weak form of Jewish nationalism appeared in America in

the middle of the nineteenth century in the form of the B’nai B’rith. Founded in 1843, it

26 Israel Bartal, To Redeem a People: Jewish Nationalism and Enlightenment in Eastern Europe (Jerusalem:
Karmel, 2013), 21-53.

27 Ibid., 38.

28 Jonathan D. Sarna, American Judaism: A History (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2005), Kindle loc. 761.
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catered to those who had “rejected the synagogue altogether and focused on ties of
peoplehood as the unifying element in Jewish life.”?° However, B’nai B’rith did not come as
a rebellion against the failure of the Haskalah to emancipate the Jew. If anything, it was a
“strategy aimed at preserving Judaism in America ... strengthening many of the
‘peoplehood’ aspects of Jewish communal life that had declined in America with the collapse
of the organized synagogue-community.”*° The “organized synagogue-community” in
America was always built around a private confession and was never a self-governing
corporate Jewish community like the kahal.

Jewish society in nineteenth-century eastern Europe emerged from premodern
corporate communities, struggled for Jewish emancipation, and, when that failed, developed
a national Jewish consciousness. America did not follow this trajectory; it never had a
corporate Jewish community or a struggle for Jewish emancipation, and so in America, this
arc did not exist. What had delivered Jewish nationalism to East European Jews was the lack
of Jewish emancipation and the pessimistic shadow cast by pogroms. Without these
elements, no significant movement of Jewish nationalism could take root in America. When
Eisenstein left Europe in 1872, the horrors of the pogroms and the need to find a new
solution to the Jewish plight had not yet emerged. And when he arrived in the United States,
the conditions were different from what they were in Europe. Jewish nationalism was almost

nonexistent, and therefore exposure to it could not have inspired him to create an

2 1bid., 1180.

30 Ibid., 1380.
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encyclopedia. What moved him, at least in part, was his view that the Otsar hayahadut
threatened normative Jewish beliefs.

“The champions of Jewish culture,” Kenneth Moss explains, “sought more than the
overthrow of tradition,” for what they truly sought was “to carve out a Jewish culture that
could hold its own.”*! Moss is not discussing the Otsar hayahadut in this passage, but his
observation applies to it and its creators. Indeed, while they failed, Hayim Nahaman Bialik,
through his Sefer Agada, resacralized Jewish texts along a new matrix of values.>? Eisenstein
wanted the Ozar Yisrael to do more than support tradition against forces that were trying to
overthrow it. He wanted to create a traditional work to hold its own against a new nationalist
“Jewish culture that could hold its own” against tradition. The Ozar Yisrael was designed as
a counterweight to the Otsar Hayahdut (which was itself a counterweight to traditional
Jewish culture), and in that sense, these two works occupied different ends of a spectrum.

Hebrew culture was not static. Just as Ahad Ha’am’s cultural nationalism was a
revolution against the Haskalah that came before him, the next generation of Hebrew culture
rebelled against Ahad Ha’am’s vision. Wanting to create a literary aesthetic culture in
Hebrew, it faced a choice: “Would a healthy and compelling Jewish aesthetic culture be

successfully achieved by deepening its intentional orientation toward ‘the Jewish,” however

31 Moss, Jewish Renaissance in the Russian Revolution, 15.

32 See Adam Rubin, ““Like a Necklace of Black Pearls Whose String has Snapped’: Bialik’s ¢Aron ha-sefarim’
and the Sacralization of Zionism,” in Prooftexts 28:2 (Spring 2008), 157-196.
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understood, or, conversely, by pursuing a countervailing imperative of willfully un-Jewish,
unparochial ‘European’ or ‘universal’ expression?”>?

A Jewish encyclopedia is not a part of aesthetic literary culture, but a similar debate
infused the presentation of Jewish history and texts. A Jewish encyclopedia can endorse “un-
Jewish” interpretations and encourage a narrative that eschews Jewish essentialism and
exceptionalism. When the sample volume of the Otsar hayahadut appeared in 1905, almost
half a century had passed since Peretz Smolenskin promoted an orientation toward Jewish
essentialism and nationalist history. Eisenstein allied the Ozar Yisrael to a similar vision—
which had religious overtones—but the cultural nationalists had progressed to less parochial
and essentialist interpretations of Jewish history. If the Otsar Hayahudut prevailed, it would
spread a narrative that undermined Jewish essentialism, and Eisenstein worried that this
would diminish the traditional sanctities of Judaism.

A similar debate divided Yiddishists into two camps. On one side were the “national-

romantics,” who

gave preference to literary works that drew upon traditional Jewish culture
and reflected the antiquity of Jewish wisdom and ethical values. Peretz’s
Hasidic Tales and Tales in the Folk Spirit and Sholem Asch’s A Shtetl and
Kidush Hashem (Martyrdom) were the key works of their cannon. They
conceived of modern Yiddish literature as, at its essence, a continuation and
culmination of earlier phases of Jewish culture.

On the other side were the “cultural radicals,” who

33 Moss, Jewish Renaissance, 106.
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gave preference to works that reflected a break with the Jewish religious
tradition and an embrace of modernity and works that dealt with modern
social issues.

Yet, even for the national-romantics,

there were clearly drawn lines that were not crossed even by its most
traditionalist members. Foremost of these was the issue of God. Yiddish
schools defined themselves as secular. Discussion of God as creator, master of
the universe, or providential force was beyond the pale of acceptable
discourse. Consequently, prayer and religious ritual were likewise anathema.
The Hebrew liturgy was not taught (even as a literary document), and no
blessings were recited. Children were not familiarized with the synagogue and
its service.**

Such an outlook was an anathema to Eisenstein. While his encyclopedia did not explicitly
attribute metaphysical explanations to Jewish history, he was unbending in his opposition to
biblical criticism and was committed to Jewish practice and promoting it. The first work
Eisenstein released after his Ozar Yisrael—which signaled that he was developing an Ozar
“brand”—was the Ozar Dinim u-Minhagim: A Digest of Jewish Laws and Customs (1917),
which was a compendium for the synagogue.”

Jewish cultural reserves nourished Eisenstein, but he never severed them from their
premodern religious framework. The Ozar Yisrael’s entry on Ahad Ha’am, which Eisenstein
wrote, demonstrates this point. In it, Eisenstein highlights Ahad Ha’am’s opposition to the

Reform movement’s denial of Judaism’s national dimension. Yet, he also judges harshly

34 David E. Fishman, The Rise of Modern Yiddish Culture (Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 2005),
Kindle loc. 1900-1904.

35 Judah David Eisenstein, Ozar Dinim u-Minhagim: A Digest of Jewish Laws and Customs in Alphabetic Order
(New York: 1917).
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Ahad Ha’am’s famous lament that Jews were “the people of the book™ (am ha-sefer) rather

than “the literary people” (am ha-sifrut).>

Let us concede that in truth, his opinion about Reform Jews that they are a
body without a soul is correct, for they are but a religious church without a
national spirit. But if we follow his charge, we will transform into a soul
without a body, that is, a nationalism without any religion.?’

Just as the Jewish religion had a national dimension, so too did Jewish nationalism
need religion: for Eisenstein, the two were inseparable. The Ozar Yisrael’s entry on
Mendelssohn ended with an excursus about Smolenskin’s critique of Mendelssohn.® In it,

FEisenstein observed that

If these maskilim [a reference to Eliezer Schulman®®] argued against him
[Mendelssohn],*" it is no surprise that the greatest rabbi of his time, Moses
Sofer,*! instructed his sons “to the books of Moses of Dessau, don’t send forth
your hand.” For they saw with their eyes how the Haskalah of Mendelssohn
affected his children and students, most of whom left Judaism and converted
to Christianity. Nevertheless, it is impossible to deny that his work was
significant, to teach the children of Israel the wisdom of the nations and to

36 Ahad Ha’am discussed this in his 1894 essay Torah sh’balev (Law of the Heart), which appears in Al parshat
drahim (Warsaw: Ahisaf, 1901/2), vol. 1.

37 Eisenstein, “Asher Ginzberg,” OY 3:284. See also Zipperstein, Elusive Prophet, Kindle loc. 2353.
38 Peretz Smolenskin was not afforded his own entry in the Ozar Yisrael.

39 Elazar Schulman (1837-1904) was a Hebrew writer and researcher of the Yiddish language who was friendly
with Peretz Smolenskin. He was a maskil with nationalist commitments and criticized Mendelssohn for denying
the importance of Jewish nationalism. See YIVO Encyclopedia of Jews in Eastern Europe, s.v. “Schulman,
El‘azar,” https://yivoencyclopedia.org/article.aspx/Schulman_Elazar.

40 For more on this episode, see Feiner, Haskalah and History, 337-38.

41 R. Moses Sofer (1762-1839), commonly known as the Hatam Sofer, was a leader of Orthodoxy. See Jacob
Katz, “Towards a Biography of the Hatam Sofer,” in Jacob Katz, Divine Law in Human Hands: Case Studies in
Halakhic Flexibility (Jerusalem: Magnes, 1998), 403—443. See also Meier Ben Azriel Hildesheimer, “The
Attitude of the Hatam Sofer toward Moses Mendelssohn,” Proceedings of the American Academy for Jewish
Research 60 (1994): 141-87.
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draw them near to general literature. And while many gazed and were injured,
there are also those who entered in peace and emerged in peace.*?

Unlike Ahad Ha’am, Mendelssohn was someone Eisenstein could theoretically endorse. The
changes he wanted did not necessitate dismantling the Jewish religion as Jewish nationalism
did, from Eisenstein’s perspective. Thus, while the Ozar Yisrael was written in the age of
Hebrew nationalism and Eisenstein appreciated Hebrew nationalism, in some ways he was
more comfortable with Haskalah, which was less threatening to his way of life.

One area in which Eisenstein differed decidedly from the cultural nationalists was in
his view of the traditional rabbinate. Bartal explains that America was optimal for those who
wanted to improve Jewish society through emigration, because it was “free from rabbinical
Judaism in the mode of Lithuanian Orthodoxy.”* But Eisenstein, despite being a great
proponent of Jewish immigration to America, defended this form of rabbinical Judaism and
the traditional rabbinate whenever it appeared on American shores. In private
communication, he admitted that he would prefer to be a laughingstock in the eyes of others

than in the eyes of rabbinical scholars, who were the true guardians of Jewish learning.**

42 Eisenstein, “Moses Mendelssohn,” OY 6:237. The reference to those who “entered in peace and emerged in
peace” is based on a rabbinic legend found in b. Hagigah 14b about four sages who entered “Pardes” and had
some form of mystical experience. (Rashi interprets it to mean that “they rose to heaven by means of a name.”)
One died, one became a heretic, a third lost his mind, but R. Akiva “entered and exited in peace.” Eisenstein’s
suggestion that Mendelssohn’s work is similar to Pardes is noteworthy. The Talmud presents ‘“Pardes” as
something that was not inherently bad but had the capacity to inflict harm on those—a majority of sages—who
were ill prepared. Mendelssohn’s work on the Pentateuch is presented in the same light: It is not something
inherently bad, but for those ill prepared (which may indeed be most of the Jewish people) it could be harmful.
In this way, Eisenstein manages to salvage the Hatam Sofer’s opposition to Mendelssohn as good advice, while
not wholly dismissing Mendelssohn. For an overview of the Hatam Sofer’s complex attitude toward
Mendelssohn, see Hildesheimer, “Attitude of the Hatam Sofer.”

43 Bartal, To Redeem a People, 247.

4 Eisenstein to Landau, April 12, 1911, Landau Papers, 798 2 42, National Library of Israel (NLI), Jerusalem.
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Cultural nationalists did not look to religious figures for inspiration and guidance, for in
Ahad Ha’am they had their own leader.

As a pious traditionalist, Eisenstein sensed a moment of danger and a calling. If the
Otsar hayahadut succeeded, then Jewish texts and practices could slip from the coils of
sanctity that centuries of devotion had woven around them. He felt called to respond to this
danger, and he answered the call with a Hebrew encyclopedia that was designed to
strengthen people’s faith and uphold traditional beliefs yet still appear to be an objective
scientific work.

There was a window of opportunity. The sample volume of the Otsar hayahadut was
not a great success and had failed to impress its natural audience. Ha-shiloah (the Cultural
Zionist journal that Ahad Ha’am founded) criticized it for being too cutting edge—the work
had overreached.* It questioned the Bible’s sanctity and, for example, challenged the Jewish
origins of circumcision.*® Instead of presenting a shared heritage that drew from the
traditional Jewish consensus, it offered original theories that were taken from “foreign” (i.e.,
non-Jewish) scholars.*” It is not known whether Eisenstein saw the article in Ha-shiloah, but

it dovetailed with his view that the average Hebrew reader wanted an encyclopedia to sustain

4 Rav Tzair (Hayim Tchernowitz), “Hoveret le-Dugma,” Ha-shiloah 16, 381-386 and 562-572. There are
some parallels between Eisenstein and Tchernowitz (1879-1929). They were both Orthodox and defenders of
tradition while being open to Hebrew culture and against its anti-religious tendencies. After emigrating to
America in 1923, Tchernowitz taught at the Jewish Institute of Religion, the rabbinical school that reform Rabbi
Stephen S. Wise (1874-1949) founded in NYC. Eisenstein mentions Tchernowitz’s position - and salary — and
critiques his writings. See OY, 158. On Hayim Tchernowitz, see YIVO Encyclopedia of Jews in Eastern
Europe, s.v. “Tchernowitz, Hayim,” https://yivoencyclopedia.org/article.aspx/Tchernowitz_ Hayim.

46 Asher Ginzberg, ed., Otzar hayahadut: Hoveret I’dugma (Warsaw, 1906), 23-25.

47 Ibid., 382-83.
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the truths of tradition. It was up to him to produce it before the more recognized Otsar
hayahadut found a way to recover. He took the window of opportunity to produce his own

encyclopedia and did not rest until his work was done.

Ozar Yisrael and the Ohole Shem Society

In addition to the Jewish Encyclopedia and the Otsar hayahadut, the Ohole Shem
Society (OSS), an amateur Hebraist society in New York City where Eisenstein had held a
leadership role, also influenced the work. Central to the OSS was a monthly lecture that
amateur scholars and people interested in Jewish learning prepared and delivered. This model
served as a prototype for the Ozar Yisrael, which was also open to accepting contributions
from anyone. Both the OSS and the Ozar Yisrael drew on a wide group of unpaid amateur
enthusiasts, and both were created before the professionalization of knowledge became
widespread, when Jewish learning was still the domain of rabbinical schools. Like the OSS,
the Ozar Yisrael drew from a large pool of people. Orthodox and Reform, Hebraists and
academicians—all were acceptable to Eisenstein, and all could write for the Ozar Yisrael. It
is no coincidence that Eisenstein first presented his idea for a Hebrew encyclopedia at the
OSS, for its ethos influenced the Ozar Yisrael.

Where the Ozar Yisrael differed from the OSS was in its editorial policy.
Contributors from all backgrounds were welcomed and even pursued, but Eisenstein did not
always publish what they wrote. The Ozar Yisrael was a partisan work, though it tried hard to
give the impression that it was scientific. One way it did this was by giving space to writers
from across the ideological spectrum (which the OSS also did), while limiting their freedom

of expression (which the OSS did not do). One of the most fascinating facets of this story is
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how the entrepreneurial Eisenstein managed to secure entries and endorsements from people
who disagreed with his encyclopedia’s ideology.

Thus, in creating the Ozar Yisrael, three broad influences guided Eisenstein. The first
was a worldwide movement to produce encyclopedias that impacted the Jewish world and
led to the creation of the English-language Jewish Encyclopedia. The second was the
Hebrew-language Otsar hayahadut, which threatened Eisenstein’s worldview. And the third
was the OSS, which gave Eisenstein a model of how to produce his encyclopedia. By the
time Eisenstein was finished, it could no longer be said that America was a recipient of
Jewish culture with nothing to contribute. Eisenstein managed to coopt an idea from the
hands of liberalizing Europeans and transform it into an American work that defended
traditional Judaism. Through the Ozar Yisrael, America—where anything was possible—
became a defender of Jewish tradition. The land that Americanized the synagogue*® and
produced liberal rabbinical academies also sprouted a traditional Hebraic encyclopedia. The

coming pages tell the story of this impressive feat.

48 See Leon A. Jick, The Americanization of the Synagogue, 1820—1870 (Hanover: Brandeis University Press,
1992).



Chaper I: A Transnational Project Emerges in America

An Unknown Speech to a Forgotten Society
Judah David Eisenstein’s bookplate depicted a lion and a quill, along with half a verse from
Genesis 49:10 promising that “the scepter shall not pass from Judah.”** When it came to
writing, Eisenstein kept this promise—he was mighty as a lion. From the age of fifty, he
produced volume after volume of his Ozar series, and he died leaving many other
manuscripts unpublished.

Eisenstein’s first experiences of public writing came when he was a journalist sending
transatlantic dispatches to a variety of Hebrew newspapers in Europe.’! The way

contemporary Jewish life was unfolding before his eyes interested him. He was sensitive to

4 The bookplate is part of the Jewish Theological Seminary’s library’s extensive bookplate collection (vol. 1, p.
60.), which is available online:
http://garfield.jtsa.edu:8881/R/ABTKOHL7AV7ATPC7ICXEH4YPSNLCVIHOULIGT6JEGFM8F6DK7Q-
01885?func=results-brief.

30 Menahem Ribalow, a longtime editor of the American Hebrew weekly Ha-Doar, requested that Eisenstein
write an updated autobiography (Eisenstein published an autobiography, intermeshed with the history of
American Jewry, in his Ozar Zichronotay, but it only covered his life until 1927.) This biography (updated to
1942) was printed in Getzel Kressel, ed., Genazim: Kovetz le-toldot ha-sifrut ha-ivrit b’dorot ha-ahronim (Tel
Aviv, 1961), 1:58-81. As part of his updated biography, Eisenstein included a bibliography of his unpublished
manuscripts (78—79). Another autobiographical source is an audio interview that Abraham Krantz conducted
with Eisenstein when he was one hundred years old: Judah David Eisenstein and Abraham Krantz, “Judah
David Eisenstein Interview,” Nov. 22, 1954, New York, American Jewish Archives, sound tape reel.

I A list of Eisenstein’s articles for the Hebrew press is found in Otzar Zichronotay, 380-81. He began his
literary career in 1878, writing a regular column about life in New York for Ha-Zfira.
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it, he recorded it, and he wrote prolifically about it. In his lifetime, he published a popular
memoir of sorts that included the years he spent working on the Ozar Yisrael, yet he

published no account of its development.>?

There is, however, a document that comes close
to explaining why he undertook the Ozar Yisrael: an address that he gave before the Ohole
Shem Society (OSS) in New York City.>® Studying the address and studying the OSS

deepens our understanding of Eisenstein and the Ozar Yisrael.

An Overview of the Ohole Shem Society
The OSS, which was founded in 1895 and existed until around 1912, is significant for

1.°* The framework of the Ozar Yisrael resembles the

understanding the Ozar Yisrae
framework of the OSS, and it was in one of the OSS’s meetings that Eisenstein revealed his

plan for a Hebrew encyclopedia. While its members were some of the most Jewishly learned

Jews of the time, the society was not homogeneous, politically or religiously. Similarly, some

32 This was Eisenstein’s most important literary project — it was a blatantly unoriginal idea carrying a blatantly
unoriginal title. Knowing the context from which the Ozar Yisrael emerged and the expansive nature of
Eisenstein’s writings, why he did not leave an account of how the Ozar Yisrael developed is a mystery. The
memoir literature hints at Eisenstein’s large and poorly compensated staff. For example, see Jacob Zausmer,
B’ikvey ha-dor: Reshimot, masot v zikhronot (New York: Ogen, 1957), 116. Zaumser was a Philadelphia-based
Hebraist who helped Eisenstein. Eisenstein’s letters to him survived (and will be cited later), but Zausmer is not
mentioned anywhere in the Ozar Yisrael. In his memoir, Zausmer does not mention working for the Ozar
Yisrael, but he does complain that another Philadelphian Hebraist, Phineas Mordell, was omitted from the Ozar
Yisrael and then adds (ibid., p. 15): “However, Mordell was not the only one to be omitted ...” (ellipsis in
original). An honest account would have to reveal the extent to which Eisenstein relied on help from others, and
therefore he may have preferred to remain silent on how the work developed.

33 The address is found in both the papers of the Ohole Shem Society and those of its longtime secretary Nahum
T. London. See Ohole Shem Association Minutes (“sefer zikaron”), MS. 258, YU (Yeshiva University) Library,
New York; and N. T. London Papers (“N.T. London/Ohole Shem Society/Ozar Yisrael”), MS. 6451V, YU
Library. The former is a manuscript that appears to be in Eisenstein8 and M, and the latter is typed, apparently
with the intention that it be published.

34 Many papers relating to the Society are held at Yeshiva University, including the minutes from the first

meeting, which took place on the intermediate days of the Sukkot festival, October 8, 1895. Eisenstein is listed
as attending that first meeting. See Ohole Shem Association Minutes, MS. 258, YU Library.
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of the contributors to the Ozar Yisrael were famous for their learning, but they too came from
across the Jewish spectrum.

The American Hebrew described the OSS meetings in this way:

The purpose of the “Ohole Shem” Society is to avoid popularity. Its lectures
are generally delivered in Hebrew, often in German, and sometimes in
English. Its meetings are held for the oral interchange of opinions by students
of Jewish literature and science. Necessarily, if popular interest in its meetings
is aroused, it is accidental, not intentional.>

And so it is that the OSS is almost forgotten from the historical record. But a printed and
undated booklet, written in Hebrew and English, of the society’s constitution and bylaws has

survived. The first paragraph of the constitution and bylaws sets out the role of the secretary:

The duty of the Secretary shall be to keep the minutes of the society, to issue
invitations to members, for regular and special meetings and to furnish a
report of the proceedings of each session to the Jewish Press.>¢

For many years, Nahum Tuvia London held this position, and he loyally discharged his
duties. Born in 1837, he only arrived in New York in 1895, according to one record. He
contributed articles to the Jewish Encyclopedia and to the first seven volumes of the Ozar

1.57

Yisrael.>" His lengthy minutes of OSS meetings, which were handwritten in Hebrew, and his

general communication regarding the OSS are a source of information about the group.®

35 “Is there a Jewish History?,” American Hebrew, March 14, 1902, 520.

% Ohole Shem Association, Constitution and By-Laws of the Ohole Shem Association (New York: Baron Press,
18957?), AJHS Monographs, Center for Jewish History.

57 Benzion Eisenstadt, Dor Rabbeinu ve-soferav (Warsaw: Halter ve-Eisenstadt, 1895-1903), 5:62.
38 N. T. London Papers, MS. 6451V, YU Library, New York. These papers are a treasure trove of information
about Jewish life at the turn of the century in New York City. They include London’s communication with the

Jewish Encyclopedia.
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Another source of information is Eisenstein’s memoir, Ozar Zichronotay. According to his
account, the society was founded in 1895 and held its first meeting in the home of Adolph
Radin. Eisenstein started off as the treasurer, but when the society was renewed at a meeting
at the Jewish Theological Seminary (JTS) on December 3, 1899, Eisesntein was listed as the
vice president.>’

London wrote a history of the OSS that describes members as old-school maskilim,
and an examination of key members shows that London’s description is correct. Herman
Rosenthal, the founder and longtime president, was born in Friedrichstadt (Jaunjelgava),
Latvia, part of the Russian empire, in 1843 and arrived in New York in 1881. He tried his
hand at creating Jewish colonies in Louisian, South Dakota, and New Jersey, and in 1898 he
became the head of the Slavonic Department at the New York Public Library. He was also
the editor of the department of Russian Jewry for the Jewish Encyclopedia. In America, for a
time, he edited a Yiddish newspaper, but his mother tongue was German, and when he gave

talks to the OSS, he did so in that language. (This may explain why this Hebraist group in

New York allowed for German: it was the native language of its founder.)$!

% Judah David Eisenstein, Ozar Zichronotay (New York: 1927), 80.
%0 Ohole Shem Association Minutes, MS. 258, YU Library, New York.
61 “Herman Rosenthal,” in the Jewish Encyclopedia, s.v. “Herman Rosenthal,” 10:478-79.
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The first page of Nahum London’s manuscript on the history of the Ohole Shem Society
where he describes its members as “Maskilim of the Old Generation who have the Torah
and wisdom both nested in their hearts” — MS 258

Another founding member was Simon Brainin, whose biography for the Jewish
Encyclopedia was written by Herman Rosenthal %> Born in Riga in 1854 with a Russified
background, Brainin undertook medical studies in Berlin and returned to Riga to serve as a
physician in the Jewish community, where he authored a Hebrew medical textbook. He
emigrated to New York in 1895, and by the time the Jewish Encyclopedia was published, he
was active in the County Medical Society, the German Medical Society, and the New York

Historical Society. In 1904, Brainin served as one of OSS’s two vice presidents. The other

2 Jewish Encyclopedia, s.v. “Brainin, Simon,” 3:348.
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vice president was Adolph Radin, who was born in 1848 in Poland and immigrated to the
United States in 1886. Radin had been a student at the yeshiva in Volozhin and studied at
German universities. After immigrating, he became the rabbi of the People’s Synagogue at
the Educational Alliance and distinguished himself as an advocate for Jewish prisoners.®*
Men like Brainin, Eisenstein, Radin, and Rosenthal found the OSS out of a love for
Hebrew learning, which they wished to share with others. There was a membership fee to
join the OSS, and although non-members could attend meetings, they could only do so three
times a year and only as guests of a member. For the forum to thrive, members needed to
attend meetings, and invitation cards were sent to them in advance. When members skipped
meetings, they informed the secretary of their upcoming absence. For example, from the
archive, we learn that when Nissim Behar was unable to attend a meeting, he sent the

following note:

NY, Jan 27, 1903
Dear Mr Secretary,

Kindly excuse Mr Behar’s absence from tonight’s meeting, as he is gone to
Pittsburgh.

Very resp. yours,
S. Frank%*

%3 Brainin, Radin, and Rosenthal exemplify the people involved with the OSS. The N.T. London Papers (MS
6451V, box 5, folder 13) list Rosenthal as the president, and Brainin and Radin as vice-presidents for the year
1903-1904. Over the years, members and presenters of the OSS included David Blaustein, Reuben Brainin,
Israel Davidson, Bernard Drachman, Abraham Baer Dubsewitz, Arnold Ehrlich, Abraham Freidus, Israel
Friedlander, Louis Ginzberg, Jacob de Haas, George Kohut, Jacob Z. Lauterbach, Abraham Elijah Lubarsky,
Zevi Hirsch Masliansky, Max Raisin, Abraham Hayyim Rosenberg, Max Seligsohn, Isidore Singer, Pinchas
Turberg, Peter Wiernik, Aaron Wise, and Joseph Zosnitz.

% N. T. London Papers, MS. 6451V, box 5, folder 7.
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Not to have informed the society of his pending absence would have been a breach of
etiquette. There is a similar letter explaining a pending absence from David Blaustein (1866—
1912), the superintendent of the Educational Alliance.®> From other ethnic literary societies,
one learns that these societies were not just a financial commitment—members were
encouraged to attend meetings. Michael Logan, the editor of An Gaodhal, a monthly
bilingual (Irish and English) journal, “published a column in which he praised regular
attendees [of the Brooklyn Philo-Celts] and castigated those whose commitment he regarded
as being below par.”%® Public humiliation was extreme, and there is no evidence that it
occurred in the OSS. Nonetheless, newspapers reported on happenings at the OSS, and the
short note from Nissim Behar suggests that members were self-conscious about their

attendance.

Eisenstein and the Ohole Shem Society: Between Old and New Hebraism

The OSS leaned toward a Hebraic Haskalah that focused on history, philology, law,
and philosophy. This form of abstract Haskalah was passé by the 1880s, and its persistence in
America into the first decade of the twentieth century shows that America was behind the
times. Eventually, America outgrew this non-literary form of maskilic Hebraism and
transitioned into the “new Hebrew literature,” which had already developed extensively in
Europe. Writing in 1918, Daniel Persky described the late arrival of the new Hebrew

literature:

% Ibid. The letter is dated April 29, 1906.

% Una Ni Bhroiméil, Building Irish Identity in America, 1870—1915: The Gaelic Revival (Dublin: Four Courts
Press, 2003), 41.
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The new Hebrew literature hesitated to come to America. Twenty-five years
after it ruled the heavens in Russia; still here the world continued as it was:
the Haskalah literature remained standing in its fullness and strength. Only ten
years ago was our new literature revealed here, and from then on it continued
to mature in this land. After a challenging war, it conquered the land, and
these last five years it is expanding with no one opposing or disturbing it.%’

In 1909, almost a decade before Persky wrote these words, the well-known Hebrew writer
Reuven Brainin (1862-1939, not to be confused with Simon Brainin) arrived in New York
and presented a paper on the new Hebrew literature to the OSS.® The written invitation to
hear Brainin speak on Nov. 22, 1909 included one other point of business for that day’s
meeting: to elect new officers to the society.®” Perhaps it was thought that Brainin would
draw a different crowd from the society’s staple of old-school maskilim and that this crowd
could inject some new enthusiasm and direction into the society.

There is evidence that even before this, the Society was experimenting with a way to
transition away from maskilic topics toward more nationalist ones. For example, on April 30,
1906, a Dr. Leon Kaplowitz delivered a talk on “Peter Smolenskin und sein Einfluss auf die
nationale Bewegung” (Peter Smolenskin and his influence on the nationalist movement).”
Yet a non-nationalist and maskilic orientation persisted, and later that year (November 27,

1906), Peter Wiernik, the editor of the Yiddish daily Der Morgen Zhurnal, lectured on “the

%7 Daniel Persky, “Ha-sifrut ha-ivrit b’Amerika,” in Luah Ahiever (New York: Histadrut Ahiever 1918), 1:63. A
letter from Eisenstein to Persky (November 20, 1937) is preserved in the Genazim Archive in Tel Aviv.

8 Although later in life he became less well known and he largely forgotten today, Brainin had an interesting
career that spanned both eastern and western Europe, as well as the United States and Canada. At one time, he
had been an editor of Ha-melitz, which was the primary maskilic journal in Russia. See Naomi Caruso, Reuven
Brainin: The Fall of an Icon (Canadian Jewish Congress Charities Committee, 2007).

% N. T. London Papers, MS 6451V, box 5, folder 8.

0 Ibid.
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collapse of the new Hebrew literature in Russia and the outlook for its future.””! Whatever
attempts the Society was making to change its orientation, it was a case of too little too late.
While the OSS remained ossified in the past, Reuven Brainin and others’? found
different forums to promote their new Hebraism. Alan Mintz’s Sanctuary in the Wilderness:
A Critical Introduction to American Hebrew Poetry briefly discusses the American Hebraist

scene that was on the cusp of change in this era:

For the Maskilim ... Hebrew was a venerated classical medium to be used for
commentary and satire or for the sort of neo-biblical verse that lamented the
sad persecutions of the nations. For the younger Hebraists, however, Hebrew
served as a very existential and direct medium for representing the anguished
birth pangs of the newly emerging Jewish life ... In 1908 they founded their
own society called Ahiever among whose goals it was to create venues for
publishing the works of young writers. Thus began a series of short-lived
endeavors that eventually led to the creation of Hatoren. Shibolim was a
biweekly that lasted for seven issues in 1908. In the same year, a literary
miscellany called Senunit appeared, edited by Reuven Brainin, a veteran
Hebrew writer who had recently settled in New York. Brainin also edited
Haderor, which lasted for fifteen issues in 1911. Both senunit and deror are
terms for the swallow, and their choice as titles suggests the combination of
self-assurance and tentativeness that characterized the cultural moment.
Although their accomplishments were still slight, they were a harbinger of
things to come.”

For Persky and Mintz, it is axiomatic that prior to the new Hebrew literature taking root in
America in the early twentieth century, Haskalah was the engine of American Hebraism.

Mintz, however, does not address why American Hebraism lagged behind Europe. This

7! Ibid. Peter Wiernik and Herman Rosenthal were co-authors of the entry “Haskalah” in JE 6:256-58.

2 E.g., Simon Ginzburg (1890-1944), Daniel Persky (1887-1962), Benjamin Silkiner (1882-1933). Not only
were these men much younger than the members of the Ohole Shem Society, they also emigrated to America
much later: 1912, 1906, and 1904, respectively.

73 Alan L. Mintz, Sanctuary in the Wilderness: A Critical Introduction to American Hebrew Poetry (Stanford,
CA: Stanford University Press, 2012), 13.
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question deserves our attention, since Eisenstein’s Ozar Yisrael is a form of this old-style of
Hebraism.

Persky is bewildered that American Hebraists were lagging behind Europe, and he
asks: “How did we end up with this situation, that in regard to our literature, progressive
America was so conservative?”’* He explains the situation in two ways: First, maskilim who
immigrated to America were those who were unsuccessful in Eastern Europe. When they
came to America, they ended up in the newspaper industry, and not much could be expected
from such people. Second, the Hebraist movement in America lacked youthful readers and
writers. No young people were involved in Hebrew, and the older generation was not only
old in years but also in its thinking.”® This second answer can be developed.

The leaders of the OSS arrived in America as mature adults who had lived and
experienced life in the old world. Had they stayed in Europe and not immigrated, perhaps
they themselves would have turned away from Haskalah and embraced the new Hebraism.
But now they were in America, and the political and social forces that shaped American Jews
were different from those that shaped Jewry elsewhere. Once they arrived in the United
States, they no longer faced existential threats. For those they left behind in the 1870s and
1880s, such threats were increasing, and it was harder for a Jew in Russia to adhere to a
movement like Haskalah or be spiritually sustained by a Hokhmat Yisrael that was divorced
from the concerns of daily Jewish life. The drive to transform Haskalah into another

movement, like cultural nationalism, began in Europe and was more acutely felt there.

74 Persky, “ha-sifrut ha-Ivrit b’Amerika,” 65.
75 Ibid.
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Eventually, it would make its way to America, but this journey would take some time.

The trajectory of American Hebraism, and of Eisenstein’s literary career in particular,
accords with the model for the development of ethnic literature that Robert Spiller outlines.
According to this model, ethnic literature passes through four stages. It begins with personal
writing, such as letters, autobiographies, and diaries; then progresses to the public forum of
journalism and other nonfictional forms; then to “imitative” literature; and finally, to the
creation of a new literature out of the community’s unique experiences.’®

One of the few articles written about Eisenstein includes a translation of two of his
letters, which were written in Hebrew to a friend in his hometown shortly after he arrived in
New York in the 1870s.”” Ozar Zikhronotay, published toward the end of 1929, grew out of
a personal diary he kept shortly after arriving in New York in 1872.” Beginning in the
1880s, he wrote a regular column for various Hebrew newspapers, including Ha-melitz and
Ha-tzfira, and the rest of his lifework was devoted to other nonfictional forms, from which he

almost never “progressed.””® The Hebraism of the OSS was also “stuck” on nonfictional

forms, the same stage at which Eisenstein would toil for the rest of his life. Eventually,

76 Robert E. Spiller, “The Cycle and the Roots: National Identity in American Literature,” in Toward a New
American Literary History: Essays in Honor of Arlin Turner, ed. Louis J. Budd, Edwin H. Cady, and Carl L.
Anderson (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 1980), 3—18.

77 Lloyd P. Gartner, “From New York to Miedzyrecz: Immigrant Letters of Judah David Eisenstein, 1878~
1886,” AJHQ 52, no. 3 (1963): 234-43.

78 In the introduction to his memoir, Eisenstein writes: “The year 1872 is a fork in the road for me, between the
past and the present. From that year I begin to lay out a chronicle that I wrote in my diary book for each and
every year, until the end of 1928, which is the seventy-fifth year of my life” (Eisenstein, Ozar Zichronotay, 4).

7 Eisenstein did publish (at least) one play of his trusted friend and collaborator, Judah Leo Landau. See Judah
Leo Landau, Don Yitzhaq Abrabanel: Hizayon history b’hamesh ma’archot (New York: J. D. Eisenstein, 1919).
When the Hebrew press advertised the work, it stated that Eisenstein, the publisher of the Ozar Yisrael,
published it in New York “on beautiful paper, and beautiful cloth binding” (Ha-Zfira, May 27, 1920, 4).
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American Hebraism moved to the “imitative” stage, and later, new literature emerged from
the community’s unique experiences, but these stages were carried out by the next generation
of Hebraists. These Hebraists were not only the “next generation” because they were born
later but also because they emigrated later. For example, Reuven Brainin was born in 1862,
and based on his age, he should have fit in with the OSS crowd. However, because he did not
arrive in America until 1909, from the perspective of immigration history, he was part of the
next generation.

Even when (earlier) immigrants knew about the hardships their overseas brethren
endured, in their daily lives they were removed from their suffering. Men like Eisenstein,
Radin, and Rosenthal arrived as maskilim and became Americanized maskilim. Passage to
America delivered them from searching for a personal solution to the Jewish plight. In
America, where there was no desperate search for a Jewish political solution, an apolitical
variety of Haskalah persisted beyond the 1880s and into the first decade of the twentieth
century. Thus, although the OSS was shaped by the contemporary American experience, it
was created and guided by men whose Jewish thinking was stuck in the eastern Europe of the

1870s and 1880s.

Eyes on America: Eisenstein and the Ohole Shem Society
On September 10, 1897, the OSS discussed whether to embrace Zionism. Israel
Davidson (1870-1937) suggested that many other youngsters were Zionists and that if the

OSS became a Zionist organization, they would become members. This pragmatic argument
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failed to persuade the group, most of whose members were older than Davidson.®® At the
next month’s meeting, Radin—who was more than twenty years older than Davidson—spoke
against joining the Zionist movement. Paraphrasing the talmudic (and New Testament)
proverb, he said that what the Zionists wanted was harder than driving an elephant through
the head of a needle.®! He accused Herzl of building towers in the air and warned the
gathering that Zion was the past and that the future lay in America.®?

In a letter to the American Hebrew, Dr. Michael Singer, Herzl’s representative in the
United States, wrote: “I could not give my sympathy to the ‘Ohole Shem’ because some of
her members are anti-Zionists, and hence I did not visit her meetings.”* The Hebraism of the
OSS was not the Hebraism found overseas, where the need for a political solution to the
Jewish plight was giving birth to nationalistic movements and marrying them to Jewish
languages. The Hebraism of the OSS was the old maskilic Hebraism that belonged to a
disappearing generation of maskilim.

In 1902, The American Hebrew stated that the aim of the society was “to foster the
study of the Hebrew language and of Jewish literature.”®* This was something that could be

done without promoting Jewish nationalism, and The American Hebrew often described

80N. T. London, “Divre yeme Agudat ‘Ohole Shem’ me-et hivasdah ad ha-yom ha-ze,” MS. 466, YU Library,
New York.

81 Tbid.

82 Later, Nahum London reviewed this page and added a note at the bottom. The note states that after the
Kishinev pogrom (1903), Radin changed his views and devoted himself to the Zionist cause.

8 Michael Singer, letter to the editor, American Hebrew, February 18, 1898, 479.

8 “The City,” American Hebrew, Feb. 14, 1902, 8.
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those who attended these meetings as “maskilim.”® In an undated copy of the constitution
and bylaws, there is no mention of any political affiliation. When Joseph Jacobs (1854—1916)
presented a paper with the title “Is there a Jewish History?,” he concluded that there was no
such thing, since Jews have no political history, and history is the relationship between a
state and a subject.®® Attendees criticized Jacobs, and Louis Ginzberg (1873-1953) and
David Blaustein stressed the unity of the Jewish race. However, the fact that such a paper
was presented and discussed shows that on the question of Jewish nationalism, the OSS
endorsed no platform.®’

The topics presented over the years show that the OSS was not focused on

contemporary Jewish life. These topics included: the law of evidence in biblical, talmudical,

and post-talmudical literature;® targumim;® the life of Rabbi Akiva;’° Philo;’! and the date

8 For example, when it advertised a lecture that Herman Rosenthal was delivering to the society in German, it
added “A discussion will follow in which many Maskilim will be heard.” “The City,” American Hebrew, May
30, 1902, 48.

8 «Is there a Jewish History?,” American Hebrew, March 14, 1902, 520, contains a report of the lively
conversation surrounding this talk.

87 Jacobs was born in 1854, whereas Bluastein and Ginzberg were born in 1866 and 1870, respectively.

88 Eisenstein was scheduled to speak, in English, on “The Law of Evidence in [the] Bible, Talmud, and post-
Talmudical Jewish authorities” in October of 1896 (Ohole Shem Association Minutes).

% Herman Rosenthal spoke in Hebrew on “The relationship between the Samaritan Targum to the Holy
Scripture, to the Targumim, the Talmud, and to Midrashim” on January 4, 1896 (Ohole Shem Association
Minutes).

% Louis Ginzberg spoke on this topic on December 31, 1900 (London, “Divre yeme Agudat ‘Ohole Shem’).
Ginzberg was also the author of the entry on Rabbi Akiva for the Jewish Encyclopedia (Ginzberg, “Akiba ben
Joseph,” JE 1:304-10).

! Dr. Bernard Talmey spoke on April 24, 1905 on “Philo Judaeus and his Approach to Jewish Philosophy” (N.
T. London Papers, MS. 6451V, box 5, folder 13).
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t.”2 Occasionally, there were memorials or celebrations

of composition of the book of Kohele
for important people affiliated with Wissenschaft des Judentums. In 1901, JTS and the OSS
joined to hold a memorial marking twenty-five years since the passing of the president of the
Jewish Theological Seminary at Breslau and Wissenschaft des Judentums scholar Zecharias
Frankel (1801-1875),”® and when Solomon Schechter (1847—1915) arrived to become the
president of the Jewish Theological Seminary of America, the society held a reception in his
honor.”* OSS celebrated the ninetieth birthday of Isaac Hirsch Weiss (1815-1905),”° and the
American Hebrew published a talk about Weiss that Eisenstein delivered on that occasion.”®
The society also celebrated the life of editor of midrashic texts Salomon Buber (1827-1906),
bibliographer Mortiz Steinschneider (1816-1907),°” Reform Rabbi and Wissenschaft des
Judentums scholar Abraham Geiger (1810-1874),”® and Vienna’s Chief Rabbi and
Wissenschaft des Judentums scholar Moritz Gudemann (1835-1918).%° The type of Jewish

learning that these figures represented was the Hebraism that engaged members of the OSS.

Almost none of the talks dealt with “the Jewish question” or the contemporary situation of

92 Herman Rosenthal is recorded as having delivered a talk “Concerning the Date of Composition and the
Author of Kohelet” on April 14 1896 (London, “Divre yeme Agudat ‘Ohole Shem”).

93 Jacob Goldstein, “The Zacharias Frankel Centenary,” American Hebrew, October 4, 1901, 505.
% “The City,” American Hebrew, October 10, 1902, 582.

% “The City,” American Hebrew, February 17, 1905, 397.

% Eisenstein, “Historian of Jewish Tradition,” American Hebrew, February 10, 1905, 355.

97 “The City,” American Hebrew, March 22, 1907, 529.

% Israel Davidson delivered a talk “In Memory of Rabbi Geiger on the Thirtieth Anniversary of his Passing”
(MS 569, YU Library, New York).

9 “The City,” American Hebrew, February 17, 1905, 397.
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the Jewish people. Instead they focused on history and Jewish learning and made almost no
comment on the crises that faces global Jewry, This indicates how far removed the OSS was
from the concerns of the East European Jewish community, which was searching earnestly
for the meaning of, and prospects for, Jewish existence.

Aloof as it was from Zionism and the fate of the global Jewish community, the OSS
was very interested in the American Jewish experience. Dr. George Kohut (1874—-1933) gave
a talk on some little-known chapters of American Jewish history,'® Rabbi Bernard

101 and Israel Davidson

Drachman (1861-1945) offered a paper on an early American rabbi,
discussed the growth of Hebrew literature in America.!> Abraham Shomer (1876-1946),
who would go on to establish the World Jewish Congress, gave a talk on marriage and
divorce that focused on husbands deserting their wives,'®® a problem that immigration to the
United States exacerbated greatly.!® In 1905, the society discussed how to celebrate 250

years of Jewish settlement in the United States.!%

If there was one member, more than any other, who was eager to lecture about

100 The date of this talk was April 25, 1904 (Ohole Shem Association Minutes).
101 “The City,” American Hebrew, May 14, 1909, 39.

102 “The City,” American Hebrew, October 24, 1902, 643.

103 “Mr Shomer gave his experience as a lawyer in numerous divorce proceedings on the East Side and pointed

out some of the reasons for the alarming increase in such cases. The men generally immigrate first and are
quickly Americanized, becoming estranged from the ways of the wife, who follows many years later. He also
blamed two extremes—poverty and prosperity—as causes of the husband’s desertion” (American Hebrew,
March 2, 1906, 463).

104 See Bluma Goldstein, Enforced Marginality: Jewish Narratives on Abandoned Wives (Berkeley: University

of California Press, 2007), 92—129.

105 Yeshiva University, MS. 258.
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America, it was Eisenstein. When the United States occupied the Philippines, he delivered a
paper on whether, from a Jewish perspective, the natives were covered by the rights and
privileges of the US Constitution.!°® Another time, he spoke about the Jewish laws of
disinterment and how they related to the state;'%” and yet another time, he spoke about
responsa between Europe and the Americas.!*® His most prescient talk came in 1906, when
he discussed his encyclopedia. At that time, no one in the room could have known that
Eisenstein was going to produce the first complete Hebrew encyclopedia. However, after
years of watching encyclopedias come and, mostly, go and observing how the OSS operated,
he had a formula for how to produce his encyclopedia. Eisenstein had studied the OSS; he
saw it operate in America while remaining part of a transnational Jewish matrix, and his
encyclopedia would follow its example. It would be a transnational Jewish project whose

American pedigree was unmistakable to all who saw it.

Transnationalism, America’s Ethnic Literary Societies, and the Ohole Shem Society
The OSS was a Hebraist society and also an American phenomenon that was similar

to other ethnic literary societies that operated in America during this period. The archives

have preserved correspondence of a dramatic episode showing how different ethnic literary

societies operated and even overlapped. Dr. Bernard S. Talmey was a well-known doctor and

106 The topic was “The Annexations of the Philippine Islands from the Standpoint of Mosaic and Talmudic
Law.” See “The City: Society Ohole Shem,” American Hebrew, November 1, 1901, 632.

107 The topic was “Disinterment in Relation to the Laws of the State,” American Hebrew, March 2, 1906, 463.

108 See N. T. London Papers, MS 6451V, box 5, folder 13.
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author who had worked at the Yorkville Hospital and was an active member of the OSS.!%
He had delivered a number of talks for them, including one on “Communistic Tendencies
among the Hebrews and Other Nations in Antiquity.”'' In the latter half of 1905, he
delivered a talk for the OSS in German, and became desperate for Nahum London to send his
manuscript back. Over the course of a short period, he wrote to London repeatedly, in ever
more urgent terms, beseeching him to return the manuscript, if only temporarily. The reason
he was desperate for his manuscript was because he was scheduled to deliver that very same
paper in front of a different literary society, the German Literary Society.!!! The OSS was an
American Hebraist society and therefore, it was natural for the same paper to be of interest to

two neighboring ethnic literary societies.

Letters from Bernard S. Talmey to Nahum T. London

199 The entry on “Medicine” in the Jewish Encyclopedia names Jewish physicians across the globe. Talmey is
listed as a “pathologist” Jewish Encyclopedia 8:422. Some of his works include Woman: A Treatise on the
Normal and Pathological Emotions of Feminine Love (New York: Stanley Press Corporation, 1906) and Love:
A Treatise on Science of Sex-Attraction, For the Use of Physicians and Students of Medical Jurisprudence
(New York: Practitioners’ Publishing Company, 1916). Bernard’s younger brother was Max Talmey (1869—
1941), famous for being an early mentor of Albert Einstein.

10 “Communism in Ancient Jewry: Discussed at Ohole Shem Meeting,” American Hebrew, March 1, 1907,
438. This talk can be viewed as part of a broader attempt to turn away from maskilic topics toward those with a
more nationalist—or practical—orientation. Talmey was himself uncomfortable with the advertising for this
lecture, as the article reported: “In opening Dr Talmey said, that the subject of his lecture instead of being
Socialistic tendencies as was announced, should really be Communistic tendencies as Socialism in the modern
sense could not have of course been known to the ancients with their institutions of slavery. It was hard to
define Socialism, he said, perhaps the most pithy definition would be that given by one of the philosophers, who
called it an “antagonism between the actual and the ideal state of humanity.” The spectacle of a medical doctor,
whose professional specialty was sexuality, discussing communism among the ancient Hebrews captures the
amateur nature of the Ohole Shem Society.

"I'N. T. London Papers, MS 6451V, box 5, folder 13.
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In Building Irish Identity in America, 1870-1915: The Gaelic Revival, Una Ni
Brohimeil argues against the idea that the Irish “brought little of culture other than the

culture’ of Catholicism” to the United States.!'> Her work retrieves a cultural revival

12 Bhroiméil, frish Identity, 8.
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movement at the end of the nineteenth century and the first fifteen years of the twentieth
century—roughly the same period that the OSS functioned. Similarly, among the Polish
immigrants to Saint Paul, Minnesota, a yearning for Polish language and culture spawned a
number of literary societies. While “the most important community events were religious,”!!?
by the end of the nineteenth century, immigrants established an ethnic literary society
affiliated with the Polish National Alliance. It went under various names, including the
Kosciuszko Society and the Enlightenment Society, and it held literary events and formed its
own (mostly Polish-language) library. There was also the Union of Lublin Library Society,
which described itself as a library and literary circle. Some of their events drew on “ritual
and emotional intensity from the participants’ Polish (and Catholic) heritage, combined with
a format taken from contemporary Anglo-Protestant Chautauquas.”!'* Again, one finds
another ethnic group, during the same period but in a different city, doing for their members
what the OSS was doing for its members.

Two other examples, this time from the African American community, show how
widespread literary societies for marginalized populations were in this period. The Bethel
Literary and Historical Society was founded in Washington, D.C., in 1881 and remained
active into the 1910s, and the Boston Literary and Historical Association was founded in

1901 and remained active into the 1920s. African American literary societies were driven by

the belief that “association with literature was one way of definitively asserting a positive,

113 John Radzitoswki, “Wojciechowow: Polish Immigrants to St. Paul, Minnesota, 1875 to 1925,” Polish
American Studies, 63, no. 2 (2006): 54.

14 1bid., 52-53.
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learned identity far removed from the intellectual poverty associated with slavery.”!!®> The
format of the Bethel Literary and Historical Society and Boston Literary and Historical
Association was exactly the same as that of the OSS. In all three societies, “meetings were
focused around a formal presentation delivered by an invited speaker, and the audience
participated in the program by taking part in the discussion that followed the lecture.”!!®
Karen Majewski’s Traitors and True Poles: Narrating a Polish-American Identity 1880—
1939 presents theoretical models that attempt to understand a “literature of turn-of-the-
century immigrants [that is] all but forgotten.”'!” Her work focuses on narrative fiction, but

she asks probing questions that can be reformulated and applied to the different strands and

strata of American Hebraism:

Was this Polish literature? American literature? Should these works be studied
as artifacts? As examples of popular culture? As sociological records? Only
with the rise in interdisciplinary studies, and with the recognition of a
multilingual American culture, has a space begun to emerge for the serious
study of works like these, from all of these perspectives.!!®

Similarly, it is simplistic to ask whether the OSS was an American or a maskilic
phenomenon, and our understanding is deepened by rejecting these neat categories.
The OSS was another ethnic literary society in America. It inhabited a transnational

Jewish matrix and an American one, as did the Ozar Yisrael. This interpretation dulls any

115 Elizabeth McHenry, Forgotten Readers: Recovering the Lost History of African-American Literary Societies
(Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2002), 141.

116 1bid., 142.

17 Karen Majewski, Traitors and True Poles: Narrating a Polish-American Identity, 1880—1939 (Athens, Ohio:
Ohio University Press, 2003), 145.

118 1bid., 145.
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question about the supposed aberration of a “maskilic” group that was out of sync with the
rest of the Jewish world. When we evaluate the OSS solely on the basis of overseas trends
and standards, there is a temptation to force it to fit into a framework of maskilic and Jewish
history that ignores the local immanent forces that permeated it. Comparing the Hebraism of
the OSS to overseas trends leads us to recognize the uniqueness of the society and the

American context that impacted it.

No Time for Amateurs: The Decline of the Ohole Shem Society

Nobody announced the disbandment of the OSS. The last mention of its activities is
in the American Hebrew in January of 1912.'"” After that time, announcements and reports
about its activity stopped. The decline of the society is linked to a maturing of Jewish life in
New York City. Ethnic literary societies were for amateurs, and although they counted
professional scholars among their members, they were not created for them. Not one of the
founding members of the OSS held an academic post. It was a society for people from all
walks of life brought together by their love of Hebraic learning. An exclusive forum for
scholars who pursued knowledge as a vocation within an academic setting would not arise
until 1920, when the American Academy for Jewish Research (AAJR) was formed.
However, even before that time, academic Jewish studies was finding a place for itself in

America.'?°

119 This was an announcement that “Dr Joseph S. Block will lecture ... His theme will be, ‘Some Thoughts on
the Kol Nidre Prayers’ (American Hebrew, January 26, 1912, 389).

120 For an earlier attempt at creating an American organization of Jewish academics, see Ira Robinson, “Cyrus
Adler, Bernard Revel and the Prehistory of Organized Jewish Scholarship in the United States,” American
Jewish History 69 (1980): 497-505. See also Kristen Loveland, “The Association for Jewish Studies: A Brief
History,” Association for Jewish Studies 40" Annual Conference, Washington, D.C., December 21-23, 2008
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The blossoming of academic Jewish studies erected a border between the scholar-
specialist and the amateur-generalist. This rendered the OSS, with its mixture of
professionals and amateurs, an odd and anachronistic venture to sustain. For example, Israel
Davidson, Louis Ginzberg, and Alexander Marx were all members of the OSS who held full-
time positions at JTS. They can all be described as professional scholars. These men
represented the future of Jewish scholarship in the United States, and they were outgrowing
the OSS. Even when they were members of the OSS, they were an anomaly. The society’s
“membership consisted mainly of Russian Jewish scholars, many of whom, although their
names were hardly known in university circles, were deeply learned in Hebraic lore.”!?!

1906 was a turning point for the OSS, because in that year its founder and long-
serving president, Herman Rosenthal, relinquished the presidency of the group to Rabbi
Bernard Drachman.'?? Perhaps this was to be expected, for in 1905, when Nahum T. London

wrote a retrospective of that year’s meetings, he lauded their quality and lamented their

quantity. To those interested in Hokhmat Yisrael, the meetings were enriching,'?® but this

(https://www.associationforjewishstudies.org/docs/default-source/ajs-history/ajs-history.pdf? Accessed
November 8, 2018, 2-3). There are some parallels and divergences between the AAJR and the Association for
Jewish Studies (AJS). For example, like the OSS, which declined in the same decade that the AAJR emerged,
the AJS was “more inclusive and democratic in its approach than the AAJR” (Loveland, “Association for
Jewish Studies,” 9), and in this respect it was more similar to the OSS, which declined less than a decade prior
to the appearance of the AAJR. Nonetheless, unlike the AJS, the OSS never sought to “delineate experts in the
field by using its membership categories to establish boundaries between full-time rabbis and university
professors” (Loveland, “Association for Jewish Studies,” 5).

121 Bernard Drachman, The Unfailing Light: Memoirs of an American Rabbi (New York: Rabbinical Council of
America, 1948), 266.

122 «“A Unique Distinction: Rev. Dr B, Drachman’s Election as President of the Ohole Shem Marks a New Era—
American Jewish Scholarship Recognized,” Hebrew Standard, November 9, 1906, 4.

123 Ohole Shem Association Minutes.
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could not reverse the fact that interest in the society was waning.

Meetings were held only when someone was willing to present a paper. As fewer
people were willing to offer “popular” lectures, these meetings became less frequent. When
in 1909 the poet Naftali Hertz Imber died, Rabbi Bernard Drachman wrote to Nahum London
to say that the society should really commemorate his death. Because the OSS could not
locate an appropriate speaker, this did not happen,'>* which is ironic, since at this time Jewish
learning was expanding in the United States.

1906, the year the presidency of the OSS changed hands, also saw the beginning of a

very different Hebraist society, the Harvard Menorah Society:

In their quest to redefine themselves as modern Jews, Harvard Menorah
Society Members chose not to emphasize religion as the cornerstone of Jewish
identity. These young men instead embraced Hebraism, which they
understood as an identity grounded in scholarly study of Jewish history and
culture.'?

On the surface, this was not different from the way the constitution of the OSS'?® described

its mission:

The object of the Society shall be
A) To foster and promote the study of Hebrew;
B) To encourage the study of Jewish History and Literature.

The difference between them is that the OSS was the domain of older European maskilim,

124 N. T. London Papers, MS. 6451V, box 5, folder 1.

125 Daniel Greene, The Jewish Origins of Cultural Pluralism: The Menorah Association and American Diversity
(Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 2005), 15—-16.

126 The Cen