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Hebrew and Aramaic transcription

silent  –  א
v  –  ב
b  –  בּ
g  –  גּ ג
d  –  דּ ד
h or silent  –  ה
h  –  הּ
w  –  ו
o  –  וֹ
u  –  וּ
z  –  ז
ch  –  ח
t  –  ט
y  –  י
kh  –  ך כ
k  –  כּ
l  –  ל
m  –  ם מ
n  –  ן נ
s  –  ס
silent  –  ע
ph  –  ף פ
p  –  פּ
tz  –  ץ צ
q  –  ק
r  –  ר
ֺש   –  s
sh  –  שׁ
t  –  ת

ַ –  a
ָ –  a or o
ֲ –  a
ֶ –  e
ֵ –  e
ֵ  י –  e
ֱ  –  e
i  – ִ  י
ִ –  i
ׂ  –  o
ֳ  –  o
ֻ  –  u
ְ  –  [sound] e
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Introduction

Sixteenth-century Europe saw the age of Renaissance and Reformation – two 
movements pertaining to different realms of culture and religion, which, having 
affected the Old Continent, led to profound cultural and religious transforma-
tions, felt even today. The Renaissance with its flagship motto of returning to the 
sources (ad fontes) paved the way for the Reformation. The latter in turn drew on 
the former’s humanistic interests in antiquity, turning its attention to the oldest 
sources of the Christian faith in their original form, and accordingly coining its 
own motto: sola Scriptura. As it is, Reformation pointed to the Scripture as the 
most important source of Christian faith and European culture permeated with 
it. The knowledge of ancient languages became requisite for studying sources, 
mainly the Biblical texts. Hebrew, Greek, Latin, and to a lesser extent Aramaic – 
the tongues of the Bible – reigned supreme.

Thus at the beginning of the sixteenth century the humanistic and then refor-
mational interest in ancient languages initiated modern Christian Hebrew studies, 
while the Hebrew language classes worked their way into universities. The instate-
ment of Hebrew studies surmounted a great effort of a small group of enthusiasts, 
who in the first half of the sixteenth century, overcoming the barriers of mental-
ity, alphabet and prejudice, translated the achievements of Hebrew lexicographers 
and grammarians into Latin and thus made them comprehensible to Christians. 
This was a stepping stone to a fast bourgeoning of Hebrew studies among Chris-
tians, who in the sixteenth century elaborated a huge number of books containing 
(mainly Biblical) Hebrew source texts and a plethora of related Latin textbooks: 
dictionaries, grammars, tables, translations. It was also at that time that a special-
ized Hebrew typography was developed by Christian printing houses.

Hebrew scholarship was also well received in the Polish-Lithuanian Common-
wealth, as best evidenced by three translations of the entire Hebrew Bible into 
the Polish language (Brest Bible, Nesvizh Bible [Budny’s Bible], Gdańsk [Danzig] 
Bible) and the Catholic Bible by Father Jakub Wujek, translated, admittedly, from 
the Latin Vulgate, but “with the addition of the Jewish text” (BWj, title page), all 
of which contained numerous commentaries. The fact that different Christian 
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denominations produced four translations of the Scriptures over the span of sev-
eral decades is a clear testimony to a kind of competition in quest of, as it would 
have been said in the sixteenth century, “the genuine word of God (szczyre słowo 
Boże)” (BB, *4v, *5r; BSzB, b2r). This quest would not have been possible without 
Christian philological inquiry, also into Hebrew, undertaken in the Common-
wealth. This study deals with this process.

The title of this publication defines the subject (the reception of West-European 
Christian Hebraism) and the research framework: topographical (the Polish-Lith-
uanian Commonwealth) and chronological (the Renaissance). It further examines 
the assimilation of didactic and research methods and achievements of Hebrew 
studies (Hebrew philology) practiced in Western Europe. By Hebrew studies or 
philology, we mean the academic discipline that deals with the Hebrew language 
and the proper interpretation of the literature created in it (cf. Kaczmarkowski: 
1989, 232). Our research subject is also identified as Christian Hebraism, which 
refers to the Gentiles’ studies of Hebrew and usually applies to the period between 
450 and 1800 (cf. Jones: 2005, 176). By limiting the scope of research to Christian 
studies, we exclude from the area of interest the Hebrew studies practiced, for 
example, by the followers of Judaism. When we speak of the Commonwealth, we 
mean the Crown of the Kingdom of Poland, the Grand Duchy of Lithuania and 
the fief lands of the Commonwealth. The chronological framework was limited 
to the Renaissance, i. e. the period of the birth and the very intensive studies of 
ancient languages in modern times. In the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth, the 
first mention of Hebraists appears around 1507 and this date is taken as the lower 
limit of the Renaissance Hebrew studies in the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth. 
The year 1638, when the antitrinitarian printing house in Rakov was closed down, 
where the text of the New Testament was being composed, is considered the upper 
border. This year is also considered the end of the Renaissance in Polish printing 
(Kawecka-Gryczowa: 1974, 66; 1975, 23). On account of the links between Hebrew 
studies and printing and Bible studies, we regard this date as the most appropriate.

The literature devoted to Renaissance Christian Hebraism in the Polish-Lith-
uanian Commonwealth is very scant. The most important works include Robert 
Kaśków’s dissertation (1996, 186–230 – chapter three Interest in the Hebrew Lan-
guage) and his article (1994). However, Kaśków’s dissertation has never appeared 
in print and is therefore little known, while his several-page article has necessarily 
very limited contents. Noteworthy are the extensive studies on the Brest Bible and 
the Bible translated by Szymon Budny, both published as part of the monumental 
Biblia Slavica series. These works, by Irena Kwilecka (2001a; cf. also 1992; 1999; 
2001b; 2006), David A. Frick (1994; 2001; cf. also 1989) and Leszek Moszyński 
(1994), address a number of problems related to the reception of Hebrew studies 
in the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth and present the results of research on 
history, sources, the concept of translation and the reception of Renaissance trans-
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19Introduction

lations of the Holy Scripture into Polish. They mainly deal with editions of the 
Bible in the Polish language, so they do not concern themselves with Hebrew stud-
ies in the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth in a primary or comprehensive way.

Some aspects of Hebrew studies in the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth dur-
ing the Renaissance era are dealt with by Majer Bałaban (1931a, 102–116; 1931b, 
131–134, 523–532), Jan Kamieniecki (1995; 1999; 2002) and Krzysztof Pilarczyk 
(1995; 1998a; 1998b; 2004; 2007; 2009), but only to a slight extent in the margin 
of other issues.

Information on Christian Hebraism in the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth of 
the Renaissance period appears in historical and bibliographical publications, but 
they are very scattered and often enigmatic (Jocher 1, XXXI, XXXIV; Morawski: 
1900, 253–258; Barycz: 1935, 86–95; 1957, 128f; 1969 [scarce information]; Smereka: 
1975, 229; also numerous biographical articles in PSB).

There are studies of the history of Christian Hebraism in Western Europe (New-
man: 1925; Daiches: 1968; Friedman: 1983; Jones: 1983; Katchen: 1984; Manuel: 
1992; Burnett: 1996; 2012; Lange: 2001; Coudert/Shoulson: 2004; McKane: 2004; 
Saebø: 2008; Price: 2011; Posset: 2015; 2019), which either do not deal with the 
Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth or only mention it occasionally. Only Ludwig 
Geiger (1870, 121f) devotes some space to the organisation of studies in Königs-
berg in his work, but he views the subject from a German point of view. A lot of 
information about Christian Hebraism is scattered in various encyclopaedias and 
dictionaries (e. g. JE, EJ, EJCD, OER, Kessler/Wenborn: 2005), which hardly ever 
study the Hebrew language in the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth.

The first monograph devoted entirely to Hebrew studies in the Renaissance 
Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth was published in Polish (Pietkiewicz: 2011; 
cf. 2012), but due to the language barrier it is inaccessible to many researchers. 
This book is an English version based on the aforesaid Polish original. This is not 
a mere translation because in relation to the Polish monograph the English version 
has been improved and extended, illustrations have been added and the bibliog-
raphy has been expanded and updated. Moreover, the research conducted by the 
author after 2011 has brought several new important results, which are presented 
here (e. g. the list of Polish Hebraists has been updated, views on the beginnings 
of Christian Hebraism printing in Cracow have been revised, the significance of 
the Pagnini’s version of the Old Testament and the Geneva Bible of 1559 for the 
creationn of the Brest Bible has been shown).

The reception of Christian Hebraism in the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth 
raises many important questions: were Christian Hebraism in the Polish-Lithua-
nian Commonwealth creative or merely imitative? How did the reception of the 
knowledge derived from Hebrew studies in the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth 
take place? Were Christian Hebraism influenced by the contacts with the follow-
ers of Judaism who lived in the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth in large num-
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bers? What was the character of Polish Hebrew studies, humanistic or religious? 
How were the studies on the Hebrew language organised in the Polish-Lithua-
nian Commonwealth? What was their purpose? What level of knowledge of the 
Hebrew language did our Hebraists master? What was the popularity of Hebrew 
studies in the society of the time?

A survey of the reception of a given scholarly discipline, especially when it 
comes to times several centuries ago, requires interdisciplinary research. In our 
work, we will make use of four research methods: the historical method consist-
ing in a critical study of sources in order to reconstruct historical facts and their 
cause and effect relations; in our case, we will pay more attention to the history of 
Hebrew studies and their relation to humanism and the Reformation; the biblio-
graphic method consisting in the classification and description of old prints; the 
bibliological method which examines the so called bibliological process (produc-
tion, distribution and consumption of a book); a philological method consisting 
in the comparative study of different versions of the text of the Sacred Scripture 
with marginal notes and commentaries, with particular emphasis on their rela-
tionship to the original texts and their interdependence; the philological study 
also necessarily includes elements of criticism of the Bible text.

The source base of this work is very extensive. It includes, above all, old prints 
containing the texts of the Holy Scriptures in the original and in translations, often 
accompanied by notes and commentaries, and sixteenth- and seventeenth-century 
Hebrew literature (grammars, dictionaries, tables, textbooks).

A great difficulty in researching ancient translations of the Bible is to deter-
mine and find the text used as a basis for translation. This is all the more impor-
tant because progress in text research brought ever new editions of the Bible with 
different variants, both of original versions and translations (ancient and mod-
ern). So, in order to achieve the most objective result possible, we will reach for 
the Renaissance editions of Scripture.

Another group of sources include works and correspondence of eminent fig-
ures of the Renaissance and the Reformation (Desiderius Erasmus [1469–1536], 
Martin Luther [1483–1546], John Calvin [1509–1564], Ulrich Zwingli [1484–1531], 
Jan Łaski [1499–1560], etc.) and documents of Catholic and non-Catholic institu-
tions (councils, synods, papal documents).

Using the comparative method of Biblical texts, we will also refer to the works 
of ancient writers (Josephus Flavius [37–a. 94], Pliny the Elder [23/24–79], the 
Fathers of the Church) and the works of other writers active until the early seven-
teenth century. Works of exegesis will be of particular value here.

In the search and description of old prints, numerous catalogues and bibliogra-
phies printed and published on the Internet will be very helpful. A valuable source 
of information are also various types of studies, especially biographies, included 
in encyclopedias, lexicons and dictionaries.
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This monograph consists of three chapters. In chapter one we will present the 
birth and development of modern Christian Hebraism in Western Europe. First, 
we will reach to the source of Christian Hebraism, that is, to the studies conducted 
by the followers of Judaism up to the sixteenth century. We will devote some space 
to Christian interests in the Hebrew language in ancient and medieval times. The 
central part of the first chapter is a reflection on the reception of the achievements 
of Jewish linguistic studies by the Christians of Western Europe, mainly in the first 
half of the sixteenth century. Here we will present the different trends in Western 
European Christian Hebraism: the humanistic trend and the Reformation- and 
Counter-Reformation-related denominational trends. In the last part of the first 
chapter, we will devote a lot of attention to the aids assisting sixteenth century 
Christian scholars in Hebraism (Bible editions in the original and in translation, 
grammar books, dictionaries).

In the second chapter we will describe the advancement of the studies on the 
Hebrew language in the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth in the sixteenth and 
at the beginning of the seventeenth century. First of all, we will pay attention to 
the organization of the teaching of Hebrew at the Cracow Academy, where the 
humanistic current of Polish Christian Hebraism was created and developed. Then 
we will describe the four currents of native Hebrew studies with clear religious ori-
entations (Lutheran, Reformed Protestantism and the Bohemian Brethren, Anti-
trinitarian and the Catholic after the Jesuit fashion). We will devote some space 
to the presentation of Polish Hebrew and Christian Hebraism printing, and then 
describe the grammars printed on Polish soil.

The third chapter will be devoted to the translations of the Hebrew Bible into 
Polish, which were the most important result of the reception of Western European 
Christian Hebraism in the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth during the Renais-
sance. After a brief discussion of their origins and history, we will present the six-
teenth century discussions of Polish Hebraists and biblicists around the problem 
of authenticity and fidelity of the text of the Holy Scriptures (Vulgate or Hebraica 
veritas?) and the choice of the concept of translating ancient versions of the Bible. 
Finally, we will show what kind of translation method and sources were used by 
Polish translators of the Hebrew Bible when translating the Old Testament. In the 
last point we will provide examples illustrating the issues raised in the last chapter.

Old Polish texts will be quoted in a transcription of type B (Mayenowa: 1955). 
In doubtful cases we will follow contemporary punctuation and spelling. As for 
lower or upper case of letters we are guided by modern principles. Abbreviations 
are explained in square brackets. Necessary commentaries to the source texts are 
given in footnotes or in square brackets. Folio signatures of old prints are given 
in a simplified way (e. g. b3v instead of biijv).

All source texts in Polish have been translated into English. When quoting them, 
in order not to interrupt the reading, the English translation will first be given, fol-
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lowed by the Polish original in parentheses. When quoting Bible translations into 
Polish and the notes and commentariess accompanying the Biblical text, the Pol-
ish original will be quoted first, followed by the English translation in parentheses.

The texts in Hebrew, Aramaic and Greek are quoted in their original alphabets. 
Quotes in languages written in the Latin alphabet are given in roman type in quo-
tation marks. However, quotation marks are left out in the case of Bible texts when 
the quotation is preceded by an abbreviation that refers to the Bible edition. We 
preserve the highlighted body of text if it occurs in the original. We standardize 
the spelling of the letters v and u according to modern standards (except for bib-
liographic descriptions of Polish Biblical prints). We keep the original spelling i 
and j in Latin. We replace orthographic ligatures with their components and we 
explain Latin acronyms. Very often in sixteenth century Latin diphthong ae was 
written as e – in these cases we will correct the text, inserting the missing a.

We keep quotations from sixteenth century Hebrew and Aramaic prints in their 
original spelling, even if they are misspelt (which we mark). There may occur 
some inaccuracies here due to difficulties in reading the texts. To make it easier 
for readers not familiar with Hebrew writing to read the book, some terms and 
titles of Hebrew works are given in a simplified transcription according as shown 
in the table Hebrew and Aramaic Transcription. We follow the principle of not 
doubling consonants in the transcription of the titles of Hebrew works from the 
tenth to the sixteenth century (cf. Tyloch: 1980, 77).

We shorten the long titles of the quoted items. In the bibliography we provide 
signatures and also locations of prints from the period up to the end of the eight-
eenth century and addresses of sources and studies available on the Internet. In 
bibliographic descriptions we use different levels of detail: we preserve the origi-
nal spelling of the titles of the Polish Biblical old prints, rendering their arrange-
ment on the title pages. Other titles of works from the period until the end of the 
eighteenth century are written in a simplified way. We write with an initial capital 
letter words printed in capitals, or originally starting with a capital. When describ-
ing old prints we use the unified names of authors, printers and printing houses; 
the year of printing is always given in Arabic numerals.

In the attached bibliography we include descriptions of old prints, a copy of 
which in printed or electronic form we have personally examined. An exception 
is made for items of major importance to the work, the copies of which are lost 
(Campen: 1534b; cf. E 14, 32). The current status of all website addresses provided 
in the bibliography was verified in 2020.
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1.  Hebrew studies in Renaissance Europe

Before starting research into Polish translations of the Old Testament from the 
Hebrew language, it is essential to consider the development of Western Euro-
pean studies on Biblical Hebrew during the Renaissance and the Reformation 
because Polish Hebraists translating the Bible into their mother tongue benefited 
from the achievements of these studies: they learned Biblical languages in foreign 
centers, used the grammars and dictionaries published there, and the editions of 
the Hebrew Bible printed by Western publishing houses. Moreover, their enthu-
siasm for Scripture in the original was deeply rooted in the humanistic and ref-
ormation currents of the era.

1.1  Before the Renaissance came

Because of the common roots of Christianity and Judaism, there has always been 
some interest in the Jewish languages and culture in the Christian environment. In 
antiquity, the Church produced two eminent Hebraists, Origen (c. 185–254) and 
St Jerome (b. 331 and 347–419 or 420), who mastered the Hebrew language to read, 
study and translate the Bible. However, until the beginning of the sixteenth cen-
tury, interest in Judaism and Hebrew did not extend to wide circles in the Church. 
Jews and Christians lived side by side and life itself provided many opportunities 
for mutual relations: Christian-Jewish polemics and controversies (present from 
the first century AD), the missionary activity of the Church among the followers 
of Judaism, Jews converting to Christianity, persecution forcing them to frequent 
migrations: these are some of the most important dimensions and opportunities 
enabling mutual contacts (cf. Loewe: 1974, 9–11).

However, despite the many opportunities for mutual contacts, from the time of 
St Jerome until the end of the fifteenth century, the knowledge of the Hebrew lan-
guage among Christians was rare and even seemed strange and suspicious. There 
were several reasons for this. First of all, St Jerome’s Latin translation of the Bible 
from the Hebrew language was quite sufficient, and for many centuries there had 
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Hebrew studies in Renaissance Europe24

been no need to refer to the Hebrew original. Secondly, the relationship between 
Christians and Jews had been marked with tension, suspicion and prejudice for 
many centuries. The Jews, effectively resisting Christianization, responded to 
every sign of rapprochement and interest from Christians with mistrust and even 
hostility, fearing missionary activity. For Christians, Hebrew was the language of 
the opponents of faith, who used it to formulate critical arguments about faith in 
Christ. On the other hand, the few Christians who knew the Hebrew language 
were suspected of favouring the followers of Judaism or even of accepting their 
faith. Hostility and suspicion towards Jews caused pogroms and expulsions from 
many European countries (e. g. from England in 1290, France in 1315 and 1394, 
Austria in 1421, Spain in 1492; some regions of Bohemia and Germany in the last 
two decades of the fifteenth century) and legal restrictions pushing Jews to the 
margins of society. The country where many Jews found shelter was Italy. No won-
der that in such a climate there was little interest in Hebrew (cf. Friedman: 1983, 
14–18; Pilarczyk: 2007, 3–4).

The motive for the few attempts of medieval Christians to study Hebrew was 
the historical study of the Bible, aimed at a literal interpretation of the text in 
its historical and cultural context, which required an understanding of ancient 
Israeli culture and mastering the basics of Hebrew and Aramaic. This was not 
easy, however, because the grammars and dictionaries existing at that time were 
only available in Semitic languages (Arabic, Aramaic and Hebrew). So, in order to 
learn Biblical Hebrew, one had to know Hebrew, Arabic or Aramaic beforehand. 
For this reason, medieval philological studies of the original languages of the Old 
Testament were very difficult and limited, and the only way to learn Semitic Bib-
lical languages was to use the services of Jewish teachers, both those converted to 
Christianity and those professing Judaism.

What was the medieval method offered access to the study of the Hebrew and 
Aramaic languages? How and to what extent was it taken over by Christian schol-
ars before the advent of the Renaissance? The answer to these questions will ena-
ble a better understanding of the true revolution in Hebrew studies, which, in an 
organized form, were created and began to develop extremely dynamically at the 
beginning of the sixteenth century, taking great advantage of the achievements of 
medieval Hebrew philological literature.

1.1.1  Jewish studies of Hebrew until the sixteenth century

The origins of literature on Biblical Hebrew date back to the tenth century AD. 
The first works in this field were two works by Saadiah Gaon (882–942). The ספר 
 dictionary published in 902 in Hebrew and the second (Sepher ha-Agron) האגרון
revised edition of Kitab al-Shir written in Arabic. The same author also published 
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the first grammar of the Hebrew language, Kutub al-Luga in Arabic (cf. Bacher: 
1901–1906, 581; Tene/Barr: 1974, 1367ff, 1379). The first dictionary meriting this 
name to include Hebrew and Aramaic Biblical vocabulary was the work of David 
ben Abraham Alphasi (d. c. 1026), which was written in Arabic in the middle of 
the tenth century. The first dictionary of Biblical Hebrew and Aramaic written in 
Hebrew and entitled ספר מחברת (Sepher Machberet) was written in Spain during 
the third quarter of the same century, and its author was Menachem ibn Saruq 
(c. 920–c. 970) (printed edition: 1854). The first linguistic works devoted to Bib-
lical Hebrew were created at the beginning of the tenth century in northeastern 
Africa, exclusively in Arabic. In the second half of the same century, studies were 
also written in Hebrew in Spain. The authors of the first studies were exclusively 
Jews. In the first dictionaries the words were explained in Aramaic, Arabic and 
Hebrew as used in the Mishnah and the Talmud. The works created in Arabic in 
the tenth century did not have a direct impact on the creation of Christian liter-
ature on Biblical Hebrew because they were not translated into Hebrew and were 
quoted only from secondary sources. Most of them are lost.1

Several factors influenced the development of such studies during this period. 
First of all, in the second half of the first millennium the Masoretes established the 
final form of the text of the Hebrew Bible with vocalisation and Masorah. In this 
way medieval linguists received a fairly uniform and reliable source of Hebrew. Sec-
ondly, the Jewish intellectual centres of that period were located in the areas influ-
enced by Arabic culture, which already in the eighth century developed methods 
to describe language structure. Hence, Hebrew grammarians inherited from the 
Arabs ready-made schemes and linguistic tools, also suitable for describing other 
Semitic languages: Aramaic and Hebrew. Thirdly, it is likely that the emergence of 
Karaism,2 for which the Bible was the only source of faith, led to the development 
of new methods of Bible study, different from Masoretic and Talmudic-Midrash 
methods, which required, among other things, a re-examination of the meaning 
of words used in the Scriptures.

1 The most important works of Hebrew linguists are briefly discussed here. The full list of about 
90 Jewish authors and their works, covering the period from the beginning of the tenth centu-
ry to 1500, is available in: Tene/Barr: 1974, 1379–1390.

2 As a separate religion, this movement finally emerged from Judaism at the turn of the seventh 
and eighth centuries. The codifier of the assumptions of Karaism was Anan ben David from 
Basra (c. 715–c. 795), who formed a political-social party that protested the authorities of Ju-
daism and the principles governing Jewish society after the fall of the second temple. This par-
ty absorbed the other Jewish heterodox movements present in Babylon at the time – including 
those from the Sadducean tradition – and quickly developed into a new religious movement, 
denying the authority of the rabbis and their main work, the Talmud. The Karaites decided to 
recognise only the Written Tradition, i. e. the Bible, and especially the Five Books of Moses, and 
they described themselves as continuators of the Sadducean branch – in opposition to rabbis 
as continuators of the Pharisees (cf. Kohler/Harkavy: 1901–1906, 438–447).
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