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Abstract: This article is a study of how the Amsterdam Sephardi congregation
organized its educational system starting in the early 1600s. On 25 May 1616,
the two existing congregations at the time, Bet Jacob [House of Jacob] and Neve
Salom [Dwellings of Peace], founded the “Hebra Kedosa Talmud Torah” [Holy
Confraternity Talmud Torah], an institution that was to fund the education of
male children and youth. On that day, the lay congregational leaders elected two
interim officers to organize the festivities two days later on Shavuot, the Jewish
festival traditionally associated with the initiation of children in the study of the
Torah. The newly formed school educated male children as young as five years
old and consisted of six grades, starting with the teaching of the Hebrew alphabet,
and ending with the Talmud. In 1637, the congregation founded the “Ets Haim”
[Tree of Life] confraternity to provide stipends to older, deserving, and talented
students, so that they remained in school. A third stage took place in 1639 when
the three congregations united into one under the name “Kahal Kadosh Talmud
Torah,” and the merged school consisted of seven grades. The author argues that
this educational system was a blending of attributes from the Jewish medieval
tradition and the Iberian Jesuit system which emphasized the character formation
of its students that the lay founders of the Sephardi congregation had experienced
while they were living as conversos in Spain or Portugal.
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Introduction

On Friday, 25 May 1616, the Ma’amad, or lay leaders of the Bet Jacob
[House of Jacob] Sephardi congregation in Amsterdam, called a meeting of
the yehidim (tax-paying community members).! At the meeting, the leaders
announced their decision to collaborate with Neve Salom [Dwellings of
Peace], the other Amsterdam congregation, to found the “Hebra Kedosa
Talmud Torah” [the Hebra]. This confraternity would go on to fund and
provide services to their community’s school. The leaders elected two
interim officers to organize the festivities two days later on Shavuot. By
assigning this holiday as the day to honor the confraternity, the Amsterdam
Sephardim were re-establishing the medieval Jewish custom of initiating
children in the study of Torah on such a festival.? While founding the school
shows a symbolic desire to recover a Jewish past, it is worth considering
to what extent such recovery could be possible for a community of former
conversos. In this essay, I argue that the founders of the Amsterdam Talmud
Torah Hebra were committed to recovering their medieval Iberian Jewish
past, while simultaneously committed to preserving and propagating the
secular education they had received in their youth in Jesuit schools.

The primary sources for this essay are the archival Portuguese documents
dealing with the Amsterdam educational system that the early founders of
the community put together in various stages. The first records we have
are those dealing with the founding of the Talmud Torah confraternity on
27 May 1616, and its so-called Constitutions (Constituicoes in Portuguese),
a document later renamed in Hebrew as haskamot (ascamot, ordinances).
Additional information on the school system can also be found on long-
term contracts given to teachers since about 1619. In 1637 the congregation
founded the Ets Haim confraternity to fund the school’s upper levels. Even-
tually, Ets Haim became the institution that trained rabbis and religious
teachers. Finally, we have several culminating documents put together
in 1639, when the three existing congregations merged under the name
“Kahal Kadosh Talmud Torah.” Examining these organizational documents

! T wish to thank Laura Leibman, Michael Hoberman, and Hilit Surowitz-Israel who
read an earlier version of this essay and offered useful feedback. I am also grateful to the
two anonymous peer-reviewers who offered useful comments and questions about the es-
say. Finally, I thank Michaél Green and Myriam Silvera, editors of the volume, for doing all
the work that its publication entitles. Any errors, though, remain my own.

2 Ivan G. Marcus, Rituals of Childhood: Jewish Acculturation in Medieval Europe (New
Haven, 1984), 18-34.
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elucidates how the former converso lay leaders of the Amsterdam com-
munity organized and governed the Amsterdam community school. These
documents also give details of the school curriculum and the pedagogy that
the schoolteachers imparted, and that learned rabbis and cantors brought
to Amsterdam from Italy and Ottoman Sephardi communities.

While recent scholarship has demonstrated that the founders of the
Amsterdam Sephardi community brought with them a Catholic worldview
that influenced their understanding of Judaism, it has yet to explore the
Iberian educational institutions which educated many of them in their
younger years. Instead, some scholars have been more inclined to explore
the possible Calvinist influence on the Sephardi educational system. In
a similar vein, scholars have already demonstrated that the initial return of
former conversos to rabbinic Judaism was possible because they brought to
Amsterdam from Eastern Sephardi communities learned rabbis and teachers
to guide them. However, scholars have paid little attention to the pedagogi-
cal approaches used by these teachers and, more importantly, to how these
learned teachers may have influenced their young male students. This essay
contends that the Jesuit educational emphasis on the character formation
of young students inspired the founders of the Amsterdam Talmud Torah
educational system. This exploration will help us understand what the
Amsterdam former conversos saw in their Christian past worth retaining
and compatible with the rabbinic Judaism they had recently embraced.
Although a Jesuit education’s goal was to rear young Catholic males, this
was only one objective of a broader, all-encompassing notion of education.
To be educated in the Jesuit tradition meant to know classical languages,
such as Latin and/or Greek, to demonstrate that one was cultured and pious,
to appreciate theatrical performances, and to be a man of conversation. In
sum, to receive a formation to become what in Spanish culture was known as
un hombre discreto (a discreet or complete man).® Similarly, the Amsterdam
Portuguese Jews wanted to offer a complete education in their Talmud
Torah educational system, while relying on Sephardi-learned rabbis and
teachers to instruct their children in the religious Jewish-rabbinic tradition.

3 Baltasar Gracian (1601-1658), educated by the Jesuits and later a member and teach-
er of the order, authored E! discreto—in English, The Complet Gentleman. In the words
of Pedro Maria Mufoz, “The discreet man is one who at any moment can read the minds
of others and remains in control, all the while covering those errors which are inevitable
in the human condition.” See the entry: Pedro Maria Mufioz, “Baltasar Gracian,” in Tracy
Chevalier (ed.), Encyclopedia of the Essay (Chicago, 1997), 357-358, here 358.



300 JULIA R. LIEBERMAN

Scholarly debate on the Talmud Torah-Ets Haim
educational system

Scholars have often discussed Amsterdam’s educational system in their
publications.* Some scholars frequently rely on the 1639 so-called merger
agreement of the three congregations—consisting of 42 ordinances of which
one, ordinance 22, is dedicated to the school and its organization—as
well as on two seventeenth-century Hebrew sources, comments left by
visitors Rabbi Sheftel Horowitz, in the 1640s, and Shabbetai Bass, in the
1680s. Both rabbis were positively impressed by how the Amsterdam
schools taught Sephardi children and contrasted the Amsterdam schools
with the Ashkenazi school system. What most impressed Rabbi Horowitz
was how those young students up to age thirteen—the age of majority in
the Jewish tradition—were first taught the twenty-four books of Scripture
and then the Mishnayot (Mishnah). Only upon reaching thirteen years of
age, he reported, would they begin to study the Talmud.’ The comments
left years later by Shabbetai Bass are even more extensive, as he first quotes
Rabbi Horowitz’s observations of the school system and then provides
his own far more explicit comments. Scholars have read these comments
as proof that the Amsterdam Talmud Torah school continued, decades

* See Yosef Kaplan, “The Sephardim in North-Western Europe and the New World,”
in Haim Beinart (ed.), Moreshet Sepharad: The Sephardi Legacy (Jerusalem, 1992), 2:240-
314, mainly, 281-282; Miriam Bodian, Hebrews of the Portuguese Nation: Conversos and
Community in Early Modern Amsterdam (Bloomington, 1997); Matt Goldish, “The Portu-
guese Rabbinate of Amsterdam in the Seventeenth Century: A Unique Institution Viewed
from Within and Without,” in Chaya Brasz, Yosef Kaplan (eds.), Dutch Jews as Perceived
by Themselves and by Others: Proceedings of the Eighth International Symposium on the His-
tory of the Jews in the Netherlands (Leiden, 2001), 9-19. See also, Daniel M. Swetschinski,
Reluctant Cosmopolitans: The Portuguese Jews of Seventeenth Century Amsterdam (Portland,
2004), 181-182, 210-211.

5 See Benjamin E. Fisher, Amsterdam’s People of the Book: Jewish Society and the Turn
to Scripture in the Seventeenth Century (Cincinnati, 2020), 27-84. In chapter one, Fisher
discusses the children’s education in the Amsterdam community. He has suggested that
Amsterdam young girls and boys studied together in the society Keter Sem Tob (Crown of
the Good Name), see ibid., 50-51, 89. However, this reflects a misreading of Daniel Levi de
Barrios’ Spanish Baroque. Barrios refers to mocedade, a feminine noun meaning ‘youth,’
which Fisher has taken to mean a ‘young girl’ (mog¢a) and mogo a ‘young boy’ in the mas-
culine form. Barrios alternates mogo with mancebo and refers to veinte mancebos prudentes
(‘twenty young men’) and to hermanas diez y siete (‘seventeen sisters’), members of the
Keter Sem Tob confraternity. This confraternity consisted of young males who gathered
to study every Shabbat and seventeen females who performed some (unexplained) charity
services. Despite these minor misunderstandings, Fisher’s main ideas of the centrality of
the Bible in the Amsterdam educational system are convincing and well-developed.
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after its founding, to provide the community’s children with an excellent
education. As Benjamin Fisher has already pointed out, Rabbi Bass’s
focus is far more detailed and elaborated than Horowitz’s. Bass describes
the curriculum followed by the school as consisting of six classes. In the
first four classes, the school taught the Bible to the children—Pentateuch,
Prophets, and Writings—and only in the fifth and sixth classes were the
students exposed to the systematic study of the Talmud. Although Fisher
provides a valuable interpretation of these two contemporary Hebrew
sources and the primary Portuguese archival sources, what is still wanted
is an examination of the pedagogical techniques that the actual teachers
at the Talmud Torah schools were using in their teaching. In addition to
the observations made by the two Ashkenazi visitors, we also know about
the teaching pedagogy of teachers, such as Joseph Salom, formerly of
Salonica, and Jacob Juda. We can demonstrate that these teachers taught
the Bible in much the same way as in Ottoman Sephardi communities. The
oral translation of the Hebrew Bible taught to Ladino-speaking children
was done by what is known as enladinar (literally, ‘to translate’). It taught
children and youth small Hebrew grammatical units that students learned
by rote and translated word-for-word into Ladino.5

Yosef Kaplan, who has published extensively on the Amsterdam com-
munity, has suggested that the Ets Haim Yeshivah curriculum, the advanced
level of the Amsterdam educational system, resembles that of the Jesuit
schools.” Kaplan’s suggestion is justifiable, as the former New Christians
who founded the Amsterdam community received their education in Spain
or Portugal. Jesuits had numerous schools scattered in most cities and towns
and educated many well-to-do youths who attended Jesuit schools. Another
piece of evidence supporting the Jesuit influence is in two seventeenth-
century Jewish polemic works against Christianity, such as Rabbi Saul
Levi Mortera’s “Obstaculos y opociciones contra la religion Xptiana.”

® See Aldina Quintana, “From the Master’s Voice to the Disciple’s Script: Genizah
Fragments of a Bible Glossary in Ladino,” Hispania Judaica Bulletin 6 (2008), 187-235.
Amsterdam’s records dealing with teachers’ responsibilities often mention the teaching of
Ladino. For example, when Abraham Baruh Franco left his teaching position in 1 Ab 5441
[summer 1641], the records indicate that he taught children “a parassah en Ladino.” See
MS Gemeente Amsterdam Stadsarchief [henceforth: MS GAS] 334, no. 19, f. 100b.

7 Kaplan sees the Jesuit influence reflected in the rational approach adopted by the
school: “Studies [in the Amsterdam school system] were graded and rational (showing no
small influence from Jesuit pedagogy).” See Yosef Kaplan, “Jews and Judaism in the Har-
tlib Circle,” Studia Rosenthaliana 38-39 (2005-2006), 186-215, here 196. See also id., An
Alternative Path to Modernity: The Sephardi Diaspora in Western Europe (Leiden, 2000), 14.
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“Obstaculos” is the story of a Portuguese converso who attended a Jesuit
school and, as a student, felt like an outsider because of his New Christian
background, which prevented him from becoming a Jesuit.?

We also know that the Spanish poet and playwright Miguel (Daniel
Levi) de Barrios, who joined the Amsterdam community in the 1650s,
attended a Jesuit school. Barrios left references to his Jesuit education
in his polemic work against Catholics, Desembozos de la Verdad contra las
Madscaras del Mundo [Unmasking the Truth against the World’s Facade]. In
this work, Barrios expresses guilt for his past life in Spain, and he blames
the Iberian converso’s life of apostasy on the Jesuits. “[Los padres] de la
Compania” (the Fathers of the Society [of Jesus]), he says, who instruct
in their schools “the sons of Jacob” (Iberian conversos), had taught him
the theology of the Trinity.’

Kaplan has also discussed the Iberian cultural background of the
Amsterdam Portuguese Jews and their desire to be perceived as gente
politica (people of good breeding). They wanted to show that the Judaism
they practiced was bom judesmo (worthy Judaism), to contrast it to the
Judaism followed by Ashkenazi Jewry.! These terms, which show up
frequently in the Amsterdam communal records, carry Baroque-Iberian
cultural ideas that are challenging to convey in English, as Kaplan himself
admits. These terms express civic and cultural ideals that former conversos
learned in their youth and brought with them as part of their cultural
past and were determined to preserve them after their return to rabbinic
Judaism."

8 See Yosef Kaplan, “Rabbi Saul Levi Mortera’s Treatise, ‘Arguments against the
Christian Religion’,” Studies on the History of Dutch Jewry 1 (1975), 17, 21-23 [Hebrew].
See a condensed English translation in Emmanuel 2 (1980), 95-112. The original manu-
script is accessible at Ets Haim Library, EH 48 D 38: “Obstaculos y opociciones contra la
religion Xptiana.”

 Desembozos, undated but probably from the 1670s, is a polemic work against Christi-
anity and against Barrios’ contemporary Isaac Orobio de Castro. The Amsterdam Ma’amad
confiscated and censored the manuscript; Barrios finally published the booklet without the
offending parts, in defense of Judaism. I am citing from the selection included in Maria del
Carmen Artigas (ed.), Antologia Sefaradi: 1492-1700 (Madrid, 1997), 117. For a study of
Desembozos, see Kenneth R. Scholberg, “Miguel de Barrios and the Amsterdam Sephardic
Community,” The Jewish Quarterly Review 53 (1962), 120-159, here 147. For the censoring
of Barrios’ book, see Swetschinski, Reluctant Cosmopolitans, 247.

10°See Yosef Kaplan, “Gente Politica: The Portuguese Jews of Amsterdam vis-a-vis
Dutch Society,” in Brasz, Kaplan (eds.), Dutch Jews as Perceived by Themselves and by Oth-
ers, 21-40.

I These cultural ideals are evident in the theatrical way synagogue services and cel-
ebrations of some Jewish festivals such as Shavuot and Purim were conducted on several
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The Jesuit order and its educational system

The founders of the Society of Jesus were ten men under the leadership
of the former Spanish army soldier Ignatius of Loyola. In 1540, in Rome,
Italy, they founded the Society “to strive especially for the progress of
souls in Christian life and doctrine and for the propagation of the faith.”'?
According to Jesuit scholars, the first school at Messina, in Sicily, Italy,
was an immediate success among the town’s leading citizens. The founding
of the school was a significant turning point in the character of the Jesuit
Society that from then on undertook the schooling of youth as its formal
ministry.!”® Five Jesuit education attributes have corresponding parallels
in the Amsterdam Talmud Torah school:

(1) The Ratio Studiorum [the Ratio], published in 1599, regulated teach-
ing in Jesuit schools. This comprehensive document prescribes the admin-
istration, curriculum, method, and discipline of Jesuit schools worldwide.

(2) Jesuit schools provided education free of charge to students, and
thus, Jesuits had to rely on donations from outsiders to cover the high
costs associated with their schools. As a result, Jesuit schools catered to
the sons of the wealthy to also educate poor children.!

(3) Jesuit schools were enormously successful, as their educational
system focused on the specific needs of youth. This attention to the young
impacted how contemporary civil society and families viewed adolescence
as a life stage between childhood and adulthood.’

occasions. Kaplan, in “Gente Politica,” 27 has already shown that the Ma’amad made seat-
ing arrangements in the synagogue based on concerns for congregants’ proper behavior
as well as making Christian visitors and tourists feel as if they were attending a theatrical
performance.

2 John W. O’Malley, S.J., “Introduction,” in John W. O’Malley, Gauvin Alexander Bai-
ley, Steven Harris, T. Frank Kennedy (eds.), The Jesuits II: Cultures, Sciences, and the Arts
1540-1773 (Toronto, 2006), xXiv; XXiii—XXXiv.

13 John W. Padberg, S.J., “Development of the Ratio Studiorum,” in Vincent J. Dumi-
nuco, S.J. (ed.), The Jesuit Ratio Studiorum: 400th Anniversary Perspectives (New York,
2000), 80-99. By 1599 there were about 200 Jesuit schools all over Europe, ibid., 80. See
also, O’Malley, “Introduction,” xxxi: “[Jesuits] all taught the ‘lower disciplines’ of the hu-
manistic program . . . not as a preparation for theology, . . . but as a program complete in
itself, . . . that would provide laymen with the learning and skills they needed to make their
way in this world.”

4 See Olwen Hufton, “Every Tub on Its Own Bottom: Funding a Jesuit College in
Early Modern Europe,” in O’Malley, Bailey, Harris, Kennedy (eds.), The Jesuits II, 5-23.

15 See Philippe Aries, “Conclusion: School and the Duration of Childhood,” in id.,
Centuries of Childhood: A Social History of Family Life, trans. Robert Baldick (New York,
1962), 329 and ff. The idea that a Jesuit education resulted in a lengthened childhood is
evident throughout Aries’ book.



304 JULIA R. LIEBERMAN

(4) The curriculum in Jesuit schools included little Catholic doctrine,
as its educational goal was to prepare young men to succeed in worldly
careers, thereby making a Jesuit education attractive to non-Catholics.!*

(5) In addition to the network of schools in Europe, Jesuits transplanted
their school system throughout the colonial mercantile Iberian empires. By
their method of ‘accommodation’ or cultural translation, Jesuits educated
the young in other non-Christian, indigenous societies.!”

The founding of the Amsterdam Talmud Torah confraternity
in 1616

When in 1616, the two congregations Bet Jacob and Neve Salom agreed to
found the Hebra Kedosa Talmud Torah to “enjoy peace between the two
congregations,”'® the governors most likely had two primary intentions. One
was to raise funds to provide needy children with books and other educa-
tional necessities free of charge, instead of relying only on the communal
sedaca (charity) funds.” The other was to plan how the lay leaders of both
congregations would govern the school. Becoming a confraternity member
was free (sem pagar) and only required the modest monthly contribution—
called tamid—of half a florin [haskamah 2].** Membership was open to males
of all ages, and a look at the names of those who signed the agreement in
1616 demonstrates the confraternity’s intent to benefit its members as a kind
of mutual aid society. Some were young students, such as Menasseh ben
Israel, who was about 12 years old at the time?'; Moshe Rephael de Aguilar

16 Hufton, “Every Tub on Its Own Bottom,” 8, quoting E. W. Nelson, mentions Henry IV
of France, a Protestant, as “probably the royal figure who gave the most to the Jesuits.”

17 For the method of accommodation, see Peter Burke, “The Jesuits and the Art of
Translation in Early Modern Europe,” in O’Malley, Bailey, Harris, Kennedy (eds.), The
Jesuits 11, 24-32. Also in the same volume, Charlotte de Castelnau-L’Estoile, “The Uses of
Shamanism: Evangelizing Strategies and Missionary Models in Seventeenth Century Bra-
zil,” 616-637.

8 See Termos de Talmud Torah e de Ets Haim, MS GAS 334, no. 1051, f. 1b. There
is no information available about how the two congregations educated their children be-
fore 1616. The two were originally one and had split into two around 1612, perhaps due
to differences of opinion regarding rituals. See Herman Prins Salomon, Portrait of a New
Christian: Ferndo Alvares Melo (1569-1632) (Paris, 1982), 133-134. See also Swetschinski,
Reluctant Cosmopolitans, 172.

1 The sedaca funds paid the teachers’ salaries. Ibid., 210.

20 Termos de Talmud Torah e de Ets Haim, MS GAS 334, no. 1051, f. 1a.

2 See Salomon, Portrait of a New Christian, 134-135, n. 31. See MS GAS 334, no. 1051,
f. 5; Menasseh’s signature is number 27.
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was about 18, and both later became congregational teachers. Others were
the current school’s teachers, like Jossef Shalom and Jacob Juda LLeao. The
names of most others signing the document stand out as having been born
and raised as New Christians in Portugal. A total of 170 members signed
the founding document. The collaboration between the two congregations
lasted at least long enough for the celebrations on Shavuot, two days later,
and the putting together of the confraternity’s Constitutions, which were
dated five months later (14 Hesvan 5376 [6 November 1615]). However,
about two years later, in 1618, the two congregations split into three: Bet
Jacob, Neve Salom, and Bet Israel, and the next recorded meeting discuss-
ing the school did not take place until four years later, in July 1620, when
the list of paying members consisted only of 72.2 Another indication that
collaboration stalled is that from about 1619 to about 1631, the three con-
gregations, Bet Jacob, Bet Israel, and Neve Salom, were not sharing their
respective teachers, and each referred to their school as Talmud Torah.?

Like other confraternities in the Amsterdam community, Talmud Torah
was an institution that blended attributes from the Jewish tradition and the
Iberian Catholic ones.?* From the Jewish tradition, the institution received
a Jewish name, “Talmud Torah” [Study of Torah], and it was honored on
Shavuot, a festival with a long and meaningful tradition associated with

2 Salomon, Portrait of a New Christian, 135, n. 32, citing d’Ancona, concluded that col-
laboration between Bet Jacob and Neve Salom “was never operative.” Nevertheless, since
24 Sevat 5382 [4 February 1622], there was a collaboration between the three congregations
on the imposta (taxes). See Libro dos Termos da Ymposta, MS GAS 334, no. 13.

% Bet Jacob congregation in 1619 formally hired Joseph Salom (he was already teach-
ing). In 1621 it hired Rabbi Saul Levi Mortera; Jacob Yeuda replaced Yosef Yesurum.
See Termos de Talmud Torah e de Ets Haim, MS GAS 334, no. 1051, ff. 6b-9b. Bet Is-
rael in 1626 had three teachers: Jacob Montesinos, who taught from Aleph-bet to Rashi
(commentaries) until 1626 when he went to Italy. Hazan Rubi David Pardo taught little
ones (meninos) until 1626, and since 1626 replaced Pardo and taught meninos and mosos
(youths). Josef Delmedigo was responsible for teaching older students (mancebos). See
Livro dos Termos de Bet Israel, MS GAS 334, no. 10, see entries on 13 Nisan 5386 [1626],
ff. 123b, 124a. In 5390 [1630], however, Salom ben Joseph (son of Joseph Salom) was hired
to teach from Aleph-bet to Prophets, Rashi, and the beginning of Gemara, with the proviso
that in the absence of R. David Pardo, he would substitute for him (ibid., ff. 149b-150a).
In 5391 [1631] (see ibid., . 152a), Ruby Semuel Tardiola, from Livorno, was hired to teach
the last two upper levels: Halakha and Talmud. Neve Salom’s records start in the year 5377
[1616-1617]. By then, it had three teachers and rented a room (camara) as a school. See MS
GAS 334, no. 9, 20 Tisri 5377 [1616], £. 14.

2 For similarities between Iberian confraternities and Amsterdam’s, see Julia
R. Lieberman, “Adolescence and the Period of Apprenticeship among the Western Sephar-
dim in the Seventeenth Century,” El Prezente: Studies in Sephardic Culture 4 (2010), 11-23.
See also Tirtsah Levie Bernfeld, Poverty and Welfare among the Portuguese Jews in Early
Modern Amsterdam (Oxford, 2012), 124.
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the study of Torah. According to rabbinic interpretation, the festival com-
memorates how God gave the Jewish people the Ten Commandments, the
written Torah. Furthermore, it was customary to initiate Jewish children
in studying the Torah on Shavuot since the medieval period.”

However, the festival’s dual purpose, celebrating learning and raising
funds to provide good quality education to all children in the community,
had goals like those of the Jesuit educational system. Those joining the
confraternity participated in the celebrations. On the Shabbat preceding
Shavuot, they received a collective berakhah (blessing) in the synagogue,
and all the voluntary pledges made that day went to the Talmud Torah fund.
Shavuot, therefore, became the festival when donors gave funding to support
the school, and the confraternity honored them.” Several days after Shavuot,
the annual installation of new officers took place, and five months later, the
officers drew up a set of Constitutions. The new members signed and ratified
the document.?” Subsequent records show that the 1616 decisions became
a tradition that lasted for decades. Students competed for prizes on Shavuot
and in two other Jewish festivals: Shabbat Micamoha (Shabbat before Purim,
in the spring) and Shimhat Torah (in the fall).?® At least one year, though,
in 1624, a member of the Bet Jacob synagogue, Rehuel Jessurun (formerly
of Lisbon), staged at the synagogue on Shavuot a Portuguese allegorical
play, the Dialogo dos montes [ Dialogue of the Mountains]. Former Catholic
adults who had attended Jesuit schools in either Spain or Portugal in their
youth may have felt as if they were back at home.”

% See Marcus, Rituals of Childhood, 79.

% Other signs of recognizing donors were putting their names on taboas (boards),
particularly in the upper-level classrooms. See, e.g., Termos de Ets Haim, MS GAS 334,
no. 1052, f. 2a; see also ibid., f. 24.

27 See Termos de Talmud Torah e de Ets Haim, MS GAS 334, no. 1051, ff. 1-6.

% See ibid., f. 2b. However, later in 1624, the confraternity decided not to give prizes
any longer to save expenses. See ibid., f. 14b.

¥ The confraternity records do not mention the Dialogo, which remained in manuscript
until 1767. See Rehuel Jessurun, Dialogo dos Montes, ed. and trans. Philip Polack (London,
1975). According to Daniel Levi de Barrios, Jessurun, alias Paulo de Pina, known as “the
poet,” was previously a monk born in Portugal, see Daniel Levi de Barrios, Tiiumpho del
govierno populary de la Antiguedad Holandesa ([Amsterdam], 5443 [1683]), nlb. Jessurun’s
interest in allegorical theatrical performances perhaps indicates that he was a Jesuit or
was educated by the Jesuits. Polack identified the Dialogo with the Iberian tradition of al-
legorical plays (autos sacramentales) that explained Catholic theology. Margarida Miranda,
“Teatralidade e linguagem cénica no teatro jesuitico em Portugal (XVI),” Humanitas 58
(2006), 391-409, demonstrates that theatrical performances in Jesuit schools were open to
the public to entice possible local donors.
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“Constituigoens da santa hebra do Talmud Torah deste Kahal de Bet
Jaacob” [Constitutions of the Holy Confraternity of Talmud Torah of the
Bet Jacob Congregation], which the first members of the confraternity
ratified and signed in the fall of 1616, is a document that dictates how to
organize and govern the Amsterdam school.* It resembles the third part
of the Jesuit’s 1599 Latin Ratio, the “Rules for the Lower Studies.”?! The
Amsterdam Constitutions meanwhile similarly regulate, in 28 chapters,
the complex hierarchical structure that would govern the school.*? Like
the Ratio, the Constitutions seem reactive to the contemporary absolutist
monarchies under which the ex-New Christians grew up, and show a great
deal of concern for distributing authority.* The ultimate authority were
the members of the Ma’amad, or lay leaders of the community. Below
them, there were two parnassim (lay officers) and one gabay (treasurer).
The three were elected annually by vote of adult confraternity members,
and had great power over the entire school system, responsible for hiring
and supervising teachers and students, overseeing their daily attendance,
and the monthly testing and grading of pupils (Chapter 6). The gabay also
acted as the school registrar, keeping a notebook with individual records
of the monthly progress or lack of progress made by each of the pupils,
and then advised teachers on the appropriate action to take (Chapters 7
and 15).3 Despite the officers’ potential lack of Jewish background and
the teachers’ contrasting command of the subjects they taught, these
lay people, not rabbis or schoolteachers, made teaching decisions. The
parnassim and gabay together were responsible for administering the

3 Termos de Talmud Torah e de Ets Haim, MS GAS 334, no. 1051, ff. 1-3.

31 The Ratio consists of three parts. The third, the “Regulations for the lower classes,”
would be familiar to the Amsterdam former New Christians who had received a Jesuit edu-
cation. See Padberg, “Development of the Ratio Studiorum,” 94-96. In Amsterdam, the
custom of constantly adding the so-called fermos to original documents resembles the style
of record-keeping used by the Jesuit order.

32 The Constitutions chapters, unnumbered in the original, are numbered here for con-
venience. The name “Constitutions” recalls a Jesuit document also called Constitutions,
which is considered the basis of the Ratio. See John W. Padberg, S.J. (ed.), The Constitutions
of the Society of Jesus and Their Complementary Norms: A Complete English Translation of
the Official Latin Texts (St. Louis, 1996), Foreword, vii-ix.

3 The parallels between the evolution of the concept of childhood, education, and
absolutism are suggested by Aries, Centuries of Childhood, 252. Paolo Quattrone also docu-
ments the effectiveness of the Society of Jesus in acting at a distance employing a strict
hierarchical absolutist control, see Paolo Quattrone, “Accounting for God: Accountability
Practices in the Society of Jesus (Italy, XVI-XVII centuries),” Accounting, Organizations,
and Society 29 (2004), 7:647-683, mainly 648 and ff.

3 These notebooks are often mentioned but to my knowledge, they have not survived.
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revenue produced by the invested funds, in the following order: to pay
teachers’ salaries and rent of school space, to purchase prayer and study
books and ritual items, to clothe poor students attending the school and
provide them with the necessary books and tefillin (phylacteries), and,
finally, to run the library (Chapter 7).% Teachers had to be present at
monthly examinations of pupils, but they did not conduct the exams, nor
did they decide to advance students to the next level or move them down
if necessary; instead, the Talmud Torah parnassim made those decisions.

As I will demonstrate next, other steps followed those initiated in these
1616 Constitutions. Nevertheless, the Constitutions form the backbone
of the educational system that remained in place until 1728, when a net
set of regulations, this time referred to as “Novo Reglamento” [New
Regulations] was put together.*

Ets Haim confraternity founded in 1637

Another essential milestone in the organization of the Amsterdam school
was the founding in 1637 of the “Santa Irmandade da Hebra de Hez
Haim” [the Holy Confraternity “Tree of Life”], Ets Haim, for short. This
confraternity was to provide stipends to older, deserving, and talented
students.”” In the preamble preceding the haskamot, we learn that the idea
to found Ets Haim originated with the parnassim of the Talmud Torah
confraternity (see il. 1-3). The school administrators were concerned
about the older students as some, although talented, quit school to earn
a living, just as they were “beginning to collect the fruit of their labors”
in the two last levels of their education.® Funding for Ets Haim, as for
Talmud Torah, was to come from members’ dues. However, while only
men could be members of the Talmud Torah confraternity, women were
invited to become members of Ets Haim. The six florins entry fee for

% See also, Fisher, Amsterdam’s People of the Book, 33 and n. 19.

% See Novo Reglamento, Termos de Ets Haim, MS GAS 334 B2, 5488-5570 [1728-
1810], ff. 1-11.

37 Termos de Ets Haim, MS GAS 334, no. 1052, ff. 1-3. The document consists of a pre-
amble and 14 haskamot (aschamot in the original). Each haskamah was assigned a number,
and I have added the words haskamot, singular haskamah. It is worth mentioning that after
1616 the term “Constitutions” was never used again, and the Hebrew haskamah, singular,
and haskamot, plural, substituted it.

% See Termos de Ets Haim, MS GAS 334, no. 1052, ff. 1-3.



I1. 1 (and il. 2-3 on the following pages). Preamble and fourteen haskamot. Amsterdam
Municipal Archive, inv. 334 “Archief van de Portugees-Israélietische Gemeente,” entry
1052. © Stadsarchief Amsterdam
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men and women was very affordable, just six florins.* Members could
also add voluntary pledges or promesas to the principal capital and with
the revenue, deserving advanced fa/midim received a monthly stipend. Ets
Haim’s founding was announced to the congregation from the synagogue
tevah (reader’s stand), and 117 new male members were honored with
a collective berakhah (blessing). The annual celebration was to be, together
with the entire school, on Shavuot, when living male members would be
honored collectively. Those no longer living would be remembered annu-
ally with a hashkavah (prayer) for their souls (haskamot 3—4). The school
parnassim ensured that the members’ names—men’s and women’s—were
inscribed on faboas (boards) put up on classroom walls so that their names
would reach God’s presence.*

The parnassim also took charge of the so-called “Yessivah do Kaal,”
a study group opened to all-male, adult congregants, where they could
study Torah during weekdays, and, on Shabbat, there would be students’
disputations. This study group was, in essence, a way to honor congregant
donors of the school system, and resembles the Jesuits” approach to edu-
cating lay-people beyond their secondary schools (haskamah 6). The trea-
surer, one of the six parnassim serving in the Talmud Torah confraternity,
would keep an accounting book, serving as a bridge to entering parnassim
(haskamot 8 and 9).

The Ets Haim confraternity soon became a fundraising success, even
though the number of students who took advantage of the stipend started
and then remained low for decades, oscillating between eight and nine until
1644, when it reached twenty.*! As the confraternity’s income exceeded the
number of students in need of a stipend, in 1652, the parnassim amended
its eighteenth haskamah and decided to accept younger students, of the
fifth level, to encourage them to continue their studies.”” However, the

¥ See MS GAS 334, no. 1052, f. 1b. In the original, the terms “libra de grossos” and
florins (guilder) are used interchangeably. For the equivalency of “libra/livra de grosso”
(one Flemish pound) with six guilders or florins, see Levie Bernfeld, Poverty and Welfare,
176 and 397, n. 115.

“ Haskamah 5.

# The first listing of nine students receiving stipends is dated 2 Elul 5399 [1639]. It
includes: “Moshe Zacuto, Benjamin Dias Pato, Abraham Zacuto, Joseph Pardo, Semuel
Valero, Moshe de Aguilar, Selomo Valero, Moshe Moreno, Josiahu Pardo.” The follow-
ing list, dated 5401 [1641], consists of eight students. Some remained students for as long
as over ten years. For example, Moshe Moreno appeared until at least 1645, and Moshe
Zacuto and Benjamin Dias Pato until 1649.

2 MS GAS 334, no. 1052, f. 13a, 5 Hesvan 5411 [1650].
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amended haskamah made it clear that their monthly stipend of 50 placas
(coins) would always be at least two lower than the stipend given to the
next, sixth-level, students.” These younger students would also be penal-
ized for late arrival. The short supply of students in the upper levels, along
with the recruitment of needy meritorious students, strongly suggests that
only talented but in need of a stipend students reached the upper levels
to become rabbis or teachers.

The merging of the three congregations in 1639

In 1639, the lay leaders of the three congregations finally put their differ-
ences aside and merged into one congregation under the name “Kahal
Kadosh Talmud Torah.”* As they gathered human and financial resources,
one of the communal institutions that benefited the most from the merger
was the school. The newly formed congregation put together a document
that scholars refer to as the “merging document,” and that consists of
42 chapters.® Chapter 22 includes a description of salaried personnel and
their responsibilities. This chapter specifies that the merged community
selected seven current teachers and assigned each of them to teach one
specific level, thereby giving a succinct curriculum of the newly formed
school. They made no changes to the first five levels, but they divided them
into two levels for the teaching of the Talmud (Gemara). Mordecay de
Crastro [no former congregation mentioned] was the first-level teacher.

# “Placa” in Portuguese-Spanish was a ‘plak,’ or ‘stiver” in Dutch. One guilder or florin
was divided into 20 stivers or placas. See Levie Bernfeld, Poverty and Welfare, xvii, Note on
Monetary Units.

# Talmud Torah, the name designated to the new united congregation, continued to be
also the name of the confraternity founded in 1616 to support the lower levels of the school.

# The merging document is in Livro dos accordos da Nacao, MS GAS 334, no. 19, ff.
1b-7. For the merging document see Wilhelmina C. Pieterse, Daniel Levi de Barrios als
geschiedschrijver van de Portugees-Israelietische gemeente te Amsterdam in zijn “Triumpho del
govierno popular’ (Amsterdam, 1968), 155-167. See also Swetschinski, Reluctant Cosmo-
politans, 187. Daniel Levi de Barrios, forty-four years later (1683), gives very similar infor-
mation, demonstrating how enduring the Amsterdam educational system was. For the sixth
level, in addition to Gemara, Barrios says that they studied grammar, rhetoric, and Hebrew
poetry. He also equates Ladino with Castilian. See, e.g., his description of the third level:
“hazer construir las parasiot . . . de hebreo en espanol” [to translate the parashiot [weekly
biblical reading] from Hebrew to Spanish], and the fourth level: “la quarta [escuela] del
Jazan Abraham Barux maestro de las constryciones propheticas . . . en castellano” [the
fourth school taught by the Hazan [cantor] Abraham Barux, teacher of the Prophets in
Castilian]. See Barrios, “Hes Jaim, Arbol de Vidas,” in id., Triumpho del govierno popular,
589-594; 591. I'm citing from the online copy at the University of Amsterdam.
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He taught meninos (little ones) the Hebrew alphabet. Josef Faro (Neve
Salom), of the second level, taught sight-reading and introduced them to
chanting the weekly parashah. Jacob Gomez (Neve Salom), the third level,
taught the translation of the parashiot from Hebrew to Spanish. Abraham
Baruch (Bet Jacob), the fourth level, taught the weekly parashah by the
method of ladinar (parasa em ladino). Salom ben Josseph (Bet Israel)
taught the fifth level the haphtarah, or portion of the Prophets and Rashi’s
commentaries (porfetas e Resy com seus argumentos). Isaac Aboab (Neve
Salom) taught the sixth level, Hebrew grammar, and the first Gemara
lesson. Saul Levi Mortera (Bet Jacob) taught, the seventh and highest
level, the lisao grande, Gemara, Tosephot, and Talmud.

Additionally, the merged school put together a new set of 22 regula-
tions, the Talmud Torah and Ets Haim haskamot,* as well as a document
referred to as Advertencias [Warnings| addressing students’ behavior
(see il. 4-5).* These two new documents re-affirmed the commitment
that the lay governors of the Amsterdam school had to mold the students’
character. Furthermore, they closely resemble the Jesuit educational
system that also emphasized the character formation of its students.

The Talmud Torah and Ets Haim haskamot made everyone with a stake
in the school accountable, including the parnassim or governors. Six par-
nassim were nominated each year, so that one of them would be present
daily, including on Shabbat, for lessons and prayers. The parnassim heavily
supervised the teachers, holding them accountable to be on time and
fining them if they were late or absent. Students were expected to obey
the parnassim, and those who did not, could be punished physically or with
monetary fines. Student’s parents had to either accept these school rules
or keep their sons from receiving an education altogether.

The Advertencias, dated shortly after the merger on 22 Sivan 5399
[1639], were preceded by a short preface stating that these warnings were
to ensure that religious study (meldar) would continue with the zeal and
fervor necessary to learn the Torah. The Advertencias emphasized norms of
moral behavior expected of teachers, students, and their parents, and they

% This 1639 new and more extended document is not to be confused with the previ-
ous 14 haskamot of 1637. It consists of 22 haskamot (escamot in the original). Haskamah 1
discusses the recent merging of the congregations and the Ma’amad’s prerogative of add-
ing new haskamot (2-10 are new). Haskamot 11-22 mostly coincide with the original ones,
although 15-16 are new. See MS GAS 334, no. 1052, ff. 23b—26a.

47 Ibid., ff. 7-8a.
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bear resemblance to the rules for students of the Jesuit order.” Chapters 1
and 2 deal with teachers’ responsibilities, daily schedules, and guidelines
for obeying and following the school haskamot. Chapters 3—-6 are addressed
to students of the highest level and urge their participation in the Yeshivah,
the adult study group composed of members of the Ets Haim confrater-
nity that funded their monthly stipends.*” Chapter 7 discusses students
16 years old and older, and their obligation to attend and participate
in Jewish services weekly and on Shabbatot. From 16 years of age and
up, the youth receiving free-tuition education were expected to provide
services to the congregation. Chapter 10, the last, warns parents that they
ought to accept the school teaching and discipline (doctrina e castigo). To
conclude, these two documents demonstrate that in the following years
after the merger, the school became increasingly more concerned with
tightening the rules governing its upper-level students and teachers. At
the same time, the younger children’s education of the school’s younger
pupils is discussed less frequently.

Graded schooling

One of the most discussed aspects of the Talmud Torah—Ets Haim school
system is that it taught students in seven (six until the merging of the
three congregations in 1639) increasingly more advanced levels. Each
level was assigned a teacher and its own separate classroom space.’® Some
scholars have suggested that the contemporary Dutch Latin schools may
have influenced the school, as they also taught the young in six or seven
levels or grades.”! It is essential to point out that both Dutch Latin and

# Rules: 434 — “Purity of Heart and Intention,” 437 — “Diligence,” 440 — “Modesty.”
See Claude Pavur, S.J. (trans. and commentary), The Ratio Studiorum: The Official Plan for
Jesuit Education (St. Louis, 2005), 189, 191.

# MS 334, no. 1052, f. 7a, Chapter 4: Although the term Yeshivah in this chapter is
unclear, I interpret it to refer to the study group or “Yessivah do Kaal,” where adults met
daily and on Shabbat afternoons.

30 The Jesuits had introduced this grading system in their schools in the mid-sixteenth
century and emphasized students’ level of knowledge rather than age. The scholar Ga-
briel Codina Mir, S.J., has demonstrated that the Jesuits followed the pedagogical method
known as the Modus parisiensis, which the Society’s founders had experienced during their
years of study at the University of Paris. See Gabriel Codina Mir, S.J., Aux sources de la
pédagogie des Jésuites, le ‘Modus parisiensis’ (Roma, 1968), 258-260.

31 Among those who suggest a Dutch influence, see Fisher, Amsterdam’s People of the
Book, 44-45; Goldish, “The Portuguese Rabbinate,” 9-19, here 12. To my knowledge, there
is no tangible evidence that Jan Amos Comenius’s ideas on education had any impact on
the Sephardi educational system, as Goldish suggests. Levie Bernfeld, Poverty and Welfare,
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Jesuit schools taught adolescents—more precisely, from about the age of
ten—a secondary education. Dutch Latin schools also followed a human-
istic curriculum—the so-called Modus parisiensis, like the one offered in
Catholic Jesuit schools. The Modus parisiensis was one of the original
educational systems that inspired the Jesuits.” In contrast, the Amsterdam
Talmud Torah—Ets Haim school taught children from about five or six and
up to the rabbinate. Thus, if there was an influence from the non-Jewish
world, it could not have been only reflected in the number of levels that
the Amsterdam school included. Based on the original school records from
1616 to the merging in 1639, I see two significant influences that resulted
in the curriculum the three congregations agreed to when they merged.
One was the pedagogical approaches that teachers from the Ottoman
Sephardi communities brought to Amsterdam, such as the method known
as ladinar, a technique harkening back to thirteenth-century Spain® and
whose name means ‘to translate.”* The other was the Jesuit educational
system—emphasizing the character formation of its students—that the
Iberian founders of the community had experienced in their schooling.

Character formation of Amsterdam Sephardi youth

The period between 1616, when the Hebrah Talmud Torah was founded,
and before 1639, when the three existing congregations merged into one,
was critical for developing the educational school system. Highly quali-
fied teachers imported from other Sephardi communities were offered

97-98 and 346, n. 175, sees it as a feature of the non-Jewish world in general. Steven Nadler
in his Spinoza: A Life relies only on the observations made by the two Ashkenazi visitors,
Rabbi Sheftel Horowitz and Shabbetai Bass, mentioned above, see Steven Nadler, Spinoza:
A Life (Cambridge, 1999), 61-65.

52 See Benjamin Roberts, Through the Keyhole: Dutch Child-Rearing Practices in the
17th and 18th Century. Three Urban Elite Families (Hilversum, 1998), 107-108.

3 See Quintana, “From the Master’s Voice,” 187-188. See also Edwin Seroussi, “New
Perspectives on the Music of the Spanish-Portuguese Synagogues in North-Western Eu-
rope,” Studia Rosenthaliana 35 (2001), 2:297-309, here 302. In his paper, Seroussi inter-
prets that beginners learned to read the prayers with intonation and to read Torah with the
tune of the Masoretic accents. See also Barrios in his Triumpho del govierno popular, p. 521
(original online at the University of Amsterdam), who adds that the students chanted the
Pentateuco “con accentos pausantes y harmonicos” [with pausing and harmonic accents].

5% The so-called Ferrara Bible is a result of such a method of translation. See Harm den
Boer, “La Biblia de Ferrara y otras traducciones espafiolas de la Biblia entre los sefardies
de Europa occidental,” in Iacob M. Hassan, Angel Berenguer Amador (eds.), Introduccion
a la Biblia de Ferrara: Actas del Simposio Internacional sobre la Biblia de Ferrara, Sevilla,
25-28 de noviembre de 1991 (Madrid, 1994), 251-296.
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long-term contracts. These documents provide us with evidence of their
qualifications, the numerous expectations the lay leaders had of them, and,
perhaps most essentially, details of what they taught to their students. In
1619, for instance, the Bet Jacob congregation offered Josef Salom a ten-
year contract.” Salom had already been serving as a teacher and hazzan
(cantor) since his arrival in 1614. His responsibilities included teaching
general studies, such as Kol Bo, the book of Jewish laws and customs. He
also instructed students in non-Jewish subjects, demonstrating once again
that the Jesuit educational system served as a model in Amsterdam, as
the Jesuits were known for their concern for the character formation of
youth. Salom furthermore propounded the merits of politeness (cortesia)
and good behavior. The children had to be quiet, both in school and
synagogue. They also had to arrive on time and, outside of the school,
they were not to wander around town.>

The school did not change much for decades, as evidenced by the
comments left by the aforementioned Rabbis Sheftel Horowitz in the
1640s, Shabbetai Bass in the 1680s, or Daniel Levi de Barrios in 1683 in
his work Triumpho del govierno popular>” The first five levels the school
offered educated all children from age six to thirteen, the age of religious
majority when they would ideally go on to learn a skill as apprentices and
then enter the working force. According to Rabbi Menasseh ben Israel,
fathers were responsible for sending their sons to school at age six, but this
may not have always happened so early.’® As there was a constant arrival
of families to Amsterdam from other New Christian centers, including

5 In 1616, when the Constitutions were ratified, his signature was number 12, among
the first members. See MS GAS 334, no. 1051, f. 3b. For his contract, dated 1619, see Ter-
mos de Talmud Torah de Ets Haim, MS GAS 334, no. 1051. The lengthy contract, dated
22 April 1619, is on ff. 6-9.

% In the merging document of 1639, Yosef Salom was assigned to teach the fifth level.
See MS GAS 334, no. 19, [year] 5398 [1637-1638], f. 22. On Salom’s musical and singing
skills, see Seroussi, “New Perspectives,” 297-309. Salom was already in Amsterdam in 1616,
as his name appears on the list of males who became members (signature number 12).

37 Pieterse, Daniel Levi de Barrios, “Ets Haim,” 97-105, compared the 1639 haskamot
to Barrios, Triumpho del govierno popular and found them very similar. I would like to thank
Professor Anneke Bart, Department of Mathematics at St. Louis University, for translating
Pieterse’s document from Dutch into English. See also David Franco Mendes, Lajb Fuks,
Renate Gertrud Fuks-Mansfeld (eds.), Memorias do estabelecimento e progresso dos judeos
portuguezes e espanhoes nesta famosa citade de Amsterdam 1772 (Assen, 1975), 110.

58 Julia R. Lieberman, “Childhood and Family among the Western Sephardim,” in Ju-
lia R. Lieberman (ed.), Sephardi Family Life in the Early Modern Diaspora (Waltham, 2011),
129-176, here 159. See also Menasseh Ben Israel, Thesovro dos dinim que o povo de Israel,
he obrigado saber; e observar (|Amsterdam], Iliahu Aboab, 5405 [1645]), part 1, 93-94.
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Iberia, and often without a Hebrew or Jewish background, age was not
the only factor used to place students. The last two grades of school,
which included the study of the Talmud, were intended to train rabbis,
cantors, and religious teachers. Only the best students reached the upper
levels. Each school did not necessarily entail one year of study, particularly
at the more advanced levels, and some students spent much longer time
than others in the same grade. Each grade taught monthly lessons. After
each lesson, all pupils went on to the next lesson. However, each pupil
was tested individually and moved up or down according to his progress
in their monthly examinations. This individualized educational system is
very similar to the one followed by Jesuit schools.

Another Jesuit influence is the physical separation of each grade
assigned to a teacher. Until 1675, instruction took place in houses with
separate rooms rented. The newly founded Amsterdam esnoga (syna-
gogue) also had a specific space for the community library that served
the school, and seven classrooms where boys, separated by age and grade,
received their religious education.” The parallels between Amsterdam’s
school, where students learned Hebrew, and Jesuit schools, where students
learned Latin, are evident in these upper levels, except for the difference
in the language being taught.® As for the number of students per class,
Menasseh ben Israel, writing in Thesovro, 1645, describes the ideal class
as consisting of twenty pupils, and certainly no more than thirty, which
would necessitate an additional teacher.®’ There is no evidence of the
school having more than one class for the same level. The size of each
class as described by Menasseh seems to be what took place and coincides
with Tirtsah Levie Bernfeld’s calculations that the average class size was
about thirty students by the end of the seventeenth century.®

% John O’Malley, S.J., explains that in Italy before the Jesuits opened their schools,
no such buildings existed for primary or secondary education. See John O’Malley, S.J.,
“How the Jesuits Became Involved in Education,” in Vincent J. Dominuco, S.J. (ed.), The
Jesuit Ratio Studiorum: 400th Anniversary Perspectives (New York, 2000), 56-79; 71. See also
Aries, Centuries of Childhood, 145, who considers that the three main characteristics of ear-
ly modern education were the following: (1) A concern for gradation, according to the dif-
ficulty of the subject. (2) Separation of topics taught. (3) Separation of pupils by age. These
three concerns are present in the Western Sephardi Talmud Torah educational system.

% Haskamah 20 refers to pupils at the beginning of the parashah: “Os talmidim de
prinsipio da parasa” [The pupils learning the parashah [weekly biblical reading]]. Then, on
haskamah 21: “Os talmidim de prinsipio deparasah ate profetas” [The pupils learning the
parashah and the Prophets].

" Menasseh Ben Israel, Thesovro, [1645], part 1, 92-94.

2 See Levie Bernfeld, Poverty and Welfare, 346, n. 175.
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A meritocratic school system

As we have already discussed, both Jesuit education and the Amsterdam
school offered tuition-free education, even though both educational
systems were not what one might consider schools for the poor only.
Starting in 1616, all children in the community were receiving the same
education regardless of socioeconomic background.® The records specify
that needy students had to additionally demonstrate an ability to learn.
Needy students received books, prayer books, and other ritual objects,
such as tefillin (phylacteries). Furthermore, if enough funding were avail-
able, poor and worthy students (pobres e benemeritos) would also receive
clothes and food. The school library was a great resource that benefited
all students and teachers. However, as we have also mentioned, the
school expected all students to excel and fully engage in the learning
process through emulation and competition.®* Even at the most elemen-
tary level—the aleph-bet class— students were motivated to move up to
the next level by entering competitions open only to those who completed
the level in one year.®

Meritocracy, with its positive and negative consequences, is ever-
present in the records understudy here and even more evident at the
upper levels of the school. For instance, the monthly stipend Ets Haim
provided to each student was proportional to their “merits, persistence
and the difficulties they had to face to attend school.”® This form of
reward appears to have more to do with contemporary attitudes toward
youth than with the Jewish tradition.

The records also make it obvious that the school put a great deal
of emphasis on emulation.”” For example, in recognition of the pupil’s
accomplishments, the completion of each tractate was a cause for a special
celebration: “the parnassim would organize, on winter evenings, as many
celebrations as the number of pupils [completing a tractate] and each
pupil would deliver a sermon on the theme of the Gemara studied.” The

% For Jesuits offering free-tuition education, see Hufton, “Every Tub on Its Own Bot-
tom,” 5-23.

¢ MS GAS 334, no. 1051, {. 8. In the 1660s, the institution Vestiaria dos Talmidim pro-
vided clothing to students. See Levie Bernfeld, Poverty and Welfare, 85.

0 MS GAS 334, no. 1051, f. 24.

% Termos de Ets Haim, MS GAS 334, no. 1052, {. 3a, [haskamah] 12.

¢ The Jesuit Ratio referred to emulation as “honesta aemulatio” or honorable rivalry.
See The Ratio Studiorum, 149, [355], Concertatio.
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celebrations concluded with a feast in honor of all pupils, and current
parnassim and rubissim all attended the celebration.®®

Certain practices in the more advanced levels sometimes presented
similarities to the Jesuit method of disputations mentioned in the Ratio,
which paired students in instructive debate.®” Two records demonstrate
the school’s use of pairing students as a pedagogical activity. In the first,
a manuscript dated 1665 by Rabbi Moshe Raphael de Aguilar, a former
student who became a sixth-level teacher in 1659, we find the following
entry: “In the year 5425 [1665] the parnassim of Talmud Torah gave orders
that my pupils would rehearse on summer afternoons, on Shabbat, in
deciding publicly one difficult point of the parashah, as in a colloquium.””

The second, a record of a public display from 1699 makes evident the
great control the parnassim continued to have in educational matters, as
well as the resemblance between the school’s practice of student pairing
and the Jesuits’. The activity in question was referred to in Portuguese-
Hebrew as fazer (to make) pesaquim (in Hebrew, ‘rabbinic questions’), and,
in this instance, was a disputation between Rabbi Selomon de Oliveira’s
advanced rabbinical students (see il. 6-7). The disputants were referred
to as proponent (propoente) and respondent (respondente). The questions
and answers (in Portuguese, propostas e respostas) the disputants debated
were used equivalently to the Hebrew sheelot u-teshuvot (‘questions and
answers’), the rabbinic method of responsa. The document preserving this
encounter consists of a preamble and eight regulations (reglas, or ‘rules’)
that the parnassim put together to ensure order during the disputations

% Termos de Ets Haim, MS GAS 334, no. 1052, {. 3, [haskamah] 13. My translation.

% See Walter J. Ong, S.J., “Latin Language Study as a Renaissance Puberty Rite,” in
id., Rhetoric, Romance, and Technology: Studies in the Interaction of Expression and Culture
(Ithaca—London, 1971), 113-141; p. 139 refers to this method as an initiation “into an ag-
gressively competitive man’s world” that only changed much later with the advent of co-
education.

" See the manuscript: Moshe Raphael de Aguilar, “Tratado da Immortalidade da
alma,” Ets Haim Library, EH 48 A 11 D, f. 437: “No anno 5425 [1664-1665] ordenarao os
sefores [sic] parnassim de TT que os meus discipulos se exercitasem nas tardes de Sabat
do verad en dicidir en publico hua questad ou dificuldade da parasa en forma de coloquio.”
Aguilar, for a while, had a private school, and in 1659, the congregation hired him to re-
place Menasseh ben Israel. Shlomo Berger, Classical Oratory and the Sephardim of Amster-
dam: Rabbi Aguilar’s ‘Tratado de la Retorica’ (Hilversum, 1996). Although Berger does not
mention it, all evidence of his intellectual background strongly suggests that he studied in
a Jesuit school in Iberia or France before being a student at Ets Haim. On one occasion, as
Berger documents, Aguilar took a walk with his students, a sign of concern for the student’s
mental well-being.
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and avoid passions in defense of the propositions.” The rules give the
impression that the activity was fiercely competitive. Preparations started
thirty days before the disputation. The contestant and the respondent,
selected from the rabbinical students on a rotation system, received the
proposed question in writing. Fifteen days before the disputation, the two
disputants provided their written answers to the parnassim, who would
make the necessary copies and distribute them to the other students. These
activities in the late 1600s, for students at the highest levels, suggest a new
direction in the Amsterdam Sephardi school system. Although still offer-
ing education to young children and youth, the new major interest was to
showcase the rabbinic knowledge of senior students. David Sclar’s recent
study on the library of the Ets Haim Yeshivah expresses a similar idea
when he states that “the initial concern for primary education made way
for an interest in training rabbis.””

Discipline and conformity

Corporal punishment of children as a form of discipline was, for many
centuries, part of education in both Christian and Jewish societies.” In
Christian societies, the flogging of school children has a very long tradi-
tion. With the advent of Jesuit schools in the sixteenth century, the use
of corporal punishment intensified, and the Ratio specified how corporal
punishment had to take place. Jesuit educators were aware that good
student-pupil relationships could not develop if the teacher meted out
physical violence, and therefore assigned the task of beating children to
others, usually, an older student called the corrector.

Menasseh ben Israel recommends that teachers not be strict (rigurosos)
to pupils, thereby insinuating that discipline should come from elsewhere.”

I Termos de Ets Haim, MS GAS 334, no. 1052, f. 141b.

™ See David Sclar, “A Communal Tree of Life: Western Sephardic Jewry and the Li-
brary of the Ets Haim Yesiba in Early Modern Amsterdam,” Book History 22 (2019), 43-65,
here 58.

3 For Catholic societies, see Aries, Centuries of Childhood, 261, and Ong, “Latin Lan-
guage Study,” 125. For Jewish societies, The Encyclopaedia Judaica, vol. 6, under the topic
of education, provides illustrations of two classrooms. From the late medieval period, from
the Coburg Pentateuch by Simha Levi and Abraham Molerstadt, dated 1396, a teacher ad-
monishes a child with a whip. In the second, from the Renaissance, in a wall chart from
Ferrara, Italy, 1590, an angel rewards good pupils, and a teacher flogs a bad one. See Ency-
clopaedia Judaica, vol. 6 (Jerusalem, 1971), 428, 387.

" Menasseh Ben Israel, Thesovro dos dinim, part 1, 96.



b

.

\

B
f

s &W,WK e e
2D ;j"'—mb{.&zi)énn ;,“,5!2, e 2—‘; f LT e e.ﬁ*—'
2 mM / o *-'-: o~
iio dMW&iﬁvg;f i o BULT S SR
0 el orine e ~ Lomr s —f202
20 e oy il
ﬂWMWD 2D 0'0 o« « ~ — 00 =
AL N eMoreh e Abrn cm rmocota] (2 » ol
A2 IC/%‘”M’LWW btk s, 2= U;_-. . 11:
(s %LLW.AZW : foaae e i
NS \Mre) Priero 7 154 l;’" LS‘:
Lo | MmepDeSedormo Jalornl - A G
12 (Ml orerDdesVa Lodloe - - Jiand fin ety S IN10-
)‘Ludﬁﬂekfmwémuri nes 0| i ter ~=af 2
6 chpaiheco S Pl TR R
% h ovetiode Craie - AL A
4 | Mored %f}l.&p& o B £ Pty LA
b | Mok Saby firo - - v e
a7 %ﬁ% et/ - £x e S s~
30 | Aer e Prrto eyer Hltier . —|30=
10 |Moreh Sl IR T
/'é C%ma/c_% Fare el . 4 B B
: Menase %G—JD 1P|~
S ptarCan St 20 gz-:..??._.‘ZoA_
B 0 e, 2 = |
- - Prresasdes/ D L2000 & e
A Ql-ﬁbla@tzgnLa/‘/&qAJ 3 o Jonenysasialites
WOV \/"M,a-/ﬂ < I L(]'b 100> ~ ~ '~ — {oo=
4'0 gm’/“;}[?&mw‘ -)gg’g LUD 100 {00=
ferr' G nasi fe lriree
%g jﬂijﬂeﬁf“{ S sl e R e z§=
7L LR e S a6
Lo JZTV'M; /)%WAJ‘%/L IL% \lj;' ~~~~~ fo~
;Zi-f Pt - |- < 2o el T
_____ T s ie e
L;)‘ \famﬁh:lfmwmza lL% Ay 3 4?
s acor ~ = & R 2
iZ JWZ}L 2 m—m—/é y ]
g Ay e Lo Nl S eied
L J%W~ 4 v R e
”MM%?’“ g P e o e
Lﬂ— Jclaww%axnéuml e — lécl)_ o= o~
T g s B
1 P e W L S
3 IA{WG/L%W JSrrze TRy
[VEPE | Kets i Q@uww?fh‘-&ﬁ&/ﬁp 723433 (34916
e mRaabE RN L AR 49:16. "1093-10
T R R




7 A 752 TH
W{) i i
«—ééj@ %j%%/ Leings q
V%%‘r«n i tL :Z;w [ Jﬁ%

o o7 - ichxT) s Wﬁﬁm/)ﬂywﬁf%ﬂa(zwgyfwnum«g
v frormoideste tixe lorires SReccicio e e 2 _angmento '
Z./a/n/tﬂ/ @ﬁ%m@w Snr bz dDezirders har /’l/)ﬂ’l(W'
1S f/h{)gﬁ/n)w muwﬂm‘ [)ki 1 S %z-zz_d

,“ tr,m Yecreser E%’x

W B oS g o a‘*“:lmac/zam
e, e/«,/,éc es mtwm :f.: 1t &0 ut%o_,
a./Y @1hkw estrd 2e 5p )244/ U
uau om ./u@b xm ﬁmm/{u@om‘
o o JSeelo am ZMZ /Cwugh%mgnf”‘vm 'gzwm—
W%M/W ./WA/JY&IE—VD ?R/ a.uwr‘ fL_)
(pretsrrcan a.//ewra/vfnn ammm chézua.mc%g ;‘

5D ar c/%‘t—moy’.’)’l)@a/r‘w ebe %’Yaunaméc ./im/%%f,
e e - é,, 1447Cu,fap ars huu:anu?c 2o g
W Qras Yeprs asr Ve Fnrter '4/‘ exceryitu b sts %A
21 as contes ?e .72417%591/ fa/m, A—t@wm @MWEZ‘O:M Dl

43/ Dras W/?c@fig;’(—/ P %ZWJWW‘/;Y&§ o
N Dyr E—(m@7/w -/Vﬁ’ég’l/&,‘o %ﬂk_/ e (576 % e > ar
(}n/e/’)m.f ovar pue S antFe Ozmam/ D ol

?R-— O es pypriper/le Legriva prresrrme 0 v'gutm/)a_ erszerntn
‘é“: C@LW’DWJ ’YM/‘ ffgm ms/.o( t‘eo—nfo I
Rag I

& oves pos Qm—yﬁ(,, o Jotoe. Q/)‘n_a,z;d_,g/ -
. g’?uW{7e,ofa%Mo EDrreerso m/)” ‘/
Waf—m’?m SN 15 Lo P20 P2 er i ﬁrma.ﬂ)a M,):,Mg
70—%(4&%—@? Jffm—m‘/a@a/ MJ,MV% a5 c1lDrsconss
frerer JSofe L@a,fmvbo C()'?Zl,m/ Wc/ﬁ»,-{.:%f@w:mu /{g\

pToco £ At S e e ar
W@» errct % @2@4,&0 cmuwiuﬁ
e e vres ernte <’Z’Vﬂmh Jew érxrnézv
Votre a/refﬁc&/@ jg}/%e,ﬁ/ S aural ;%u%w%

YWMQD 1 f]/}% Ko SH

e Camawma//%'w corv'—J CEZ o

Wn/th/ ﬂ—lmfuzu/od‘*f‘tw:yni//t Mt;wh?;ﬁ%

ik cortesde Lrrfiste, & Eporfaiarenad Jprrairetodo |
Dt S Cors€dena Frals ? 7.8 Dia /e

ulnxrw an‘ 3 Z‘;mwﬁa_/ofw«h ”"m W—%rt_

J]fn?m, axﬁnv S osn %MQUWZWMM*M;
. ok

I. 6 (and il. 7 on the following pages). Rules for fazer pesaquim. Amsterdam Municipal
Archive, inv. 334 “Archief van de Portugees-Israélietische Gemeente,” entry 1052.
© Stadsarchief Amsterdam



2.8 f) MWWW Jp—gﬁba/e/’ ?/ZL/
./:rl—a.z@ofqﬂ'a/ 3 mﬂf%m

N fua Sorte aores |
’)’Lmtlll../‘a}’,,g/ru/e, %@;ﬁr ( Mﬁ%ﬁawﬁjﬁ@
Oﬁm{:rwﬁ’.}é'fmwoagmagww v e
[ Oulzoz/)ﬂmz’?a/&nzfzzz@?oﬁ/&e/a
%WVEW) mmmmﬂfgﬂ—‘bmw FW Prc
QI eror Zuu@az /)mebzrpvta/e/rﬂn_,e/fe,fwrtza
MZML,D e a,.fu/a, aCoDu gyl erndeten

o /)””f" o /mm%%m” MNrror Jera sbripado :5%3

j/}_a,é /)‘r’l—eaxfd’f : ot 6 : 0 /
(;prz, enrRZa. :/, v 9 {
as fran N

QW’) jf*uxg:dézmzlwrf

—— 5459

(ég- J)e M;Smws 2 N0 @M)m&g[’@ ff

LMMqu qY &0 l& LM
hémtﬂma&%ﬁi M§Arj€m aé;éey%:)j; LM@»‘J’J
BN BSebust® SDeTre aneale 2 Mored Mowendss, elea ) o, €
ﬁuwmwk/ &-—%\/ Montatho, gm\—&f) m,ea%“yf“s%u‘f_
&@q;?)}m QL:D ‘&/78...;%( [.ow\.n m_, %M(‘JL

O

'1\‘» \ jl‘i&ﬁ Mma\:\m 3&&: .‘;f‘\fxq{k J‘C}Lm;uxm< (L d)f‘ ewwu Wi
il

@h\z“S[L wan /)mﬂ/cq‘h} Lqe i immeas G2 \h@n_ Kabawva. zbua\(eur u/j‘

L%ﬂ-’(l DL M\T\W:@ E(Q,A,\,ww @O d@ Ha.éémimuz L/})]DLW 4\5&’“ b A'\MH

\\A @!\\ (2 Emh.& ﬂuu(‘%— e%m(glg 5 am&fﬁj (& unh/— LM'

ELM L0 8 fﬁu W ;S"@ En ;5 /e@m%



(Myars &M@@m_@;ﬁﬁm&é@w (Za § amin R 45
&A—Iw'-‘ %WAQO a QQx‘ml‘ g» @ gv 1@///300 {aprmnm\ ﬁf k\u«.@m q )
%C"é‘* ent %% (¢qs: Q-»&?‘fweféﬁ LL/ PORRN T

,jt" oo e Drpgeie SeafpNDotton rasbe deh o,qwﬁms?*
ner T @ Dunen T3t erﬁm B aur 2 /“f""'(@””‘“ ‘éjug\jﬂ

‘g&a (onen Y. folle Detans adeal m&w&,bﬁ_ Jepw&,&o QYWD
@m@ ‘y)/ E_%@ oo 'Wj‘e%@a@\ ev-._t/ M \\o 9% j}m‘

Y(Q‘“*K}m Lwsa %(bm A_.l\w,wm Q»rﬁ(quw @“M‘,S_C,(; [é"/\u‘
@am o) IS RS TR L(QABW‘}? 5613 @mﬁewy MR |

e ST —A 62,2
=4 (\Ce&:&.@m’ﬁQ 2. %ﬁ'{e/x &ﬁ% i e s 2.,
b aJZéMM,LZ‘; geves ﬁaﬁ(ﬁ mﬁ. &% ! a)er e s figrs
ac%sz?fU’,g\f‘\&M@LbMaP{u 24 weﬁw:%/} iy DO
UM“ O]OZJALW)AQ_Q\M)Y%G%?O —_— e— — 3-

'4'@ MM@MJ%KD e..% 4\310 Bkt KS“@ = AP ok

"'W&% C%/\ ameashers 1) —————— 4:L€
L% V4 Z: j&igm 54T DO N .y S > 18

Vs g
i %z&gw”s\«wwa@@ S e s e

danind &&QMQEWWM% jj

C%’O\uvs\w pm&fﬂr‘&'aﬂmbﬂn—m;
ﬁwuﬁéﬁ ﬂﬁmw?mwen W ey

Sanios)
g0 ’%m@mw@mwwﬁ C“JE&“SM Dl

W%e«% mqrf%@%mﬂafm & 3¢ § v&‘.; =

6o

= - i

Il. 7, see the caption under the illustration 6




332 JULIA R. LIEBERMAN

Lay school officers ordered and controlled physical punishment, not
teachers. The Ma’amad were in charge of penalizing the students, and
the Ets Haim haskamot specified that if fathers did not wish to have their
sons punished, they should not send them to the Talmud Torah school.”

However, the school also relied on other forms of penalizing misbe-
havior. One form of ensuring attendance and punctuality for older pupils
(and teachers) was monetary fines. The records frequently mention this
form of discipline: the Talmud Torah gabay recorded the pupil’s faltas
(absences), with the corresponding fine; the money collected from fines
reverted to the school. On one occasion, at least, the father of a student
tried to question the legitimacy of fines, although without success. In
1644, Sarah Cahanet, widow of the well-known cabalist Haham Abraham
Cohen Herrera, left a legacy of 1,000 florins to Ets Haim to benefit needy
students, but with the proviso that her relatives would have preference.
Forty-five years later, on 24 Iyar 5448 [1688], Menasseh Delgado claimed
the right for one of his sons, Isaac Delgado, who was studying under Rabbi
Joseph Franco, and he received an award of 35 florins per year. However,
Isaac was in the habit of arriving late to school and therefore was fined,
resulting in a lower grant. Although his father tried to prove that it was
unfair, he ended up signing a document agreeing that if any of his three
sons were penalized for lateness, he would have to pay the fine.”® In 1651,
among the names of pupils fined for being absent are the names of two
rabbinic students that were to become well-known rabbis: Moshe Zacuto
and Abraham Cohen Pimentel.”” This form of disciplining students in
Jesuit schools, according to Aries, remained common in the seventeenth
century but had been more prevalent in the previous century.”

> MS GAS 334, no. 1052, f. 24b, Haskamot 9 addressed to the Talmidim: “Que os
Talmidim obedecerao em tudo a os . . . parnassim e [0s] poderao mandar castigar . . . e
0 pay que nao quizer que se castigue seu filho que o merecer nao tem para que o mandar
a Talmud Torah” [The pupils are obligated to obey the parnassim (governors) who could ask
to punish them . . . and the parent who does not want his son to be punished that not have
to send his son to the Talmud Torah [school]].

6 On Sarah Cahanet’s legacy in 1644, see Fisher, Amsterdam’s People of the Book, 37.
The original is in MS GAS 334, no. 1052, f. 10a. The discussions about Isaac Delgado, on
24 Tyar 5448, and 1 Ab 5448 [1688], when the father signed acknowledging the conditions,
and the parnassim added the comments about the three sons, Isaac, Joshua or Moshe: as
each of them is as the others (“pois 0 mesmo he hum que outro”). See ibid., ff. 131b, 133b.

7 See Termos de Ets Haim, MS GAS 334, no. 1052, [year] 5404 [1643-1644], {. 11a, the
list of students receiving a monthly stipend, and the deductions for the fines.

8 Aries, Centuries of Childhood, 261, cites the Jesuit Ratio as the origin of this form of
penalizing youth, either depriving them of their allotment or with corporal punishment.
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From our twenty-first century perspective, the most critical aspect
of this topic is not the fact that adolescents misbehaved in school, but
rather the strong reaction of the school governors. Records often mention
misbehavior during classes, and the school governors addressed it several
times. In 1695, the records tell us that in the Medras Grande, or the highest
level that Haham Jacob Sasportas taught, class attendance and behavior
during class were unacceptable. Although the school prescribed a schedule
of three hours in the morning and three in the afternoon, the records tell
us that the class meetings lasted only about half. In addition, during class,
there was a lot of “idle conversation” (conversacion inutil). The Ma’amad
addressed the problem by ordering that those classes’ meetings would
increase in length to nine hours, and if there was enough time, one maguid
or student-leader would read aloud either Icarim or the Aqueda.”

The Talmud Torah school also expected a great deal of conformity.
Students who did not abide by its rules were admonished at first and
potentially expelled. For instance, although the Talmud Torah Constitu-
tions mention the hairstyle older students preferred, the school itself did
not allow it. Teachers were not to allow their pupils to style their hair in
the current Iberian fashion, with the so-called gadelhas ou copette, as such
was “a gentile indecent fashion inappropriate for the sons of Israel.”*

We do not know how many children succeeded and failed in school.
Some children thrived and went on to the upper levels, where they received
advanced rabbinical training. Many school graduates became successful
rabbis in Western Sephardi communities in Europe and the New World.®!
Nevertheless, there are also indications that some students had difficulty
moving up from one grade to the next. The few students going up to the
upper levels is an indication that those from poor families were sent to work
or to be apprenticed instead of reaching rabbinic training levels. Similarly,

7 See MS GAS 334, no. 1052, f. 134a, Termo Elul 5455 [1695]. See also Levie Bernfeld,
Poverty and Welfare, n. 198; 344.

80 See MS GAS 334, no. 1051, haskamah 17, f. 3a. Preachers and moralists in con-
temporary Spain often criticized this fashionable hair-do for men. The gadelhas consisted
of long hair from the head parted to the sides of both temples and down to the ears; the
copette was a lock of hair raised above the front head. Barbers styled the tupé (‘forelock’ in
English) with hot irons to so-called lindos (pretty men), upper-middle-class young men. See
Rafael Gonzalez Canal, “El lujo y la ociosidad durante la privanza de Olivares: Bartolomé
Jiménez Patén y la polémica sobre el guardainfante y las guedejas,” Criticon 53 (1991),
71-96, here 86. In 1645, Menasseh Ben Israel in Thesovro, part 2, 168, condemned the
gadelhas and copette.

81 For a list of some of the graduates see Levi Bernfeld, Poverty and Welfare, n. 175; 346.
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the fierce public disputations that required lengthy preparation and self-
confidence on the part of the youngsters have led me to conclude that
only the best students survived the meritocratic system.

Conclusion

This essay has explored how the lay leaders of the Amsterdam Sephardi
community organized an educational system to educate their sons in
three stages, from 1616 to 1639. The first stage started in 1616, when
the two congregations, Bet Jacob and Neve Salom, founded the Talmud
Torah confraternity, an institution that was to fund the education of their
male children as young as five years old. They divided their school into
six grades, starting with teaching the Hebrew alphabet and the aleph-bet
and culminating with the study of the Talmud. The Talmud Torah school
blended attributes from the Jewish tradition, such as the medieval custom
of initiating very young children to study Torah on Shavuot, and by bringing
to Amsterdam rabbis and teachers from Eastern Sephardic and Italian
communities. Equally important was the Iberian Jesuit influence many
of the lay leaders had received as adolescents. As the lay leaders of the
Amsterdam congregations soon realized that they were not addressing the
needs of the older students, in 1637 they founded the Ets Haim confra-
ternity that took care of educating youth and provided monthly stipends
to needy and gifted students that would otherwise quit school to make
a living. The third stage took place in 1639, when (by then) three congrega-
tions merged and formalized the school system, uniting their financial and
human resources. Previous scholars have suggested that the Amsterdam
Sephardi educational system was influenced by Dutch Latin schools. As
discussed before, the similarities between Dutch Latin and Jesuit schools
are explainable because both Calvinists and Jesuits were inspired by the
French Modus parisiensis. But other than the division into levels, there
is no concrete evidence of contact between Dutch Latin educators and
Sephardic ones during the period when the latter was organizing their
educational school system. In contrast, I have demonstrated throughout
the essay the parallels between the character formation of the Jesuits’
educational school and Amsterdam’s Talmud Torah.
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