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Backwards and Forwards
Knowing Torah — to What Extent?
There is an interesting anecdote related by the Brisker Rav
concerning two stellar Torah figures — the famed brothers
R’ Chaim and R’ Zalman of Volozhin — who were prime
disciples of the venerable Vilna Gaon. R’ Chaim Volozhiner
is known, amongst other things, for establishing the
“Mother of Yeshivos” in Volozhin, upon which all modernday institutions of higher Talmudic learning are based. His
brother is known for his incredible diligence, a major factor
to which his extraordinary breadth of Torah knowledge
can be attributed. His accomplishments are all the more
impressive given the fact that he passed away, unfortunately,
at a relatively young age.

Contest of Giants
R’ Chaim was asked to describe the full extent of R’
Zalman’s Torah knowledge. He responded that R’ Zalman
knew the entirety of Torah by heart and was as fluent in
this voluminous material as we are in the recitation of the
familiar Ashrei prayer. The questioners continued: Surely
the accomplishments of the Vilna Gaon — R’ Zalman’s
rebbi — must have surpassed those of his disciple. But if
R’ Zalman knew the entirety of Torah as well as we know
Ashrei, in what way could the Gaon’s scholarship exceed
such a level? To which R’ Chaim answered: While we may
be able to recite Ashrei by heart with ease, this is only if
we go in order — from beginning to end. Trying to recite
even the familiar Ashrei backwards would be a much more
difficult feat. This was the difference between the acumen
of R’ Zalman and the Vilna Gaon. While R’ Zalman knew
the entirety of Torah “like Ashrei,” that was only forwards.
The Gaon knew the entirety of Torah both frontwards and
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backwards, as well as we could recite Ashrei (in the regular
manner).
There is a somewhat puzzling aspect of this assessment.
In addition to his outstanding breadth of knowledge, the
Vilna Gaon was also renowned for his strenuous efforts in
Torah study. Chazal expound the opening section of this
week’s parshah to contain the secret for Torah mastery:
through unmitigated toil. In the context of the laws of tumas
ohel (ritual defilement incurred through association with a
corpse), the verse states: “This is the Torah (law): When a
man dies in a tent (Bamidbar 19:14). The Gemara (Gittin
57b) understands in these words a reference to the attainment
of Torah itself: ימים ֶא ָלא ְּב ִמי ֶׁש ֵמ ִמית
ִ ּתֹורה ִמ ְת ַק ְי
ָ ֵאין ִד ְב ֵרי
.ּתֹורה ָא ָדם ִּכי־יָמּות ְּבא ֶֹהל
ָ ֱא ַמר זֹאת ַה
ֶ יהם ֶׁשנ
ֶ — ַע ְצמֹו ָע ֵל
“True success in learning Torah can only be achieved by
one who ‘kills himself’ over it, as the verse says: ‘This is the
(way to achieve in) Torah: When a man dies in the tent (i.e.,
the “tent” of Torah; a reference to the study hall).’ And the
Vilna Gaon personified this virtue. So much of a premium
did he place on personal exertion in Torah study that he
turned down one of the most wondrous offers ever made
to mortal man. The Gaon was approached by Heavenly
messengers who offered to reveal to him certain secrets of
the Torah, but the Gaon refused; he was interested only in
knowledge attained through his own efforts.
The account of the Vilna Gaon’s remarkable fluency in Torah,
while enlightening, also seems somewhat perplexing. As
with all of his achievements in the realm of Torah study, the
feat of attaining such a level of fluency both forwards and
backwards must have been accomplished through intense
and purposeful efforts. In other words, the Gaon must have
felt that this was an important goal, so much so that it was
worthwhile to expend such efforts on its attainment. Which
begs the question: What, exactly, is the specific mitzvah to
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know Torah both forwards and backwards?

For background purposes, we present here a brief
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The Problem with Seaweed

Upon delving into some of the intricacies of this
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Although possibly not the most fashionable by current
standards, people did utilize (at one point or another)
the abundant fibrous material supplied
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