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In 1881 the historian Samuel Kohn (1841–1920), chief rabbi of the Neolog synagogue
in the Dohány Street in Budapest, published a collection of Hebrew sources and data
relating to Hungarian history. His book contained the Hungarian translation of He-
brew sources relating to the medieval and early modern history of Hungary, with 31
source texts, around 50 items altogether. By now, even the recent reprint edition of
Kohn’s book (1990) has become an antiquarian rarity. The present volume is intended
to replace Kohn’s old book.

As a sign of our great respect toward Rabbi Kohn, we kept the original Hungar-
ian main title of his book (Héber kútforrások) for ours. However, the present collec-
tion differs significantly from its predecessor. First of all, the 195 independent source
texts in it contain 402 items altogether, and as such the anthology includes all known
to us Hebrew and Yiddish texts written before the end of the 17th century—before the
reoccupation of Buda from the Turks (1686)—which bear relevance to Hungary, Hun-
garian history, or the life, customs and liturgy of Hungarian Jewry. In addition, be-
sides the Hungarian translations, the book also contains the original Hebrew or Yid-
dish texts, mostly published from their rare 16th–18th century rabbinical editions. The
translations are accompanied by detailed biographies of the authors, commentaries on
the texts, notes and bibliographies, and there are also various indexes to help histori-
ans, Hebraists, linguists to exploit the sources further.

As opposed to the tradition of former Hungarian Jewish historiography, and the
approach of Rabbi Kohn himself, the new Héber kútforrások / Hebrew Sources pays due
attention to the internal history of the local Jewish communities in Buda or in some
cities of Western Hungary (Ödenburg / Sopron), their specific liturgical and ritual
customs, contacts with other Jewish communities and personalities in Western Europe,
on the Balkan and in Ottoman Turkey. In contrast to the assimilationist paradigm
typical of Hungarian Jewish historiography at the end of the 19th century, the present
book concentrates on the relative internal autonomy of the Jewish community, and
on the cohesion and relations within various Jewish communities throughout the
Diaspora, and at the same time also pointing out the relevance of the sources as to
history of Hungary and the Jews of Hungarian descent living on the Turkish Balkan
or in Constantinopol.

The Hebrew Sources complements the grand series of scholarly editions of histori-
cal sources relating to the early history of Hungary started at the end of the 19th cen-
tury, and thus completes the scholarly exploration of the sources of medieval and early
modern Hungarian history.

The present volume is the result of nearly 15 years of research and work, done in
close cooperation by Professor Shlomo J. Spitzer (Bar Ilan University, Ramat-Gan,
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Israel) and Professor Géza Komoróczy (Eötvös Loránd University, Budapest, Hun-
gary / Center of Jewish Studies at the Hungarian Academy of Sciences). A wide range
of Hebraists and historians, including former and present students at the Center of
Jewish Studies, Budapest, contributed to the preparation of the manuscript. Special
credit shall be given to the decades-long bibliographic research of the late R. Alexan-
der Scheiber, former Director of the Rabbinical Seminary, Budapest, to R. Imre
Hermann Schmelzer (St.-Gallen, Switzerland), to R. József Schweitzer, former Chief
Rabbi of Hungary and former Director of the Rabbinical Seminary (Budapest), and
to Leah Bornstein-Makovetsky, Senior Lecturer of Jewish History (Bar Ilan Univer-
sity), for their learned advice and generous help; to Andrea Strbik for her translations
of the Hebrew texts and to Szonja Ráhel Komoróczy for her translations of the Yid-
dish texts and of some texts from Hebrew; to Viktória Bányai, PhD (Center of Jew-
ish Studies at the Hungarian Academy of Sciences) for her comments and additions;
to László Jólesz, the great old man of Yiddish and Hebrew literary translation in
Hungary and to Géza Pálffy, PhD (Institute of History, Hungarian Academy of Sci-
ences) for their critical remarks and corrections. The responsibility for the Hebrew text
—their collection and edition—lays with Shlomo J. Spitzer, and for the Hungarian
translations, commentary, notes and indexes, with Géza Komoróczy.


