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Workshop: Moses Gaster’s scholarship in European context. 

Manchester 25-26 January. 
Maria Cioată 

 
Statement of Aim 
 
Context and Rationale of the event  
 
Moses Gaster (1856-1939) was a figure of European significance. He was born in Bucharest, 
and studied in Breslau (then in Germany, now Wroslaw in Poland). After his studies he 
returned to Bucharest in 1881, and became a lecturer in Romanian literature and comparative 
mythology at the university there, but was expelled from Romania in 1885 along with other 
vocal Jewish intellectuals, for their activities on behalf of the Jewish population (particularly 
the struggle for emancipation, obtaining full citizenship). He then settled in England. In 1887 
he was appointed to the office of Haham of the British Empire, roughly the equivalent of 
chief rabbi for the Sephardic community (Jews from Spanish and Portuguese backgrounds). 
His range of scholarship and communal activities was vast. His areas of scholarship include 
Romanian language and literature, Samaritan studies, Biblical/apocryphal/pseudepigraphal 
literature from the second temple period and the Middle Ages, European folklore. Communal 
aspects include his role in European Zionism (from its early days in the 1880s), in the 
Haskalah (Jewish enlightenment) movement in Europe, and Anglo-Jewish communal 
politics.  
As a collector he assembled a huge amount of manuscripts and printed books, which have 
now been divided over different institutions. The Rylands library at Manchester has the most 
diverse Gaster collection, including Hebrew, Samaritan and ‘various’ (c. 20 languages) 
manuscripts, Genizah fragments (digitalised as part of a large AHRC project, PI Philip 
Alexander, researcher Renate Smithuis, now lecturer in Medieval Jewish Studies), 
correspondence between Gaster and Samaritan priests, and Gaster’s own copies of his 
published work. The Samaritan correspondence will be catalogued during the coming months 
(spring-summer 2014) by Katharina Keim and Philip Alexander, thanks to a small grant from 
the Rylands Research Institute.  
 
The proposed event thus confirms the importance of the holdings of the John Rylands library, 
and of Manchester as a centre for the study of late 19th–early 20th century European 
intellectual history, exemplified by Moses Gaster. The event relates directly to the organiser’s 
British Academy Early Career Fellowship project, which aims to investigate Gaster’s 
scholarly persona and identity in light of his interest in marginal literature and his activities as 
a collector of books and manuscripts, and to reassess his place in the history of scholarship in 
some of the fields to which he contributed. The workshop will complement this individual 
research. It will bring together specialists in the different fields in which Gaster was active, 
and experts on the late nineteenth-early twentieth intellectual, social and economic European 
contexts. The result of this workshop (possibly combined with additional chapters) will be a 
collaborative volume consisting of chapters dealing with the wide range of Gaster’s activities 
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in order to provide a balanced analysis of his legacy. The first choice for a publisher will be 
the series Proceedings of the British Academy, published by Oxford University Press. 
Possible titles Moses Gaster: the Scholar, his Context and his Legacy or The Significance of 
Moses Gaster). 
 
Such a collaborative effort by scholars from different countries and disciplines is necessary 
not only because the wide range of Gaster’s activities makes it impossible for a single person 
to adequately evaluate his overall significance and legacy, but also because to date a gap 
exists especially between Romanian and Anglophone writing about Gaster. In Romania he is 
mainly perceived (and on the whole appreciated) as a folklorist, but in the UK he is better 
known (and generally not so positively regarded) for his communal and political activities. 
An international interdisciplinary workshop with as the outcome a book that will be 
distributed in both (and other) countries would be an excellent way to help bridge this gap. 
 

Day 1 – Monday 26: focus on the context, some scholarship  

Simon building 4.47, available from 11 to 17.00 

10.00-10.55 coffee, introductions at Christie’s Bistro 

11.00 – 11.45 discussing the chapter of: Irene Zwiep (University of Amsterdam), provisional 
title: 'Il n'y a pas de hors-texte: Jewish ethnography in the age of philology'  

11.45-12.30 discussing the chapter of: Marcus Pyka (Franklin University Switzerland), on the 
context of Breslau scholars, ‘Wissenschaft des Judentums’ 

12.30-13.30 lunch [in KRO on Oxford road, c. 5 min walk from the Simon building, we will 
order from the menu, paid from the workshop budget] 

13.30-14.15 chapter of Bogdan Popa (Nicolae Iorga Institute of History, Bucharest) on book 
trade and publishing in Romania (especially Bucharest) in the 19th century  
 
14.15-15.00 chapter of James Renton (Edgehill University) on Gaster in the Zionist 
movement 
 
15.00-15.30 break 

15.30-16.15 chapter of Boaz Huss, on Gaster’s contribution to the study of Jewish mysticism 

16.15-17.00 chapter of Philip Alexander, on Gaster and Scholem (?)  

Discussing book? [at this point or at another time, e.g. in the morning, or on Tuesday?] 

Dinner  
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Day 2 – Tuesday 27, some scholarship, and collection 

At John Rylands Library, Deansgate. Seminar room is booked from 10.00 to 16.30, we will 
have a buffet lunch there in the cafe. – and will probably be finished earlier than 16.30 (I am 
aware that some people will have to leave)  

Discuss chapter of Genora Grimm (SSEES), on Gaster’s Romanian early printed books at the 
library of the School for Slavonic and East European Studies, and/or music 

Discuss chapter of Vanessa Friedman (UCL Gaster Papers) 

Discuss chapter of Jeff Berger, Gaster’s History of Bevis Marks synagogue (probably, 
provisionally confirmed) 

Presentations of Rylands Gaster collection: 

Maria Cioată, Survey of the Rylands Gaster Collection (and/or focus on something specific, 
e.g. Gaster’s annotated copies of his printed books) 

Renate Smithuis, Rylands Genizah (they are all from Gaster)  

Katharina Keim, Gaster’s Samaritan Correspondence 

[Adelina Angusheva-Tihanov, Gaster’s amulets (as a presentation, or as a chapter; or maybe 
on something else, the ‘Treatise against Islam’ MS?)  

Aron Sterk, Gaster’s Spanish Manuscripts 

Elisabeth Gow, who as the curator of non-western manuscripts is responsible for the Rylands 
Gaster collection will also be present. 

 

  


