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Slavuta, Zhytomyr, and Vilna: The Stories of the Romm and Shapira Publishing Houses[footnoteRef:1]	Comment by Avi Translator: On place names see separate translator’s note.  [1:  This research was made possible by the generous funding of the Israel Science Foundation for the project “Devorah Romm, Entrepreneur, Businesswoman, and Cultural Agent” [if there is an official English title for this, please let me know] headed by Mordekhai Zalkin in the Department of Jewish History at Ben Gurion University. ] 

Abstract
Keywords
In the second half of the nineteenth century, two Jewish families owned printing houses in the Russian Empire: the Shapira family in Ukraine and the Romm family in Lithuania. For almost two decades—during which time the establishment of additional presses was proscribed by the Russian authorities—these were the only two Jewish presses active in the empire. In the present article, I will explore the histories of these two printing houses, focusing on those points in history where their paths crossed, and fates intersected.
The two major controversies which convulsed Russian Jewry in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries are the backdrop to the activities of these two presses. The first was the struggle between the Hasidim and the Misnagdim; the second, that between the Maskilim and the traditionalists. The first dispute between the two printing houses, constituting the main focus on the present discussion, was to a large extent part of the swan song of a wider series of conflicts between the Hasidim and Misnagdim; in this case, it culminated with the intervention of the Russian authorities. The final dispute between the two presses—which ended with the closing of the Shapira-family printing house—represented a victory on the part of the Haskalah movement in its ongoing conflict with traditionalists. A careful analysis of the histories of these two printing houses can thus add, if only a little, to our understanding of the historical, cultural, and religious profile of Eastern European Jewry in the nineteenth century. 
The History of the Romm and Shapira Publishing Houses 
In 1783, Catherine the Great permitted the establishment of printing houses in the empire without the need to obtain special permission.[footnoteRef:2] This led to the establishment of several Jewish presses across the empire, including the two family presses that I will discuss presently. [2:  Saul Moiseyevich Ginsburg, The Drama of Slavuta (New York and London: [publisher needed],1999), 27–28.] 

The Romm family began their printing business in the town of Ozery near Grodno in 1789. The head of the family, Barukh ben Yosef Moykher Seforim began by printing small Jewish books with a wooden manual press. The business grew slowly, new, more modern presses were purchased, and Moykher Seforim’s business continued to put down roots in Grodno. In 1799, he opened another printing house in Vilna, all the while maintaining business ties with his partner, Simḥah Zimel Nachimovitz in Grodno.[footnoteRef:3] When Re’uven Moykher-Seforim passed away in 1803, his son, Menaḥem Mann inherited the family business. Mann greatly expanded printing operations producing not only canonical Jewish literature but also maskilic texts, Christian prayer books, and more.[footnoteRef:4] Beginning in 1836, and for eleven years in total, the printing house of Romm and Nachimovitz would come to enjoy exclusive printing rights, remaining the only Jewish press active in the empire. Afterward, for a period of fifteen years, a duopoly became a monopoly when the press as a whole was transferred to the Romm family. Over the years, the Romm printing house made a name for itself as one of the greatest Jewish presses in Eastern Europe. 	Comment by Avi Translator: Who is this? We only discussed Barukh ben Yosef?	Comment by Avi Translator: היה אחד מדואופול

I’m not really sure what you’re referring to here. What was the duopoly and what was the monopoly? Are you referring to the merger with the Shapira press? 	Comment by Avi Translator: The Shapira press?? [3:  In a study of Jewish printing houses in the Russian Empire, Henryk Agranovsky characterizes Simḥah Zimel Nachimovich as the “father of Jewish book printing in Lithuania.” See Генрих Аграновский, Становление еврейского книгопечатания в Литве, Москва: 1993. С5. Despite this characterization, the present article focusses on the Romm family. This is because, after the founding of the printing house, it was Barukh ben Yosef's heirs who continued to operate it and who turned it into the most important and significant Jewish press in Eastern Europe.]  [4:   Shemu’el Feigenzohn, “Le-Toldot Defus Romm,” ed. Haim Bar Dayan in Yahadut Lita, eds. Natan Goren et al., vol. 1 (Tel Aviv: [publisher needed], 1959). See also, Аграновский, книгопечатания, Стр. 30–36. ] 

[bookmark: _Hlk72400423][bookmark: _Hlk58339715]The Shapira family[footnoteRef:5] established their printing house in Slavuta in 1792. The patriarch of the family and the press’ founder, Avraham Shapira,[footnoteRef:6] was the rabbi of Slavuta, son of Rabbi Pinḥas of Korets and grandson of Avraham Abba Shapira. Both his father and grandfather had been very close to the founder of the Hasidic movement, Rabbi Yisra’el ben Eli’ezer—the Ba‘al Shem Tov.[footnoteRef:7] In fact, Ada Rapoport-Albert argues that Rabbi Pinḥas of Korets considered himself the Ba‘al Shem Tov’s partner in founding the Hasidic movement, and has for this reason dubbed him one of the first disseminators of Hasidism.[footnoteRef:8] After the Ba‘al Shem Tov’s death, Rabbi Pinḥas disassociated himself from the successor of the movement Rabbi Dov Ber (the Magid of Mezritsh). Abraham Heschel argues that this was due to differences of opinion regarding succession in the Hasidic movement.[footnoteRef:9] Nevertheless, the connection between Rabbi Mosheh Shapira and his sons to the inner circle of the Ba’al Shem Tov conferred upon their printing house as a whole the distinct image of a Hasidic enterprise.[footnoteRef:10] Unlike Romm, the Shapira family refused to print maskilic literature. Their list of publications indicates that they printed all sorts of canonical Jewish books—and not only Hasidic ones.[footnoteRef:11] This may tell us something about the cultural consumption habits of Hasidim in that generation who, it seems, continued to buy standard Jewish books of study alongside the nascent literature of Hasidism.[footnoteRef:12] The Shapira family did, however, print some of the first Hasidic books as well,[footnoteRef:13] and during their years in Slavuta, they printed a little over 300 titles belonging to this genre. 	Comment by Avi Translator: כלומר מי ספציפית יירש או המנגנון באופן כללי? [5:  David Asaf, “Shapira Family,” The Yivo Encyclopedia of Jews in Eastern Europe: https: //yivoencyclopedia.org/article.aspx/Shapira_Family, (accessed 30 June 2021). This printing house has yet to receive comprehensive scholarly attention, a lacuna I intend to correct as part my current research on Jewish presses in Eastern Europe.]  [6:  In the first editions printed in Slavuta, the printers’ names are listed as Dov Ber ben Yisra’el Segal and Ya‘akov ben Mosheh. Marvin J. Heller argues, however, that the actual founder of the press—and the man responsible for substantial decisions about decisions of business and style—was Mosheh Shapira himself. For the purposes of this article, I have accepted this contention. See Marvin J. Heller, “On the Identity of the First Printers in Slavuta,” Gutenberg-Jahrbuch 86,17–18 (year): 269–281. [I’m assuming this is a journal]]  [7:  Mosheh Shapira was the second son of Rabbi Pinḥas of Korets. For further information on his father’s experiences and the latter’s complex relationship with the Hasidic movement after the death of the Ba’al Shem Tov, see Abraham J. Heschel, The Circle of the Baal Shem Tov (Chicago and London: [name of publisher], 1985), 1–43.]  [8:  Ada Rapoport-Albert, “Ha-Tenu‘ah ha-Ḥasidit Aḥarei 1772,” Zion 55(2) (1990): 191–95. ]  [9:  Heschel, The Circle of the Baal Shem Tov, 15–19. ]  [10:  Haim Dov Friedberg, Toldot ha-Defus ha-‘Ivri be-Polanya me-Reishit Hivasdo bi-Shnat Rṣ”d ve-Hitpatḥuto ‘ad Zemaneinu (Tel Aviv: [name of publisher], 1950), 59; Feigenzohn, “Le-Toldot Defus Romm,” 272; Ya’akov Halevi Lipschitz, Toldot Yiẓḥaq (Warsaw, 1897), 59.]  [11:  Hava Shapira, “‘Ha-Aḥim me-Slavuta’ Ma‘aseh she-Haya,” Ha-Shiloaḥ 30 (Tevet-Sivan, 1914): 542; Avraham Abele Pasvaller, Be’er Avraham (Jerusalem: [name of publisher], 2003), 32.]  [12:  Haim Lieberman, “Bedayah ve-’Emet bi-Dvar Batei ha-Defus ha-Ḥasidiyim,” in Ẓadiq ve-‘Edah: Hebeṭim Historiyim ve-Ḥevratiyim be-Ḥeqer ha-Ḥasidut (Jerusalem: [name of publisher], 2001), 186–209. See especially pp. 204–205 where Lieberman argues that there is a gap between the image of the printing house as Hasidic, and the actual nature of the books they produced. In this case, however, one ought to deduce a negative from a positive. Even if the Shapira press printed standard religious literature, the very fact that they displayed their names as the printers, branded any books they produced as “Hasidic.” Yohanan Petrovsky-Shtern argues that one of the ways Hasidic literature made its way into the Jewish canon was through the medium of printed canonical books accompanied by Hasidic commentaries. He points especially to the activities of the Shapira printing house. See Yohanan Petrovsky-Shtern, The Golden Age Shtetl (New Jersey: [name of publisher], 2014), 310–311. Zeev Gries has argued that the Hasidic book played a key role in the dissemination of Hasidic teachings. See Zeev Gries, Sefer Sofer ve-Sipur be-Reishit ha-Ḥasidut (Tel Aviv: [name of publisher], 1992). ]  [13:  In this context, it is worth noting that in 1796, the first master of Lubavitch Hasidism, Rabbi Shneur Zalman of Liady, granted the printing rights of his book Tanya to none other than Mosheh Shapira. This first edition was followed by almost thirty additional ones in various printing houses. It was only in 1872, that the Romm press first printed the Tanya, after obtaining exclusive and perpetual printing rights (as displayed on the title page). See e.g., Shneur Zalman ben Barukh, Liqutei Amarim (Vilna, 1899), 2. In 1909, the Romm family sold these rights, but continued to print on behalf of the new right holders: the Lubavitch Yeshiva in Vilna, Tomkhei Temimim. See Shneur Zalman ben Barukh, Liqutei Amarim (Vilna, 1909), 3. ] 

Printing the Babylonian Talmud in Two Presses (1834–1836) 
The Babylonian Talmud is the most central and most important work in the world of traditional Jewish study.[footnoteRef:14] Spanning many volumes, its printing required extensive and complex economic and technological means. Over the centuries, many commentaries were composed on the Talmud and the incorporation of these texts into the printed editions ensured that the enterprise only grew more expensive and more complex as time went on. It is important to note that more than a third of the titles printed by Shapira press were tractates of the Talmud—clearly demonstrating the importance of the work for the press’ business.[footnoteRef:15] Already in its first years of activity, the Shapira press issued an edition of the Talmud (beginning in 1800). Funded by the founder of Lubavitch Hasidism, Rabbi Shneur Zalman ben Barukh of Liadi, most of the profits went to Liadi, with Shapira only receiving a sixth of the total.[footnoteRef:16]  [14:  Sergey Dolgopolski, What is Talmud?: The Art of Disagreement (Fordham: [name of publisher], 2009); Jay M. Harris, “Talmud Study,” The Yivo Encyclopedia, https://yivoencyclopedia.org/article.aspx/Talmud_Study (accessed 25 August 2021). ]  [15:  See The Yeshayahu Vinograd Institute for Computerized Bibliography and History of the Hebrew Book under the management of Moyshe Rosenfeld. [this is how the website lists the database in English].]  [16:  Shneur Zalman of Liady, Igrot Qodesh (Brooklyn: [name of publisher], 2012), 249–252.] 

However, after all copies of the first edition had been sold out, Mosheh Shapira received the printing rights from Liadi.[footnoteRef:17] Between 1808 and 1813 Shapira published a new, more elaborate edition. This latter edition was printed twice in two roughly consecutive runs (first printing, 1808–1813, second printing 1816–1822).  [17:  Ibid., 351–357. ] 

Before undertaking the project, the press made sure to preserve its printing rights by obtaining letters of approbation from various rabbis. The practical implication of an approbation was to forbid other Jewish printers from producing their own editions of the Talmud for a period of twenty-five years. This practice, anchored in Jewish law, functioned as a form of copyright in the traditional Jewish world and, in this particular case, relied on the authority of the great Hasidic masters of the time, chief among them Rabbi Shneur Zalman of Liadi.[footnoteRef:18]  [18:  For a lengthy discussion of the approbations appended to the first editions of the Slavuta Talmud, see Heller, “On the Identity of the First Printers in Slavuta.”] 

One would think that no person or press could claim rights to the Talmud—after all, none of these nineteenth-century printers could be said to have acquired or purchased such rights to an ancient text. However, as we will see, no figure or authority questioned the basic existence of halakhic limitations on the printing of the Talmud. 	Comment by Avi Translator: Yes?
As an example, I wish to present a halakhic perspective on this mechanism through the responsum of a figure considered by many to be the founder of Orthodoxy Judaism in Hungary—Rabbi Mosheh Sofer (the Ḥatam Sofer).[footnoteRef:19] Though hailing from Hungary, not Lithuania, his responsum sheds important light on the halakhic aspects of approbations and attempts to place limitations on Talmudic printing. In his responsum, the Ḥatam Sofer entertains the halakhic possibility that printing the Talmud ought not to be limited at all. Quoting Rabbi Mordekhai Banet,[footnoteRef:20] who sent him the initial question, he recounts the arguments favoring such a position—raised almost a decade before the dispute between Slavuta and Vilna. The Ḥatam Sofer writes as follows: 	Comment by Avi Translator: משהו לא מובן לי. האם בנט היה השואל אליו עונה החתם סופר? אם כן איך החתם סופר מברך אותו בברכת המתים? כמו כן כשאת אומרת 'שהועלו על ידו כעשור לפני המחלוקת בין סלאוויטה לווילנא' האם כוונתך שבנט הביע את דעתו לפני התגלעות המחלוקת?	Comment by Avi Translator: Or: Rabbi Mosheh Sofer (throughout) [19:  Scholarship on the Ḥatam Sofer is extensive. See e.g., Jacob Katz, “Towards a Biography of the Hatam Sofer,” in Profiles in Diversity, eds. Frances Malino and David Sorkin (Detroit: [name of publisher], 1998), 223–66; Maoz Kahana, Me-ha-Noda bi-Yehudah le-Ḥatam Sofer: Halakhah ve-Hagut Nokhaḥ Etgerei ha-Zman (Jerusalem: [name of publisher], 2015).]  [20:  Mordekhai Banet (1753–1829) was the chief Rabbi of Moravia, as well as head of the court and the dean of the yeshiva in Mikulov. He wrote many books of talmudic novellae, some of which were published posthumously by his students and family. See Adam S. Ferziger, “Banet, Mordekhai ben Avraham,” The Yivo Encyclopedia of Jews in Eastern Europe, https://yivoencyclopedia.org/article.aspx/Banet_Mordekhai_ben_Avraham (accessed 13 July 2021). ] 


I was compelled [...] by the rabbis and printers of Vilna and Grodno to insert my head among tall mountains into matters that pertain to the rabbi and printer of Slavuta [...] and I reply and I say that indeed it is true that [already] in 1822 the great leader, Rabbi Mordekhai Benet wrote to me that in his opinion there is no [halakhic] basis to all the prohibitions and injunctions [included] in [such] approbations.[footnoteRef:21] [21:  Mosheh Sofer, Sefer Ḥatam Sofer (New York: [name of publisher], 1912), 206. [Is חלק שישי a volume or a part within the book?]] 


At this point, the Ḥatam Sofer raises the three halakhic arguments for doing away with the existing mechanism: 
1. Halakhically speaking, one may not prevent someone from making a living due to another party’s claims.
2. A rabbi can and must make halakhic rulings only for the residents of his own country. He cannot, however, impose binding prohibitions on a community outside of his jurisdiction. 
3. In a place where a non-Jew can print and make a profit without inhibition, it is unreasonable to specifically place limitations on Jewish printers. 
The Ḥatam Sofer’s responsum begins with a historical explanation: He argues that restrictions and bans revolving around printing were initially conceived in order to encourage presses to undertake the expensive enterprise of publishing the Talmud; such constraints on competition were meant to provide printers with motivation for undertaking the project. Since motivation is connected to a broad wish to promote Jewish printing activities, the authority of rabbinic figures ought to be expanded in this respect and not be limited to a specific geographical milieu. The only limitation that the Ḥatam Sofer placed upon such constrictions on printing rights is connected to time. He explains:

According to the preceding [argument], if those offering approbations have stipulated a time-limit as they saw fit, and [if before] that time-limit [elapses], [the printer] has already sold all of his books—then the prohibition of the great leaders can no longer be applied, except within their area of jurisdiction, as argued by the great leader, Rabbi Banet. For we do not have the ability to prohibit [others] from printing [unless it is to promote] the good of the Jewish people and to increase Torah. [...] And in this case, if the printer has already sold his books [...] whoever is first [to begin work on a new edition] earns the right [to do so] and the ban instituted by earlier authorities on printers only applies up to the amount of time stipulated or after the end of sales. And even if those giving the approbations explicitly stipulate that [the prohibition] extends even after [a press’] books are out of stock, nevertheless they do not have the power to make such a decree.[footnoteRef:22]  [22:  Ibid.] 


In other words, according to the Ḥatam Sofer, the timeframe stipulated in approbations does not imply an inflexible period of time but simply represents an estimate as to the time needed by a press to sell all of its stock. After the printers have sold all copies of a given edition, any general prohibition on other printers cannot be upheld, and from that point forward the approbation is applicable only to the region where it was initially issued. 
Through this responsum, we can understand the halakhic logic underlying the historical episode in question. Most extant responsa revolving around this issue do not represent the types of halakhic question commonly found in standard books of She’elot u-teshuvot. Rather they are practical and specific responses to real disputes. When both sides acknowledged the existence of such a binding mechanism, disputes would then revolve around questions of duration: Should restrictions continue for a specific period of time—fifteen or twenty years? Or perhaps they should only remain in force for the maximum, reasonable amount of time necessary to sell all copies of the edition which had received the approbation in the first place? The moment sale of the edition was completed, perhaps the approbations should no longer be relevant—no matter how much time had elapsed? 	Comment by Avi Translator: I’m not sure I understood the point you’re trying to make here. 
Let us then turn to the mechanism as it applies to the printing of the Talmud by the Shapira Press. The first edition received approbations from some of the most important Hasidic rabbis of the time; they granted the Shapira Press exclusive printing rights until 1826 or until the edition had been completely sold—depending on one’s halakhic take on the issue. When the Shapira press proceeded to print a second edition, different rabbis granted them exclusive right for an additional fifteen years from the end of the printing (that is, from 1816 onwards). In other words, the prohibition would remain in force until 1837. According to the other understanding, however, exclusive rights remained valid only until all copies of the second edition had been distributed. 
In 1834, shortly before their exclusive rights were bound to expire, the Shapira press began work on a third edition of their Talmud. At that point, however, the Romm press in Vilna had already begun preparations for an edition of their own. 
In the preface to Tractate Berakhot, published in Grodno-Vilna in 1835, the printers Menaḥem Mann and Simḥah Zimel Nahimovitz wrote the following: 

Indeed, we have heard a great voice with no end [...] speaking in our ears each day, saying: many years have elapsed since the first copies of the Talmud have been fully consumed. Having been disseminated, they are no more, and God forbid, that the Torah should be forgotten in Israel. [...] And [for this reason, people] spoke to us saying: for how long will you sit lazily by? Why do you not arise to print the Talmud for the good of the children of Jeshurun/Jewish, people who harbor a desire for [such books]? [...][footnoteRef:23]	Comment by Avi Translator: Probably better to write Talmud (as I’ve done throughout) but Shas is also a possibility I suppose, 	Comment by Avi Translator: I decided not to translate the biblical metaphor literally	Comment by Avi Translator: Depending how literal you want it [23:  Talmud Bavli: Masekhet Berakhot (Vilna and Grodno, 1835), back cover page, unnumbered. ] 


We thus have clear testimony from the printers themselves that the choice to print the Talmud was driven by market forces: older editions of the Talmud, no longer in stock, were unavailable for purchase. The printers continue, however, to explain: 

And you O great and famous leaders, eyes of the congregation, leaders of Lithuania, Samogitia, Reisen, Poland, and Germany, you who know well that our labor is a glory to those who engage in it, [...] it is for this reason, that you arose to our aid: to build a fence against [the trespasses] of other printers for a period of fifteen years, from the day that the printing of the Talmud has been completed.[footnoteRef:24] [24:  Ibid. ] 


In the preface to Tractate Shabbat of that same edition, the printers wrote once again: 

Who is the man who desires life? [...] He who safeguards the [Lord’s] commandments [...] whose ears grow heavy from hearing the voice [...] [of] righteous men, foundations of the world, [who] not once and not twice have drawn their tongues [...] and [written] at length on [our] behalf with their precious approbations which can be seen by all.”[footnoteRef:25]	Comment by Avi Translator: יכבידו אזניו
בדרך כלל מדובר בביטוי שלילי אבל כאן זה כנראה אמור להיות חיובי? לא מובן לי	Comment by Avi Translator: במובן חיובי או שלילי... [25:  Talmud Bavli: Masekhet Shabat (Vilna and Grodno, 1836), unnumbered page after title page. ] 


In other words, the printers of Vilna and Grodno were careful to obtain approbations that would curtail competition from other printers. Though these approbations do not appear at the beginnings of the tractates themselves, the printers nevertheless state twice over the course of printing that such approbations do exist and should be respected. Indeed, in November of 1835, a small pamphlet was printed in Vilna containing the approbations in question.[footnoteRef:26] 	Comment by Avi Translator: Omitted: כפי עדותם [26:  Liqutei Haskamot le-Hadpasat ha-Shas (Vilna, 1835).
] 

At the end of March 1835, the printers Menaḥem Mann and Simḥah Zimel informed the head of the court in Vilna, Rabbi Avraham Abele Pasveller, that they were planning to print their own edition of the Babylonian Talmud. Rabbi Pasveller issued them their first approbation which reads as follows:

And behold I know that in our country there are many who run to and fro, seeking out the word of the Lord—i.e., the Talmud. For [copies] have nearly been consumed. And indeed, I have surely seen and surely heard [...] of their desire to print columns in beauty and splendor. But they fear lest some other printer trespass on their property, and they will have thrown away their money for naught. [...] Therefore, I have come to strengthen weak hands [and protect them] from these [other] printers in order to encourage them to approach the holy place. [...] And [even] if some printer can produce a previous approbation—as he has failed to inform the leaders, the famed chiefs of Israel (whom should be entrusted with overseeing matters of religion), therefore, he cannot, God forbid, prohibit the aforementioned printers [from proceeding with their work]. [...] And for this reason, it is fitting and appropriate to erect a fence [against infringement] according to a specific [duration] of time, so that those performing good deeds should come to no harm. [...] And whosoever hears this should stop himself from committing the grave sin of trespassing on another’s property.[footnoteRef:27] 	Comment by Avi Translator: טורים? כן? אלא אם הכוונה הוא לספר הטור או משהו?	Comment by Avi Translator: Or less literally: to undertake this holy endeavor  [27:  Ibid.] 


The head of the court in Vilna, thus granted Menaḥem Mann and Simḥah Zimel exclusive rights to print the Talmud. His main argument was that for some time, it had been impossible to obtain copies of the sold-out Slavuta Talmud. That being said, it was precisely then, that the Shapira press—then managed by the founder’s son Shemu’el Avraham Shapira—was making preparations to print a new, third edition of their own. This sparked a great halakhic dispute: Who, at that time, should have the right to print the Talmud? On the one hand, the Shapira family held printing rights by virtue of the approbations they had received from their two previous editions of the Talmud. Moreover, the time period allotted to them by those same approbations had yet to elapse. On the other hand, the Romm family could be said to hold rights because the Shapira edition was no longer available for purchase—which in turn meant that the latter’s rights had expired. 
In 1835, in the first volume of the third edition of the Shapira Talmud, the printers explained: 

And I realized that throughout the land the Lord had remembered his people [...] who seek the word of the Lord—this is Halakhah. [...] And therefore the Lord inspired me to offer up the Babylonian Talmud, the writings of Alfasi, and their commentators [as sacrifices] upon the altar of print. And I first laid its cornerstone in the winter of 5594 [late 1833], almost three years before the expiration of the approbations from the previous [edition] of the Talmud. And I sent volumes of the Talmud to the [Russian] censorship committee to receive permission/a license to print as per the laws of the country. And when I received permission/a license (in the month of Sivan 5594 [June 1834]) immediately, (next Tamuz [July 1834]), [...] [I sent out] advertisements/messages to all corners of the province/country, borne by my messengers wandering throughout the land; to all the corners of the cities of Israel [my messages] arrived. Even in Vilna and Grodno they נשו and gathered signatures to buy the Talmud, and no man arose to oppose them. And when my messengers informed me that the Lord had brought success upon their endeavor, to gather signatures and collect down payments and that the sum of subscribers added up […] it was then that I undertook to prepare the מצטרף for printing. And immediately on Rosh Ḥodesh Marḥeshvan 5595 [November 1834], I bought paper of an unknown amount. And I prepared everything required for such a precious labor—for it is [indeed] great.[footnoteRef:28] 	Comment by Avi Translator: Not sure what this means	Comment by Avi Translator: ומכסת החתומים שבידם עולים לסך נכון
Not really sure what this means
 	Comment by Avi Translator: I don’t know what this means	Comment by Avi Translator: עלום?
Not sure exactly what he means by this [28:  Masekhet Berakhot (Slavuta, 1835), approbations. ] 


According to his own account, confirmed by the censorship stamp appearing on the tractates that were printed, Shemu’el Avraham Shapira received permission to reprint the Talmud as early as June 1834. In his own mind, at least, he still had at least three years before his exclusive rights would expire—based on a literal interpretation of the duration stipulated in the previous approbations. Soon after obtaining permission from the censor, he dispatched agents to gather subscriptions from prospective buyers. These agents went to Vilna and Grodno among other places and in Shapira’s opinion at least, the Jewish communities fully understood that he was about to print a third edition of the Slavuta Talmud. It should be borne in mind that these words were written only after Shemu’el Aba saw the approbation of Rabbi Pasveller, in which the latter notes that if someone else can produce prior approbations, they ought to have publicized them, and they were otherwise were null and void.	Comment by Avi Translator: Is it a stamp or a signature?	Comment by Avi Translator: I shortened this sentence somewhat
The Shapira family sent a representative to Vilna on their behalf, Rabbi Avraham Ber, head of the court of Baranivka. Their main claim against the Romm press was that their agents still had several copies of the second edition of the Talmud at their disposal; as long as such copies still were available, the Shapira press’ exclusive rights should remain in force. In order to resolve this halakhic issue, each one of the sides selected an arbitrator: the representative of the Slavuta printers chose Rabbi David Novogrudek;[footnoteRef:29] the printers of Vilna-Grodno selected Rabbi Dov-Berish Ashkenazi from Slonim.[footnoteRef:30] These two judges jointly chose as their third judge, Rabbi Avraham Abele Pasveller[footnoteRef:31] (who it will be recalled, had already issued an approbation on behalf of the Romm press).[footnoteRef:32] Rabbi Avraham Ber successfully substantiated his client’s claim that they had the right to go forward with printing. On 31 May 1835, Rabbi Pasveller and Rabbi David Novogrudek wrote letters of approbation for the Slavuta edition. These approbations—especially that of Pasveller, who sided with the Shapira-family press—were disseminated by Rabbi Avraham Ber. All the while, Ber managed to get more rabbis to sign the approbation while also collecting subscribers for the upcoming edition. The rug, one would have thought, had been pulled out from under the legs of the printers from Vilna-Grodno: both economically and ethically-halakhically. Such an approbation, after all, constituted in effect a halakhic prohibition, proscribing the printers in Vilna-Grodno from issuing their own edition of the Talmud. Moreover, prospective buyers would not buy a Talmud if they suspected that it had been printed while “trespassing on another’s property.” 	Comment by Avi Translator: Is this just where he was from or is it also his last name? [29:  David ben Mosheh (1796–1837) was rabbi of Novogrudek and author of a book of responsa, Galya Masekhet. See Raphael Hasman et. al. (eds.), Yahadut Lita (Tel Aviv: [name of publisher], 1967), vol. 3, 40.]  [30:  Dov-Ber (Berish) Ashkenazi (1800–1852) was rabbi and dean of the yeshiva in Slonim. He authored two books of responsa and a book of novellae on the Palestinian Talmud. He was one of the printers of the responsa of Rabbi Akiva Eger (in cooperation with the latter’s son Rabbi Shlomo Eger). See Kalman Lichtenstein and Yeḥezkel Rabinowitz (eds.), Pinqas Slonim, vol. 1 (Tel Aviv: [name of publisher], 1962), 50–53.]  [31:  The mechanism by which each side picks a judge of their own and these two judges select a third is a method for resolving disputes already attested in the mishnaic period. [I omitted the explanation of the acronym זבל”א which is less relevant in English]]  [32: According to a note in Rabbi Dov-Berish Ashkenazi’s book of responsa, the three judges all knew each other, and used to engage in halakhic exchanges prior to this specific case. See Dov-Berish Ashkenazi, Shu”t Noda‘ ba-She‘arim (Warsaw, 1853), 31b. 
 ] 

A close reading of those same approbations demonstrates, however, that the ruling was in effect a compromise: Though the court allowed the Shapira family to proceed with their edition, they did not expressly forbid the Romm family from issuing an edition of their own. In effect, the court upheld the right to free competition—a limited competition between only two printing houses, but competition, nonetheless. From a halakhic perspective, the court sought to accommodate the two different halakhic perspectives about the duration of rights: Slavuta continued to hold exclusive printing rights if the duration stipulated in their previous approbations was to be taken literally. By contrast, Vilna held the rights—if the years stipulated were merely a general estimate of the amount of reasonable time needed to sell all copies of a given edition.
[bookmark: _Hlk80788889]Though the desire to resolve this problem in a way that would give a response to two halakhic views was viewed as a compromise of sorts, subsequent events clearly show that neither one of the sides actually accepted it. Representatives of both printing presses undertook campaigns to gather approbations from rabbis, judges, and Hasidic masters—approbations that confirmed each side’s exclusive rights to print the Talmud. Or as Ya‘akov Lipschitz has put it, “both sides began to print the Talmud, and messengers went forth from both sides, to pursue and obtain signatures, and on the way, approbations as well.”[footnoteRef:33] In other words, there was a clear connection between the halakhic possibility of printing the Talmud and economic feasibility, that is, the gathering of subscriptions. [33:  Lipschitz, Toldot Yiẓḥaq, 60. ] 

In his book Ir Vilnah, biographer Hillel Noah Maggid Steinschneider[footnoteRef:34] provides a lengthy list of all the rabbis who provided approbations, or who added their signatures to the approbations of others, on behalf of both sides. An analysis of the list clearly discloses the social-religious divide between the two camps. Many of those who provided approbations for Shapira, hailed from Hasidic communities; those providing approbations for the printers of Vilna-Grodno, by contrast, were from communities of Misnagdim.[footnoteRef:35]  [34:  On Steinschneider, see the editor’s preface to the second half of Ir Vilna: Hillel Noah Maggid Steinschneider, Ir Vilna, ed. Mordekhai Zalkin (Jerusalem: [name of publisher], 2003), vol. 2, 1–20. ]  [35:  Idem, Ir Vilna (Vilna: [name of publisher], 1900), vol. 1, 24–26.] 

A turning point in the ensuing controversy was marked by Rabbi Akiva Eger’s decision to give his approbation to the printers of Vilna-Grodno. At this point in his life, Rabbi Akiva Eger,[footnoteRef:36] was already a rather important figure in the region, with halakhic questions being sent to him from all corners of Europe—East and West.[footnoteRef:37] From his letter written on 23 October 1835, one can tell that this was his second letter on the issue, and it was written after rumors had begun to circulate that he actually supported the position of the Slavuta printers. Rabbi Akiva Eger writes as follows:  [36:  Though a comprehensive, scholarly biography of Rabbi Akiva Eger has yet to be written, hagiographies abound. A partial list includes Jacob H. Sinason, Gaon of Posen: A Portrait of Rabbi Akiva Guens-Eger ([place of publication]: Feldheim, 1990); Hillel Albert, Ga‘on ha-Dorot (Tel Aviv: [name of publisher], 1984); Shim‘on Hirschler, Me’oran shel Yisra’el (Brooklyn: [name of publisher], 1990). ]  [37:  See Teshuvot Rabi Akiva Eger, printed in more than ten editions—from Warsaw 1835 to Bnei Brak 2017. ] 


Regarding the approbation to the distinguished Rabbi Menaḥem Mann and Rabbi Simḥah Zimel, the printers of the holy cities of Vilna and Grodno, to print the Talmud: I decided to shield them from the prohibition of trespass, for it was they this time, who first undertook to carry out this good deed. [...] And now I have heard the slander of the masses, who make their voice heard and lord themselves over [others], saying [...] that the time stipulated by the wise men of the generation—issued when they printed the Talmud previously—has yet to elapse. And [they claim that when] their tumultuous noise reached my ears, I retraced my steps, and retracted my [initial] approbation. [...] Behold I now declare that this is not so. And that this rumor is that of a liar. For even after they in Slavuta sent me their complaints, and brought testimony that they still had some forty sets of the Talmud [available], I let my light and small opinion be known, that at the very most the printers of Vilna ought to be required to buy from [Slavuta] these [last] volumes of the Talmud at full price. [...] Now I say further that the printers of Vilna and Grodno should be required to do two [things]: they ought not to exchange good paper for bad—[i.e., they ought not to use] paper lower in quality for subsequent volumes than that used in the first one. Second, they ought not to be parsimonious in maintaining expert correctors as needed, and, at the very least, they should not do less than that which they did in respect to the first volume.[footnoteRef:38] [38:  Liqutei Haskamot, 4. Another version of the letter appears in the collection Igrot Rabi Akiva Eger (Jerusalem: [name of publisher], 1994), 158. There are some small differences between the two versions, but the contemporary version of the letter, produced by the very press to whom it was addressed, is a preferable source. ] 


This letter provides several important pieces of information: Eger had apparently issued an approbation—orally or in a previous letter—to the printers of Vilna-Grodno. Subsequently, rumors had been started by the Slavuta printers or by their supporters that Eger had retracted this support. The purpose of the present letter was to dispel these rumors. Rabbi Akiva Eger prohibits purchasing the Talmud produced by the printers in Slavuta—in opposition to the conciliatory position taken by the court in Vilna. Furthermore, though Rabbi Akiva Eger granted the Vilna printers exclusive rights, he nevertheless thought they should be required to buy the last volumes of the Slavuta printers, in order to fulfill all halakhic opinions on the matter. In doing so, they would artificially create the halakhic reality necessary to trigger the expiration of the approbations given to the printers of Slavuta: i.e., the complete sale of the edition for which the approbations had been originally issued. Finally, and most importantly, Rabbi Akiva Eger was well aware of the types of decisions that competition could inspire. In a competitive market, each side would naturally try to lower production costs in order to maximize profits in what was certainly an already costly project. For this reason, Eger stipulates conditions that must be fulfilled by the Vilna printers: They must continue to print on high-quality paper, and they must continue to carefully proofread. Though expressed as exhortations, these final lines served the interests of Vilna-Grodno printers well. They represent Eger’s testimony, albeit an indirect one, about the quality of their product. This recommendation was written after tractate Berakhot, the first volume of the Romm Talmud, had already been printed and Eger is effectively attesting to the quality of this edition, both in terms of its material as well as its precise readings. 
Eger’s approbation represented something of a tiebreaker in this dispute, as many rabbis simply followed his view on the matter. At this time Eger was already an old man, near the end of his life (he died in October 1837) and his halakhic authority can be discerned from the number of signatories who ratified his letter.[footnoteRef:39] The most important of these was Rabbi Abele Pasveller, who retracted his own opinion in light of Eger’s. He subsequently turned to the printers of Slavuta asking them—almost begging them—to stop work on their edition and to accept Rabbi Akiva Eger’s ruling. Pasveller’s letter, printed along with other approbations granted to the Vilna printers, was written on 23 October 1835. In other words, just a year and a half after his first letter on the topic.	Comment by Avi Translator: Yes? [39:  Steinschneider, Ir Vilna, 24. ] 

The controversy did not, however, settle down so easily and rumors continued to circulate. Now it was argued that Rabbi Akiva Eger had been influenced in his decision by his son Rabbi Shlomo Eger. The latter—so it was claimed—was barely familiar with the topic at hand and may even have accepted a bribe to promote this position. Rabbi Akiva Eger addressed this rumor in a strongly worded letter written on 25 December 1835: 	Comment by Avi Translator: Loose translation

I am greatly disturbed by the audacity of the printers of Slavuta. They have defamed not only my great son, [claiming] that he swayed my heart, but have vilified me even more egregiously, [claiming that others] can seduce me to act unlawfully and offer a ruling without hearing the arguments of both sides—God forbid! And furthermore, in my approbation to the printers of Vilna, it states explicitly that the printers of Slavuta had already sent me all [the evidence of their] rights. And when I received letters from them, I found no substance—not even one [merit] against a thousand—to rule in their favor. [...] I do not forgive them for this at all. For though I would not insist [on my own honor], an affront to the Torah cannot be forgiven.[footnoteRef:40]  [40:  Igrot Rabi Akiva Eger, 160.] 


This letter is the harshest and most extreme document among all the letters and approbations associated with this dispute. Rabbi Akiva Eger refuses to forgive the Slavuta printers for spreading rumors that impinged upon his integrity as a halakhist. Steinschneider, one of the more reliable observers of the atmosphere of Vilna Jewry during that time, ascribes the subsequent troubles that would befall the printers of Slavuta (as we will see) as nothing less than divine retribution for the insult to Eger and his rulings (Raphael Natan Neta Rabinowitz agreed).[footnoteRef:41] In the end, the printers of Shapira-family press only managed to issue four volumes of the Talmud before the closing of their press: Berakhot, Zera‘im, Shabbat, and Eruvin. 	Comment by Avi Translator: Loosely translated	Comment by Avi Translator: במקור 'מסכתות' אבל עדיף כרכים מאחר וזרעים אינו מסכת [41:  Steinschneider, Ir Vilna, 24–26; Raphael Natan Neta Rabinovitz, Ma’amar ‘al Hadpasat ha-Talmud: Toldot Hadpasat ha-Talmud, ed. A.M. Haberman (Jerusalem: [name of publisher], 1965), 138.] 

As for the Romm edition, almost two decades passed before the printers of Vilna-Grodno completed their edition (with the exception of one tractate, Qodshim, which was not published as part of this edition). During this time, Menaḥem Mann and Nahimovitz parted ways, and the press was transferred in its entirety to the Romm family.[footnoteRef:42] According to Raphael Natan Nata Rabinowitz, it was only the financial support of two of Vilna’s richest men—Yosef Ellisburg and Matityahu Strashun—which allowed printing to continue after 1840. In that year a devastating fire broke out in the printing house, casting the printers into dire economic straits.[footnoteRef:43] It was at that time also that three editions of the Talmud were produced outside of the Russian Empire. The publishers of these editions did not consider themselves beholden to the approbations which had sparked the dispute between the presses of Romm and Shapira, and this competition proved economically challenging.[footnoteRef:44] 	Comment by Avi Translator: האם הכוונה לסדר קודשים כולו או שמא למסכת 'זבחים'?  [42:  Only four of the tractates list the place of publication as Vilna-Grodno. All other tractates simply list Vilna. On the circumstances that led the descendants of the press’ founders to part ways, see Аграновский, книгопечатания, Стр. 28–29.]  [43:  Rabinovitz, Ma’amar ‘al Hadpasat ha-Talmud, 136. ]  [44:  Feigenzohn “Le-Toldot Defus Romm,” 276. ] 

The Legal Troubles of the Shapira Brothers (1836–1855)
That the two sons of Mosheh Shapira, Shemu’el Abba and Pinḥas, had troubles with the Russian authorities is attested in contemporary accounts as well as in the writings of their descendants. Among those who discuss the episode are Ya‘akov Lipschitz in his book on Rabbi Yitsḥak Elḥanan (Toldot Yiṣḥaq) published in Warsaw 1895,[footnoteRef:45] Hillel Noah Magid Steinschneider in his book Ir Vilnah (published in 1900 in the Romm-family press),[footnoteRef:46] and Ḥava Shapira, a maskilic writer who in 1914 published articles in the maskilic periodical ha-Shiloaḥ, in a series about the history of her ancestors.[footnoteRef:47] The details of the story cannot, however, be fully understood as recounted in these sources as they rely heavily on oral reports and are biased depending on the writer’s opinion about the dispute with the Vilna printers.	Comment by Avi Translator: Wasserman?	Comment by Avi Translator: Omitted: שבצילה ארעה ההסתבכות שבה אנו דנים כעת [45:  Lipschitz, Toldot Yiẓḥaq, 58–61. Reprinted with small differences in Pasvaller, Be’er Avraham, 31–35. ]  [46:  Steinschneider, Ir Vilna, 27–26.]  [47:  Shapira, “‘Ha-Aḥim me-Slavuta’,” 554–541. ] 

In 1947, the newspaper ha-Ṣofeh published the Hebrew translation of a previously unpublished essay written in Yiddish by historian Saul Ginsburg (1866–1940).[footnoteRef:48] The essay, which lacks footnotes or sources, was sent to the paper by Isaac Rivkind who at that time owned Ginzburg’s archive after the latter had died some years earlier.[footnoteRef:49] In 1991, it was translated into English and published as a small booklet by one of the descendants of the Shapira family, Ephraim H. Prombaum.[footnoteRef:50] In the essay, Ginsburg claims that he relied on primary sources from Russian archives, and indeed his archives include many copies in his own hand which he gathered on the topic.[footnoteRef:51] 	Comment by Avi Translator: העתקים
העתקים של מה?
לא הבנתי.  [48:  The essay was published in installments in Ha-Ẓofeh between September and December 1947.]  [49:  On the great historical importance of the Ginsburg archive, see Alexander Orbach, “The Saul Ginsburg Archival Collection: A Major Source for the Study of Russian Jewish Life and Letters,” Soviet Jewish Affairs 11(2) (1981): 39–51.]  [50:  See Ginsburg, The Drama of Slavuta. ]  [51:  National Library of Israel, Saul Ginsburg Collection, ARC 1281A *4, 18/1-8. ] 

There is little point in recounting here the entire series of events that befell the Shapira family: first, because there is little to add after Ginsburg’s extensive discussion. Second, even though the events are important for a fuller understanding of the activities of the Shapira family, there is no clear evidence of a link between the events and the Romm family, and therefore they lie beyond the scope of the present article. Therefore, I will bring only the main points that are relevant to the later activities of the Romm press.
In June of 1835, one of the employees of the Shapira-family press was found hanged. Though all evidence pointed to a suicide, a local antisemitic priest sought to capitalize on the tragedy and to implicate the members of the Shapira family as those responsible for the murder. According to these accusations, the employee had handed over one of the press’ books to the censor without permission. This was cited as motivation for the murder.[footnoteRef:52]	Comment by Avi Translator: Loosely translated [52:  Ginsburg, The Drama of Slavuta, 43–69. ] 

In March of 1836, two members of the Shapira family, along with others accused of being accomplices, were incarcerated in Kiev. The trial, which lasted for some time, revolved among other things around the Hasidic identity of the Shapira family as sufficient basis for indicting them with conscious attempts to create social chaos and to undermine the authority of the government.[footnoteRef:53] In June and July 1839, the verdict was signed by Tzar Nicholas I,[footnoteRef:54] and the sentence carried out: the Shapira brothers were to receive a thousand lashes administered by soldiers in the prison yard. Although such punishments usually spelled the end of their victims, the Shapira brothers managed to survive the ordeal and were hospitalized for a long time.[footnoteRef:55] Afterward, though they were supposed to be exiled to Siberia, a hefty bribe allowed them to serve out their sentence in Moscow.[footnoteRef:56]  [53:  The Russian government’s notion that the Hasidic movement undermined social stablity, leading ultimately to anarchy, was evident already in the early days of Hasidism, as seen prominently from the imprisonment of Rabbi Shneur Zalman from Liadi. See Shimon Dubnow, Toldot ha-Ḥasidut (Tel Aviv: [name of publisher], 1975), 242–278. Parallel to the trial of the Shapira family, another murder trial was taking place. Among others Rabbi Yisra’el Ruzhin, one of the Hasidic masters of the time, was accused of involvement in the murder of an informer in his community. See Saul Ginsburg, “Ma‘aseh Ushitz: A Finstere Bletel Idishe Geshikhte,” Di Tsukunft (October 1926): 621–624 [please check transliteration of the Yiddish]; David Assaf, Derekh Malkhut: R’ Yisra’el me-Ruzhin (Jerusalem: [name of publisher], 1986), 163–175.]  [54:   Tsar Nicholas I was an autocrat who was personally involved in all levels of political administration. See W. Bruce Lincoln, Nicholas I Emperor and Autocrat of All the Russias (Bloomington and London: [name of publisher], 1978). Accordingly, he was directly involved in the finer details of the empire’s treatment of Jews. See Michael Stanislawski, Tsar Nicholas I and the Jews: The Transformation of Jewish Society in Russia 1825–1855 (Philadelphia: [name of publisher], 1983). ]  [55:  Their tribulations became a Hasidic myth of martyrdom immortalized in the so-called “Slavuta niggun,” which according to legend was sung in front of the brothers while they were being flogged. See the website Heikhal Ha-Negina: The Center for Hasidic Tunes, http://www20.chassidus.com/audio/nigun/02-12-Niggun-MiSlavita-The-Shapiro-Brothers-Heichal-Neginah.htm, (accessed 30 June 2021). Another Hasidic legend states that during the flogging, the kippa of one of the brothers fell to the ground. The brother went back to pick it up, despite incurring extra lashes, in order not to walk bareheaded. [I don’t really understand this? He went back where? why did this result in him receiving more lashes?] See Y.L. Peretz, Mi-Pi ha-‘Am (Tel Aviv: [name of publisher], 1950), 34–36.]  [56:  Ginsburg, The Drama of Slavuta, 107–138.] 

Not long after the rise of Alexander II to power (1855),[footnoteRef:57] the brothers were pardoned and allowed to return to Slavuta. In the following years, others who had been involved in the affair were released from Siberia one by one. Rabbi Mosheh Shapira, who was also sentenced to flogging and exile, died during the trial.[footnoteRef:58]	Comment by Avi Translator: [omitted: who were still alive] [57:  For the change in attitude towards the Jews that began with Alexander II’s rise to power, see Salo W. Baron, The Russian Jew under Tsars and Soviets (New York and London: [name of publisher], 1964), 46–50.]  [58:  Ginsburg, The Drama of Slavuta, 139–144.] 

The great attention paid to Jewish publishing houses in general, and more specifically to their role in disseminating Hasidic teachings, proved detrimental to Jewish printing activities in the empire. On 27 October 1836, Tsar Nicholas I promulgated a decree proscribing Jewish printing houses throughout the region, except for one in Vilna and one in Kiev. The descendants of Menaḥem Mann and his partner Nahimovitz obtained the rights to print in Vilna.[footnoteRef:59] Thus, that same printing house that had fought for the right to print an edition of the Talmud during the period of the Shapira press’ exclusive rights—helped by the legal entanglements that beset that latter family—gained a monopoly on Jewish printing throughout the Russian Empire for a period of eleven years. A printing press in Kiev, a city in which Jews were prohibited to live, was never established. [59:  On the struggle between the nine printings houses active in Vilna at that time, see: Аграновский, книгопечатания Стр. 13–21.] 

Reopening the Shapira Press and Economic Cooperation with Romm (1847–1878) 
On 27 November 1845, the Tsar issued another order pertaining to Jewish printing activities in the empire. This time the Tsar designated two locations in which Jewish printing houses could operate: Vilna and Zhytomyr. In Zhytomyr (as in Vilna) a maskilic seminary was active,[footnoteRef:60] and the teachers of this seminary (as in Vilna) earned the right to oversee operations of the new Jewish press.[footnoteRef:61] In 1847, the descendants of the Shapira brothers, their ancestors still serving out their sentences, sought to reestablish their printing house in Zhytomyr. Required to pay a yearly tax to the government of 4,300 rubles[footnoteRef:62] they received the license/permission to reopen their press.  [60:  Efim Melamed, “The Zhitomir Rabbinical School: New Materials and Perspectives,” Polin: Studies in Polish Jewry 14 (2001): 105–115.]  [61:  Аграновский, книгопечатания. Стр. 26–27.]  [62:  Friedberg, Toldot ha-Defus ha-‘Ivri, 135. ] 

Already in the press’ first years, disputes erupted between the descendants of the Shapira family. One of the sons-in-law, Yosef Baruch ספארד, accused his wife’s brothers—Ḥanina Lipa, Yehoshu‘a Heschel, and Aryeh Leib Shapira—of bribing the local censor in order to publish books without oversight. Investigations into the issue ended with nothing save intra-familial suspicions. After the establishment of additional printing houses in the early 1860s, the descendants of the Shapira family parted ways, founding two separate presses. The one was owned by the brothers Ḥanina Lipa and Yehoshu‘a Heschel, the second by Aryeh Leib Shapira.[footnoteRef:63] Despite these disagreements, all the books printed by the descendants of the Shapira family, whether they were working together or separately, had one thing in common: all books bearing the Shapira name produced Zhytomyr (as had been the case in Slavuta) are canonical Jewish texts. As a result, the printing of the Talmud remained a significant part of the printing house’s economic viability as it refrained from printing maskilic texts or literature for the non-Jewish public. By contrast, the Romm press at that time had undergone extensive development and had become an economic power-house due to the great variety of materials it issued—canonical literature, textbooks, maskilic works, books of Wissenschaft des Judentums, and even ephemera such as stickers for matchboxes, flags for Simchat Torah, and so on.[footnoteRef:64] 	Comment by Avi Translator: למעט, ככל הנראה חשדנות משפחתית
Not quite sure what this means [63:  Шапира, Карманная еврейская энциклопедия (Jerusalem: [name of publisher], 2001), 57–59.]  [64:  Zalkin, Deborah [I don’t know what this is a reference to, the ISF project?]] 

Indeed, in 1858, Ḥanina Lipa and Yehoshu‘a Heschel “the grandsons of the Rabbi-printer of Slavuta” (as their title pages read), began to print another edition of the Talmud. Aryeh Leib had yet to establish his own printing house, but already at this date, his name ceases to appear on cover pages. It is clear, that the Zhytomyr printers made every effort to graphically distinguish their edition from that of their ancestors. While the “architecture” of the Talmudic text largely remained unchanged (as was the case for all editions of the Talmud printed after the editio princeps),[footnoteRef:65] the cover pages of this edition evinced dramatic changes. Notably, one finds no mention of the earlier edition which served as inspiration for the present one. In addition to these changes, the Zhytomyr printers added several commentaries that had been lacking in the 1832 edition.  [65:  David Stern, “The Topography of the Talmudic Page,” in The Visualization of Knowledge in Medieval and Early Modern Europe, eds. Marcia Kupfer, Adam S. Cohen, J.H. Chajes (Turnhount: [name of publisher], 2020), 137–162. ] 

The Romm press in Vilna also began at that time to print a new edition of the Talmud. The edition is ascribed to the printer Yosef Reu’ven Romm, who died that year, but whose efforts were continued by his successors who continued to print the edition under his name.[footnoteRef:66] Furthermore, the printing house of Samuel Orgelbrand[footnoteRef:67] in Warsaw began that same year to print its own edition of the Talmud. This time, however, it seems the printing houses coordinated their activities, and thus none of the three presses published any approbations in their editions. As Ya‘akov Halevi Lipschitz has put it succinctly:  [66:  Friedberg, Toldot ha-Defus ha-‘Ivri, 129. ]  [67:  Samuel ben Haim Orgelbrand began printing the Talmud the very same year he established his printing house; it was his first project. Before long, this press grew to be the largest in Warsaw and one of the largest presses in the whole region. See Friedberg, Toldot ha-Defus ha-‘Ivri, 113.] 


So much did the controversy between the printers of Vilna and Slavuta in 1838 shake all corners of our nation! [And] it was [all] because the printers of Vilna were thought to be trespassing on the rights of the printers of Slavuta. [...] And behold but twenty years after that dispute, a new age having just dawned, the printers of Vilna and those of Zhytomyr (where the Slavutians dwelt) published copies of the Talmud to their heart's content! All the while, the printers in Berlin, Vienna, and Warsaw each printed their own editions of the Talmud [...] and not one of them said ‘this place is too small for me because of such and such printers.’”[footnoteRef:68] [68:  Ya’akov Halevi Lipschitz, Zikhron Ya‘aqov (place of publication needed [not just Israel]: [name of publisher], 1968), 49–50.] 


However, in 1864, Orgelbrand printed a small double-page spread: “approbations from the great leaders of the generation.”[footnoteRef:69] Among other things we find there the signatures of some rabbis from Warsaw preceded by the following sentence: “[other printers] are not among those who benefit the public but rather they do damage to those who do good. [Their actions] are considered trespass and may those who strengthen their hands by buying [their books], may they be [punished] as well!”[footnoteRef:70] In this case, the prohibition not only applies to those who print the Talmud in another edition—as we saw in the dispute of 1832. This time—based on a realization of the inability of rabbis to prohibit the printing of editions in regions outside of their halakhic jurisdiction—the prohibition is applied to buyers. The signatories in other words prohibited buying an edition of the Talmud which was not printed in one of the three printing houses working in tandem with each other. Despite efforts at coordination, the edition printed in Zhytomyr soon ran into problems; in early 1862, the Shapira press published an announcement/broadsheet entitled “a word to buyers.”[footnoteRef:71] It justifies the delays that have beset printing, a result of financial straits caused by subscribers who shirked their obligation after purchasing cheaper editions produced outside of the Russian empire.[footnoteRef:72] 	Comment by Avi Translator: כפולת עמודים קטנה
I’m not sure if this is the term	Comment by Avi Translator: Yes? [69:  This may have originally been printed as part of a larger collection, but this is at least how it is preserved in the archive of the National Library of Israel. It was certainly not published at the beginning of talmudic tractates; the Warsaw edition is small, whereas the approbations themselves appear on a large page. See NLI Archive L669. ]  [70:  “Haskamot me-Ge’onei ha-Zeman.”]  [71:  A scan is available in the database of The Yeshayahu Vinograd Institute for Computerized Bibliography. My thanks to Mr. Moshe Rosenfeld for allowing me to look at the collection. ]  [72:  Rabinovitz notes that at least seven editions were printed at the same time as those we are discussing. See: Rabinovitz, Ma’amar ‘al Hadpasat ha-Talmud, 140–153. Re’uven Romm and his son and successor David, were very worried about competition from Jewish printers outside of the empire. They even appealed to the authorities and requested a prohibitive import duty on Jewish literature: a policy which was approved for a time. See Аграновский, книгопечатания . Стр. 27–29.] 

During the years this edition was being printed, the Tsar issued a new order, allowing the establishment of additional Jewish presses. Thus the presses in Vilna and Zhytomyr lost their duopoly which they had enjoyed for several decades.[footnoteRef:73] However, while the Romm press adapted itself over and over again to new sources of competition, the Shapira press continued to print only canonical works: prayer books, Pentateuchs, and Hasidic literature.  [73:  The Tsar’s order—issued on 26 April 1862—allowed Jewish presses to be opened without limitation (subject to adherence to censorship laws). See Аграновский, книгопечатания С. 37] 

It may be assumed that behind this business decision was a religiously-driven resolution not to print non-canonical/religious books; sources indeed indicate that this was a matter of principle for the Shapira family.[footnoteRef:74] This decision would, however, exact a heavy toll. It will be recalled that in Zhytomyr, as in Vilna, there was a rabbinic seminary. These seminaries were institutions that encouraged changes in Jewish society in the spirit of the Enlightenment and the Haskalah.[footnoteRef:75] A common strategy employed by the Maskilim was to appeal to the authorities whenever they found themselves embroiled in a dispute with the more conservative elements of Jewish society.[footnoteRef:76] This is what happened in Zhytomyr. Several members of the rabbinical seminary refused to reconcile themselves with the Shapira family’s refusal to print maskilic literature—resulting in yet another government investigation into the Shapira press. The Shapira brothers were accused by the local Maskilim of several crimes associated with pricing, the contents of their books and more. But their main accusation was that the Shapira press only printed canonical literature and not maskilic texts.[footnoteRef:77] 	Comment by Avi Translator: לאופי הספרים? [74:  Shapira, “‘Ha-Aḥim me-Slavuta’,” 542; Pasvaller, Be’er Avraham, 32; Lipschitz, Toldot Yiẓḥaq, 59. ]  [75:  Verena Dohrn, “The Rabbinical Schools as Institutions of Socialization in Tsarist Russia 1847–1873,” Polin 14 (2001): 83–104.]  [76:  Аграновский, книгопечатания С. 13]  [77:  Шапира, 57–59. On the central place assumed by maskilic printing in the evolution of Haskalah movement in Russia, see Mordekhai Zalkin, Ba‘alot ha-Shaḥar: Ha-haskalah ha-Yehudit ba-‘Imperiyah ha-Rusit ba-Me’ah ha-Tesha Esreh (Jerusalem: [name of publisher], 2000), 239–261. ] 

In 1867, Tsar Nicholas II ordered the closure of two Jewish presses. The first was that of Aryeh Leib, which had regardless been closed a short time previously. The second was that of the Shapira brothers—a press that employed 150 workers at the time. With no other choice, the printing house was sold—machinery, rights, and all—to one of the instructors at the rabbinical seminary in Zhytomyr, Yitzḥak באקשט.[footnoteRef:78] Born in Oshmiany, באקשט who studied in the yeshiva of Volozhin in his youth, made his way to Zhytomyr after receiving a government post in the rabbinical seminary.[footnoteRef:79]  [78:  Шапира, 57–59.]  [79:  Necrological article published after באקשט’s death: “Me-kitvei Sofrim,” Ha-Levanon (19 June 1882), 3. See also the website Jewish Roots, https://forum.j-roots.info/viewtopic.php?t=5011, (accessed 30 June 2021). ] 

According to our sources, the sale was, however, only nominal. באקשט seems to have continued his work at the seminary, while the Shapira family continued to manage the printing house in practice.[footnoteRef:80]A close look at the list of publications produced by the באקשט press in Zhytomyr can teach us something about the accord reached between these two sides. The press continued to print the same religious books that had been produced before the sale: prayer books, maḥzorim, and Pentateuchs—these continued to be printed each year. However, once or twice each year, באקשט’s press issued maskilic books as well,[footnoteRef:81] especially literature written by the members of the seminary in Zhytomyr.[footnoteRef:82] Based on this list of books, I wish to propose the following understanding of the agreement reached between באקשט and the Shapira brothers. The Shapira brothers, who never printed any maskilic books under their own names, were forced in the end to reach a decision: either they could continue to refuse printing maskilic books and sell their press or they could keep their press but give in to the request of the maskilim to print modern literature. The first option would have spelled bankruptcy.[footnoteRef:83] The decision was, therefore, reached—as I am arguing—that they would continue to sell sacred books under באקשט’s name, issuing a certain amount of maskilic books as well, but without their names appearing on the title pages.	Comment by Avi Translator: Loose translation [80:  Шапира, 57–59.]  [81:  E.g., Yosef ben Menaḥem Mendel שליפירז, Ẓofnat Pa‘neaḥ (Zhytomyr, 1873) (an elementary book of mathematics) שליינץ (no first name), Marpe la-‘Am (Zhytomyr, 1874) (a guide to childcare and woman’s health).]  [82:  Instructors who published in באקשט’s press included: Ḥayim Zelig Słonimski, Sod ha-‘Ibur (Zhytomyr, 1872) and Ḥayim Tsvi Lerner, Moreh ha-Lashon (Zhytomyr, 1865). ]  [83:  Шапира, 57–59. ] 

The Closing of the Shapira Press by Devorah Romm (1879) 
Let us return to Vilna. In the late 1870s, Devorah Romm, the widow of David (eldest son of Yosef Re’uven) began to manage the press with her two sons.[footnoteRef:84] The press and publishing house were financially sound and stable, the Romm family was wealthy and well respected in the Jewish community of Vilna, and they undertook an ambitious project: a new edition of the Babylonian Talmud.[footnoteRef:85] Editing and the assembling of commentaries were carried out by figures such as Matityahu Strashun[footnoteRef:86] and the content manager of the press Shraga Feigenzohn.[footnoteRef:87] The goal of the ambitious move was to create something truly new in a work that seemed impervious to change: Ten editions of the Talmud had already been printed up to the mid-nineteenth century, most of them quite similar to each other. Nevertheless, Romm wished to create something different and unique.[footnoteRef:88] 	Comment by Avi Translator: בית הדפוס וההוצאה לאור
מה ההבדל?	Comment by Avi Translator: מנהל תוכן
מה זה אומר בדיוק בהקשר הזה? [84:  Zalkin, Deborah ]  [85:  The process of which led to the development and reception of the Vilna Talmud, what would become the canonical edition of the Talmud, is a subject in its own right which I am studying as part of the project: “Devorah Romm: Entrepreneur, Business Woman, and Cultural Agent.” The present article is part of this project. ]  [86:  Mordechai Zalkin, Matityahu Strashun, 1817–1885: Scholar, Leader and Book Collector (New York: [name of publisher], 2017).]  [87:  Ada Gebel, “Pereq Lo Noda‘ ‘be-Toldot Defus Romm’ le-Shafa”n ha-Sofer,” Gal-Ed: On the History and Culture of Polish Jewry (forthcoming)]  [88:  Feigenzohn, “Le-Toldot Defus Romm,” 284–287. ] 

In preparation for the project, the press sent agents to libraries and seminaries throughout Europe and Palestine to copy manuscripts and correct prints. This was managed by Shraga Feigenzohn, editor of the edition. However, Devorah Romm—who headed the press, and aggressively managed all aspects of its business—was at the same time making economic preparations of her own. Among other things, she purchased a potential source of competition: באקשט ‘s press in Zhytomyr. In early 1878, Devorah Romm and Yitsḥak באקשט submitted a request to the authorities to transfer the press from Zhytomyr to Vilna.[footnoteRef:89] In other words, in late 1877 Romm had bought the press in Zhytomyr, and that very same year the press was slowly being transferred to Vilna. The authorities discussed the request; rumors had reached the general governor of Volhynia that the Romm family was involved in illicit political activities, and he wished to consult with the general governor of Vilna on the issue.[footnoteRef:90] The latter provided a detailed report about the political activities of Devorah Romm’s children, and ultimately approved the transfer of the press to Vilna with no further difficulties.[footnoteRef:91] The machinery of the press was then moved little by little to Vilna. Thus, for example, in September 1878 the Romm Press reported to the general governor of Vilna that they had moved two printing presses from Zhytomyr.[footnoteRef:92]  [89: A letter from the general-governor Volhynia to the general-governor of Vilna in which he requests, prior to granting permission the Romm press to purchase the באקשט press, to know if the members of the Romm family have ever been subject to a criminal investigation, if they have had a general education, and who among them would be responsible for management of the press: Lithuanian State Historical Archive, 380\35\10\22 (להלן: LVIA). [is this, and the following notes, direct translations of the archives?]]  [90:  Letter to the general governor of Volhynia to the general governor of Lithuania, 6 March 1878, Lithuanian State Historical Archive, 380/35/10/24.]  [91: A secret report submitted to the general governor of Vilna, 1 March, 1878, LVIA 380/35/10/32. In the report the governor of Vilna writes to the governor of Volhynia that in response to his request to examine the matter of the political loyalties of the Romm family, it was found that that Devorah, Ida and Manes are not suspected of any illicit activities. However, Devorah’s son, Maxime Romm, was involved in distributing revolutionary propaganda and is currently abroad. His brother, מאטביי Romm is also involved in revolutionary activity. In addition, Anna Epstein—a student of midwifery, who was expelled from St. Petersburg and is currently residing abroad with no passport—visited Vilna a number of times and lived in Devorah Romm’s home, without informing the police as required by law. In light of all of this, the governor of Vilna informs that there is no problem with the purchase of the press in Zhytomyr by Devorah, Ida, and Manes Romm.]  [92:  A letter from the Romm Press to the general governor of Vilna, 13 September 1878, LVIA 380/35/10/79. ] 

One set of printed items reflecting this gradual transfer is the Hebrew calendar edited by Sholem Yankev Abramovitsh (better known by his pen name, Mendele Moykher-Sforim) which was published annually in Zhytomyr. In 1878 the place of publication is listed as Vilna, even though the censorship stamp is still that of Kiev (to which Zhytomyr belonged). The following year, the same calendar was published by Romm, bearing the censorship stamp of Vilna.[footnoteRef:93] Calendars such as those prepared by Abramovitsh were one of the press’ most reliable and most important sources of income.[footnoteRef:94] The transfer of these printing rights to Romm attests to the merger of the printing houses not only on a technical level but also in terms of rights. 	Comment by Avi Translator: Or signature?  [93:  Sholem Yankev Abramovitsh, “Der Nitzlikher Kalendar far di Rusishe Yuden,” (Zhytomyr-Vilna, 1876–1881). [please check the Yiddish transliteration]. ]  [94:  Archival materials indicate that tens of thousands of copies of such calendars were printed every year—some of them for churches. See e.g., “Yearly Reports of the Romm Press to the Local Authorities”: LVIA, 600\1\25\47a; 600\1\30\61a.] 

The pressing question here is: Why? Was this cold and belated revenge against the Shapira family? This seems unlikely. Devorah Romm, as she is portrayed in recent studies, was extremely practical and level-headed—a true “Litvak”—who would not let family history interfere with her business plans.[footnoteRef:95]At the same time, it would be prudent not to diminish the importance of the historical feud within the Romm-press’ self-consciousness. This is demonstrated by the lengthy descriptions of the sale by Feigenzohn in his historical essay about the press’ history.[footnoteRef:96]  [95:  Zalkin, Deborah ]  [96:  Feigenzohn, “Le-Toldot Defus Romm,” 271–277. ] 

Was this simply a business decision and nothing more? Devorah Romm needed to expand the printing house in preparation for the upcoming project to print the Talmud; to buy a faltering press, for a low price, and to move its machinery to Vilna would seem to be the most logical economic choice. But here also things are uncertain. Over the years, the Romm family purchased new and expensive printing equipment from large and important factories all over Europe. [footnoteRef:97] One cannot then simply claim that the purchase of באקשט‘s machinery was nothing more than economically motivated. [97:  For examples of documents recording purchase of new printing presses, see LVIA 380/36/10/61 (document from 1879). 380/39/135/215 document from 1882. 600/1/15/96 document from 1886. ] 

Was this an attempt to minimize risk? Did Devorah Romm want to ensure that she would have no competitors in her project to print the Talmud? Was it a reasonable possibility that the Shapira family, under the name of באקשט, would begin work on a new edition of the Talmud? And if so, was this why Devorah Romm did everything in her power to close their press? This could indeed be the case. As we have seen, the Shapira family had a clear pattern of reprinting the Talmud, one of their most popular products, several times. Devorah Romm, cleverly foregoing the mechanism of rabbinic approbations, instead took practical steps to prevent possible competition. This is also a possible explanation of the sale—especially given that accounts from archives indicate that an anonymous tip to the general of Volhynia (where Zhytomyr is located) sought to obstruct the deal. Perhaps those responsible for this anonymous tip were none other than members of the Shapira family themselves who wished to prevent the merger? However, the fact that during previous issues of the Talmud in the 1850s, two other presses managed to work in coordination with Romm, demonstrates that cooperation with the press of Zhytomyr, instead of purchasing it and shutting it down, was at least possible. 
It seems that all of these arguments amount to a summary of our present discussion: Devorah Romm understood, already in the first stages of preparing the Vilna Talmud, that she was on the threshold of an exceptional project. This was not going to be yet another edition of the Talmud but a substantially novel, exceptional, and different book. Already on the title page of the first tractate, one finds printed in striking red letters the promise of the Romm press: The edition includes “more than fifty new additions”—additions that would only continue to grow in number as printing continued. The producers of the Romm edition wished to highlight the uniqueness of their edition over and above others—not only those produced in the Russian empire but also those produced elsewhere in Europe. Therefore, Devorah Romm removes all possible competition, even of the smallest kind, with the added benefit of moving machines over a rather small distance from Zhytomyr to Vilna. While there may indeed be here a sort of poetic closure, the Shapira press was the only other one in the region that had the principled and ideological motivation to pose competition. 
And thus, came to an end an important episode in the history of East-European Jewry. This was the printed face of two of the great struggles in the modern period: a struggle between the Hasidim and Misnagdim and between the Maskilim and traditionalists came to an end. The Misnagdim and the Maskilim were victorious when Devorah Romm, at the helm of the largest and most important printing house in Vilna, shut down the traditional Hasidic press of the Shapira family. This was just before the most important canonical edition of the Talmud stepped onto the stage of history—the Vilna Talmud, which symbolically and practically spelled the end of the last remnants of this decades-long dispute. The press at Zhytomyr would be relegated to the arcane books of historical specialists; the Vilna Talmud of the widow and brothers Romm would by contrast become synonymous with the Babylonian Talmud.
