Canonical-religious literature published by the Romm printing house:
Directions for further reflection and research
In 1887, the Petersburg daily “HaMelitz” dedicated its editorial to the printing house of the widow and brothers Romm, in honor of its upcoming centennial anniversary. Toward the column’s end, the author, apparently none other than the poet Yehudah Leib Gordon, entreated the printing house’s managers to “[…] prepare and publish, for their jubilee anniversary, a book chronicling the story of their establishment, in which will be chronicled, for posterity, a record of all the books it has published since its founding until this day, the names of the tomes and the numer of copies printed over this long period of time, the names of the sages and the authors with whom terms were negotiated by near or by far, how many households gained their living in its long history, how much revenue it gained and expenditure it bore in its century of operations …”. Such a chronicle was never published. But it would appear to me that the road we embark on today is, in a way, a partial fulfillment of that appeal.
In my humble opinion, one of the first things we are called upon to do in our present research of the printing house is to follow the prescription outlined over one hundred and thirty years ago. We must discover, and put into order, an exhaustive inventory of all the books known to have been printed in the publishing house. True, we do have catalogues, but these are in need of repair and completion, and should be indexed so that they may help create a common database, a shared bedrock for all the various studies which will grow out of this project.
[bookmark: _GoBack]Initial surveys of the Romm publishing house’s inventories reveal a prevalence of religious-canonical works. We see, first, books meant for routine use, such as Siddurim, humashim, machzorim, haggadot and copies of the book of Psalms. Another kind we find often is tomes used for study and learning – Mishnayot, Talmud and Midrash, Halakhic literature and treaties on morality and philosophy. In fact, most of the core texts of the Jewish bookshelf were published by the Romm printing house, annotated and encompassing different stages in Judaism’s long history. From the biblical period – the bible and its medieval commentaries (the Mikraot Gedolot), from the literature of the Sages – the Mishnah, the Babylonian and Jerusalem Talmuds, aggadic and halakhic midrash, and, of course, the Shulchan Aruch, written in the 16th century and constituting the most important codification of Jewish law. Occasionally, even when Siddurim – prayer books – were printed ostensibly only for routine liturgical use in synagogues, they also served scholarly purposes. Such, for example, was the case with the Siddur Otzar HaTefillot, which was conceived as both an academic-scholarly codex of the textual variants and a Siddur to be used for prayer.
One of the interesting texts, which alleges to recount the printing house’s history, which we have today, and I very much hope we will be able to go on together to find additional such materials, is the article “Toward a history of the Romm publishing house,” authored by Shmuel Shraga Feigenson, whose pen name sometimes was Shafan HaSofer. Feigenson was charged with overseeing the different projects of the Romm family printing house for over fifty years. He authored the article at the twilight of his life, when he was 87 years old. In it, he surveys central events in the publishing house’s history, as well as its interactions with the Tsarist authorities and its censors. He recounts struggles against competing publishers as well as internal strife within the Romm family. The article goes into detail when describing the difficult times the printing house faced during World War I. Still, one must keep in mind that these events were recalled from his own particular perspective, and that the person who actively managed the printing press and the publishing house, allowing Feigenson to realize his plans, was Deborah Romm.
Feigenson extensively describes the publishing of the six orders of the Babylonian Talmud in extended, elegant editions between 1880-1886. He also describes in detail a later project to publish the six orders of the Jerusalem Talmud. The Romm publishing house spared little expense in realizing these ambitious projects, which took several years to complete. Special proofreaders, some of whom were of considerable renown among contemporaries, were employed in order to ensure an unblemished and lavishly-adorned publication. The location and collection of original manuscripts and prints, to ensure a rich commentary to the Gemara’s pages, was extraordinary. The publishing house hired external experts from the Vatican, the British Museum, Oxford, Berlin and elsewhere, to transcribe manuscripts. The project had also been attended to by renowned Jewish scholars from outside of Vilnius, such as Salomon Buber of Lvov, and Professor Abraham Neubauer of the Bodlean Library in Oxford.
The National Library of Israel in Jerusalem holds correspondences between the publishers and rabbis and other Jewish scholars, recording the attempts made to locate and collect original manuscripts and prints. These correspondences, alongside additional records from other archives, could be used to map the geographical and cultural landscapes involved in these wide-ranging projects, and thus shed new light on the widow and brothers Romm’s publishing house. This extensive effort of locating and publishing Jewish manuscripts must also be seen against the backdrop of the Haskalah, and, particularly, in the context of similar initiatives from that same period. Thus, for instance, the maskil Mattityahu Strashun of Vilnius, who also was Deborah Romm’s uncle, participated in the Mekitze Nirdamin Society (f. 1861), whose objective was to facilitate such exchanges; and the scholar Salomon Buber was involved in this affair both with the ‘Mekitze Nirdamim’ and with Romm publishers.
One must also examine the motives for the location of so many manuscripts and their publication at such considerable efforts and financial costs. These motivations should not only be found in the economic sphere, but also as resulting from an ideological basis. Feigenson presents this trend with uninhibited pride, inter alia through citing a passage from the song of Deborah, an important biblical poem sung by Deborah the prophet after victory in battle. Deborah was a Jewish leader during the biblical period who served as both a spiritual leader (prophet) and a political one (judge). It is obvious that Feigenson explicitly connects the biblical Deborah to the head of the Romm publishing house – the widow, Deborah Romm – altering the original passage by writing “until that thou didst arise, Deborah, that thou didst raise a printing house in Israel”, in an attempt to imbue the work of the Romm publishing house with historical and national importance.
During World War I, after the death of Deborah Romm, Feigenson went on to plan an extraordinarily ambitious project in which the publishing house would undertake the task of printing what he termed “the entire Torah” – envisaging a series of tomes that would encompass all the foundational tracts of the written and the oral Torah. These, however, were never published.
It is interesting to point out that Feigenson barely addresses literature not strictly from the Jewish canon, such as the popular writings of Isaac Mayer Dick and Kalman Schulman, also published by Romm. Neither does he make any reference to books widely considered, at the time he wrote the article, to be groundbreaking, such as the Novel “The Love of Zion” by Abraham Mapu. Similarly, despite his own strongly Zionist orientation, he does not make any mention of Leon Pinsker’s “Auto-Emancipation”, whose Hebrew translation by Samuel Leib Zitron was also published by Romm. We do not know, as of now, the amount of profit the publishing house made from the different genres it routinely printed – a very interesting issue in itself – but as far as Feigenson was concerned, the crowning achievement and most significant project the publisher undertook was the publication of the tractates of the Talmud. Were there others in Romm’s executive circles who saw a calling in the publication of secular literature, popular scientific works and other literary genres, and not only an avenue for financial profit? This we must investigate.
In ending my remarks, I would like to return to the article with which I began, which called for the publication of a book to honor the centennial anniversary of the Romm publishing house. According to the editorial’s author, if well and soundly written, this book would be a great resource for future historians: “The future researcher of history shall also find in such a tome much to educate him of the history of our people, our literature and the development of Haskalah among us during that time”. We do not know exactly how decisions were made in the publishing house’s executive ranks, but my hope is that within the archival collections awaiting our research we shall be able not only to learn about the publishing house itself, but also about the society to whose appetites and interests the publisher catered, or, perhaps, whose intellectual appetites it attempted to mobilize and lead.

