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INTRODUCTTION.

In the 16th and 17th Centuries, the study of the
Torah was widespread in Jewish areas of both

East and West, in particular in Turkey, especially
in the communities of Constantinople and Salonikaj
also in Germany and Italy. However, the Jewish
community of Poland excelled all others in its
consistent pursuit of the Torah and in its crea-
tive abilities in other fields.

In Italy, a spiritual renewal took place at the
end of the 15th Century and in the 16th Century
due to immigration of Jews from France and Germany
and later from Spain and Portugal. However,
Italian Jewry never occupied a central position

in the life of the Jewish people; rather Italy
served from early times as a bridge between the
centres in Israel and those in France and Germany,
without itself reaching great creative heights.

German Jewry maintained its spiritual life, but
here too a weakening and decline were evident,
A number of important and ancient communities
were destroyed in the 15th Century and others
did not arise to take their place.

The Jews who were exiled to Turkey after their
expulsion from Spain, in the 2 or 3 generations
after their arrival in Turkey, exhibited great
creativity and boasted a number of important
figures. However, this cannot be regarded as
the beginning of a new period; on the contrary
it was the close of a great period in Spain.

This was not the case with Polish Jewry. After
a number of generations of tranquility, it




gathered strength; its numbers increased and its
boundaries were extended by the addition of new

areas in Greater Poland. At the time, synagogues
were bullt and place for study of Torah established.

These communities reformed their internal organi-
sation and the first traces of a country-wide
organisation made their appearance. By the middle
of the 17th Century the Jewish community in Poland
had emerged as a strong force. 1Its aspirations
were ambitious and the goals it set itself and
hoped for from others, were numerous. It was now
aware of its greater strength and the rele it has
to fulfil in the life of the Jewish people as a
whole.

The community reached a high point, not only in a
spiritual sense, but also in a material and eco-
nomic sense. One may say that the léth Century
was a Golden Age of Polish Jewry. One of the
great men of this generation, Rabbi Moses Isserles
wrote to one of his friends, who was preparing to
enter the Rabbinate in Germany: "Perhaps a dry,
but peaceful piece of bread is preferable in these
lands (i.e. Poland) than the growing hatred as in
Germany; and may it continue to be so till the
coming of our Messiah". Thus Polish Jewry enjoyed
peace and tranquility. Study of the Torah spread
rapidly and took deep root by the middie of the
16th Century. The head of the Rabbinical College
was held in high regard in every comnunity and his
words were heeded by most of its members.

Rabbi Solomon Luria achieved fame as head of his
college in Lublin, where during the season of the
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fairs other college heads and their desciples
would come. They consideredit an honour to
come to the fairs and to the meetings of the
"Council of the Land" accompanied by many of
their students. This may have been due to the
influence ot the Gentiles, among whom it was
customary for the important nobles to come to.
the meetings of the "Sem" (i.e. Poligh Parlia-
ment) accompanied by an entourage of lesser
subordinate nobles. (The Maharshal) i.e. Rabbi
Solomon Luria mentions this in his complaint
about those who after entering the Rabbinate
"began to domineer and collect young men with
great wealth in the manner of the nobles who
hired servants to run ahead of them." (Yam
Shel Shelomoh, Baba Kamma 8 - 58, 66).

We witness a stream of students flowing to the
colleges of Poland from other countries. Every
community had its own College and there was no
need to send emissaries to collect donations from
other communities since it sufficed if each com-
munity and its neighbours organised and maintained
their own College.

With this spiritual and material! success, literary
creativity flourished. The history of Hebrew
literature in Poland began in the middle of the
16th Century. Only a few fragments of the earlier
learning and wisdom of the Sages of Poland have
survived to this day, and they do not comprise a
complete entity. The hitherto sealed well of
creativity was opened and its waters flowed pro-
fusely thanks to the work of Rabbi Moses Isserles
and Rabbi Solomon Luria. These two great men were




the pillars of Talmudic literature in Poland and
their work will endure for generations. Simul-
taneously, the literature of the Responsa flou-
rished. These two scholars were the first to
leave behind their collections of Responsa.

By its very nature, each work on Halacha is
grounded in the conditions of the real world and
is influenced by them. Hence each throws light
not only on its specific Halachic topic, but

also on various aspects of the life of the period.

For the purpose of investigating Jewish life in
the 16th Century therefore, the works of Rabbi
Solomon Luria have been selected as the source
of, and aid to, the study of various aspects of
life of the period.

There are many facets to this selection. First

as mentioned above, Rabbi Luria emerged as one

of the main spokesmen of Polish Jewry of his time;
he was one of the first to leave behind him col-
lections of Responsa, from which we are able to
obtain a clear picture of the organisational
structure of Polish Jewry.

It is worthy of note with the cultural and literary
flowering of Polish Jewry, the craft of printing
began to spread and take root in its midst. The
first Hebrew printing house was founded in 1534

in the city of Cracow. A few years later a large
printing house was founded in Lublin whioh pub-
lished the first edition of the Mishnah in Poland.
Both these printing houses flourished for many
years and published hundreds of books. This
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development influenced the spread of written works
and helped to bring together varying and distant
scholarly circles.. However, this also led to the
problem of varying versions and readings caused
either by printer's errors or through the publisher's
inability to read the printed word accurately.

Rabbi Solomon Luria excelled in his great ability

of research and commentary. His method was to

gather all the available opinions on a given Halechic
topic and to examine them so as to determine the
correct interpretation based on the one and only
source, which was the Talmud.

In one of his great works with the title "The Wisdom
of Solomon', his aim was to eradicate from the Talmud
and its commentators all the errors of copylists and
printers which had arisen over a long period of time.
For this purpose, he required to have various manu-
scripts of the Taelmud and early commentaries.

The Publisher testifies to this in his introduction
saying: "He spared no efforts in obtaining the
Gemarot of Rashi and the Tosephot on old parchment".
Rabbi Luria says of himself in a number of places:
"Thus in accurate books". (Baba-Metziah 108b) "As

I have corrected in accurate books". - (Eruvin, 37b).

Frequently he was aided in establishing the reading
and the commentary on the matter by reference to
Sefer Ha-aruch (a lexicon of Talmudic works written
by Rabbi Natan of Rome), (Baba-Metziah: 84b, 85b,
86a, 89a).
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In his book "Wisdom of Solomon', Rabbi Luria appesars
as sharply critical of the texts and he makes use

of all the devices of the art that are used by critics
today. Hence his writings are a worthy source for
and an aid to investigating within this period., One
may conclude that his words are well considered and
carefully selected, and hence accurate and close to
the truth.

In my work, the focus is placed on two important.
aspects:

1. The literary and Halechic works of Rabbi S.
Luria, in which the writer is portrayed.

2. The collection of historical information on
the position of the “Jews with reference to:-
structure and organisation, economics, re-
ligious and social life.

This .information was gathered from all the available
works of Rabbi Luria, with special emphasis on his
book of Responsa, since it reflects most faithfully
the actual picture of Jewish 1ife as it arises from
the queries. An investigation into Rabbi Luria's
writings leads to the conclusion that he was con-
cerned not only with Halechic topics, but with the
issues of his day and his work holds much of interest.

In describing the structure and organisation of the
Jewish Community, we introduce the reader to the
duties and responsibilities of the heads of the
Community. We show the significance of the positions
of the Rabbi, the Cantor, the Shochat (Slaughterer)
etc. In addition we deal with other institutions of
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prime importance in the Community, namely the
Synagogue and the Beth-Din (Ecclesiastical Court).

We can assess the condition of the synagogues,
which were housed in fine buildings. In some of
the old communities such as Lvov, Cracow, Lublin
and Vilna and its surroundings, very impressive
synagogues are preserved to this day, which were
built in the 16th Century.

The Synagogue served not only as a place of study
and worship, but also served the needs of the com-
munity for general meetings and for elections to
communal institutions. In the courtyards of the
Synagogues, there were to be found other buldings
such as the court, the school, the ritual bath and
others. 1In some, there was also a jail for the
confinement of those sentenced by the court or the
community autbority. In the corridor was the iron
chain (Kuna) for binding the prisoner. In times
of trouble, this sturdy building served as a place
of refuge and safety for members of the community.

The Ecclesiastical Court (Beth-Din) was one of the
most important pillars on which Polish Jewry rested.
Jewish legal autonomy was almost total in the 16th
Century, The prohibition against the Gentile law-
courts, was observed by a large section of the Com-
munity. The Rabbis with Rabbi Luria at their head,

fought vigorously against those who disregarded
this prohibition,

The weapon of excommuniation served as a threat and
was used against those who refused to come to court
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or to carry out its verdict. This ban was announced
in the synagogue. Although the court was not always
able to enforce its verdict, it generally maintained
its authority.

The weapon of excommunication served as a threat and
was used against those who refused to come to court
or to carry out its verdict. This ban was announced
in the synagogue. Although the court was not always
able to enforce its verdict it generally maintained
its authority.

The most important form of corporal punishment was
lashing, but this could frequently be replaced by
payment of a fine. Another punishment which was
severe for the victim, was the shaving of the head
and beard. Rabbi Luria testifies "There is mno
greater shame than this; greater even than cutting
off a limb", (Yam Shel Shelomo, Baba-Kamma, 8-14).

From the economic point of view, we suggest support
for the commonly held opinion that the Maharshal
Period can be reckoned as the 'Golden Era' to the
material, intellectual and religious 1life of the
Jews of the last and 3rd quarters of the 16th Century.
i The cases cited, pdrtray a vivid picture of the Jew~-
j ish way of 1life in Poland. We see the Jews at thelr
business, in their shops and at the local fairs. We
note their acitivities particularly those of refining
salt, collecting taxes, etc. However, we point out
; the difficulties for the miadle~class in borrowing
money resulting from the Jewish law concerning in-
terest. In order to maintain their economic life
these handicaps had to be overcome and we show some

—



—

11.
of the means used to do this.

We see the people as they settle their law-suits and
as they bribe government officials for the privilege
i to submit a tender or buy the right for an official

E offer. We have suggested that it was in fact a bribe
and not "just a bit of purboir or a tip" (Jacob B.
Mankens - Bib).

We consider the cultural and religious life of the

e

Jews and show how new customs arose. We note, for
example, that a scholar studying Talmud with an
uncovered head was generally considered a heretic -
but not by Rabbl Luria.

We trace the influences of the neighbourhood and
| wider environment of Jewish life. They were not
free from superstition; Jewish youth wore amulets
to ward off evil spirits and Jews consulted gentile
| sorcerers to cure various ailments. We deal too
with the morals of the family as reflected in a
variety of specific cases: The deserter, the
bigamist, etc. We consider, in detail, the "Herem"
(excommunication) of Rabbenu Gershon and the effect
this had on married life. We present R, Luria's
views concerning the means and methods the people
used to observe Jewish traditionms.

We reflect on the Responsum XXIX "Genealogy of
Geonium and Tosafists". Here is a document so
important that Graetz (Geschichte 1894, v.6 pp.

330 FF note) considered it necessary to copy its
first half verbatum, because it sheds light on an
otherwise clouded subject: the question of tradition
and succession in French Ashkenazic school. We

show that although this document 1s of very great
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value, there are mevertheless qulte a few of Rabbi
Luria's factual statements which need correction
and we suggest how this might be done.

We have tried to contribute to a clearer picture
and a greater understanding of how Jews lived in
Poland during the period of Rabbi Solomon Luria.
Leading authorities - amnong them the historian
Graetz (Dibre Yeme Yisrael, Warsaw 1899 v.F. pp.
321) agree that Rabbi Luria has something of
Maimonides about him, because of his compelling
logic, his methodical thinking and the lucid and
precise language which he employs.

lle was characterised by a Rabbi Ezekiel Landau,

! (Noda Bi-Yechuda, on Hoshen Mishpat 533) as one who

; had "the heart of a Lion", because he was bold and
independent in his thinking and frequently disregarded
the dicta of recognised authorities. For his deci-
sions he depended largely upon the Talmud, the source
of all Jewish interpretation of the law and we have
uged his writings as a source for reflection on the
life of the House of Israel in Poland.

The 100 years between 1548-1648, contribute the
brightest period of Polish Jewry's history: However
it was severely struck by the decrees of 1648-1549
and the ensuing chaos to such an extent that it did
not recover its former strength in later years.
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