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In a letter written while in Volozhin, in the summer of 1890, Bialik noted:
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At first, he was very much taken by the learning and devoted himself to it
with great enthusiasm. He described his state of mind as follows:
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At this time he wrote a poem, entitled “bi-’Obel ha-Torah,” in which he
described his yearning to study “in the tents of Torah,” a precursor to his
much more developed and famous poem of the same theme, ha-
Matmid.s% Nevertheless, this period of intensive léarning did not last too
long. He continued to study but his mind was elsewhere.
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He began to concentrate more on writing poetry, spent time walking
outdoors, became involved in a clandestine Zionist group of yeshiva
students, learned Russian, and in the late summer of 1891, left
Volozhin.”! ~ ‘

A contemporary of Bialik’s described the atmosphere in yeshiva at that
time in the following way:
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The Neziv also felt that it was very important to know Russian. His son

continued:
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This openness on the part of the Neziv to Haskalah was also clearly

acknowledged by his son. He wrote:

vynd 0T 5w om™on oaIna1 “aYown” owa O oM T A o
TRwA K91, pmdna xS Nk 971 KaK mya axnd L ammm Raw i 05103
;M 5y Inapwn mxyY Kawa nSownrn Sw amna 571 Kax 12 K hansa
Mo 93 53 mavpprak T a1 kA o ant 55 5y mo

107 mrry

In a brief biography of the Neziv by R. Abraham Isaac ha-Kohen Kook,

“he wrote:
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In one of his histories of Voiozhin, M. Y. Berdyczewski noted that:
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In defense of the Neziv who was attacked for his narrowmindedness,

Alexander Zederbaum, the editor of ha-Meliz, wrote:
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In fact, it is very interesting that the Neziv had high regard for Max
Lilienthal, and felt that his father-in-law and others unfairly suspected
him of being simply a front for the Russian government’s effort to
assimilate and even convert the Jews. The Neziv met Lilienthal personally
during the latter’s trip to Volozhin in 1842 and was the only other person
present when Lilienthal and R. Izeleh met privately to discuss the govern-

ment’s plan.111 His nephew, R. Barukh Epstein, wrote:

—
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Much more serious was the economic crisis which came to a head in
- 1891. That year was a leap year and the yeshiva did not have enough
money for the students’ stipends for the extra month. Tensions ran high
and when one of the yeshiva’s custodians embarrassed some of the
students, a veritable riot broke out in the bet midrash. In his memoirs, the
Neziv’s son, who was then a young boy studying in the yeshiva, described
the scene:
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The repercussions of this event were felt both within the yeshiva and
without it and, once again, led to serious concerns about the future
viability of the institution. The Neziv did all he could to maintain its
existence, pacifying many of his students and travelling regularly to
Vilna, and even on occasion to St. Petersburg, to prevail upon the secular
authorities to continue to look with favor upon his yeshiva.126 But he
found the pace and the pressure too taxing and decided at that point to
finally carry out his life-long dream of settling in the land of Israel.127 He
made plans to leave Volozhin and appointed his oldest son, R. I—Iayylm
Berlin, in his place.

It was this desire on the part of the Neziv which aroused the greatest-
ire and indignation of the student body. At that time, R. Hayyim
Soloveitchik had been saying shiurim in the yeshiva together with the
Neziv and many students felt that he was more qualified than R. Hayyim
Berlin to assume the position of rosh yeshiva. The Neziv’s insistence
upon appointing his son met with great opposition and, once again, a
number of his students made life very difficult for him:
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One of the students who was studying in the yeshiva at the " time
described the situation facing R. Hayyim Berlin as follows:
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This constant infighting and conflict had a terribly detrimental effect
on the yeshtva:
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This struggle over who would succeed the Neziv was so intense and so
sapped the strength of the yeshiva that some considered it to be the cause
of its closing almost a year later.13! However, the key factor responsible
for that event was the Russian government’s insistence that secular
studies be introduced formally into the yeshiva’s curriculum. As men-
tioned above, the Russian maskilim and the secular government had long
advocated such a change but they both had been successfully held off for
decades by the tenacious and intensive efforts of the Neziv. However, by
the end of the penultimate decade of the nineteenth century, they began
to gain the upper hand and forced their will on a ‘most reluctant, tired
and saddened rosh yeshiva. '

In February, 1887, thirteen rabbls were called to St. Petersburg to
discuss the matter of instituting secular studies in the badarim and
yeshivot of Russia. Among those who attended this meeting were the
Neziv, R. Yosef Dov Halevi Soloveitchik, then in Brisk, R. Yizhak
Elhanan Spektor of Kovno, and R. Yizhak Ya’akov Reines of Riga. Their
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‘A Gentile teacher was found and a room was set aside on the ground
floor of the yeshiva for this purpose. There even was a picture of Czar
Alexander I1I on the wall of that room.137 :

However, none of the students wanted to attend these classes, consid-
eringthem a waste of precious time better spent on Torah studies. When
the instructor came to teach his class, he would find no one in the
classroom. Afraid that the authorities would discover this and react
harshly towards the yeshiva, the Neziv, '
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There is other evidence as well for the formal study of Russian litera-
- ture in the yeshiva. The son of a student who was there at the time wrote
that:
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However, government leaders together with their cohorts among the
maskilim continued their pressure to force secular studies into Volozhin
on a more widespread scale, and the Neziv’s reluctant compromise and
valiant efforts to keep his yeshiva alive were no longer able to stem the
tide. On December 22,1891, the Russian government ordered the yeshiva
to conform to a very comprehensive set of rules which governed all

“aspects of the yeshiva’s existence, including its curriculum, student body,
teaching staff and administration. Of the dozens of regulations, four
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were most critical and serious: (1) secular studies were to take place daily
between the hours of 9:00 a.m. and 3:00 p.m. (#63); (2) no more than ten
“hours a day could be spent studying (#6b); (3) there was to be no
studying at all at night (#6c); (4) the members of the administration and
teachers all had to be able to speak Russian and hold a diploma testifying -
to their knowledge of some secular subjects (#2, 27).140'No longer were
secular studies in Volozhin simply a matter involving only the fifty best
students for two hours at the end of the day, but it was to transform the
entire character of the yeshiva. The bulk of the day was to be spent on
secular studies and only a few hours could be devoted to Torah, with
virtually none at all during the winter season when the day was very
short.141 It was obviously impossible for the Neziv to agree to such
extreme demands. He said, as reported by his nephew R. Barukh’
- Epstein,
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" The end was near, and it came some ten weeks later. On Wednesday
morning, February 3, 1892, Russian authorities entered the yeshiva and
ordered all the students to leave. The sad and tragic scene was later
descrlbed as follows:
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Another description noted that:
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