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THREE TALES OF KINGS: INDEPENDENT TRADITIONS IN
EXEMPLA OF THE RABBIS (SEFER MAASIOT)

Ronit Nikolsky and Reuven Kiperwasser

The article studies the building blocks and editorial strategies of selected stories from the
anthology that has not yet received the attention it deserves from scholars of Jewish studies,
“Exempla of the Rabbis” (Sefer Maasiot), published by Moses Gaster. It is a medieval
compilation, of an eastern provenance, probably Persia, which includes about three hundred
exemplary stories of the genre maasei hakhamim. Most of the sources of the compilation are
found in Rabbinic Literature, but it also contains Medieval narrative traditions, and among
these, there are some that have not been preserved in the other sources. This article presents
the reader with a perusal of three unique narrative traditions. An analysis of these traditions
serves as a window to both the sources available to the editor of the anthology, and to the
literature available in Medieval Persia.

The first story deals with King Hadrian and his desire to become a god. It details how
and why this desire did not materialize. The second story deals with Alexander the Great’s
journey to the heights of heaven on a throne carried by birds of prey and to the depths of the
sea in a glass vessel. The third story tells of Rabbi Akiva’s victory over the Roman emperor
in a debate about the verse “He gives wisdom to the wise, and knowledge to them that know
to understand” (Daniel 2:21). The story in the Sefer Maasiot is different from what we found
in Rabbinic literature on this verse, and it features some irregular linguistic elements.

[Tarbiz — A Quarterly for Jewish Studies « LXXXX/1 (October-December 2023), pp. 7-50]



RaBBI YOM-TOV ASEVILLI’S BOOK OF REMEMBERANCE:
PHILOSOPHY, KABBALAH, HALAKHAH

Yair Lorberbaum

Rabbi Yom-Tov Asevilli’s (Ritva, Spain 1250-1320) Book of Remembrance (Sefer Ha-
Zikaron) is a defense of Maimonides’ Guide of the Perplexed against Nahmanides’ harsh
criticism in his well-known commentary on the Pentateuch. The Book of Remembrance
is puzzling, because Asevilli, a prominent halakhist of the school of Nahmanides, comes
to the defense of ha-Rav-ha-Moreh — Maimonides’ title in this book that indicate his
greatness in both halakhah and philosophy — while at the same time declares throughout his
treatise that he is an adherent of the kabbalah of “our great master,” and emphasizes that
Nahmanides criticized Maimonides because of his kabbalistic views. The first sections of
this article present the puzzling aspects that this composition raises, and the methods and
techniques that Asevilli utilizes to defend Maimonides’ philosophy. The last sections offer a
solution to the perplexity raised by the Book of Remembrance.

The Book of Remembrance is a nexus at which major trends of Jewish thought in the
High Middle Ages confront one another. This article interprets main passages of this book,
draws an intellectual portrait of Assevilli, and analyzes his views on the relations between
philosophy and kabbalah, and between both of them and halakhah. The enigma of Asevilli’s
Book of Remembrance offers an opportunity to study the relationships between philosophy,
kabbalah and halakhah in the world-view of sages from the school of Nahmanides, and
through them, to portray the intellectual history of the Jews in Spain at the turn of the
thirteenth and fourteenth centuries.

[Tarbiz — A Quarterly for Jewish Studies « XC/1 (October-December 2023), pp. 51-130]



STUDYING KABBALAH IN SOLOMON ALQABES’S AND MOSES CORDOVERO’S
CIRCLE: SEFARDIC PILPUL, PROPOSITIONS, AND YESHIVAH STUDY

Eugene D. Matanky

The main argument of this article is that the defining feature of Solomon Algabes’s and
Moses Cordovero’s kabbalistic teachings is their scholastic interpretation of the Zohar.
This approach drew upon and further developed the widespread use of logic-based
methodologies in the fields of biblical homiletics and Talmud study, commonly known as
Sephardic speculation (lyyun Sefardi), which were prevalent in fifteenth—century Castille
and thrived in the Ottoman Empire during the sixteenth century. The first part of this article
discusses how this scholastic methodology manifested in Algabes’s and Cordovero’s
extensive writings through (1) their organization of zoharic manuscripts and preparation
of a precise text, (2) their questions and propositions (hagdamot) concerning the text, and
(3) their emphasis on the importance of novel interpretations (hiddushim). This final aspect,
in particular, stands in stark contrast to earlier kabbalistic traditions that considered novel
interpretations to be completely alien to the kabbalistic tradition. Following, this article
underscores the unique character of this methodology attributed to this specific group of
kabbalists, in contrast to other kabbalists of Spanish descent, particularly those associated
with Isaac Canpanton’s school, who did not embrace this approach. Moreover, it illustrates
that the contemporary Italian kabbalists, Moses Bassola and Mordekhai Dato, specifically
made a trip to Safed to acquire this methodology after the Zohar’s publication, to enable the
correct study of the Zohar in Italy.

The second part of this article, through a detailed examination of previously unexplored
manuscripts, uncovers the significant intellectual and cultural influence of this methodology.
These manuscripts, which contain the textual unit of Ligqutei Hagdamot ascribed to Algabes,
will be identified as having been owned by the disciples of Algabes and Cordovero in Safed
during the period of 1548—1561. Based on this identification, this article demonstrates that
these individuals engaged in collective study, recorded Algabes’s teachings, and then further
edited and refined them. The implementation of this study practice is a direct outcome of the
logically derived methodology employed in their studies. Moreover, this classic and material
philological analysis indicates that Alqabes himself might have actively participated in the
development of this textual unit at a later juncture. Thus, for the first time, this article
provides material evidence of the presence of a group of kabbalists. The article posits that
this scholarly collaboration is rooted in the cultural tradition of yeshiva study, as witnessed
in the renowned Safedian study halls. In these settings, masters and disciples engaged in
a shared learning experience, even as equals, to some extent. Finally, this article presents
a comparison between Ligqutei Hagdamot and Pardes Rimonim to establish that these
kabbalistic propositions plausibly predate Alqabes. Furthermore, it posits that Cordovero’s
Pardes Rimonim might not be a compilation of medieval kabbalistic material, but rather a
compilation of preexisting scholastic arguments to which Cordovero contributed his own
insights. In this manner, it is appropriate to view Pardes Rimonim as an elaboration of the
core concepts found in Alqabes’s kabbalistic teachings.

[Tarbiz — A Quarterly for Jewish Studies + LXXXX/1 (October—December 2023), pp. 131-188]
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