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The preoccupation of the maskilim of the 18th and 19th centuries with the problems 
of the Hebre~' language, how to both purify and expand it. was not entirely an 
innovation of their own. At least as far as purism is concerned, it was a characteristic of 
long standing of the Italian Hebraists of the Renaissance and post-Renaissance periods. 
In his esthetic analysis of the Bible, Nofelh $ ufl 117 , of the second half of the 15th 
century, R' Yehudah Messer Leon devoted a whole chapter to "Purity and its Kinds,"J 
stressing the importance of adhering to the rules of logic and grammar in both writing 
and speech and of observing the Biblical forms and idioms. 

More than a century afterwards, these ideas were elaborated upon by R' Samuel 
Archivolti ( 15 15- 161 I ), one of the leading Hebrew grammarians and rhymesters of the 
16 th century. 1 n his Sefer (A ruga II! ha-Boscl17 (Venezia, 1602) he insisted on a 
separation of Biblical and Mishnaic Hebrew: 

If the sage s 01 the Mis hnah uscd words not to be "lund in thc Bible, you must pay them respect and 
use them in the lery same language they used them. For instance: Slikkah she~/Gmmatah 
lIIallhh,,1r IIII.yillllllllr 1M. Sukkah. I: II. Though it appears it s hould have been proper 10 say 

III is ill" Ir. hecause Ihe word -YI'I in Ihe Bible is always masculine. yet it should be pleasant for wrilers 

10 liSC the idiom exactly. On the other hand. one must not mix such a usage wilh Biblical words. for 

instance: heyill"rlr I"'I/{(!<'klw.' 

While obviously not objecting to the "language of the sages" in general, Archivolti 
restricted Hebrew poetry to the use of Biblical Hebrew alone: 

Whalever verb you mal' want to lise in a pOCIll. you must first sce if that verb is 10 be found in the 
Bible and in that specific conjugatilln. . Otherwise we shall become inventors of words, for which 

there is no foundation whalsoever. and Hebrew will become like an unwalled breached cily. ) 

Chap. 14 : "Ha~a~uth u-minchah." 

' Arugoth lIa -ho s(,1I/ (Ams terdam. 1730). chap. 2R. p. 90. 
Ibid .. 102. 
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Referring to the view expressed several times in the Talmud, that Biblical and Mishnaic 
Hebrew ought to be kept apart from each other,4 Archivolti warned against mixing 
Hebrew and Aramaic' and against embracing the innovations of the payyetanim. h 

A follower of Archivolti's views on Hebrew was his disciple, Yehudah Aryeh 
Modena (1571-1648), the famous rabbi and preacher of Venice. Like Archivolti, he 
emphasized the importance of the study of Bible and Hebrew grammar: 7 however, he 
was more extreme than his master in his criticism of the piyyul, condemming it as mere 
" prattle"R which should altogether be eliminated and replaced by psalms and short 
prayers recalling the sacrificial cult in the Temple .9 

MenaQem ben Yehudah Lonzano, a grammarian, rhymester and Cabbalist of the 
16th-17th centuries, also emphasized the importance of the study of Bible and 
grammar, as against an exclusive absorption with the Talmud. lo 

Such also was the attitude of the eminent Hebrew poet of the 17th century, 
CJmmanuel Frances . In one of his poems he advises an aspiring poet: 

Study first of all grammar. its general rules and particulars. .the foundati ons of which are in the 
Torah , the Prop hets and the Writings . Read the se books at all times until they are as current on 
your lips as the shema( Only then may yo u begin rh etoric and rhyming. I I 

The clearest expression of purism in Italy was given by R' Moshe Hayyim Luzzatto 
(1707-1747), who concluded his youthful work on Hebrew rhetoric, Sefer Leshol1 
Limmudim (Mantua, 1727; Jerusalem, 1950), by suggesting that one may choose in 
Hebrew any of three styles: 

One ma y either draw from the 24 Books of the Bible. .take parts of verses verb atim and co mbin e 
them in such a manner as to create the impression that th ey all are one whole rather than a 
piecemeal composition. .Or. one may use the "language of the sages." i.e. that of the Talmud. 
including even passages of the targum. .provided again they are used ve rb atim . . Both ways will 
give pleasure to readers or listeners who are well -versed in the sayings and phrases of both 
sources. ., Finally] one may pick words and expressions from the Bible. but combine them 
according to one's own will and cho ice. 12 

4 " i1t:l::!~ • ., C:'t:l::r; 1'~'" i1t:l::!~,,, ::"""r 1~~'7 " . 81' Qiddu shi n 37b: Avodah Zarah 58b: l:Iullin 13 7b 
5 CArugalh Ha-bosem, 77b. 
6 Ibid .. 89,102. 
7 Diwan LeRabbi Yehudah Aryeh mi-Modena, ed. and intr. by S. Bernstei n (Philadelphia. 1932) . poem 

no. 38: no. I 12 (p. 144): idem. Beth Yehudah (Venezia. 1635). Qiddushin, chap. I. p. 12 b. 
8 " Ci'D1!)D~ ,t::"~." He uses this expression in both hi s Bel h Yehu dah, 5a (on Berakhoth. 29). as well 

as in Qol Sakhal. See Behinalh Ha-Qabbalah (Gorizia. 1852). 42. 
9 Loc . cit. 

10 Shtei Yadoth (Venezia, 1618). 120-21. 
II Dill'an L eR' C!mmanu )el ben David Frances, ed. S. Bernstein (Tel Aviv. 1932) . poem no. 16 . For 

further references to this su bject in Italian Hebrew literature. see" Iggereth Musar leQ a lonimus ben 
Qalonimus." ed. by Sonne , Qove" Cal Yad (1930).93-110. mainly 106-07: M. Gudemann. Geschichle des 
Erzie!7ungswesens, trans. by A. S. Friedberg. S eIer Ha-Iorah Veha- fw)'l'im Bear"Olh Ha-maCaral' Bi-m ei 
Ha-bein ay im . II (Warsaw, 1898) , chap. 7: S. Asaf. ed .. Meqorolh L'toledolh Ha-h innukh Be\'israel (Tel 
Avi v, 1931),2:118-19 . 124,137-38 . 139.186-87.211. 

12 SeIer Leshol7 Limmudim, ed. A. M. Haberman (Jeru sa lem. 1950). 171-72. 
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Ramfw! adduces examples for each of the three styles: however. the reader acquainted 
with his work may find much superior examples of the various styles in the work of 
Ramfw! himself. While his three dramas were all written in the purest and loftiest of 
Biblical styles. his philosophical or ethical tracts. above all his Mesillarh Yesharim. 
were written in the exact and classical. yet popular and warm. style of the Mishnah. 

5 

Whatever one's view of Roml.wl and his place in the hi s toy of Hebrew letters. 
relegating him either to medieval times or considering him as heralding the modern age. 
as far as his view of the Hebrew language is concerned. his clear-cut purism is an 
indication of a backward rather than a forward - looking philosophy of Hebrew. and is. 
indeed. in the best tradition of Italian Renaissance purism. Although .. Me~qar." one of 
the leading characters of his allegorical play. La- Yesharim Tehillah (1742). displays a 
receptivity for and a responsiveness to the scientific and mathematical tendencies of the 
age. I ' this does not seem to have led Luzzatto to a more dynamic and expansionist view 
of Hebrew. Even in the description of natural phenomena. detailing states of realia. he 
did not feel the need of an expanded vocabulary beyond that of the Bible. In short. the 
idea of the expansion of Hebrew in order to make it expressive of modern culture did 
not occur to him. nor to any of his compatriots either of the Renaissance or post­
Renaissance days. Indeed. this idea did not arise before the age of the Berlin Haskalah. 

The first of the 18th century maskilim to whom Hebrew had become a problem was 
Gumpel Schnaber. a physician with an interest in mathematics and the sciences. 14 In 
1771 he published in London his Ma)amar ha- Torah I'eha-lfokhmah in which he 
presented. in the space of some 171J pages. an encyclopedic survey of the various 
branches of mathematics, astronomy. and the natural sciences. It was not the first work 
of its kind in Hebrew. I

' but it was among the earliest. No wonder its style was heavy 
and awkward and its author totally helpless with some elementary words and terms-so 
much so that he felt compelled to attach at the end of his volume a Jist of some 250 
foreign words that he used. It is not the work per se that is of interest to us in this 
context, but the author's awareness of the inadequacy of Hebrew for the task he 
undertook. He writes: 

I saw another great evil. . While all the nations around us keep on composing books and 
expanding their languages. .our language remains poor and deficient. There is no one among us 
who knows how to call a thing by its name in Hebrew. or to describe it. unless it is found in the 
Torah or Prophets. How few are those among us whose language is pure and whose spcech­
pleasant. perhaps one in a town and two in a whole nation. lo 

13 See especially dihhur aleph and helh in Act II of La-.I'csharim Tehilll/h. ed. Y. Zemorah (Jerusalem. 
1(49), 38-40.42-46. 

14 See on him . Moshe Pelli. The Age of Haskalah (Leidcn. 1979). 131 50. 
15 Cf. J . Eschelbachcr. "Die Anf1inge allgemeiner Bildung unter den deutschen Juden \'Clr Mendelssohn." 

Feslschri)i ZUlli siehz(lisll'n Ciebllrlslage Marlin Philippsulls (Leir/ig. 1(16). 16R- 77: I. Eisenstein-Barzilay. 
"The Background of the Berlin Has kalah." t ;.I .W' ·S Oil .lell·ish I. i);' alld 1hollglll (New York. 1(59). 184-87 . 

16 M,, )alllar Ha-lVrah Vehll - l/Okhmah. 5-6. 
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While there is nothing new in Schnaber's criticizing Hebrew for its lack of purity or 
beauty, there is an element of novelty in his complaint about its poverty and inadequacy 
for subjects that are extraneous to the Bible. Obviously implied in that criticism, though 
not explicitly stated, is his view about the necessity of expanding the language. 

The first to stress the need for expanding Hebrew and to suggest its realization by 
legalizing Mishnaic Hebrew and declaring it on a par with Biblical Hebrew was R' 
Shlomo Pappenheim (1740-1814), best known for his elegy Aggadath Arbac KOSOlh 
(Berlin, 1790; Tel Aviv University , 1967). In 1784 there appeared the first part of his 
YeriCoth Shlomo (Dehrenfurt, 1784) on the synonyms of time, space, and motion in 
Hebrew. It is a philosophical-philological study of a subject which, since it was first 
introduced into modern Hebrew literature by N. Wessely's Can Nacu/ of the mid­
sixties,17 began to attract much attention. 18 In his introduction to this work, Pappenheim 
writes that he is puzzled that in a language as poor as Hebrew there should be such 
extravagances as synonyms, two or three words for one item or concept. The problem, 
he writes, is further compounded by the opinion of some scholars, that even the limited 
vocabulary of the Bible is not wholly Hebrew but contains words from " Aramaic, 
Egyptian, Edomite, Greek, Phoenician, and Hittite, leaving to pure Hebrew only a little 
that belongs to it." Pappenheim, however, rejects this view: 

It is not Hebrew that is poor. .but we whose knowledge is inadequ ate. We are ignorant of the 
many books that perished. the " Historie s of the Kings, " for instance, the" Midras him of the 
Prophets" and their like, all of which were written in Hebrew. In addition. after Hebre w ceased to 
be a spoken language, parts of it. . were forgotten and equally lost. 

He further declares that, " with the exception of a few Aramaic words," all the 
vocabulary of the Bible is pure Hebrew. Moreover, "also the language of the Mishnah, 
all of it or most of it, is pure Hebrew, even though it is not to be found in the Bible ." 
Mishnaic Hebrew, in his view, is not a new dialect, nor even a new phase in the 
development of Hebrew. Indeed, it is the very same language as that of the Bible, and 
the fact that some of its words are not to be found there is only accidental, simply 
"because the necessity for their use has not arisen. However, if we could see those lost 
books of the Bible, we would find many of them there ." Once we agree, Pappenheim 
concludes, that Mishnaic Hebrew is also Hebrew, Hebrew would no longer be a poor 
language, but, on the contrary, as rich as any other language and perhaps richer.I Y This 
view about the essential unity of Hebrew notwithstanding, in his own writings 
Pappenheim did not develop a homogeneous Hebrew style, but practiced a stylistic 
dualism. While in his Arbac Kosoth he used a lofty Biblical Hebrew, in the speculative 
Yen'coth Shlomo his Hebrew was close to that of the medieval Jewish philosophers. 

17 Pt.I(Amsterdam, 1765); Pt. II (Amsterdam. 1766). 
18 Numerous studies of the subject were published in both Ha-m e)assefand Bikkllrei Ha- 'illim. 

Prominent was that of S. D. Luzzatto in Bikkurei Ha- ' illim. (1825). See S. Spi egel. .. M idrash Ha-n irdafim 

Besifrutenu," Leshonenu 7 (1935), 11 - 46. 
19 "Haqdamah," Yeri'othShlomo, 4. 
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Pappenheim's view on Mishnaic Hebrew and his demand to consider it as pure 
Hebrew soon found at least one supporter, "the humble I:Iayyim Keslin of Berlin." 
Without mentioning Pappenheim by name, he wrote an article in Ha-Me)assef adopting 
his views. Interesting is the occasion for that article. In 1785 Isaac Satanow (1732-
1805), one of the leading maskilim, published a new edition of the Seli~oth with notes 
and commentaries. In it he pointed out all the words and expressions that were not 
Biblical but Mishnaic or Midrashic. Though he left these words intact, he seems to have 
shown a preference for a purely Biblical rendition of the prayers. 20 It was this puristic 
attitude to prayers by Satanow which was the direct cause of Keslin's article and not 
Satanow's alleged "positive and respectful" attitude to Mishnaic Hebrew, as claimed by 
J. Klausner.21 In that article, Keslin not only reiterated Pappenheim's view about the 
loss of parts of the Bible as responsible for the poverty of Hebrew, but also his more 
specific view about Mishnaic Hebrew being synonymous with Biblical Hebrew and 
therefore to be considered an integral part of the Hebrew language. He further argued 
that the interpretation given to the talmudic saying i10~r" t:'o:n J1~'" Mon'" M"ti J'I!I" 
(see n. 4 above), as if implying that the two styles were entirely different from each 
other, was not a correct interpretation. In Keslin's view, these words merely express the 
wish of the sages that certain words, which assumed a specific meaning in their 
vocabulary, should be retained in that meaning and not be tampered with, although they 
may have a different meaning in the Bible. In all other instances, however, whenever 
the sages use words that are in consonance with the rules of Biblical Hebrew, although 
they may not be found in the Bible at all, or they use them in forms other than those in 
the Bible-in such instances, the sages must be relied upon, their knowledge accepted 
as perfectly trustworthy, and their verbs considered as remnants of the language which 
survived beside the Bible. They must all be incorporated in Hebrew so that the language 
will gain in strength and beautyY 

Two years separate the appearance of that article and Satanow's reply to it. 23 

Although this reply has the signature of Satanow's son, "Shaima Shlomo," it is no 
doubt of the pen of Satanow himself and constitutes an important contribution to the 
discussion of Hebrew during the first generation of the Haskalah. In his reply Satanow 
expresses full agreement with his critic-though never mentioning him by name-that 
Mishnaic Hebrew ought to be considered Hebrew, "since our sages who established its 
rules and who used it were Hebrews. "24 He rejects, however, his contention that that 

20 We write "il seems" because it is an inference based on the articles of Keslin and Satanow soon to be 
discussed, rather than on a reading of the Seli~olh , which was unavailable in New York City. 

21 Cf. J. Klausner, .. Me~qarim Betoledoth Ha-sifruth HaJivrith Ha-~adashah," Kitvei Ha-universita Ha­
civrilh Bi-yerushalayim. Madda cei Ha-yahadulh (Jerusalem, 1926), 1: 164. 

22 "Be'er Re~ovoth," Ha-melassej. 1786, Teveth '''Oflti, 51-60; reprinted in Bikkurei Ha-Cittim (Wien, 
1824, ;-1"£:1'/".), 16-24. 

23 "Midarkhei Ha-Iashon V'ha-meli~ah," Ha-melassej. (1788, n"Oflti M:lIO), 82-95; reprinted in 
Bikkurei Ha- cillim (1827), "Miv~ar Ha-melassef," 71-79. 

24 Ibid. 74 . 
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Hebrew is synonymous with Biblical Hebrew. Such a view, he declares, is in violation 
of what is "obvious and well-known," namely, that there are many substantial 
differences between the two in terms of both vocabulary and grammar. 25 

As for the language of prayers, which was the direct cause of the controversy in the 
first place, Satanow maintains that since prayers were first institutionalized by Ezra 
"and his group," who were well-versed in Scripture and who preceded the sages of the 
Mishnah by many years, there is little doubt that their prayers must have been in pure 
Biblical Hebrew. Hence that language is still preferable and "it should only be proper 
to substitute every Mishnaic word with a Biblical one." However, as indicated earlier, 
Satanow did not act on his conclusion and, beside pointing out these late words, he left 
them intact in the text. 26 

Interesting as all this is, the importance of Satanow's article lies in two other aspects, 
namely, its fearless description of the deplorable state of Jewish culture at the time on 
the one hand, and its strong plea for the expansion of Hebrew on the other. Movingly 
and dramatically Satanow describes the plight of Hebrew in the modern age: whereas 
all the languages expand their vocabularies to accommodate the growth of science and 
technology, Hebrew alone remains stationary and barren. No wonder that 

our best authors go begging for words and terms from other languages whenever they want to 
discuss the new sciences and the arts. This is, indeed, a shameful situation. I wish the sages of 
Israel would undertake to remove that shame by adding new ' verbs , nouns and words, and by 
integrating them into the Hebrew language, in accordance with its spirit and usage 27 

There are several other ideas in Satanow's writings concerning language in general 
and Hebrew in particular which deserve attention. He emphasizes the direct link 
between the general level of a nation's life and the level of its language: the richer, the 
more varied and developed a nation's social, economic, and cultural texture is, the 
richer its language. In ancient times, he writes, Hebrew was both pure and rich, as may 
be inferred from its numerous synonyms, as well as from its abundant vocabulary for all 
kinds of crafts mentioned, for instance, in the description of the Tabernacle. Exile, 

25 As regards vocabulary, he points out that: 

the roots of Biblical Hebrew are unique to the Hebrews alone and only a few of them are borrowed 
from other languages; contrariwise, most of the roots of Mishnaic Hebrew are taken from foreign 
languages, 

Aramaic, Greek and Latin. As for the grammatical differences, he indicates a few of them. Thus, in Biblical 
Hebrew, in the infinitive with the lamed, the pe-nun verbs either retain the nUll (Iindor, iiI/lor), or altogether 
drop it (/ageshel, lala(al), but never is it assimilated in the dagesh as is always the case in Mishnaic Hebrew. 
The two also differ with regard to the infinitive of pe-yod, lamed-aleph and lamed-he verbs , and with regard 
to a great deal more. The fact, he concludes, that both languages have many, and perhaps most, verbs in 
common is in itself an insufficient reason to consider them identical. By such reasoning one may also claim 
the identity of Hebrew and Aramaic, loco cit. 

26 Ibid. , 76-77. 
27 Ibid. 73. The inference that the late Professor 1. Klausner drew from the above passage, namely, that 

Satanow not only embraced the idea of the expansion of Hebrew but also the admission of foreign words in it, 

is obviously uncertain. See his "Me~qarim Betoledoth Ha-sifruth," (supra, n. 21), 164. 
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however, brought decline to the nation as a whole and played havoc with its language, 
too. "Since the nations barred us from many arts and crafts , the wisdom of our wise 
perished, and under the stress of the times the language shrank and grew poorer. " 28 

Though Satanow does not consider the long period of the exile as entirely barren, he 
has no respect for the kind of creativity the nation displayed then. He is especially 
critical of the piyyu( which, in his view, was a major contributor to the growing loss of 
any sense of order and beauty among the Jews, the neglect of grammar, and the decline 
of the Hebrew language. 

Worth noting finally is Satanow's forecast of Hebrew's future. Parallel to the link he 
establishes between the exile and the decline of the language, he establishes a similar 
link between the anticipated rebirth of the nation and its language. He sounds almost 
prophetic when he writes: 

There is only one hope left to Hebrew, namely, the restoration of Israel to Zion, when its rebuilders 
will gather and along with them the maskilim of Judah who will heal and revive the language from 
the ruins of its perversion. Its purity will then be restored and its creativity renewed. New verbs and 
nouns will abundantly sprout forth from its roots, and as a result wisdom will regain its former 
strength in Israel. 29 

It may not be out of context to remark here, that whatever one's view of the Haskalah 
in general, conceiving of it as either" nationalist" or "assimilationist," at least as far as 
one can judge from Satanow's views on the Hebrew language, they clearly indicate his 
strong "national" orientation and commitment. Hebrew to him, and for that matter also 
to most other contemporary Hebraists, was not a mere tool for Haskalah which could 
be discarded once the goal was reached,30 but a goal in itself, a vehicle for 
communicating cultural values and ideas, which, once expressed in the national 
medium-irrespective of their origin and character-become an integral part of the 
national culture. 

II 
Among the most important maskilim of the Berlin School was Yehudah Leib Benzev 

(1764-1814) who, since his arrival in Berlin soon after the death of Moses 
Mendelssohn (1786), became one of the prolific scholars of the age, reediting and 
commenting on SaCadyah Ga)on' s Emunoth VedeCoth (r789), translating the 
apocryphal Ecclesiasticus (1798) and the Scroll of Judith (1799), and composing a 
chrestomathy for the study of Hebrew, Beth Ha-sefer (1802), an Introduction to the 
Bible, Mavo )el Miqra)ei Ha-qodesh (1810), and a catechism, Yesodei Ha-dath 
(1811). His most important achievement, however, was in the field of Hebrew language, 
its grammar and lexicography. His Talmud Lashon CJvri (1796), which appeared in 
twelve editions in the course of the 19th century, was the first modern grammar of 
Hebrew, and his )O!jar Ha-shorashim (1807)- the first Hebrew-German and German­
Hebrew dictionary. 

28 Mishlei Asaf, I (Berlin, 1789). chap. 25: I. commentary. 
29 Seier Ha-midoth (Berlin. 1784). 88b. 
30 H. N. Schapira gave such an interpretation of the Hebraic zeal of the Berlin maski/im in his Toledoth 

Ha-sifruth Ha-(il'rith Ha-lJadashah. (Tel Aviv. n.d.). 1:8-9. 
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Benzev's views on Hebrew indicate the influences of both Satanow and Pappenheim. 
Like Satanow, he emphasized the direct relationship between the fate of the nation and 
its language: 

As long as a nation maintains its independence and its people live in peace in their own Jand, 
following their own political and ethical norms-wisdom and the arts multiply among them, giving 
rise to thinkers and artists, scientists and writers, rhetoricians, poets, and authors of books on all 
kinds of subjects. As a result, the language expands ... gaining the capacity to express any idea. 
Indeed, the beauty of the language and its perfection are then taken as an indicatio n of the 
perfection of the nation]l 

Such was also the lot of Hebrew. However, in the wake of the exile, when the Jews 
assimilated to the languages of the various peoples and Hebrew ceased to be a spoken 
language, it declined and was greatly impoverished. According to Benzev, the language 
reached its ebb in the last three centuries, "the years of darkness," when the sciences 
died out among the Jews and the study of Torah became perverted by mystical reveries 
on the one hand, and legalistic casuistry on the other. In consequence, the study of 
grammar and the Bible were completely neglected, and the Hebrew language fell into 
decay. Benzev, it appears, entertained little hope for the future of Hebrew. "I know," 
he wrote, "the language will not revive unless God would restore His people from their 
captivity."32 Yet, this notwithstanding, his own literary and scholarly activity offers 
ample proof of his great faith in the future of Hebrew and its growth. 

Benzev was also influenced by Pappenheim, especially with regard to his view on 
post-Biblical Hebrew. At the end of the introduction to his dictionary he writes: 

I have also tried to include among the Hebrew roots words and expressions from the Talmud which 
I thought belonged to the remnants of Hebrew that survived among our people and which 
accidentally have not become part of the Bible. 

With these words Benzev seemed to allude to Pappenheim's view that Mishnaic 
Hebrew, or at least parts of it, belonged to Biblical Hebrew and that it was only by 
accident that it was not represented in the Bible. 

Again, like Pappenheim and Satanow, Benzev was both a purist and an expansionist. 
Though pure Hebrew to him was only Biblical, he also considered the subsequent 
phases of the language an integral part of it, and essential to an enhanced 
expressiveness. He indicated this in the introduction to the German-Hebrew part of his 
dictionary, where he wrote: 

The composition of this part of the Thesaurus was more difficult for me, though more gratifying, 
than the preceding part [i.e. the Hebrew-German, I. B. J, its usefulness being greater to more people 
than the first part. Most people, for whom I composed it, are more interested in the translation of a 
German word to Hebrew than in the reverse. As for the first part, there are very few people whose 
knowledge of Hebrew is sufficient to enable them to find a word by its root . .. What made the 
composition of this part more difficult is the great difference between the two languages, the 
abundant German on the one hand, and the meager Hebrew on the other. Unlike the Wes tern 

31 "Haqdamah," Talmud Lashon '/vri (Wien, J807). 
32 Beginning of"haqdamah," ibid. 
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languages. which are alive. Hebrew ceased to be a spoken language for almost two thousand years. 

I therefore doubted whether. with its limited vocabulary. it could altogether do justice to 

German. , , In view of this difficulty I almost gave up the idea, H av ing completed the first part. 
however. I could not suppress my desire , ' , to add to it a second part. imperfect though it may turn 

out to be , ' , To accomplish it. however. I could not adhere to pure Hebrew alone. but I had to add 

many words and idioms from the Talmud and even later writers. words and expressions that are 

si milar to Hebrew or close to it. Frequently I even included foreign words from the Talmud. 
borrowed from Aramaic. Egyptian. Greek or Latin, My reason for this is that I did not compose 
this work for those of pure s peec h and !lowery la nguage (meli!iah)-they will find their portion in 

the first part, . , ~ but for the mass of plain people. some of whom write all kinds of bus iness 
notes.1 ) and to whom it is convenient to be able to find adequate (Hebrew) words to express their 

intention. if only the se words are ever mentioned by any Hebrew writer, , , Obviously. one who is 
particular about the purity of his Hebrew should keep away from this part. However. one who is 
not concerned with thi s may use it. since its words are found in the Talmud and in subsequent 
literature. 

The informed reader has only to recall Wessely's view of a generation earlier vis-a-vis 
the roles he foresaw for Hebrew and German in the modern age, restricting the first to 
"matters of the holy faith and Torah" and leaving to the second the wide area of daily 
life and secular culture,!" to realize how much closer Benzev's view was to that which 
was to prevail in the post- Haskalah period. Whereas Wessely limited the use of Hebrew 
to religious matters alone, Benzev treated it as a full-fledged language, potentially 
adequate to meet all secular needs. too. In support of such an interpretation of Benzev, 
one may also cite the many popular sayings and idioms which are scattered throughout 
his German-Hebrew dictionary, leaving the student of Hebrew with the impression that, 
to Benzev at least, Hebrew was not only very much alive but also flexible and popular. 
To cite only a few random examples: He renders the rather crudely expressed German 
observation, "Wenn die Huren nicht mehr kbnnen werden sie Betschwestern,"35 by the 
more bland Aramaic, "t:'j:!; /'(::':'I::!':' "':'.'O:.l :;;~ ,,'~cn"'" .. Oer Apfel fallt nicht we it vom 
Stamme"J7 he renders by what apparently is a creation of his own, ~~/'( ':'O:~.l .,1)1'1" 

""j:!l,'1'1. 1R or by the Talmudic idiom "'"':/,(,, :;'~'~: /'(~:." .l') or by the midrashic observation 
"j:!'0:; /'(':' /'(:t: ~~~; /'(I::!': ~:';:C,"40 While the above idioms appear natural and indigenous 
to both languages , this is not the case with other idioms. 41 

34 Dil'rei Shalom VC'clI1cllr (Berlin. l 7H2). chap. 7. 
35 T o put it in somewhat poetic form : "When the whore s can do it no more. they o ffer prayers by the 

score ." o.f(Ir. Ill. s ,\' . ~.~~;-. . p, 456, 

36 "When cou rage I'ails the thief he hecomes virtuous" (BT Sanh. 12a). loc, cit. 
37 " The apple falls not far from the stem." ibid" s. v, i:'·":'';~O:. p. 83a. 
38 "The branches go after the root." ibid. 
39 "Like father like son." lac. cit. The version in BT Eru vi n 70a is ':", ~:W': :", ':"~: :'.'~':'. 

40 "From a vicious dog no gentle cuh will come forth ." ibid, In L ~\ ' ilicus Rablra 19:6 . the version is 
sligh tly different: ''''':-r N'; ~t": :';.:r; :t: .... ~~ .. "raise not a g.entle cuh of a viciou s dog," 

41 Thus. the German "manchcs a lte Kamel trligt die Haut se ine r Jungen lum Markt" (sometimes an o ld 
camel will carry the hides of its you ng to market). ibid .. s. \'. t:''::". r. 46a. docs not sound indigenously 
German. but its Aramaic counterpart '1~~;~; N:~'~ "~l.'t:; '1:C .,:,~_~ ~Z'''£:~ (Sallh. 25a: "many an old 

camel is laden with the hide s "I' the younger ones") docs sou nd natural and indigenous, This is e ven more 
pronounced in the following idiom . The (jermall rcad s: "lch hahe cine Ehc-Sache mit mcincrn Mannc" (I 
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It is pertinent to notice here that five years after the appearance of the dictionary, the 
much younger Shlomo Levisohn (1789-1821), a leading Hebraist, poet, and scholar, 
also expressed the view that a language is not complete unless it contains some popular 
proverbs and sayings that are current among the people and reflect its character and 
history. Although he suggested overcoming this deficiency of Biblical Hebrew by 
borrowing from Talmudic literature, in contradiction to Benzev, he limited such 
borrowings to only those 'of pure Hebrew.42 

III 

A final link in the chain of early Hebraists whose views and activities were of 
consequence for the future of Hebrew was Menai)em Mendel Lefin (= Lewin) of 
Satanow (Satanower) (1749-1826). In his youth he spent several years in Berlin, where 
he frequented the home of Moses Mendelssohn and came under the influence of the 
Haskalah. Upon returning to his native Poland he became a disseminator of a 
conservative and pragmatic rationalism. He was not a creative writer, nor was he an 
original thinker. He either translated, paraphrased, or commented on works by others. 
Nevertheless he is important in the development of modern Hebrew. In a generation 
that witnessed a great revival of Biblical Hebrew, he was the only one who never used 
it, but wrote all his works inthe post-Biblical, mainly Mishnaic, style. " It appears," 
writes Klausner, "that he resolutely objected to the flowery style of the Biblical purists, 
who were held then in the highest esteem."4J He adopted that style as early as the 
1780's, when he translated the first four chapters of the famous book on popular 
medicine by the Swiss physician Tissot.44 He continued to use that style in all his other 
works: Sefer lfeshbon Ha-nefesh (Lemberg, 1808; Wilno, 1844), a translation­
paraphrase of Benjamin Franklin's The Way to Wealth (Poor Richard's Almanack),45 
commentaries on some books of the Bible, which he attached to his Yiddish translations 
of those books,46 and finally in his translation of Maimonides' Guide which he 
completed a few weeks before his death.47 

have some matrimonial matter with my hu sband), which is neither idiomatic nor proverbial. Contrariwise, 
each of the three alleged Hebrew-Aramaic equivalents is indigenously idiomatic, They are: ,J':J'? 'J':J O'OV 
(heaven is between me and him, see Sanh, 90b, Rashi); I'M:J nil' 'JJ'~ (his ejaculation is without strength , 
Nedarim. 9Ia); ~i:J~ M:J ,,? J'~ (he is impotent, I;lullin, 107a) , O~ar, s. v, :tIn;.' p, 73b, It is obviou s from 
the above, that (a) Benzev's mastery of Hebrew-Aramaic was by far gieater than his mastery of German, and 
(b) although he allegedly was writing a German-Hebrew dictionary, he actually was doing the oppos ite, 
namely, attempting to find German equivalents for Hebrew or Aramaic idioms, Be that as it may, it is clear 
that Benzevtreated Hebrew as a live language and, his purism notwithstanding, considered post-Biblical 
Hebrew an integral part of it. 

42 See his "Beth Ha-)Osef' inMe"qarei Lashon, reed, by I. Zemorah (Tel Aviv, 1947),76-77, 
43 HislOriah shel Ha-sifruth /fa-<ivrith Ha-IJadashah, (1930), 1 :214, 
44 That translation, entitled" Sefer Refu' oth Ha- cam," was warmly endorsed by Mendelssoh n and 

together with Lefin's " Iggeroth Ha-~okhmah, " mainly on natural science, was published in Berlin in 1789 
under the title Moda c La-binah, The full translation of Refu )oth Ha -<am appeared in Zolkiew in 1794, 

45 Klausner, His/oriyah, I, 206-11. 
46 See Sefer Kohelelh Shlomo , , , (1819; not pag.), new ed. by Y/WO (Wilno, 1930); for Proverbs, see 

"Liqqutim" in Sefer /feshbon Ha-nefesh (Wilno, 1844); see also Klausner, Historiyah, I, 212-18. 
47 See" Haqdamath Ha-mevi Leveth Ha-defus," Sefer Moreh Nevukhim . . . Meturgam Bilshon Ha­

mishnah ... Cal pi . .. Mendel Lefin (Zolkiev, 1829). 
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There seems to have existed a direct relationship between the socio-national goals 
Lefin had set for himself in hi s works and the style he adopted . His writings were all 
meant for the benefit of the Jews of Eastern Europe. As the R e/u )oth Ha cam was 
prompted by his concern for their physical well-being, so wa's his lfeshbon Ha-ne/esh 
prompted by a concern for their mental-ethical health. Equally were his Yiddish 
translations of the Bible meant for their edification. Even in his translation of 
Maimonides ' Guide into the idiom of the Mishnah he strove to popularize that classical 
monument of Jewish thought and make it accessible to wider segments of the people, 
Lefin must have felt that, although "impure," the exact and earthy "language of the 
sages" would be a more adequate and pliable linguistic tool for his kind of writing than 
the lofty and aristocratic " language of the prophets." The pietist wrapping of his works 
notwithstanding, Lefin was a rationalist and a man of positive interests and tendencies . 
He admired natural science and was well aware of the political and social problems 
facing the Jewry of his day. His preoccupation with the realities of the world and 
human society required a vocabulary that was both realistic and exact. 

Be that as it may, Lefin was not only the first who introduced Mishnaic Hebrew into 
modern Hebrew literature, but also the first who coined new words. Three of these 
survived in contemporary Hebrew: be~ilah (nausea), ~oqen (enema) and shicul (a 
cough) . Though his Hebrew is not flawless and free of errors, it is distinguished by both 
clarity and simplicity, and his writing is imbued with a feeling of warmth and concern 
for the reader. In his introduction to Lefin' s translation of the Guide, Mordekhai 
Suchostawer (1790-1880), his disciple and editor of that translation, succinctly 
described his master' s linguistic achievement: 

Here too, as in hi s other precious works, he blazed a new trail for himself. Unlike the new authors 
and trans lators who, bound as they feel by the twenty-four books of the Bible- books rich in ideas 
but poor in word s-innovate words and expressions that are solely based on those books and as a 
result introduce words which no Hebrew ear has ever heard and which simply are offensive to the 
sensitive reader, Lefin chose a different path. He laid bare the treasures of the two Talmudim. the 
midrashim and the Aggadah. opening up an inexhaustible'source for any subject, be it philosophical 
or technological. 48 

The subsequent chapter in the history of Hebrew during the 19th century lies beyond 
the confines of this study. It is worth noting, however, that it too is, initially at least, 
linked with the name of Lefin. In 1858 , when Eliezer Zweifel (1815-1888), a disciple 
of Suchostawer and like him an instructor in the rabbinical Seminary of Zhytomir, 
made his literary debut with his somewhat strange compilation Minnim Ve(ugav 
(Wilno, 1858), it was as a disciple of Lefin, in whose footsteps he declared himself to 
be walking, that he threw down the gauntlet at the Biblical purists of his day, asserting 
that from now on "He will be wearing a new language-crown, one that is mixed of 
Bible, Mishnah and Talmud ."49 About ten years later, when he published his epoch­
making Shalom (AI Yisra)el (Zhytomir, 1868-1872), written in Mishnaic Hebrew, the 
way for a new composite literary style in Hebrew was wide open. 

48 Loc. cit. 
49 Minnim Ve( ugav, 16-17 . 
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IV 

By now we may more clearly define both purism and expansionism and see the 
relationship that evolved between them during the age of Haskalah. Stimulated by 
contacts with the cultural milieu of the Renaissance and the Age of Reason, small 
groups of Jewish intellectuals became esthetically sensitive and, turning their attention 
to their own literature, began to preach a restoration of order and beauty in it by 
observing the rules of logic and grammar, style and syntax. 

The fact that such demands became louder and more frequent during the age of the 
Haskalah must be understood against the background of the appalling decline Hebrew 
experienced during the three centuries that preceded the rise of the Haskalah. Though 
the core of the language remained healthy and vital, its rules and norms were neglected 
and violated. Like a spreading disease this neglect affected the entire body of Hebrew 
letters, Halakhah, Cabbalah, Hasidism, and even Haskalah. Indeed, one could hardly 
find in those centuries a Hebrew book the language of which was entirely free of errors 
and distortions of one kind or another. This situation was further aggravated by the 
conceptual confusion which prevailed in the wake of the impact of Cabbalah and 
subsequently Hasidism. 

That the Italian purists of the Renaissance and post-Renaissance periods singled out 
Biblical Hebrew for emulation may, partly at least, be explained in the framework of 
the general return of that age to the traditions of the Ancients. During the Haskalah 
period, this tendency further gained in strength as it was seen to reflect the universalism 
of the age and its critical attitude toward religion. To emphasize the Bible meant to de­
emphasize the Talmud, or to draw away from what seemed a parochial and legalistic 
conception of Judaism in favor of a humanitarian-ethical one. 

Purism, however, was not the only aspect of Hebrew under discussion at the time. 
Simultaneously, the question of the expansion of the language arose. It was brought 
about by an awakened awareness on the part of the maskilim that in its present 
condition Hebrew was inadequate for the modern age. That feeling seems to have been 
general among them, irrespective of their literary predilections and tendencies. Thus, 
while Gumpel Shnaber, Isaac Satanow, and Lefin emphasized the need for an expanded 
Hebrew vocabulary to accommodate the recent developments in science, mathematics, 
and medicine, Yehudah Benzev was on the lookout for popular sayings and idioms that 
would endow Hebrew with greater naturalness and flexibility. The need for expansion 
was also keenly felt by the creative writers of the time. The humanitarianism of the age 
with its concern for the individual, an elation with nature, and above all the prevailing 
mundane and hedonistic tendencies, opened new avenues for a richer human experience 
and, in consequence, the need was felt for a new idiom that would give literary 
expression to it. 

It was no doubt the growing realization of this situation among the maskilim which 
explains their intensive preoccupation with the subject of synonyms, beginning with 
Wessely in the 1760's, through Pappenheim and the Me)assejim of the eighties and 
nineties, down to the extensive study of the subject by S. D. Luzzatto and other 
scholars in the Bikkurei Ha-cittim of the 1820's. This prolonged effort to arrive at the 
subtle distinctions among the nuances of verbs, nouns, and other words was, no doubt, 
stimulated by a hope and desire to increase the expressive capacity of the language. 



Barzilay: From Purism to Expansionism 15 

This hope was also frequently articulated in the other Hebrew writings of the time. 
Indeed, most writers felt that by their mere secU'lar use of the language they were 
automatically expanding and transforming it into a vehicle of modern communication 
and expression. To cite only a few examples: Isaac Euchel (1758-1804) published his 
alleged travel- letters to his disciple, Michael Friedlander, "just to show that Hebrew 
was adequate for any subject, big or small."50 The poet Yoseph Ha)efrati Metroplowitz 
(1770-1804) asserted that his only purpose in writing the Biblical drama Melukhath 
Sha)ul (1794) was "to expand our language which we lost a long time ago."51 In the 
"Foreword" to his collection of Biblical poetry, MattaCei Qedem cAl Admath Sa/on,52 
Scholem Hacohen (1771-1845)- a leading Hebraist during the second generation of 
the German-Austrian Haskalah-wrote in a similar vein that what he wanted to 
demonstrate in that work was "how much the ancient Hebrew tongue yields to 
expansion and revival through a proper use of the rules of grammar." Equally, Shlomo 
Levisohn expressed the hope that as a result of his investigations of Hebrew grammar 
the language would expand. 5.1 

Jt is obvious, theoretically at least, that all the maskilim were expansionists, fully 
convinced of the necessity for Hebrew to grow in order to meet the cultural needs of the 
modern Jew. However, at the same time they were also purists and could not, with the 
exception of only a few, conceive of that growth but in the framework of the Bible 
alone. Having revolted against the hybrid style of the rabbis, they were loath to accept 
that style as part of a reborn Hebrew, ardently believing that once puristic standards are 
enforced, the language would respond and by itself yield its inner resources. The 
language did respond and to such masters as Wessely, Efrati, Levisohn, Scholem 
Hacohen, Adam, Michal, and Mapu did open its treasures. As a result of their creative 
genius and effort, Biblical Hebrew gained in strength and fluency. It was not enough, 
however, and when in the \850's Haskalah finally reached larger segments of the Jews 
of Eastern Europe and, under the pressure of realism, the Hebrew language was called 
upon to deal with the daily realities of life, the language was as helpless then as it was 
at the inception of Haskalah three generations earlier. The solution, however, was no 
I'onger far-away, and it lay in the realization which finally had dawned on some Hebrew 
writers, that a \ine must be drawn between one's attitude toward the Jewish tradition 
and toward its language, and that a rejection of the former does not ipso facto mean a 
rejection of the latter. Once this was realized, the psychological barrier preventing the 
full use of the past resources of Hebrew was removed and the way was opened for the 
expansion and growth of the Hebrew language. 

50 Ha-Melassej. I) (1785). :"1"~j::j~ .. "'/'(: 
", Pi'ijE:'i'~ ~'rn:N Ii,.,":: "~·c~'; ;=.,~:: ""Jl.'';'''''~ ~=,~ ~~';' --~n::;"'"; ~"~":-r~ "':"N j':;Ml" r~""I~N" 
See also M. H. Letteris. "Toledoth Hc- hakham R' Itzek Euchcr' in his re-edition of Ha-Me )asse}: 1 (1784). 
(Wien. 1862).42. 

51 .. Haqamah U-mavo Ha-sefer."' 
52 Berlin. 1800: Rbdelheim. 1807. 
53 "Si~ah Becolam Ha-neshamoth"' in his Me~qarei Lashul/, reed. by I. Zemorah (Tel Aviv. 1947). 3. 




