
A Brief Overview of Professor Abraham Joshua Heschel’s Hasidic 

Archive 

 

One of the major archival collections containing a treasure trove of Hasidic 

documents that has remained largely unexplored is the Hasidic archive of the late 

Professor Abraham Joshua Heschel (1907-1972). For many years it was assumed 

that this collection did not amount to much or was lost to history. In the last 

decade, however, this archive has been rediscovered and holds much promise for 

Hasidic research. This article will provide a preliminary overview of the history 

of the archive and showcase some highlights of the collection.  

To many observers in the late 1940s, it seemed obvious that Hasidism and its 

spiritual and cultural core had been utterly destroyed by the Holocaust. The 

centers of Hasidic life, nearly all of which were in Eastern Europe, had been 

thoroughly obliterated, and most of the Hasidic leaders had been sent up in smoke 

in the fires of the crematoria. A few Hasidic rabbis and small numbers of their 

flock succeeded in escaping to Israel and America, but in the immediate aftermath 

of the Shoah it seemed nearly impossible that Hasidism could succeed in 

rebuilding itself upon foreign shores. 

Heschel himself was partner to this view. Like many others, he believed that the 

Holocaust had destroyed the Hasidic world and he therefore felt that scholars 

must attempt to preserve this unique culture. In light of this, Heschel drafted a kol 

kore (public appeal) that articulated his vision and spelled out his mission 

statement for the establishment of an archive to salvage the surviving sacred 

fragments of the Hasidic heritage (see image 1).  
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The first paragraphs of the document read as follows:  



In former times, when tens of thousands of Jews followed in the ways of the 

Ba'al Shem Tov and his holy students, and the words of The Tzadikim 

(Hasidic masters) were engraved on the hearts of the Hasidim who dwelt in 

their midst, fathers would recount to their sons and elders would relate to 

the youth that which they saw and heard regarding the saintly ways and 

noble character traits of the Tzadikim.... 

 

Alas, now, after the terrible destruction of the House of Israel, we have 

remained a tiny remnant. Every person keeps to himself, and precious gems 

are rapidly being lost and forgotten. A new generation has arisen that 

neither saw nor heard about the radiance of the Tzadikim whose fount of 

holiness continues to sustain us. They inquire about former times, but no 

one can tell. In our great sins, the numbers of those knowledgeable in the 

ways of Hasidism are diminishing daily.  

 

Since time immemorial, great men of Israel devoted themselves to research 

and study the lives of Tzadikim. In our generation—an orphaned and grief-

stricken generation—this is certainly a most timely Mitzvah. Therefore, we 

have arisen and declared that now is the time to gather “sacred stones.” It 

is thus a sacred duty incumbent on everyone who grew up in a Hasidic 

milieu to perpetuate the ner tamid (Eternal Flame) and ensure that it is not 

extinguished, and to assist in the gathering of words of Torah that emerged 

from the mouths of Tzadikim and even their everyday remarks and 

conversations, stories about the deeds of holy men, their customs and lofty 

spiritual levels. The virtues of those who occupy themselves with the 

stories of Tzadikim is well-known.  

In order to save the “pure remnants” that are being lost daily, an archive 

was established by the name of “The Center for Hasidic History” under the 

direction of the Rabbi and Chassid, R. Avraham Heschel, may his light 

shine, wherein these items will be deposited for safekeeping. The address 

of the bureau is: Hassidic Archive, 535 West 123rd Street, New York 27, N.Y.  

Heschel goes on to implore anyone in possession of Hasidic documents, artifacts, 

or any scrap of information about Hasidism to contact the Hasidic Archive.  

 

This document was initially drafted by Heschel in 1947 and dated 3 Cheshvan 5708 

(October 17, 1947).The Hebrew date of 3 Cheshvan marks the Yahrzeit of Rabbi 

Israel Friedman of Ruzhin (1796-1850), one of the most celebrated Hasidic rebbes 

and one of Heschel’s ancestors. The significance of this date would not be lost on 

the target audience. Heschel also referred to himself, in the third person, as Harav 

Hachasid, R. (the rabbi and Chassid) Avraham Heschel, (not as Professor Abraham 

Joshua Heschel), thereby foregrounding his Hasidic bona fides and credentials. 

However, the signing of the document was delayed until 3 Elul 5709 (August 28, 

1949). (See image 2) 

 

The signatories included senior Hasidic Rebbes living in America, such as Rabbi 

Yehudah Aryeh Perlow, the Rebbe of Novominsk; Rabbi Mordechai Shlomo 



Friedman, the Rebbe of Boyan; Rabbi Avraham Yehoshua Heschel, the Rebbe of 

Kopyczynitz, and others (see image 2).  
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In truth, Heschel’s efforts to collect Hasidic material began much earlier. Already 

as a Hasidic youth in Warsaw he began to collect Hasidic manuscripts. After he 

escaped the inferno of the Holocaust and emigrated to the United States, he 

resumed these efforts. Initially, he negotiated with Schocken Institute in 1945 to 

establish a Hasidic archive, but after encountering logistical difficulties there, he 

contacted several individuals who were affiliated with YIVO (the Yiddish 

Scientific Institute). Eventually, Heschel was successful in enlisting their support 

and a Committee for the Study of Hasidism was established under the auspices of 

YIVO in March 1949.  

Consequently, the June 1949 issue of News of the YIVO  contains the following 

report: 

Some two hundred years ago, a religious movement sprang up in Eastern 

Europe that soon came to embrace the majority of the Jewish community 



there. This movement, Hasidism, has been transplanted in part to these 

shores, where it plays no insignificant role in Jewish life. With the 

extinction of the main bearer of the movement, the Jewish community of 

Poland, a priceless treasure of lore and oral traditions bearing on Hasidism 

was lost forever. Fortunately, a small part of that rich heritage has been 

brought over to America and other parts of the world, whence it can still be 

gathered and preserved. Yivo has, therefore, established a Committee for 

the Study of Hasidism, the purpose of which is to gather and to record all 

data on the movement, such as teachings, customs and practices, 

aphorisms of the masters, miracle-tales, songs, and the like. The 

Committee has sent out an appeal to the possessors of manuscripts, letters, 

documents, pictures bearing on the movement, to contact or notify the 

Yivo. The Committee has compiled a list of towns and townships that 

played a very prominent role in the history of Hasidism and requested 

natives of these towns to arrange for an interview with a representative of 

the Committee in the belief that such personal interviews may bring out 

details and facts hitherto unknown. 

 

The Committee for the Study of Hasidism is under the chairmanship of Dr. 

Abraham Joshua Heschel, associate professor of Jewish ethics and 

mysticism at the Jewish Theological Seminary of America, with Dr. M. A. 

Shulvass, professor of Jewish history and rabbinic literature, at the 

Baltimore Hebrew College, as secretary. 

Several news reports and requests for materials appeared in various Yiddish and 

Hebrew publications during 1949-1950. Although Heschel’s personal and 

scholarly interest in Hasidism remained a lifelong passion, the official activities 

of the Committee appear to have taken place primarily between 1949-1952. In 1952, 

Heschel published a bibliographical article in Yiddish entitled “Unknown 

Documents in the History of Hasidism,” (in YIVO Bleter, vol.  36, pp. 113-135)  based 

on the materials that were held in the archive.  In this short paper, he outlined the 

activities of the archive and published portions of various texts, which included 

letters, Hasidic teachings, and wedding contracts, and in some cases reprinted 

them in their entirety. However, this teaser offering an initial glimpse of the 

contents of the archive was not followed-up with the publication any further 

material. Thus, for many years, it was assumed that—with the exception of several 

fragmentary remains held in the YIVO Archives—this important collection was 

either lost or had simply never come to be.  

Our knowledge concerning the whereabouts of this archive changed drastically in 

the last decade. In May 2012, The David M. Rubenstein Rare Book and Manuscript 

Library at Duke University, acquired Heschel’s personal archive. The priceless 

Hasidic materials assembled by Heschel and his team in the late 1940s and early 

1950s are among them. This collection comprises hundreds of manuscripts, 

letters, stories, and oral traditions that bear witness to the life of pre-World War 

II Hasidism. And yet, hidden in plain sight, these sources are virtually unknown 

to the scholarly community and their singular intellectual significance has 

hitherto been unappreciated. 



After several years of examining and researching Heschel’s archive, we can finally 

present a preliminary report of the contents of the Hasidic Archive.  

The archive contains significant material relevant to two major areas of Hasidic 

research: 1) The history of Hasidism. The archive contains many personal letters, 

historical documents, and testimonies that provide historical and biographical 

information pertaining to the social history of the Hasidic movement and its 

leaders 2) The philosophy of Hasidism, its teachings, and spiritual ethos. The 

collection contains original manuscripts of Hasidic homilies, teachings, and 

stories that illuminate the intellectual and spiritual dimensions of Hasidism.  

The actual materials contained in the Hasidic Archive can be divided into two 

primary collections: 1) a treasure trove of pre-existing documents. This includes 

documents (both originals and facsimiles) that were collected by the Committee 

for the Research of Hasidism 2) materials that were either directly commissioned 

or produced by  members of the Committee. Select items from each collection will 

be highlighted and showcased below. 

For the sake of clarity and organization, the collection will be divided into several 

sub-categories.  

 

1) Historical documents. These documents shed light on the history of 

Hasidism. Some notable examples include a) the shtar ha-tnoyim 

(engagement contract) of Heschel’s ancestor and namesake, Rabbi 

Avraham Yehoshua Heschel of Apta (Opatów) (1748-1825). (See image 3)  

b) a letter, dated 1820, from the Hasidic community in Zefat (Safed), 

requesting financial support bearing the signatures of various Hasidic 

figures in Europe (see image 4). 

 

 

IMAGE 3 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 



 

IMAGE 4 

 

 
 

 

 



2) Personal letters. The archive contains numerous letters from Hasidic 

masters, their relatives and disciples. One notable letter in the archive is a 

facsimile of a letter attributed to the Ba’al Shem Tov himself (see  images 5 

and 6). This letter purportedly written by the Besht to his disciple Rabbi 

Ya‘akov Yosef of Polnoye contains a Halachic responsum regarding the 

kosher status of an animal with a problematic lesion. (Upon further 

scrutiny it appears that this letter is a forgery consisting of a plagiarized 

responsum of Rabbi Yechezkel Landau, the author of Noda Beyehuda that a 

forger apparently sought to attribute to the Besht himself).  

 

In addition, several letters in the collection are written by or addressed to 

women and shed light on how the wives and daughters of Hasidic rebbes 

were regarded within their family. One such item is a letter written in 

Yiddish by Rabbi Israel Friedman of Sadigora to his sister Rebbetzin 

Ruchama Bat Sheva Friedman (daughter of the Rebbe of Sadigora, Rabbi 

Avraham Ya'akov Friedman and wife of Rabbi Israel of Tchortkov) (See 

image 7)  
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3) Hasidic sermons.   The collection contains hundreds of pages of original 

Hasidic homilies, sermons and teachings.  

 

One notable example is a manuscript containing transcriptions of Hasidic 

sermons delivered by Rabbi Yehudah Leib Alter of Ger (1847-1905), the 

author of the classic Hasidic text Sefat Emet. This manuscript was 

purchased by Heschel in 1949 from one Rabbi Gabel for $15. This rare 

document allows scholars to compare the transcript of R. Alter’s talks as 

they were originally delivered in Yiddish with the Hebrew version 

contained in Sefat Emet, thereby highlighting the difference between 

Yiddish orality and Hebrew textuality (see image 8).  

 

A critical edition of this manuscript along with a scholarly introduction 

and comparative analysis of the Hebrew and Yiddish versions was 

published by Dr. Daniel Reiser and Dr. Ariel Evan Mayse  as Language of 

Truth in the Mother Tongue: The Yiddish Sermons of Rabbi Yehudah Aryeh 

Leib Alter  (Jerusalem: Magnes Press, 2020). 
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4) Hasidic stories. The archive contains hundreds of pages of Hasidic stories 

written down by various individuals. These stories are based on oral 

accounts or first-person eyewitness testimonies about their immediate 

communities as well as ancestors who lived at the end of the nineteenth 

century and early twentieth century. 

 



A notable manuscript in this collection is a document containing several 

stories penned by the Rebbe of Bohush, Rabbi Yitzchak Friedman ( -1903

9921 ). (See image 9).  

 

Another important item is a collection of stories written by the Hasid Rabbi 

Mordechai Landau (c. 1876-1963), containing biographical information 

about his family  as well as numerous stories about the Rushin, Sadigora 

and Boyaner rebbes among others (see image 10). A critical edition of this 

manuscript, accompanied by a scholarly introduction and analysis, was 

recently published by Dr. Chen Mandel-Edrei and Yehudah DovBer 

Zirkind, entitled "Charting a Literary History of Hasidic Aesthetics: R. 

Mordechai Landau’s Lost Collection of Stories and its Transformation into 

the Writing of History and Sermons" in Kabbalah: Journal for the Study of 

Jewish Mystical Texts, Volume 53 (2022), pp. 251-306. 
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As noted previously, the materials amassed in the archive were obtained through 

a team effort. In addition to Heschel, several notable researchers and scholars 

contributed greatly to the archive. These individuals served as zamlers  

(collectors) and operated much in the same way as their cultural predecessors, 



namely, the ethnographers of An-ski's expedition and similar missions who 

sought to preserve the cultural treasures of Eastern European Jewry for posterity. 

Toward this end, members of the Committee for the Study of Hasidism conducted 

numerous interviews and transcribed hundreds of pages of memories, anecdotes, 

historical vignettes, Hasidic stories and teachings that their informants shared 

with them. 

The work of some of these zamlers  will be highlighted below. 

1) The Shulvass collection. Professor Moshe Avigdor Shulvass (1909-1988), 

professor of Jewish history and rabbinic literature at the Baltimore 

Hebrew College and later at Spertus College of Jewish Studies in 

Chicago, and author of numerous scholarly works, served as secretary 

of the Committee in 1949. Besides for his administrative duties, he also 

oversaw the collection of materials and conducted interviews with 

various informants. In addition, Prof. Shulvass also prepared two 

comprehensive questionnaires. One questionnaire sought information 

on the first generation of Hasidism, namely, that of the Besht, his 

disciples, and the geographical region where they were active (see 

image 11). The other questionnaire sought information on the last 

generation of Hasidism in Eastern Europe prior to its decimation in the 

Holocaust) (see image 12).  
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2) The Abraham Collection. Another very important figure who was active 

in the Committee was Rabbi Tzvi Ya’akov Abraham (1897-1974), 

formerly the executive director of the Central Bureau of Orthodox 

Rabbis and Communities of Transylvania and the Rabbinate of Turda 

(Romania), and author of History of the Jews of Transylvania and other 

works. Rabbi Abraham worked as curator of manuscripts and scholar 

for the project. The archive contains hundreds of pages of Hasidic 



manuscripts typed by Rabbi Abraham (including hundreds of pages of 

stories and teachings of Rabbi Gershon of Kitev, Rabbi Pinchas of 

Koretz, Rabbi Raphael of Bershad and other rebbes).  

 

Rabbi Abraham was the most prolific and productive member of the 

team, leaving behind more than a thousand pages of material. Of special 

significance is a collection of approximately 500 pages (in Hebrew) 

containing teachings and stories that he heard from various leading 

Hasidic rebbes, scholars, Holocaust survivors and laymen (see image 13). 

The singular contribution of Rabbi Abraham to the Hasidic Archive, 

which only came to light recently, is worthy of a separate study in its 

own right.  
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3) The Friedman collection. Rabbi Israel Shalom Yosef Friedman (1914-

2009) was the eldest son of Rabbi Mordechai Shlomo Friedman of Boyan. 

As a zamler for the Committee he transcribed approximately 600 pages 

in Yiddish consisting of Hasidic teachings, stories and wonder-tales 

about the conduct of the tsaddikim, their leadership of the Hasidic 

courts in Europe before the Holocaust, and their unique cultural role as 



spiritual, religious and political leaders as told to Rabbi Friedman by 

various informants. As a scion of the Ruzhin dynasty this collection is 

particularly rich in stories about the Ruzhin court and its offshoots (see 

image 14).  
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Many of the informants whose testimonies are documented in the pages of the 

archive were Holocaust survivors who would later become leading figures in the 

resurrection and re-establishment of Hasidism of America. It can be stated 

without exaggeration that they comprise a  veritable “who’s who” list of some of 

the movers and shakers of Hasidic life in the United States after the Holocaust 

(such as the Rebbes of Bobov, Karlin-Stolin, Satmar, Skver, Viznitz and numerous 

others). 

This collection thus reflects the transitional period between the death and rebirth 

of Hasidism and highlights the dual aspects of memorialization and reinvention. 

Although it set out to capture the last rays of Hasidism before it experienced its 

final sunset, it miraculously managed to record the first glimmers of the new 

sunrise and rebirth of Hasidism after the Holocaust. Remarkably, what was 

originally intended as an archival monument to the destroyed world of Hasidism, 

ended up becoming an archive documenting its rebirth. 

Currently, a team of scholars and researchers at the Herzog Institute for the 

Research of Late Hasidism are preparing these stories for publication.  

In conclusion, these materials constitute one of the most important—and 

forgotten—sources of material for retracing the contours of Hasidic thought, 

history and theology. Nearly unknown to contemporary scholars, the 

manuscripts, homilies, letters and oral testimonies included in Heschel’s archive 

will surely allow us to forge new ground in the study of Hasidism and elaborate 

new perspectives on the history, philosophy and culture of Hasidism. 

 




