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THE JEWS ARE called the “People of the Book.” 

Judaism is grounded in the study of Torah and 

Talmud, and sacred books have been present in 

Jewish homes for centuries. Hebrew printing 

houses operated in Poland since the 16th century, 

initially in Kraków, Lublin, and Żółkiew (today’s 

Zhovkva, Ukraine), and later, in various towns 

and cities of the Polish-Lithuanian Common-

wealth. The printing houses published books nec-

essary for schools and synagogues, such as song-

books, prayer books, the Bible, the Talmud, and 

other publications. Printers also often acted as 

booksellers and brought Hebrew literature from 

other European publishing houses to Poland.  

Unsurprisingly, studies have pointed to signifi-

cant Jewish participation in the book trade in the 

Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth. Jews were en-

gaged in the distribution of both Hebrew and 

Polish literature. According to the Polish Jewish 

historian Marian Fuks, Jews were among the first 

to trade books in Poland, initially by traveling 

around to villages and towns. In The Polish Jewry: 

History and Culture (Interpress Publishers, 1982), 

Fuks notes that the offerings of these Jewish 

booksellers often included “calendars, dream 

books, compendia and prayer books for their 

tribesmen, but also masterpieces of great literature 

smuggled across several borders.”   

Jews played a similar role in the distribution of 

books in Galicia, including after the province came 

under Austrian rule. This article focuses on the 

19th-century collaboration between the Ossoliński 

National Institute (the Ossolineum)—an institu-

tion with a remarkable collection of Polish litera-

ture and historical material—and the Igels, a Jew-

ish family, who were among the first antiquarians 

in Lemberg and who contributed substantially to 

the Ossolineum’s collection.  

The Antiquarian Book Trade 

In partitioned Poland, the acquisition and sale of 

rare books, known as the antiquarian book trade, 

dates to the late 1700s and early 1800s. At that 

time, various publications, such as secondhand 

books, unsold editions, albums, engravings, and 

manuscripts were initially sold door-to-door, and 

later, in stalls on city streets. Antiquarian dealers 

would buy from private individuals, obtain dupli-

cates from libraries, or acquire stock directly from 

printers, who often kept unpopular books and 

magazines in storage. 

Jewish booksellers at a book bazaar; National Archives 

in Kraków, Ambrozy Grabowski’s Collection, sygn. 
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From 1780 to 1790 in Galicia, entire library collec-

tions formerly owned by monasteries found their 

way into the secondary market. These collections 

became available when Emperor Joseph II dis-

solved several monasteries through the Josephine 

reforms. In addition, in 1784, when the emperor 

transformed the university in Lemberg into a sec-

ular institution, there was a significant increase in 

the demand for books in the city. This demand 

continued, even though, from 1805 to 1817, the 

university was replaced by a lyceum that operated 

as an advanced vocational college.  

Researchers point out that the antiquarian book 

trade in partitioned Poland was dominated by 

Jews. Jews ran the majority of the antiquarian 

bookshops in Warsaw, Kraków, Vilnius, and Lem-

berg. Often, whole families were engaged in the 

book trade for generations. The antiquarians 

bought, priced, and sold secondhand works, 

which sometimes included precious incunabula 

(books printed in the year 1500 or before), early 

printed books, manuscripts, and art objects.  

Dawid Igel and his family were among the first an-

tiquarians in Lemberg. Later, other Jewish antiquar-

ians began trading in the Galician capital, includ-

ing the Bodek, Grund, Menkes, and Rubin families.  

The Igel Family and the Ossolineum 

The significant role that Jews played in the devel-

opment of the book trade in Lemberg is perfectly 

illustrated by the Igel family's cooperation with 

the Ossolineum. Józef Maksymilian Ossoliński 

founded the Ossolineum in 1817 to gather the lit-

erary and cultural heritage of the Polish-Lithua-

nian Commonwealth, with the goal of preserving 

the national identity of the Poles and the other na-

tions of pre-partition Poland. (Editor’s note: See 

Franczyk-Cegła, Agnieszka, “Research Corner: 

The Ossolineum,” Galitzianer, June 2020, pp. 4–8.) 

The Igels contributed to the realization of this 

vision by regularly supplying the Ossolineum 

with valuable works. 

The Polish Judaic Dictionary (Zofia Borzymińska 

and Rafał Żebrowski (eds.), Prószyński i S-ka, 

2003, in Polish) describes the Igel family as one of 

the “most famous ‘dynasties’ of Jewish antiquari-

ans in Poland, mainly thanks to services rendered 

to Polish libraries, scholars and collectors.” In the 

Encyclopedia of Books (Anna Żbikowska-Migoń and 

Marta Skalska-Zlat (eds.), Wrocław, 2017, in 

Polish), under the entry “Antiquarian bookshop,” 

Dawid Igel is listed as one of the pioneers of the 

antiquarian trade in partitioned Poland. 

Dawid had been a peddler since 1795. He opened 

his own antiquarian bookshop in Lemberg in 1816. 

His son Zelman (Salomon, Załmen, Zełman) and 

his nephews Berl and Samuel followed him into 

the book trade. In 1855, Zelman, like his father, set-

tled in Lemberg after years of itinerant trade. 

There, owing to the intercession of the Ossolineum 

directorate, he received a concession to establish 

both a regular bookshop and an antiquarian 

bookshop in the Christian part of the city at 131 

Sykstuska Street. He ran this business until his 

death in 1870. 

The Ossolineum archives suggest that it was Zel-

man who initiated the collaboration with the insti-

tute in 1840. From that year onward, books were 

delivered by Zelman and, much less frequently, by 

his cousin Berl. The name Igel is mentioned that 

year for the first time in the “Inventory of works 

purchased for the Ossolineum library,” but is not 

recorded in the institute’s earlier archival books.  

The data listed in the inventory includes not only 

basic bibliographical information and the price of 

a given book or manuscript, but also the date of 

receipt and the name of the person from whom it 

was purchased. The words “from Igel the Anti-

quarian” appear quite often in the inventory. 
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Based on a detailed examination of documents 

from 1840 to 1870, we have concluded that this de-

scription refers to Zelman. 

The Ossolineum archives include documents that 

refer to Zelman in different ways. Some call him 

“Igel the Antiquary.” Others, for some reason, de-

scribe Zelman as “an antiquary from Russia,” or as 

“Igel Zelman from Brody.” Most probably, the 

name “Emanuel Igel” in the records denotes Zel-

man as well. 

In addition to expanding the Ossolineum’s collec-

tion, Zelman benefited the institute in other ways. 

Although the Ossolineum bought rare and valua-

ble books, manuscripts, maps, and art objects from 

Zelman, it sometimes received such items from 

him in exchange for duplicates from its library or 

unsold editions from its printing house. Through 

such exchanges, Zelman helped to distribute Os-

solineum publications, such as Samuel Bogumił 

Linde’s 1854 Dictionary of the Polish Language. Zel-

man also financed the printing of 15 volumes of 

the Lwów Theatre Library series (Biblioteka 

Teatralna Lwowska) by the Ossolineum’s printing 

house. In addition, he demonstrated his loyalty by 

donating two works to the Ossolineum that had 

previously been stolen from its holdings.  

Nevertheless, sometimes conflicting interests 

arose at auctions held in Lemberg. For example, in 

the mid-1840s, there was a major auction of a book 

collection seized by Galician authorities after the 

death of Reverend Józef Kraiński, the provost of 

Bełz. There were 5,500 works sold at this auction 

desired by collectors and antiquarians. As re-

ported by a well-known collector and owner of a 

large library who attended the auction, Zelman 

and Berl Igel “were instructed by various library 

owners to bid on a considerable number of im-

portant and rare works.” Although they competed 

with Ossolineum representatives for some of the 

same items at the auction, the institute later ceded 

several of the works to Zelman, including an 

adligat (collection of books under one cover) con-

taining 17th-century books published in Polish. 

Contributions to the Collection 

The Igels enriched the Ossolineum with both val-

uable Polish and world-class masterpieces, but 

they never contributed any Hebrew books to the 

collection. Although the Ossolineum does have 

Jewish-related holdings, they did not come from 

the Igel family. (Editor’s note: See Franczyk-Cegła, 

Agnieszka, “Research Corner: The Ossolineum,” 

Galitzianer, June 2020, pp. 7–8.) 

Most of the institute’s acquisitions from the Igels 

were published well before the 19th century. For 

example, one of the items purchased from Zelman 

deserving special mention is the parchment docu-

ment dated January 7, 1334, pictured at the top of 

the page. In it, King Casimir the Great granted a 

castellan (a regional official) from Kraków a town-

house on Św. Franciszka Street as compensation 

for losses suffered during the war with the Teu-

tonic Knights. The deed bears the royal seal of Cas-

imir the Great, depicting the ruler on a box throne. 

Document with royal seal of King Casimir the Great 
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Below the throne is the emblem of the Piast dyn-

asty from the Polish region of Kujawy. 

In 1853, the Ossolineum bought from Zelman one 

of its most treasured incunabula: Dante’s famous 

La Comedia (The Divine Comedy), with commentary 

by the Florentine humanist Cristoforo Landino, 

printed in Venice in 1481 by Niccolò di Lorenzo. 

This edition is renowned mainly for having the 

first illustrations printed from engraved copper 

plates. They were produced by the Italian graphic 

artist Baccio Baldini, based on drawings by the 

Italian painter Sandro Botticelli. The printer had 

left spaces where the illustrations were to be 

pasted, but in the Ossolineum copy, most of the 

spaces have remained blank; only a few prints of 

two engravings were pasted in.  

Another notable feature of this edition of Dante’s 

work is that it reflects an interesting combination 

of medieval manuscript traditions and Renais-

sance typographic solutions that gradually began 

appearing in printed books in the 15th century. 

Containing over 500 pages, this edition was 

printed in a modern font but in a layout popular 

in the Middle Ages. The original text, printed in a 

larger front, appears on the same page as the re-

lated commentary, which is a printing technique 

that requires great skill. As shown in the image on 

the right, another element of manuscript tradition 

is the handmade decoration at the beginning of the 

main text, with the richly ornamented letter N that 

encloses a shield of arms. This decoration is prob-

ably the painted ownership mark of the first 

owner of the book, who has never been identified. 

In 1841, the Ossolineum acquired from “Igel the 

Antiquary” Flores musicae by Hugo Spechtshart 

(circa 1285–1359/60). Printed in Strasbourg around 

1492 by Johann Prüss, this incunabulum is a theo-

retical rhyming treatise on ecclesiastical chant. 

Supplemented with musical staffs and notes, it is 

one of the earliest music books. The printer en-

riched the book with numerous illustrations, 

including an allegorical depiction of music on the 

title page and a village scene with two biblical 

characters: one, a blacksmith, who is considered 

an inventor of harmony, and the other, the biblical 

prototype of musicians, chiseling musical notes on 

a stone column.  

Several valuable Renaissance books in the Osso-

lineum collection also came from Zelman Igel. Es-

pecially noteworthy is Peter Apian’s Cosmographia, 

printed in Antwerp in 1533 by Jan Grapheus. The 

book subscribes to the treatises of Ptolemy, the 

Greek mathematician, geographer, and astrono-

mer. This edition includes illustrations produced 

from woodcuts, depicting maps, globes, 

A page from Dante's La Comedia, 1481 
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constellations, and astronomical instruments. It 

was a bestseller throughout Europe. 

In 1864, Zelman furnished the library with the 

first—and until 1953, the only—Polish translation 

of the famous treatise De Republica emendanda (On 

the Improvement of the Commonwealth) by the Polish 

theologian and political thinker Andrzej Frycz 

Modrzewski. The book was translated by a Cal-

vinist activist and published in a Calvinist printing 

house in 1577. This edition, like many other edi-

tions of this book published in the 16th century, 

was censored by the Catholic Church. In his trea-

tise, Modrzewski laid out guidelines for how a 

state should function for the benefit of the gov-

erned, emphasizing both a strengthened monar-

chy and equality of all citizens before the law. 

Among several important 17th-century publica-

tions in the Ossolineum’s collection is the book Se-

lenographia, by the astronomer Johannes Hevelius, 

published in Danzig (now Gdańsk) in 1647. This 

treatise includes maps of the moon, as well as doz-

ens of engravings depicting the moon’s phases, 

based on the author’s own observations. At the be-

ginning of the book, there is an engraved portrait 

of Hevelius created by the famous engraver Jere-

mias Falck. Zelman gave this volume to the Osso-

lineum in 1867 in exchange for an Ossolineum copy 

without the portrait of the famous astronomer. 

In 1853, through an exchange with Zelman, the 

Ossolineum received the edition of the Orthodox 

Slavic Oktoich printed in 1604. This Byzantine-

Slavic liturgical is a valuable representation of Or-

thodox Slavic printing. It is currently held in the 

Vasyl Stefanyk National Scientific Library of 

Ukraine in Lviv, as are many other former Osso-

lineum holdings. The Ossolineum was moved to 

Wrocław, Poland, after World War II. 

Especially noteworthy among the few books pur-

chased by the Ossolineum from Berl Igel is the in-

cunabulum Hortus sanitates, printed in Mainz by 

Jakob Meydenbach in 1491. It’s a textbook contain-

ing a compendium of natural and medical 

knowledge, enriched with numerous woodcut 

prints depicting flora and fauna. The copy held in 

the Ossolineum is particularly interesting and im-

portant to Polish culture because it contains the 

early 16th-century Polish names for the plants next 

to their Latin names.   

During the 30 years of cooperation between the 

Ossolineum and the Igel family—especially Zel-

man Igel—the library obtained, through purchase 

or exchange, dozens of manuscripts and several 

hundred literary, scientific, and religious books. 

These acquisitions were mostly rare works and 

sought-after Polonica or masterpieces of European 

printing still highly desired on the antiquarian 

market. Clearly, the relationship with the Igels 

was quite valuable for members of library man-

agement, who continually strived to expand the 

Ossolineum’s collection. 

From the 1533 edition of Cosmographia 




