Preface

This bibliographic publication is concerned with Jewish religious books officially approved by the state for religious instruction in Hungarian schools, from the end of the 18th century until the beginning of the 20th century.  Our collection is more complete than the sourcebooks published earlier and its value is highly increased by the fact that the titles of the books are not only published in their original language (Hungarian, German, Hebrew and Yiddish) but also in English and Hebrew.  The books are arranged in alphabetical order by author and each title appears first in the original language of publication.  

In order to bring out the importance and value of the books in our publication we have to look at some history.  

Historical sources indicate that Jewish schools already existed in Hungary as early as the period of the kings of the house of Àrpád.   These schools were mainly housed in synagogues, where students basically received mainly religious instruction.  Secular studies were more or less excluded from the study material.  At the age of 3-4 children already started to go to a cheder where they learnt prayings and biblical knowledge.  From about age 13 children went to yeshivas where rabbis instructed them to understand the Talmud.  

The educational decree – Ratio Educationis – issued by Queeen Maria Theresa in 1777 marks the first steps of the secular instruction in the Jewish schools.  But it was Joseph II, Maria Theresa’s son, who actually implemented the order Systematica Gentis Judaeorum Regulatio, outlining the rules whereby Jewish schools were to be established and also regulated the employment of teachers there.  As a result, the earliest schoolbooks included in this publication were issued at the end of the 18th century.  

The first secular Jewish schools started working at the beginning of the 1780s.  The language of instruction in these institutions was German.  The educational decree aimed at improving the standard of general knowledge and stressed values of economic, civil and technical intelligence.  Religion played an exceptional role in the new system.  The schools had to meet the requirements set by the state.  One of them was the compulsory instruction of religion.  Most of the schools were attended by Catholic, Reformed and Jewish children alike, and each student was guaranteed to obtain education in his own religion.  

The number of the schools was constantly rising and by 1790 when Joseph II died thee were about 20 Jewish schools operating.  The language of instruction remained German until the 1860s: it was in 1861 that Hungarian was first used in the classrooms of the school of Moson.   In addition to religious instruction these schools also provided the children with knowledge of history, liturgy, arithmetic, singing and literature, as well as German, Hebrew language instruction was enriched with new elements and aims.  Jewish culture, especially Hebrew language teaching, became of great importance for people immigrating to Palestine.  As a consequence, many earlier course-books were modernized or republished.  

The growth of the schools remained undiminished, the beginning of the 1850s some hundred Jewish schools were operating in the empire, although only 30 of them possessed the so-called right of publicity, that is, the right to issue official certificates.  

After the law of Jewish emancipation was enacted in 1867 the situation of the Jewish schools stabilized.  By the end of the 19th century the number of Jewish schools in Hungary was the highest with 528 schools working throughout the country.  

The first Jewish high school was opened in 1919 in Budapest.  Between the two world wars the number of the Jewish schools significantly diminished because of social and economic reason.  In 1926 there were 186, by 1930 their number fell to 157.  As a result of the Vienna resolutions the number of the Jewish schools temporarily increased in the enlarged country.  After the Holocaust Jewish instruction practically stopped existing.  During the coalition period, between 1945-1948, Jewish education was revived only in a few places, mainly in the capital.

A law on the secularization of schools resulted in the closure of all the remaining 40 Jewish schools, in 1948.  After the enactment of this law only the National Rabbinical Training School and the Jewish high schools for boys and girls were allowed to continue their work.

This short overview gives some idea of the historical period whose Jewish schoolbooks comprise our collection.  These schoolbooks magnificently demonstrate nature, the aims and developments of religious instruction in the Jewish schools in Hungary during the 18th – 20th centuries. 

The Hungarian Preface was written by Arieh Lewy, Simha Lewy and Peter Krausz.

The English translation is the work of Katalin Baráth.
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