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Salo W. Baron at Jagiellonian University

e dy ta gaw ron

At the beginning of the twenty-fi rst century, the Jagiellonian University in 
Kraków has more than 50,000 students, who come from many towns and cities, 
regions and countries. Among them there are students from various family 
backgrounds, and diverse cultural and religious origins. There are also Jewish 
students, both male and female, who attend all levels of higher education, 
within various disciplines off ered by the university. Among those, there is also 
a new academic fi eld, recognized several years ago by the Ministry of Science 
and Higher Education in Poland: Jewish studies (Pol.: judaistyka). Only recently, 
however, have students of the Jagiellonian University become familiar with 
the life, work, and heritage of Salo W. Baron, who is recognized as one of the 
greatest historical scholars of the twentieth century. Some of them might 
even know that Baron used to sit in the same classrooms and frequented the 
same places they do when he was a student at this same university.

I too was a student at the Jagiellonian University, and I speak for other 
Polish students in the Historical Faculty, in the Institute of History of the 
Jagiellonian. Students are not introduced to all of Baron’s works until later in 
their academic training, during the more advanced study of history; then they 
read Baron’s monumental works on the history of the Jews, and can under-
stand his approach to social history. And thanks to the research of Profes-
sors Mariusz Kulczykowski and David Engel, today’s scholars are aware that, 
before his successful academic studies and career in Vienna and New York, 
Salo Baron studied in Kraków, at our alma mater, the Jagiellonian University.1
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Salo W. Baron was born on May 26, 1895, in the city Tarnów, about 
75 kilometers from Kraków, then part of the Austro-Hungarian Empire. His 
family was socially and fi nancially well established, often referred to an 
example of Jewish aristocracy of Galicia. All members of the family were 
well educated. Baron’s father was a banker and a president of the Jewish 
community of 16,000 in the town of Tarnów, where Jews comprised approx-
imately 41 percent in 1910.2

As a child, Baron quickly showed his talents, learning chess at the age of 
three, writing Hebrew poetry at twelve. Besides his fi rst language, Polish, he 
spoke Yiddish, knew biblical and modern Hebrew, and also learned French 
and German. Eventually, he claimed to have learned twenty languages, and 
he lectured in fi ve languages, without reading any notes.

In secondary school, Baron excelled in physics and mathematics. Later, 
as his interests and political views developed, he focused on studying Jewish 
history as a way ‘’to do something for the Jewish people.”3 The willingness 
to know history as deeply as possible was behind his decision to study at 
the nearest well-known university—the Jagiellonian University in Kraków—
providing him the opportunity to learn from its renowned professors, and 
to debate with his academic colleagues.

Baron had been connected to Kraków already before 1913 when he 
enrolled in the university. In fact, he had been active as a young scholar 
and writer. His fi rst published writing has been traced by David Engel, who 
noted Baron’s initial publication:

In his very fi rst published article, a brief opinion piece on the participation 
of Jewish soldiers in the First Balkan War that appeared in the Kraków 
Hebrew periodical Hamicpe in 1912 (when the author was a 17-year-old gym-
nasium student living with his parents in Tarnów), Baron warned against 
what he thought of as the excessive identifi cation with their countries 
of residence that Jews in all of the belligerent states had demonstrated.4

In 1913, young Baron published several texts confronting one prominent 
Kraków journalist, Antoni Chołoniewski, known, among other things, for his 
support of an anti-Jewish boycott and antisemitic sentiments. Chołoniewski, 
in his articles, published in the local journal Krytyka in the fi rst two months 
of 1913, claimed that Jews in Poland through the ages were not apprecia-
tive of Poland’s hospitality, and that they “constituted a destructive alien 
element that had consistently undermined the vital interest of the Polish 
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community.”5 Baron’s polemical articles had been published in Hamicpe in 
February and March of 1913. He off ered a completely diff erent analysis of 
the history of Jews in Poland, and defended the right of the Jewish commu-
nity to be considered as equal among other groups residing in the country, 
who had been contributing to the country for centuries.6 Baron’s intellec-
tual confrontation with Chołoniewski was one of his fi rst public debates, 
and it is remarkable that he became involved at a rather early age, before 
even entering the university.

Baron started his academic studies in 1913, and his fi rst steps as the 
university student were at the Jagiellonian University in Kraków, which 
was not only the oldest (established in 1364) but also considered one of the 
most prestigious scholarly institutions in the Polish lands at that time. 
Baron aspired to study with great historians at that time, who were part 
the Philosophical Faculty.

At the beginning of the twentieth century, the Jagiellonian University 
was divided into four faculties: theological, legal, medical, and philosoph-
ical. The Philosophical Faculty was the most dynamic of the four; between 
1900 and 1917, its number of professors increased signifi cantly, from for-
ty-nine to eighty-eight,7 refl ecting the highest growth in faculty members 
at the university at that time.8 Also at this time, the number of students 
was growing rapidly, and new facilities were needed. The academic insti-
tution had also been developing its infrastructure and facilities. In 1887, 
the Jagiellonian University celebrated the opening of the new university 
building—Collegium Novum.

As any other regular student (Pol.: student zwyczajny) to matriculate in 
the Philosophical Faculty, Baron was expected to meet the dean, and to 
submit a maturity examination certifi cate, as well as two copies of a doc-
ument titled “Rodowód” (Eng.: lineage, origin). Then he could proceed with 
other obligations such as paying the student matriculation fee, getting 
a student record book (known in Polish as index), and acquiring other fi les 
and documents. After all the administrative procedures, he was able to 
enter the lecture halls and the library. Since 1888, the anticipated length 
of the studies period in the Philosophical Faculty was four years.

In the academic year 1913/1914, during Baron’s fi rst semester, there were 
3,428 students at the Jagiellonian University, 56.6 percent more than in the 
1905/6 academic year.9 This marked the peak number during the period of 
autonomy. During the fi rst decades of the twentieth century, the number 
of Jewish students, both male and female, also increased signifi cantly.
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The Philosophical Faculty at the Jagiellonian University was not very 
popular among Jewish students in the nineteenth century. The number 
of Jews had increased there only at the end of that century, once female 
students were granted access to the university (limited to this particular 
type of faculty).10 Before the First World War, Jewish male students com-
prised no more than approximately 5.6 percent of all male students at the 
Philosophical Faculty of the Jagiellonian University, so Baron belonged 
to this minority.11 This situation was not comparable to the number and 
percentage of male Jewish students studying law (up to approximately 
23 percent) and medicine (up to approximately 32 percent). Between 1888 
and 1914, Jews constituted about 15-16 percent of all the students at the 
Jagiellonian University.12

When arriving at Kraków in the fall of 1913, Baron did not move into any 
of the university dormitories. The newest and most modern dormitories 
were located in the streets of Jabłonowskich and Garbarska, both located 
within a few blocks away from the university campus, in the very center 
of the city. Instead, the address listed in his documents is 18 Starowiślna 
Street, a location not far from the center of Jewish quarter of Kazimierz. 
There was, at this time, no proper Jewish dormitory available for the uni-
versity students, so many students rented rooms in Kazimierz or on nearby 
streets or shared the rooms with others. The local Jewish community was 
aware of the situation and the need for a new facility, but it took more than 
a decade to collect funds and to proceed with the new community project. 
The Jewish Dormitory (Żydowski Dom Akademicki) on Przemyska Street was 
to be built only in the interwar period (1924-26).

Like any other student, Baron was obliged to report any changes of the 
residential address within three days, but there is no record that he moved. 
The location he chose was convenient for the plans he had in Kraków, which 
combined secular and religious education. He recalled the beginning of 
studies in Kraków in his memoir:

My entry to the University (of Cracow) was not to interrupt, however, my 
Hebraic studies. After my registration at the venerable Christian insti-
tution, my father paid a visit to the illustrious Cracow Talmudist, Rabbi 
Josef Engel, told him about me and the range of my previous studies, and 
asked him whether he could spare some time to give me advanced les-
sons in the Talmudic lore and particularly also in the practical aspects of 
Jewish jurisprudence, the so-called poskim, which were still functioning 
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in Orthodox courts of law and in private litigation, so that I could be pre-
pared to take examinations for a certifi cate of ordination. Rabbi Engel 
excused himself from giving me such lessons because, as the Chief of 
Cracow Court, he was overburdened with litigation and legal questions 
reaching him from many lands of the Jewish Diaspora. But he suggested 
that he would ask one of his colleagues in the Cracow court to take me 
on as a pupil. He kept this promise and one of the prominent dayyanim 
(judges) accepted me as a pupil. The arrangement was that, on the days 
when I would be in Cracow, I should come to his home at 6.30 a.m., and 
he would give me a two-hour lesson in both Talmud and the poskim. As 
to the latter, I was principally to learn the Maimonidean Code of Laws 
and the Shulhan Arukh, the sixteenth-century code compiled by Rabbi 
Josef Karo and Moses Isserles as an authoritative summary of the theory 
and practice of Jewish learning in the preceding centuries.13

In his memoir, Baron states that he had not been planning a rabbinic career, 
but he was aware that advanced religious education, and possible rabbinic 
ordination “was highly prized in Orthodox communities.”14 It is not certain, 
however, if the arrangement he mentioned was his own idea or his father’s, 
who advocated advanced religious tutoring:

The arrangement also provided that during the summer of 1914 I would 
on my own carefully review all that we have learned during the preceding 
year and fi ll in certain lacunae. When I felt prepared for it, I was to request 
Rabbi Engel in the Fall or Winter to submit me to a strict examination of 
my knowledge of Jewish religion and law. On passing that examination, 
Rabbi Engel in person was to confer on me the rabbinic ordination. Such 
conferral by a high authority was merely to add luster to the diploma, 
because, according to Jewish law, any ordained man is entitled to ordain 
another. Such a diploma facilitated, though it was not required, the secur-
ing of a rabbinic post in any Jewish community.15

Baron’s studies at the Jagiellonian University spanned a variety of courses. 
The courses that he declared to attend during the fi rst (winter) semester 
of 1913/1914 were the following:

 — Philosophy of Marcus Tullius Cicero
 — From the History of New(ish) Aesthetics
 — Theory of Knowledge
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 — Philosophical Seminar
 — General Geography of the Trade
 — Geographical Practice (seminar)
 — Austria and France at the Time of Great Revolution
 — History of Medieval Economy
 — Elementary English Language
 — Introduction to Historical Research.16

According to David Engel, Baron was “matriculating in the Faculty of Phi-
losophy, but also enrolling in several history courses.”17 In fact, Baron had 
chosen historical studies, which were provided within the Philosophical 
Faculty, and he also attended some courses in philosophy (compulsory 
within the humanities).18 The names of the lecturers and instructors Baron 
studied with are provided in the records, and they include the names of 
professors: Pawlicki, Rubczyński, Heinrich, Schwarzenberg-Czerny, Tokarz, 
Bujak. However, the infl uence of other local historians can be traced in his 
later works.

When writing about his time at the Jagiellonian University, Baron admit-
ted some regrets concerning his secular studies in Kraków:

I also regret that the heavy program prevented me from regularly attend-
ing my classes in philosophy, Polish and European history, and particu-
larly a seminar at which, in retrospect, I believe I was more vocal than 
necessary.19

Looking into family history and some other university records, we fi nd 
information on Salo’s sister, Klara Gisela Baron, who was also a student 
at the university.20 According to the university’s student records, she was 
enrolled in the Philosophical Faculty during the academic year 1911/12, and 
was listed among female students for the fi rst semester of 1913/14. Com-
paring the university fi les of the siblings, we fi nd that they chose exactly 
the same courses during the semester they were both studying at the Jagi-
ellonian University. It will, most likely, remain an unanswered question 
if it was Klara who directed her younger brother or if Salo instructed his 
older sister. We can speculate that it was convenient for the siblings to be 
enrolled in the same courses, especially knowing of Salo’s busy religious 
studies schedule. As he admitted, he did not have enough time to attend 
all his classes, so his sister’s presence might have been helpful.
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Klara Gisela Baron (born 1893) was among the fi rst female (and female 
Jewish) students to attend the Jagiellonian University. It was only in 1897 
that a special decree allowing women access to the universities was issued 
in the Austro-Hungarian Empire.21 It was, however, limited only to the study 
of philosophy. A year later, foreign female students were off ered access to 
the Philosophical Faculties of universities in Kraków and Lviv. And only 
after September 1900 could young women study medicine, and receive 
a PhD from the Medical Faculty. Yet, the fi nal enrollment depended on the 
professor’s decision.22 Jewish female students were among the fi rst granted 
access to universities, and their number was rapidly growing within the 
fi rst decades of the twentieth century.

Klara Gisela (known in the family as Gisele) terminated her studies in the 
spring of 1914. Several months later, in August 1914, she married. According 
to Shoshana Tancer, the daughter of Salo Baron, Klara Gisela emigrated to 
Palestine, and did not continue her academic career.23 The surviving fam-
ily members were not aware of the academic interest she shared with her 
younger brother. He also did not mention any joint academic activities or 
intellectual pursuits.

Following the fi rst few months at university, Salo Baron remained on his 
own for the second (spring/summer) semester of 1913/14. The courses that 
he declared for this semester covered diff erent areas than did his previous 
studies, indeed, a more diverse set of academic disciplines:

 — Spinoza
 — Philosophical and Biological Basics of Sociology
 — Psychology [cancelled24]
 — Psychology Workshop [cancelled]
 — Meteorology [cancelled]
 — Austria and France in the Years 1792-1805
 — Life in Poland in Modern Times
 — Historical Seminar (Pol.: proseminarium)
 — Elementary English Language
 — Contemporary/Modern Humanism.25

The original list of courses was shortened by crossing out three of the ten 
selected courses. The reason for the cancellation is not provided in the uni-
versity documentation, so we can only assume, based on the topics erased 
from the list, they were rather accidental and not within the range of sub-
jects Baron was interested in.
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Baron carefully handled his time in Kraków, and, focusing on studies, 
often neglected social and family life. When describing his year in Kraków, 
he realized that such a busy schedule prevented him from visiting his rel-
atives in the city as often as he probably wanted or as he was expected:

It also prevented me from visiting more frequently that I did, my Cracow 
aunt, the eldest daughter of Hirsch Wittmayer, and her children, whom 
I knew chiefl y from their occasional visits to Tarnów.26

This remark, many years after, was most probably infl uenced by the knowl-
edge of his family’s fate in the years that followed. Most of Baron’s family from 
Tarnów and Kraków perished during the Holocaust. Losing his relatives, most 
of whom he had not spent enough time with, left him with the feeling of guilt.

What was the result of Baron’s fi rst year at the Jagiellonian University? 
Certainly, he had plans to continue his studies, yet it was not clear whether 
it would be in Kraków. His memories include a detailed note on his plan for 
examinations and then rabbinic ordination, starting in the fall or winter 
1914. That plan was not followed due to the unexpected circumstances:

Unfortunately, the outbreak of World War I at the beginning of August 
1914 put an end to my type of academic year in 1914-1915, when an entirely 
new chapter in my life began.27

The outbreak of the First World War paralyzed the work of the university. 
In mid-September 1914, Russian troops moved toward Kraków, violently 
assaulting local people, and sending away hundreds of thousands of Gali-
cian residents, Jews and non-Jews alike. The war limited the operation of 
any public and state institutions, including educational ones. During the 
fi rst semester of 1914/1915, only Theological Faculty could be opened at 
the Jagiellonian University. Due to the general situation, no more than
15 percent of the students from the previous year enrolled. In addition to 
wartime challenges, the closing of the city for those who were not per-
manent residents, and military mobilization were the main obstacles for 
enrolling in the university. But, during the second semester, 1914/15, all 
four faculties reopened, and students signed up for courses once again. The 
number of students coming back to university kept growing.

Baron was among those students who did not enroll for the academic 
year 1914/15 in Kraków when the war started. Together with his parents and 
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siblings, he was in Vienna. There he continued his education at the Univer-
sity of Vienna and did not return to his homeland even when the political 
situation had changed and Austrian forces managed to recapture Galicia 
in 1915. Remaining in Vienna, he continued his studies throughout the 
war, focusing on philosophy and history. History was the fi eld in which he 
completed his fi rst doctoral degree in 1917. Later, he was awarded PhD in 
political science (1922) and in law (1923).

While in Vienna, Baron did not abandon his religious studies. He 
was ordained at the Jewish Theological Seminary in Vienna in 1920. 
His attitude toward religion changed over the years that followed. He 
remained religious but went far away from his family’s Hassidic back-
ground. “I think my father was very religious, but I did not realize 
that he was very observant,” his daughter Shoshana stated about her 
father’s religious observance: “I was 50 years old when I found out he 
was from the Hassidic family. He did not fit what an American view of 
Hassidism was.”28

After the fi rst experience as a lecturer at the Hebrew Teachers College 
in Vienna in 1926, he was then invited by Rabbi Stephen S. Wise to teach at 
the Jewish Institute of Religion in New York. Soon after, in 1930, he started 
teaching at Columbia University in the newly established Miller Chair of 
Jewish History, Literature, and Institutions.29

During his career as a university professor, Baron inspired many schol-
ars, and educated numerous historians, not only with his fascinating lec-
tures but also with many publications that followed.30 One of his former 
students, Yosef Yerushalmi, called him “the greatest Jewish historian of 
the 20th century,” in Baron’s obituary in the New York Times. Yerushalmi 
also continued Baron’s work and, in a sense, paid tribute to his legacy by 
holding the Salo W. Baron Chair of Jewish History, Culture, and Society at 
Columbia University. The chair was established in 1979 to honor the scholar 
who had taught there from 1930 until his retirement in 1963.

When he was already a professor at Columbia University, Baron vis-
ited Poland in 1937. He reunited with his family, and tried to convince his 
relatives to emigrate. It’s not known whether his travel in the summer of 
1937 was also an occasion visit the Jagiellonian University and to meet his 
old colleagues or teachers. Certainly, it was the last chance to see many of 
the people he knew in Poland, especially his Jewish relatives, friends, and 
acquaintances. We know that Baron followed the situation in Poland, espe-
cially during the World War and the Holocaust.
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As a historian and a Jewish survivor, he testifi ed in April 1961 at the trial 
of Adolf Eichmann. He spoke at the Nazi offi  cial’s trial in Jerusalem about 
anti-Semitism, European Jewry, and the responsibility of Nazi regime for the 
Holocaust. During his speech, he once again recalled his hometown Jewish 
community, 20,000 Jews who lived in Tarnów before the war. He mentioned 
his family members and friends, both in Tarnów and Kraków and the fact 
that most of them perished during the mass extermination of Polish Jewry.

Mariusz Kulczykowski, the author of the pioneering research on the 
Jewish students, and professors of the Jagiellonian University in Kraków, 
concluded his book on Jewish students who attended the university within 
the period 1867-1918, with the chapter “The Development of New Elite.”31 
He has followed almost four thousand Jewish men and women, listing 
their names and years of academic studies. Among them there were the 
best-known graduates of the Jagiellonian University, who studied during 
the period. In the book, there is a very short paragraph on Salo W. Baron:

In the academic year of 1913/1914 one of the most known Jewish histo-
rians, Salo Baron, started his studies at the Philosophical Faculty of the 
Jagiellonian University. Born in Tarnów, in 1895, the author of well known 
work on Russian Jews.32

It is my great hope that, with the advancement of Jewish studies at the 
Jagiellonian University, and the follow-up of the international conference 
hosted in Kraków devoted to the legacy of Salo W. Baron, the short para-
graph (no doubt limited by the nature of the publication) will be extended 
to many more scholarly works in Polish, devoted to the life and research of 
one of the most prominent Jews ever to attend the university.
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