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INTRODUCTION

One of the most common assumptions about Jews, especially
those living in modern times, is their conspicuous involvement
in and propensity for scientific achievement. The assumption
is based on the noticeably high percentage of Jewish scientists
throughout the Western world, and particularly the high percent-
age of Nobel Prize recipients in physics, chemistry, and medicine
who are Jews. Various writers have offered an assortment of gen-
erally impressionistic explanations of this striking phenomenon.
These include a perceived openness to the sciences in Jewish reli-
gious thought, the Jewish drive to try harder in the face of preju-
dice and discrimination, the Jewish gene pool, and the modes of
education in rabbinic Judaism that parallel those in the theoreti-
cal sciences.! Some remarks of C. P. Snow in a lecture delivered
in 1969 are typical:

Take any test of achievement you like—in any branch of
science, mathematics, literature, music, public life. The Jew-
ish performance has been not only disproportionate, but also
ridiculously disproportionate. The record is remarkable, and
quite outside any sort of statistical probabilities.

1. A good example of this kind of discussion is found in an essay by
C. Domb entitled “Jewish Distinction in Science,” in A. Gotfryd et al., eds.,
Fusion: Absolute Standards in a World of Relativity: Science, the Arts, and Con-
temporary Life in the Light of the Torah (Jerusalem, 1990), pp. 29-44, See
also 1. Carmin and H. Cohen, fews in the World of Science (New York, 1956);
R. Patai, The Jewish Mind (New York, 1977), pp. 315-42, especially his sum-
maries of the views of Thorstein Veblen, Chaim Weizmann, and Lewis
Feuer, pp. 331-34.
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This isn’ arguable. The facts are plain. But why is it? One answer is,
of course, that the Jewish environment makes for the utmost use of talent.
Apart from the Jewish respect for education, the very obvious truth that a
Jewish person starts with two strikes against him means that he will struggle
when others don’t. In that case, in countries like the United States and the
United Kingdom, where the environment is presumably less oppressive than
at any time since the Babylonian captivity—or perhaps short interludes in
Moorish Spain—one would expect this explosion of talent in due course to
lose its force.

What will happen? Or is there something in the Jewish gene pool which
produces talent on quite a different scale from, say, the Anglo-Saxon gene
pool? I am prepared to believe that that may be so. One would like to know

more about the Jewish gene pool.?

Even more ubiquitous is the image of the Jewish doctor, an image deeply
rooted in Western culture from at least medieval times. Anatole Broyard, the
former editor of the New York Times Book Review, writing several years ago in
the Times Magagine about the illness that was soon to take his life, poignantly
captured an impression undoubtedly drawn from the historical experience of
eatlier generations:

I was also aware of a certain predisposition in myself in favor of Jewish
doctors. I thought of them as the trouble-shooters—the physicians, lawyers,
brokers, arbiters, and artists—of contemporary life. History had convinced
them that life was a disease. My father, who was an old-fashioned South-
ern anti-Semite, insisted on a Jewish doctor when he developed cancer of
the bladder. A Jewish doctor, he argued, had been bred in medicine. In my
father’s Biblical conception, a Jew’s life was a story of study, repair, and re-
form. A Jewish doctor knew what survival was worth, because he had had
to fight for his. Obliged to treat life as a business as well as a pleasure, Jews
drove hard bargains. To lose a patient was bad business. In his heart, I think

2. Quoted by Domb, “Jewish Distinction in Science,” p. 31.
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my father believed that a Jewish doctor was closer to God and could use that
connection to “Jew down” death.

I cite the observations of Snow and Broyard, both non-Jews, neither to con-
cur with nor to criticize them, but merely to illustrate how widely expressed such
perceptions are. It is all the more remarkable, then, that although the relation
between Jews and science and medicine is often noticed, little scholarly analysis
has been devoted to exploring this perceived relation in its historical context,
and particularly to elucidating the factors in the Jewish cultural experience that
might have encouraged the Jewish interest in and pursuit of the sciences. There
is surely no dearth of recent literature on Judaism and science, but almost all of
it stems from a community of Orthodox scientists who are writing to explain,
to justify, and to reconcile their simultaneous and seemingly contradictory com-
mitments to science and traditional Jewish faith. Their numerous publications in
English and Hebrew include an entire journal devoted to the subject, sponsored
by the Association of Orthodox Jewish Scientists.* Several important religious

thinkers, primarily Orthodox, have also addressed the apparent incongruity be-

3. A. Broyard, “Doctor, Talk to Me,” New York Times Magazine, Aug. 26, 1990, p. 33 (repr.
as chap. 3 of his book Intoxicated by My lliness and Other Writings on Life and Death, comp. and
ed. Alexandra Broyard [New York, 1992}, pp. 37-47).

4. 1 cite a representative sampling: Gotfryd et al., Fusion: Absolute Standards; T. Levitan,
ed., Viewpoints on Science and fudaism (New York, 1978); S. Roth, Science and Religion: Studies
in Torak Judaism (New York, 1966); A. Carmell and C. Domb, eds., Challenge: Torah Views
on Science and Its Problems (London, 1976); National Conference of Synagogue Youth, Torat
and Science Reader (New York, 1971); N. Lamm, Zorah U-Madda: The Encounter of Religious
Learning and Worldly Knowledge in the Jewish Tradition (Northvale, N.J., 1990); L. Levi, Torak and
Science: Their Interplay in the World Scheme (Jerusalem, 1983); C. Zimmerman, Zora and Reason:
Insiders and Qutsiders of Torah (New York, 1979); Proceedings of the Association of Orthodox Jewish
Scientists (New York, 1970-); Emunah, Dat u-Maddak: Ha-Kinnus ha-Shenati Le-Makhshevet ha-
Yahadut 11 (Jerusalem, 1965-66). The most serious attempt to systematize and evaluate this
body of material is S. Rosenberg, Torah u-Madda be-Hagut ha-Yehudit ha-Hadasha (Jerusalem,
1988). Rosenberg divides these responses into six categories (to my mind, overlapping and a
bit confusing), discusses each, and offers representative readings in each category. N. J. Efron
has also discussed some of this literature in “Science and the Jewish Question: The Socio-
logics of Science and Traditional Judaism” (paper delivered at symposium “The Interaction
of Scientific and Jewish Cultures,” Jewish Public Library, Montreal, June 1990).
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tween the preoccupations of Jewish scientists and the demands and values of
Jewish faith and practice. These writers, while assuming but not explaining the
preponderance of Jews in scientific endeavors, offer a wide array of theological
responses to the study of the natural sciences> While generally lacking histori-
cal perspective with regard to science or Jewish attitudes, they do provide some
clear notions for historians to test and refine.$ Of a totally different sort are two
recent discussions by a historian of ancient Judaism and a philosopher of mod-
ern science comparing the cognitive modes of classical rabbinic Judaism with
those of premodern and modern science.” Although there are some truth and
considerable insight in their positions, neither offers, to my mind, an adequate
historical explanation of the dynamic and complex interactions between science
and Judaism. Such theoretical-typological discussions tend to reduce reality to a
single categorization or abstract definition, flattening the differences of specific
times and places into homogeneous, immutable, and predictable entities called
science and Judaism.

5. Some of this literature is cited in the previous note and discussed in Rosenberg, Torah
u-Madda.

6. Of special importance are the positions of ]. B. Soloveitchik, in Halakhic Man, trans. L.
Kaplan (Philadelphia, 1983), and L. Leibowitz, in Judaism, Human Values, and the Jewish State,
ed. E. Goldman (Cambridge, Mass., 1992), pp. 132~41. While Soloveitchik consistently subor-
dinates fascination with nature to the objectives and standards of halakhic activity, Leibowitz
sees science and religion as totally distinct domains. Science for Leibowitz deals exclusively
with facts, religion with values. Thus they can never conflict with each other, since each
functions within its distinct jurisdiction and with its own objectives.

7. I refer to the provocative essay of J. Neusner, “Why No Science in Judaism?” published
by the Jewish Studies Program of Tulane University (New Orleans, 1987) and republished
in a somewhat different form as chap. 7 of The Making of the Mind of Judai For
Age, Brown Judaic Studies, no. 133 (Atlanta, 1987), pp. 139-60, entitled “Why No Science
in the Mind of Judaism?” Neusner’s lecture stimulated the thinking of M. Fisch in several

essays, especially “The Perpetual Covenant of Jewish Learning,” in E, Spolsky, ed., Summon-
ing: Ideas of the Covenant in Literary Theory (Albany, 1993), and in his book Lada at Hokkmah:
Madah, Ragionaliyut ve-Talmud Torah (Tel Aviv, 1994). My sincere thanks to Professor Fisch
for sharing his writings with me before publication. While Neusner sees the rabbinic logic
of “fixed association” as generally incompatible with scientific modes of thinking and dis-
covery, Fisch contends that the rabbis’ standards of rationality were “intriguingly akin to
those characteristic of the sciences as we now have come to understand them.”
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If the subject of Jewish culture and its relation to the sciences is to be studied
historically, and not merely for contemporary and apologetic purposes;? it needs
to be examined first within manageable historical units. Because little adequate
and up-to-date historical literature on the relation exists,’ I have chosen to focus
on one period within one relatively uniform cultural landscape. From the per-
spective of the history of modern science, the early modemn period, from the
late sixteenth to the late eighteenth century, commonly referred to as the age
of scientific revolution, is of critical importance. There were revolutionary sci-
entific discoveries in astronomy, physics, and the life sciences, a far-reaching
dissemination of knowledge about the natural world through printed books, a
dramatic reevaluation of what constitutes knowledge and the authority it com-
mands in European culture, and a radical transformation in the ways human
beings viewed the cosmos and their place within it.® The impact of the new
sciences on Christian cultures, both Protestant and Catholic, has given rise to
an impressive and stimulating literature in recent years." In contrast, the im-
pression of science on Jewish culture of early modern Europe has hardly been
examined in contemporary historical research.!?

8. Despite the many historical insights of Norman Lamm’s recent book Toreh U-Madda,
its objective is apologetics, not history, as the author admits.

9. L cite this literature throughout the book.

10. This is not the place to cite extensive bibliographical references to this vast topic. A
general orientation to some standard texts can be acquired from P. Corsi and O. Weindling,
eds., /nformation Sources in the History of Science and Medicine (London, 1983); from the informa-
tive essays in D. C. Lindberg and R. S. Westman, eds., Reagpraisals of the Scientific Revolution
(Cambridge, 1992); and in R. C. Olby et al., eds., Companion to the History of Modern Science
(London, 1990). Other works are cited throughout this book.

11. See, for example, the essays of P. Corsi and M. MacDonald in /nformation Sources and the
essay by ]. H. Brooke in Companion. See also P. Dear, “The Church and the New Philosophy,”
in S. Pumfrey, P. Rossi, and M. Slawinski, eds., Science, Culture and Popular Belief in Renaissance
Europe (Manchester, 1991), pp. 119-39. Another useful text with bibliographic references is
D. C. Lindberg and R. L. Numbers, eds., God and Nature: Historical Essays on the Encounter
between Christianity and Science (Berkeley, 1986). Some of this literature is also reviewed in the
introduction to my Kabbaleh, Magic and Science: The Cultural Universe of a Sixteenth-Century

Jewisk Physician (Cambridge, Mass., 1988).

12. 1 will have occasion to refer to the few studies that do exist. Cf. D. B. Ruderman, Sci-

ence, Medicine, and Jewisk Culture in Early Modern Europe, Spiegel Lectures in European Jewish
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Is this dearth of interest on the part of historians of Jewish culture a reflection
of their own cultural priorities and interests, or is the dialogue between science
and early modern Jewish culture simply unworthy of historical scrutiny? Surely,
a major part of the answer is related to the conventional ways in which the period
has been depicted in contemporary historical research. As a recent scholar has
pointed out, Jewish historians have usually treated the era as a mere extension
of the Jewish Middle Ages.'* Whereas the early modern period in general Euro-
pean history has been considered a major watershed politically, economically,
socially, and culturally, it has appeared in patently dissimilar terms in Jewish
historiography.* For the era characterized by European historians as one of
momentous political and cultural changes—the Renaissance, the Reformation
and the ensuing wars of religion, the consolidation of modern nation-states,
the shift of political and economic power from the Mediterranean to northern
Europe, the rise of capitalism, and the birth of modern science—historians of
European Jewry have emphasized heightened hostility to Jews, expulsions, and
political, ‘economic, and cultural dislocation and decline. The rise of modern
nation-states severely weakened and eventually undermined Jewish communal
cohesiveness in the West. The hopes of Jewish-Christian rapport in the Renais-
sance were dashed by the renewed hostility against and oppression of Jews
during the Reformation and Counter-Reformation. Denied the opportunity of
sharing the political and economic boons of northern and western Europe,
the majority of the Jews were obliged to settle in the eastern Mediterranean
or in eastern Europe, areas of less importance for the development of Euro-

pean culture and society in this period. Economically, only “exceptional” Jews

History, no. 7, ed. L. P. Gartner (Tel Aviv, 1987), for a preliminary discussion of the issues I
raise below, with bibliographic references, as well as the introduction to Ruderman, Kabbalah,
Magic, and Science.

13. J. L. Israel, European Jewry in the Age of Mercansilism, 1550-1750 (Oxford, 1985), p. 1.

14. 1 omit here unnecessary bibliographical references, but surely the reader can substan-
tiate my generalizations by referring to the standard treatments of Jewish history from Graetz
to Baer and Roth. The well-known text of R. Seltzer, Jewish People—fewish Thought (New York,
1980) is typical of this approach. I hope to return to the question of periodization of early
modern Jewish history in a future study. For the time being, see my review of |. I. Israel’s

book in the Jewish Quarterly Review 78 (1987): 154-59.
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participated in capitalistic enterprises in the West; the majority lived far from
the centers of economic growth and mercantilism. And notwithstanding occa-
sional Jewish and converso physicians, Jewish cognizance of, and involvement
in, scientific activity have appeared inconsequential.

If Jews had actually departed from the center stage of European history
in the early modern period, their culture would accordingly reflect this politi-
cal and economic decline. Thus, the cultural activity of Jews usually has been
described as a disengagement, a retrenchment of cultural energies—from an
open and symbiotic relationship with western European civilization during the
Renaissance to a turning-in and estrangement from it in the late sixteenth and
seventeenth centuries.!”> Most historical accounts of Jewish life in this era have
focused either on the revival of Jewish mysticism and messianism surrounding
the figures of Isaac Luria and Shabbatai Zevi, and the subsequent crisis and de-

cline of rabbinic authority,!¢ or on the rise of relatively insulated rabbinic culture

15. See, for example, Seltzer, Jewish People, pp. 454-55: “In contrast to the great innovative
ages of the Jewish past . . . the early modern period in Jewish history was predominantly a time
of intellectual and spiritual isolation.” Similarly, J. Guttmann, Phidosophies of Judaism (Phila-
delphia, 1964), p. 289: “The barrier which separated Judaism from the spiritual and social life
of Europe was not breached until the middle of the eighteenth century. Until that time, the
major European streams of thought came into only superficial contact with the world of Juda-
ism. German and Polish Jews were not alone in rejecting any contact with foreign cultures,
and occupied themselves exclusively with the Talmud and its problems. Even the broad and
many-faceted culture of the Italian and Dutch Jews was rooted in the Jewish Middle Ages,
and was only peripheraily affected by modern culture. The eighteenth century Enlightenment
was the first movement to bring about a complete and concrete social and spiritual contact
with modern Europe.” Cf. also M. Meyer, “Where Does the Modern Period of Jewish History
Begin?” Judaism 24 (1975): 329~38. On the disengagement of Italian Jewry from European
culture, see R. Bonfil, Rabbis and Jewish C ities in Renaissance Italy (Oxford, 1990), chap. 6,
especially pp. 322-23: “By the end of this process Jewish cultural developments had been cut

off from the wider cultural milieu, in which the foundations of modern philosophy flourished
on the ruins of Renaissance philosophy without Jewish participation. . . . The enhanced sense
of Jewish national uniqueness . . . isolated Jewish thought from general thought and brought
about the end of fruitful co-operation between the Jewish rabbinate in Italy and Christian
scholars.” But see Bonfil’s later view below (n. 24).

16. I refer to the dominant historical view of G. Scholem, in Major Trends in Jewish Mysticism
(New York, 1941) and Sabbatai Sevi: The Mystical Messiah (Princeton, 1973).
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and political institutions in eastern Europe.’” The only exception to this charac-
terization is the deseription of the so-called converso diaspora, which occurred
especially in Amsterdam, a primary meeting ground of Jewish and Western cul-
ture in the seventeenth century.® But this converso phenomenon often appears
unrelated or peripheral to the preoccupations of the major part of Jewish society
living outside western Europe in this era. Thus Jewish historians have tended to
postpone until the end of the eighteenth century and later the “reawakening”
of Jews to modern culture and their eventual reintegration into the mainstream
of European society.

This general assessment of Jewish society and culture in the early modern
period has been challenged recently on several grounds. Jonathan Israel has ar-
gued that the period between 1570 and 1713 marked the start of a reintegration
of Jews into western Europe and the positive transformation of their social and
economic status. With reentry, Jews began to exert “a most profound and per-
vasive impact” on western Europe in both the cultural and economic spheres.!”
Moshe Idel has challenged several key assumptions about the evolution and dis-
semination of the kabbalah in this era, including the notions that the kabbalah,
especially in Italy, was a force for growing isolation from the outside world, and
that the Lurianic kabbalah was widespread in Europe and precipitated, more
than any other cause, the spread of Sabbatian messianism.? Yehudah Liebes has

17. See, for example, B. Weinryb, 7he Jews of Poland (Philadeiphia, 1973), and, more re-
cently, J. Elbaum, Pesihut ve-Histagrut (Jerusalem, 1990), with its extensive bibliography.

18. On the problem of defining the culture of Amsterdam Jewry of the seventeenth century
as “traditional” or “modern,” see Y. Kaplan, “The Portuguese Community in Seventeenth-
Century Amsterdam: Between Tradition and Change” (in Hebrew), Proceedings of the Israel
Academy of Sciences and the H jties, vol. 7, no. 6 (Jerusalem, 1986), pp. 161-81. For fusther
references, see chap. 10 below.

19. Israel, European Jewry, esp. p. 1.

20. M. Idel, Kabbalah: New Perspectives (New Haven, 1988), pp. 250-71, as well as several
of his other essays, especially “Major Currents in Italian Kabbalah between 1560-1660,” Jtakia

Judaica, vol. 2 (Rome, 1986), pp. 24362 (repr. in D. B. Ruderman, ed., Essential Papers on Jewish
Culture in Renaissance and Baroque ltaly [New York, 1992), pp. 345-68); “One from a Town,
Two from a Clan: A New Look at the Problem of the Diffusion of Lurianic Kabbalah and
Sabbatianism” (in Hebrew), Pe’amum 44 (1991): 5-30 (this essay has also appeared in English
in Jewish History 7 {1993]: 79-104).
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rethought the nature and impact of Sabbatianism on Jewish culture, particularly
its supposed gnostic, messianic, and political character? Elhanan Reiner and
Ze’ev Gries, among others, have begun to examine the impact of printing on
Jewish culture in early modern Europe, along with the widening circles, and
subsequent empowerment, of Jewish readers.?? Elliott Horowitz has explored
important aspects of the history of Jewish popular culture in early modern
Europe.?? Yosef Kaplan has deepened our understanding of the social and intel-
lectual ramifications of the converso experience in Amsterdam and elsewhere in
the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries?* Robert Bonfil has revised the view of
Jewish culture in the Italian ghettos of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries
as insulated and uncreative; on the contrary, he contends, the peculiar ambiance
of the ghetto was culturally vibrant and paradoxically encouraged secularizing
and modernizing tendencies among ltalian Jews—tendencies more potent and
more significant than those of the Renaissance

21. Y. Liebes, “The Ideological Basis of the Polemic over Hayon” (in Hebrew), Proceedings
of the Eighth World Congress of Jewish Studies (Jerusalem, 1982), unit 2, pp. 129-34; more expan-
sively in his “Sabbatian Messianism” (in Hebrew), Pe'amim 40 (1989):4-20 (trans. B. Stein in
Liebes, Studies in Jewish Myth and Jewish Messianism [Albany, 1993], pp. 93-106).

22. See E. Reiner, “Changes in the Yeshivot of Poland and Ashkenaz in the Sixteenth and
Seventeenth Centuries and the Debate over ‘Pilpul’” (in Hebrew), in 1. Bartal et al, eds.,
Ke-Minkag Ashkenay ve-Polin: Sefer Yovel le-Chone Shmeruk (Jerusalem, 1993), pp. 9-80, and his
forthcoming Hebrew essay, “Itinerate Ashkenazic Preachers in the Early Modern Period”;
Z. Gries, Sifrut Ha-Hanhagot: Toldoteha u-Mekomah be-Hayye Hasidei Ba'al Shem Tov (Jerusalem,
1990), and his Sefer, Sofer ve-Sippur be-Reshit ha-Hasidur (Tel Aviv, 1992).

23. See, for example, E. Horowitz, “The Eve of the Circumcision: A Chapter in the History
of Jewish Nightlife,” Journal of Social History 23 (1989): 45-70 (repr. in Ruderman, Essential
Papers, pp. 554-88); “Coffee-Houses and the Nocturnal Rituals of Early Modern Jewry,” Asso-
ciation for Jewish Studies Review 14 (1989): 17-46; and “The Way We Were: Jewish Life in the
Middle Ages,” fewish History 1 (1986): 79-90.

24. In addition to his numerous articles, see Kaplan’s from Christanity to fudaism: The Story
of Isaac Orobio de Castro (Oxford, 1989) and his forthcoming book on social deviance in the
converso community of Amsterdam. See as well chap. 10 below.

25. R. Bonfil, “Change in the Cultural Patterns of a Jewish Society in Crisis: Italian Jewry
at the Close of the Sixteenth Century,” Jewisk History 3 (1988): 11-30 (repr. in Ruderman,
Essential Papers; and see the introduction to that volume as well). See, most recently, R. Bonfil,

Jewish Life in Renaissance ftaly, trans. A. Oldcorn (Berkeley, 1994).
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It is within the context of a more nuanced view of the early modern period in
Jewish culture, one that is appreciative of its distinctive and autonomous char-
acter;? that the argument of this book should be seen. I am proposing that an
important ingredient of the changing culture was an acute awareness of and
positive attitude toward contemporaneous medical and scientific discoveries.
This enhanced regard in turn shaped a new Jewish discourse about science?’
That is not to suggest that medical and scientific interests were inconsequen-
tial among Jews in ancient and medieval times. Such medieval luminaries as
Maimonides, ibn Ezra, and Gersonides suggest otherwise. I will summarize the
evidence of this earlier involvement in chapter 1. I am arguing, however, that
the interaction of medicine and science with Jewish culture was more substan-
tial and repercussive in the early modern period than before, for intellectual
and social reasons related to both internal and external factors shaping Jewish
cultural development in this period.

The conditions contributing to the involvement of larger numbers of Jews
in medicine and science include the growing prominence of science and tech-
nology in the political culture of western Europe; the revolutionary impact of
print in publicizing and disseminating the new scientific discoveries; the un-
precedented entrance of large numbers of Jews into university medical schools,
first in Italy and eventually in the rest of Europe; the integration of a highly
educated and scientifically sophisticated converso population into Jewish com-

26. It should be obvious from my discussion so far that despite these exciting new direc-
tions in current research, and despite the obvious strengths of Jonathan Israel’s pioneering
book, an overview of how these developments interface with each other and how they are
integrated within the larger cultural and social landscape of early modern Europe is still to be
written. That task is beyond the scope of this book. See n. 14 above.

27. By science, I mean both an appreciation and a validation of acquiring knowledge about
the natural world, as well as an attempt to provide a rational explanation of it. In the early
modern period, with the devaluation of the Scholastic understanding of science as gpisteme,
or definitive knowledge, most Jewish thinkers, like their Christian counterparts, increasingly
understood scientific rationality as contingent and hypothetical. For a useful discussion of
the problem of defining science as a timelessly valid mode of inquiry or merely a social con-
struct, see E. McMullin, “The Shaping of Scientific Rationality: Construction or Constraint,”
in Construction and Constraint: The Shaping of Scientific Rationality (Notre Dame, 1988), pp. 1-47.
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INTRODUCTION

munities in western and, to a lesser extent, eastern Europe; and finally, a general
ideological crisis in Jewish culture—specifically, a crisis of confidence regarding
the dominant place of philosophy in Jewish intellectual life, the subsequent di-
vorce of philosophical metaphysics from science, and the consequent liberation
and elevation of scientific activity within the Jewish community. When science
was no longer linked to an ideology that made claims to truths challenging
those of the Jewish faith but rather was viewed as a hypothetical and contingent
way of describing the physical world, a new coexistence between the secular
and the sacred, between scientific pursuits and Jewish religious thought, even
Jewish mystical thought, could successfully emerge.

To substantiate these generalizations, I will look at three distinct but inter-
related groups among early modern Jews. The first I have already mentioned:
those converso physicians and other university-trained intellectuals who fled
Spain and Portugal in the seventeenth century and settled in Holland, ltaly,
Germany, England, and even eastern Europe, serving as doctors and purvey-
ors of scientific learning throughout the Jewish communities of Europe, while
yielding considerable political and economic power. These converso physicians
had a proud sense of group identity, which was heightened in turn by those
who derided their conspicuous and influential position.

Besides converso doctors, certain circles of Jewish scholars in central and
eastern Europe pursued scientific learning, especially astronomy, in more infor-
mal settings as a desirable supplement to rabbinic study. Jewish cultural centers
such as Prague or Cracow appear to have been especially hospitable to such
learning. Rabbinic luminaries like Moses Isserles and the Maharal openly en-
couraged the acquisition of scientific knowledge; sometimes the encouragement
led their students to attain considerable expertise in astronomy, as the case of
David Gans amply testifies.

The third group is of even greater significance for the history of Jewish cul-
ture in this period: the hundreds of Jews who attended Italian medical schools,
primarily the University of Padua, from the late sixteenth through the eigh-
teenth centuries. Offering talented Jewish students education in both the liberal
arts and the sciences, medical facilities like Padua were more than a training
ground for physicians: they offered the most intense and systematic exposure to
secular culture available to Jewish intellectuals before the emancipation. Such an

11
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engagement was bound to affect the cultural values and ideals of these students,
and in turn the students influenced large numbers of their coreligionists.

My purpose here, then, is to examine the interaction of Jewish culture, medi-
cine, and science within and beyond these three subcommunities. In this effort,
which is primarily a pursuit of Jewish intellectual and cultural history, I have re-
lied chiefly on manuscripts and printed books—exegetical, philosophical, mys-
tical, homiletical, and scientific writings in Hebrew and other languages. But 1
am not unaware of the so-called external history of science® both the social
contexts in which new attitudes toward science emerge and the use of scien-
tific knowledge to undermine as well as bolster religious and political authority.
The opportunity of a Jewish minority to acquire medical and scientific knowl-
edge might also be seen as a significant dimension of the social and political
relations between Jews and Christians in this period, of reevaluating traditional
attitudes toward the “other” within the two communities. Thus my account of
the Jewish dialogue with early modern science constantly intersects with this
and other critical dimensions of the social and cultural world of the Jewish
community in this era: the challenges to rabbinic authority, the clash between
elite and nonelite groups, the debates over the place of magic and mysticism in
Jewish culture, the conversionary pressures of the Counter-Reformation church
and Jewish responses, expressions of anti-Semitism, especially those directed
against Jewish and converso physicians, the crisis of Sabbatian messianism and
converso heterodoxy, and more.

Although this book charts for the first time the interactions between Jewish
and scientific cultures in the formative period of the scientific revolution, I do
not argue that many Jews made significant contributions to medicine or science.
On the contrary, despite widespread interest in scientific endeavor, only a hand-
ful of Jews contributed substantially to science, and even these were primarily
- active in the field of medicine. After presenting the evidence, I shall offer in the

Epilogue an explanation for this lack of scientific achievement—a deficiency

28. For a succinct discussion of the social contexts of early modern science, see R. Porter,
“The History of Science and the History of Society,” in Companion to the History of Modern Sci-
ence, pp. 32-46 and his introduction to Science, Culture, and Popular Belief in Renaissance Europe,
pp- 1-15.
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that stands in sharp contrast to the extraordinary scientific achievements of Jews
in the twentieth century.

A study of Jewish responses to science invites comparison with the better-
known responses of Protestants and Catholics. I often refer to the extensive
literature on the Christian engagement with early modern science in order to
offer some tentative observations. My primary objectives, however, are more
modest: to sketch, on the basis of several case studies, a preliminary picture
of Jewish engagements with science; to present that picture as evidence that
scientific thought and activity were a central concern of early modern Jewish
culture; and to propose that this concern was a crucial element in defining the
unique features of this cultural experience. I hope that the portrait that emerges
in the following pages will encourage others to ook more closely at the sources
of Jewish history from the perspective I have offered, to compare early modern
Jewish culture with the majority Christian culture, and, finally, to consider this
period and its peculiar characteristics in evaluating Jewish scientific attitudes

and involvements in other settings and periods.
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Medieval Jewish Attitudes toward Nature
and Scientific Activity

Although this chapter was originally intended as a prelude to
the major part of the book, it presents serious challenges in its
own right regarding both content and methodology. Up-to-date
overviews of Jewish involvements in the natural sciences from
roughly the tenth through the fifteenth centuries hardly exist. The
available surveys are primarily bibliographical or biographical,
documenting specific Jewish “contributions” to science—that is,
the extent to which Jews participated in the scientific activities
pursued by their non-Jewish Muslim or Christian neighbors.'

Furthermore, because most historians of Jewish culture are not

1. One of the most recent and best surveys of this kind is that of Y. T.
Langermann, “Science, Jewish,” in Dictionary of the Middle Ages (New York,
1989), 11:89-94. See also the earlier overviews of S. W. Baron, 4 Social and
Religious History of the Jews, 2d ed., 18 vols. (New York, 1952-83), vol. 8;
A. Marx, “The Scientific Work of Some Outstanding Medieval Scholars,”
in 1. Davidson, ed., Essays and Studies in Memory of Linda R. Miller (New
York, 1938); B. Z. Dinur, Yisra'e!/ Ba-Golah, 10 vols., (Jerusalem, 1961-72),
vol. 2, bk. 4, chap. 15; C. Singer, “Science and Judaism,” in L. Finkelstein,
ed., The Jews, 3 vols., (New York, 1960), 3: 216-65, with a postscript by
B. Goldstein, “The Jewish Contribution to Astronomy in the Middle Ages,”
pp- 270-75. Most recently, Gad Freudenthal has written a broad survey of
Jewish scientific activity in medieval Provence: “Les Sciences dans les com-
munautés juives médiévales de Provence: Leur Appropriation, leur role,”
Revue des études juives 152 (1993): 29-136. (He also announces a modified
version of this essay entitled “Science in the Medieval Jewish Culture of
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historians of science, and vice versa, Jewish scientific activity is usually treated
in a cursory and superficial manner by the first group and either ignored entirely
or, in a few instances, explained in a highly technical manner by the second,
who deal almost exclusively with a few well-known figures like Maimonides,
Gersonides, and ibn Ezra? Claiming primary affiliation with the first group, I
am more interested in the history of attitudes toward nature as reflected in medi-
eval Jewish religious thought than in the highly technical writings of Jewish
astronomers and natural philosophers, although I obviously cannot ignore the
latter in trying to understand the former.

By defining my subject as Jewish attitudes to nature and scientific activity,
I encounter a further problem. The investigation of nature by medieval Jews—
and to a great extent, by early modern Jews as well—like that of their Muslim
and Christian counterparts, was usually linked to a philosophical or theological
system. The physical world was not studied in isolation, and within the philo-
sophical traditions of Muslim and Christian Europe, natural science was usually
perceived as propaedeutic to the study of metaphysics.? Thus Maimonides’ re-
flections on the study of nature have been seen as preliminary to and inseparable
from his higher rational pursuits. Descriptions of the philosophies of individual
medieval Jewish thinkers abound, and within those descriptions are occasionally
embedded their reflections on nature. To attempt, then, to isolate physics from
metaphysics for the purpose of this analysis might be perceived as a violation
and distortion of the place of the natural world within the larger intellectual
schemes of medieval Jews.

Southern France,” to appear in History of Science in 1994.) While restricted primarily to one
region, it is an important contribution to our subject and will be referred to several times below.

2. See, for example, the many references to Jews in the indexes of G. Sarton, /ntroduction
10 the History of Science, 5 vols. (Washington, D.C., 1927-48) and L. Thorndike, 4 History of
Magic and Experimental Science, 8 vols. (New York, 1923-58).

3. See, for example, H. A. Wolfson, “The Classification of Sciences in Medieval Jewish
Philosophy,” in Hebrew Union College Jubilee Volume (Cincinnati, 1925); R. McKeon, “The Orga-
nization of Sciences and the Relations of Cultures in the Twelfth and Thirteenth Centuries,”
in]. E. Murdoch and E. D. Sylla, eds., The Cultural Context of Medieval Learning, Boston Studies
in the Philosophy of Science, vol. 26 (Dordrecht, 1975), pp. 151-92.
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To venture where few others have trodden is not to deny the obvious con-
nections among theology, philosophy, and naturalistic pursuits in the medieval
world but only 1o gain a more sharpened focus with which to view the pre-
occupations with nature of post-medieval Jews at a time when these same con-
nections are increasingly becoming undone. Moreover, such an inquiry avoids
the too restrictive assumption that all medieval Jewish thinkers approached the
natural world exclusively or primarily within the context of their philosophical
activity. For example, mystics, magicians, and judicial astrologers, three groups
viewed with general suspicion and contempt by Maimonides, might be per-
ceived as outside the purview of my survey were naturalistic pursuits to be
categorized as subordinate to philosophical speculation. Yet all three groups
understood and deeply valued the natural world and its powerful forces. Their
attitudes deserve to be studied and compared with those of the philosophers
and practicing “scientists” both in their own right and as an important link with
Jewish devotees of the natural world in the ancient and early modern periods.

One final hurdle requires some comment before I undertake this foray into
the large subject at hand. By viewing the medieval period as a mere preview
of what follows, I might distort what we are seeing, reading into the medi-
eval period a set of issues construed from an early modern perspective. The
problem is reminiscent of that raised by the pioneering work of the French his-
torian, philosopher, and scientist Pierre Duhem (1861-1916), who approached
medieval science primarily in search of precursors for Galileo and Descartes
to demonstrate how medieval conceptions prefigured modern ones3 The focus
of this book on the later period should not diminish the significance of explor-

4. See, for example, A. Marx, “The Correspondence between the Rabbis of Southern
France and Maimonides on Astrology,” Hebrew Union College Annual 3 (1926): 311-42; Y. T.
Langermann, “Maimonides’ Repudiation of Astrology,” Maimonidean Studies 2 (1991): 123-58;
and see n. 31 below.

5. See P. Duhem, Le Systéme du monde: Histoire des doctrines casmologiques de Platon & Coper-
nic, 10 vols. (Paris 1913-59); C. B. Schmitt, “Recent Trends in the Study of Medieval and
Renaissance Science,” in P. Corsi and O. Weindling, eds., /nfarmation Sources in the History of
Science and Medicine, (London, 1983), pp. 224-29; D. C. Lindberg, “Conceptions of the Sci-
entific Revolution from Bacon to Butterfield: A Preliminary Sketch,” in D. C. Lindberg and
R. S. Westman, eds., Reappraisals of the Scientific Revolution (Cambridge, 1992), pp. 13-26.
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ing my subject in medieval times. Indeed, it provides a critical perspective to
assess more clearly what is unique and what is conventional about the ways
Jews living in the sixteenth century and later thought about the natural world
and the scientific activity of their day.

Fully mindful of the pitfalls of arbitrarily separating physics from meta-
physics and distorting one cultural world by looking through the lens of a later
one, I venture forth cautiously to explore the place of nature in the consciousness
of some representative medieval Jews.

Medieval Jews could draw from a reservoir of rabbinic attitudes toward the
natural world, unsystematized, chaotic and even contradictory, which included
an openness to most forms of spiritual and physical healing tempered only by
an occasional reluctance to tamper with the supposed divine will; a more than
passing knowledge of ancient cosmological schemes, astronomy, and natural
philosophy; an appreciation of the power of astral forces to determine the fate
of those living on earth; and an enthusiastic belief in the power of magic to
transform and manipulate the physical world. Most of all, certain rabbis, inter-
preting and embellishing key biblical passages, assigned religious meaning to
the quest to understand nature, both celestial and earthly, as a direct means of
understanding God and of fulfilling his revealed commandments.¢

The Jewish encounter with the dynamic intellectual life of medieval Islam in
such centers as Baghdad, Cairo, and Cordova, and later in stimulating Christian
territories such as Spain, Sicily, Italy, and Provence, provided an impetus for
perpetuating the rabbinic approaches to nature while deepening their religious
and intellectual significance. With the translation of the philosophical and sci-
entific corpus of classical antiquity into Arabic, several influential Jewish figures
in the Muslim world recast the Jewish tradition into a philosophic key, elevating
the quest for an understanding of God and his natural creation to the ultimate
ideal of Jewish religiosity. Hand in hand with this newly articulated religious
aspiration went an intellectual appreciation of the intrinsic worth of understand-

ing the cosmos, as well as an awareness of the pragmatic value such knowledge

6. I offer documentation for all of these generalizations in the appendix, which might be
consulted most profitably before the rest of this chapter.
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could yield in terms of social and economic status. In the relatively open intel-
lectual and social setting of medieval Islamic cities, Jews consumed the classic
texts of philosophy and science, studied the contemporary Islamic modifications
and elaborations, and produced a philosophical and scientific literature of their
own in Arabic and Hebrew.

With the decline of the Islamic centers in Spain and the reawakening of cul-
ture in northern Europe, displaced Jewish intellectuals found themselves in the
advantageous position as translators and cultural intermediaries between the
Muslims and Christians. Translating of Arabic texts into Hebrew or Latin facili-
tated a philosophical and scientific literacy among individual Jews, and more
important, fostered an abiding interest in the issues that the texts embodied.
From Spain to Sicily, Italy, and Provence, the Jewish translators created more
than a new library of accessible texts; they stimulated among their own co-
religionists, along with the Christian patrons who encouraged their efforts, an
enlargement of intellectual horizons and a rethinking of religious traditions in
the light of new ideas, as well as acrimonious debate regarding the pernicious
effect of such ideas on religious texts and teachings®

7. The most recent survey of medieval Jewish philosophy is that of C. Sirat, 4 History
of Jewish Philosophy in the Middle Ages (Cambridge, 1985). Two recent overviews of the trans-
formation of Jewish culture under medieval Islam are B. Lewis, The Jews of /slam (Princeton,
1984), pp. 67-106; H. Lazarus-Yafeh, Some Religious Aspects of Islam (Leiden, 1981), pp. 72-89.
On the place of the sciences within medieval Islam, see A. L. Sabra, “The Appropriation and
Subsequent Naturalization of Greek Science in Medieval Islam: A Preliminary Statement,”
History of Science 25 (1987): 223-43.

8. The standard work on Jewish translators is M. Steinschneider, Die Aebriischen Uber-
setqungen des Mittelalters und die Juden als Dolmetscher (Berlin, 1893; repr. Graz, 1956). See also
J. L. Teicher, “The Latin-Hebrew School of Translators in Spain in the Twelfth Century,”
Homenaje a /. M. Millas Vallicresa, 2 vols. (Barcelona, 1956), 2:401-44; D. Romano, “La Trans-
mission des sciences arabes par les juifs en Languedoc,” in M. Vicaire and B. Blumenkranz,
eds., Juifs et judaisme de Languedoc Xllle sidcle~début XIVe sizcle (Toulouse, 1977), pp. 363-86;
N. Roth, “Jewish Collaborators in Alfonso’s Scientific Work,” in R. L. Burns, ed., Emperor of
Culture (Philadelphia, 1990), pp. 59-71. See also the entry by B. Richler, “Translation and
Translators, Jewish,” in Dictionary of the Middle Ages, 13 vols. (New York, 1982-89),12:133-36,
and esp. Freudenthal, “Sciences dans les communautés juives,” pp. 41-92. A recent discussion

of the so-called Maimonidean controversy with ample bibliography is found in B. Septimus,
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In both the Muslim and Christian lands, Jewish involvement in science had an
obvious social and economic significance. Jewish doctors in the Muslim world
were not only, in the words of S. D. Goitein, “torchbearers of secular erudi-
tion and professional expounders of philosophy and the sciences”’ they were
also beneficiaries of increased social status and economic success. Their clien-
tele included Jews and non-Jews; and in some cases, their medical careers also
assured them political influence. In Spain and especially in Provence in the
late Middle Ages, a sizable number of Jewish physicians were influential even
though they were denied access to the new university centers as students or

teachers."? Other Jews derived social and political advantage as astronomers and

Hispanic-Jewish Culture in Translation: The Career and Controversies of Ramak (Cambridge, Mass.,
1982), esp. pp. 61-74.

9. S. D. Goitein, “The Medical Profession in the Light of the Cairo Genizah Documents,”
Hebrew Union College Annual 34 (1963): 177 (incorporated in his 4 Mediterranean Soctety, 5 vols.
[Berkeley, 1967-88], 2:240-61).

10. Besides Goitein, see H. Friedenwald, The Jews and Medicine, 2 vols. (Baltimore, 1944;
repr., 1967); C. Roth, “The Qualifications of Jewish Physicians in the Middle Ages,” Speculum
28 (1953): 834-43; M. Meyerhoff, “Medieval Jewish Physicians in the Near East, from Arabic
Sources,” Isis 28 (1938): 43260 (repr. in P. Johnstone, ed., Studies in Medieval Arabic Medicine,
Theory and Practice [London, 1984]); M. Perimann, “Notes on the Position of Jewish Physicians
in Medieval Muslim Countries,” [srael Oriental Studies 2 (1972): 315-19; 1. Alteras, “Jewish
Physicians in Southern France during the 13th and 14th Centuries,” Jewish Quarterly Review 68
(1978): 209-23; idem, “Notes généalogiques sur les médecins juifs dans la Sud de la France
pendant les Xllle et XIVe siécles,” Le Moyen Age 88 (1982): 29-47; ]. Shatzmiller, “Notes
sur les médecins juifs en Provence au Moyen-Age,” Revue des études jutves 128 (1969): 259-66;
idem, “On Becoming a Jewish Doctor in the Middle Ages,” Sefarad 43 (1983): 240-50.

Professor Shatzmiller has recently completed a book entitled Doctors to Princes and Paupers:

Jews, Medicine, and Medieval Society, to be published by the University of California Press, in
which he presents overwhelming evidence, especially from Provengal archives, for the par-
ticipation of Jews in medicine far out of proportion to their population and place in society.
He attributes this phenomenon to the medicalization of society beginning in the second half
of the thirteenth century, the enormous need for doctors, exacerbated by the church’s opposi-
tion to medical practice, and the inability of the universities to produce sufficient numbers of
trained physicians. He notes the parallel to money lending: Jewish involvement in usury was
a product of the overwhelming demand for credit in all sectors of society; so too, Jewish entry

into medicine in such great numbers was related to fundamental societal needs. Shatzmiller
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astrologers, employed by rich patrons or even governments valued their lin-
guistic, scientific, and philosophic expertise. Such exceptional men represented
only a small percentage of the Jewish community, but their influence on the
intellectual vibrancy and ‘political security of their own communities was far
from negligible, as the careers of Isaac ibn Sid, Abraham Bar Hiyya, Abraham
Zacuto, and others testify.""

From the twelfth century on, the study of the kabbalah rivaled that of philoso-
phy and the sciences in the Jewish centers in Provence and Spain.!2 Although the
kabbalists were antagonistic to the intrusion of Aristotelian philosophy into the
sacred domains of Judaism, they were not oblivious of nor hostile to the natural
world. Their own traditions of magic and theurgy attuned them to the powers
of nature and the human potential to control and manipulate those powers for
constructive or pernicious purposes. Such magic was not be defined as scientia,
that is, knowledge for its own sake, but rather ars or techne, a skill mastered to
exploit natural forces for the benefit or to the detriment of humanity.® And when
such forms of magic as those connected with astrology or astrological medicine,
for example, could be harnessed in constructive ways, they were not necessarily
deemed “unscientific” at all, even by the opponents of the kabbalists. Magic as it
evolved in Jewish tradition, like its Christian and Muslim counterparts, was not
easily distinguished from pure scientific activity during the Middle Ages.* In

questions the notion of a long and continuous tradition of Jewish medical practice prior to
this period and points out that even in Moslem countries, the numbers of qualified Jewish
physicians was relatively small before the thirteenth century.

11. In addition to the surveys mentioned in n. 1 above, see B. Goldstein, “The Medieval
Hebrew Tradition in Astronomy,” Journal of the American Oriental Society 85 (1965): 145-48;
idem, “The Hebrew Astronomical Tradition: New Sources,” Isis 72 (1981): 237-51; idem,
“Scientific Traditions in Late Medieval Jewish Communities,” Les jusfs au regard de lhistoire: Mé-
langes en l'honneur de Bernard Blumenkrang (Paris, 1985); 235-47; idem, “The Role of Science in
the Jewish Community in Fourteenth-Century France,” M. Pelner Cosmon and B. Chandler,
eds., Machaut’s World: Science and Art in the Fourteenth Century (New York, 1978), pp. 39-49.

12. 8ee esp. G. Scholem, Origins of the Kabbalah, ed. R. |. Zwi Werblowsky, trans. A. Arkush
(Philadelphia, 1987).

13. Cf. B. Hansen, “Science and Magic,” in D. C. Lindberg, ed., Science in the Middle Ages
(Chicago, 1978), p. 495.

14. See V. L J. Flint, Thke Rise of Magic in Early Medieval Europe (Princeton, New Jer-
sey, 1991).
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fact, some Jewish thinkers even defined the occult as the highest form of a “Jew-
ish science.” Such formidable traditions of Jewish magic not only underscored
the significance of understanding and controlling the forces of nature but also
provided a unique perspective from which to challenge the regnant dogmas of
Aristotelian metaphysics.

I have mentioned only the Jewish communities in the Muslim and Christian
centers of southern Europe as the cultural settings in which Jewish involve-
ment with nature and science took place. What about the Ashkenazic centers of
northern Europe, which were relatively cut off from interaction with the Islamic
traditions of philosophy and the natural sciences, and where biblical and rab-
binic exegesis were the primary occupations? The record here is not clear. Our
expectation of finding little science in these regions is not always supported by
the evidence. Some medieval Jews in northern France and Germany revealed
a passionate interest in the natural world, in the oddities of nature, and even
in technical aspects of natural philosophy. A negative view of Aristotelian phi-
losophy need not coincide with a hostile attitude toward nature, its marvelous
powers, and the ability of human beings to control them. To this issue, as well

as the others raised in this brief introduction, I shall return in due course.

The only way to survey the vast terrain of medieval Jewish attitudes toward
nature and scientific activity is to select some representative and influential posi-
tions among Jewish thinkers and to present them against the wider landscape
of Muslim and Christian scientific attitudes and involvements. Having offered
this sample, I shall be in a better position to weigh its historical significance
in the light of comparable approaches and activities of the two other medieval
communities, as well as those of Jewish enthusiasts of nature and science living
in the sixteenth century and later.

Let us begin with the Jewish philosopher, Bahya ibn Pakuda, who lived in
Muslim Spain in the second half of the eleventh century and who offers one of
the most enthusiastic theological statements about the religious obligations of
studying nature.”® In his Duties of the Hears, he fully explicates the Jewish obli-

gation to study nature on the basis of scripture, rabbinic tradition, and rational

15. See G. Vajda, La Theologie ascétique de Bahya thn Pakuda (Paris, 1947).
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arguments. Bahya extensively quotes biblical verses (for example Job 35:11;
Isaiah 40:26; Psalm 8:4) and rabbinic statements (example B.T. Shabbat 75a,
Eruvin 100b) that illustrate the connection between ruminations on nature and
divine worship. He points out the “marks of divine wisdom” in nature, proceed-
ing from the celestial world, to the earth, its elements and creatures,and human
physiology.'s For Bahya, real religious sensibility and wonder are evoked only
through cogpnition, through an intellectual faith armed with scientific investiga-
tion of the wonders of nature: “Contemplate, therefore, God’s creatures, from
the largest of them to the smallest, and reflect on those matters which are at
present hidden from you . . . and because these marks of divine wisdom vary in
created things, it is our duty to study them and meditate on them until the whole
matter becomes established in our souls and abides in our consciousness.”!”

True spirituality cannot be attained by the light-headed and unproductive
pursuits of the courtier class; neither is it attainable through the false and malefi-
cent activities of the astrologers, who challenge the omnipotence of the Creator
through their “pagan” prognostications.® To predict and calculate the forces of
nature is a sinister act; to contemplate their wondrous activities and praise their
ultimate author is the highest form of divine worship.”?

Bahya wrote in Arabic, and his ideas probably came from Arabic sources.
In fact, for a long time his primary source was thought to be al-Ghazzali, who
expresses many similar sentiments in The Wisdom of God in His Creatures. D. Z.
Baneth later identified the actual source to be a Christian-Arab writer, from
whom both the Muslim and the Jew borrowed most of their material. Given
the universality of the Christian’s message, al-Ghazzali and Bahya ibn Pakuda
were able-to adapt it to their own religious needs, adding appropriate passages
from their own sacred scriptures to Islamize or Judaize the original Christian

declaration of praise for God’s creation. In the case of Bahya, the final stage

16. Bahya ibn Pakuda, Duses of the Heart, trans. M. Hymanson, 2 vols. (Jerusalem, 1962),
vol. 1, second treatise (sha’ar ha-behinah), chaps. 1-6.

17. Ibid., p. 133.

18. On Bahya’s rejection of astrology, see Langermann, “Maimonides’ Repudiation of
Astrology,” pp. 125-26,n. 9.

19. See B. Safran, “Bahya Ibn Pakuda’s Attitude toward the Courtier Class,” in I. Twersky,
ed., Studies in Medieval Jewish History and Literature (Cambridge, Mass., 1979), pp. 154-96.
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of Judaization was achieved through Judah ibn Tibbon’s translation of his book
into Hebrew in 1161, making the text accessible to a large Hebrew-reading
audience for centuries to come. The transmission of Christian notions of nature
through an Arabic idiom into a popular manual of Jewish piety offers an ex-
traordinary example of the capacity of Jewish (and Islamic) religious thought to
appropriate external cultural influences, and match them with similar sentiments
located within its own tradition, thereby legitimating their usage for internal
religious consumption. An eastern European Hasid living in the nineteenth cen-
tury, inspired by his reading of Bahya’s praises of God’s creation, would never
have fathomed the “illegitimate” source of what he perceived to be a thoroughly
Jewish sentiment!2

As I have mentioned, Bahya condemned the intrusion of astrology into Juda-
ism; the Jewish mandate to study nature firmly excluded the activity of pre-
dicting events on the basis of the movements of the stars. His consternation
surely intimates his awareness that not all his Jewish contemporaries shared
his point of view. By Bahya’s time and for centuries to follow, astrology was
a favored preoccupation of Jewish savants despite the challenges it posed to
theology?' One important early enthusiast of astrology was Shabbatai Don-
nolo, who lived in the tenth century in southern Italy, then under Byzantine
rule. Fully conversant in the latest trends in Byzantine and Muslim medicine
and natural philosophy, Donnolo pursued astrology as a natural outgrowth
of his own cosmological views and medical training? Anticipating later Jew-

20. See D. Z. Baneth, “The Common Theological Source of Bahya ibn Pakuda and Ghaz-
zali” (in Hebrew), in Magnes Anniversary Volume (Jerusalem, 1938), pp. 23-30; Lazarus-Yafeh,
Some Religious Aspects of Islam, pp. 75-76.

21. For a succinct overview, see A. Altmann, “Astrology,” in Encyclopedia fudaica (Jerusa-
lem, 1971), 3:788-95; see also R. C. Keiner, “The Status of Astrology in the Early Kabbalah:
From the Sefer Yezirah to the Zohar,” Jerusalem Studies in Jewish Thought 6 (1986-87); English
section, 1-42; R. Barkai, “Theoretical and Practical Aspects of Jewish Astrology in the Middle
Ages” (in Hebrew), in his Maddah, Magia u-Mitologia Bimai ha-Beinayim (Jerusalem, 1987),
7-35, and his “L’Astrologie juive médiévale,” Le Moyen dge 93 (1987): 323-48. On the de-
bates over the place of astrology in Muslim and Christian culture, see the works listed by
Langermann, “Maimonides’ Repudiation of Astrology,” nn. 4 and 22.

22. On Donnolo, see A. Scharf, The Universe of Shabbetai Donnolo (New York, 1976);
S. Muntner, R Shabbetai Donnolo, 2 vols. (Jerusalem, 1950); and most recently, E. Wolfson,
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ish apologists, Donnolo defended astrology on two grounds. In the first place,
Gentile astrology derived from Jewish sources, specifically the early medieval
midrash called the Barasia of R. Samuel, and thus the rabbis themselves had given
it their approbation. The image of a mysterious celestial dragon that Donnolo
was fond of evoking pointed to Israel’s lost astrological wisdom now embedded
in non-Jewish sources. Second, astrology explored the analogous relationship
between the universe and the human body and afforded the physician a critical
tool for understanding human physiology and pathology? Donnolo drew his
insights primarily from the Hellenistic, Byzantine, and Muslim medicine of his
day; his Book of Mixtures, for example, reveals few Jewish sources.? In stressing
the connection between astral medicine and Jewish teaching, nonetheless, he
was reassuring himself that his professional and intellectual concerns were a
natural extension of his Jewish identity.

Abraham Bar Hiyya, a younger contemporary of Bahya ibn Pakuda living in
Barcelona at the beginning of the twelfth century, also felt a need to justify his
interest in astrology. Having been rebuked by his colleague Judah ben Barzilai
for imsisting that a wedding in the Jewish community be postponed to avoid
a potentially calamitous moment as prognosticated by astrologers, Bar Hiyya
responded with a general defense of astrology from the perspective of Jewish
norms and values.

Bar Hiyya’s letter to Barzilai is a valuable document, revealing much about
the inroads astrology had made into Jewish culture and Bar Hiyya’s own per-
sonal stake in the matter. Bar Hiyya first defends the action that precipitated

“The Theosophy of Shabbetai Donnolo, with Special Emphasis on the Doctrine of Sefirot in
Sefer Hakhmoni,” Jewisk History 6 (1992): 281-316. On the temporal and geographical proximity
of Donnole to the author of Sefer Asaf; see the works listed in the appendix.

23. Scharf, Universe, pp. 14-51.

24. Ibid., pp. 94-110.

25. A. Z. Schwarz, “The Letter of Abraham Bar Hiyya Ha-Nasi” (in Hebrew), in Festschnift
Sfiir Adolf Schwary (Berlin, 1917), pp. 24-36. On Bar Hiyya, see also G. Vajda, “Les Idées théo-
logiques et philosophiques d’Abraham ben Hiyyah,” Archives d’histoire doctrinale et littéraive du
moyen dge 15 (1946): 191-223; Abraham Bar Hiyya, Megillat ha-Meggaleh, ed. A. Poznanski,
with introduction and notes by ]. Guttmann (Berlin, 1924); idem, The Meditation of the Sad
Soul, trans. G. Wigoder (Jerusalem, 1971); J. M. Millas Vallicrosa, La Obra enciclopédica Yesode
ha-Tevunah u-Migdal ha-Emuna de R Abrakam Bar Hiyya ha-Bargeloni (Madrid, 1952).
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Barzilai’s outburst. He acted, so he claimed, as a physician acts when dissuading
patients from unhealthy habits. It is legitimate from a moral point of view to
avoid a situation of potential harm. Avoiding a bad constellation is analogous
to avoiding harmful food.?

Bar Hiyya was aware of the dangers astrology posed to the Jewish faith.
Adopting a formulation that steered clear of an astral determinism placing limits
on God’s omnipotence and human free will, he declared: “All those of Israel
acknowledge and believe that the power bestowed from their stars is given con-
ditionaily, that it cannot work or harm by their own volition or with their own
knowledge without [God’s] declaration and commandment. Any God-fearing
person who investigates the science of the stars believes this way, and any Jew
who suspects this fact suspects that which is fully legitimate; moreover, his
suspicion is illegitimate.”?

By insisting on God’s veto power over astral influences, Bar Hiyya success-
fully parried religious objections to his discipline. In doing so he was obliged to
differentiate between Jewish and pagan astrology. A pagan believes in the com-
plete power of the stars to determine events in the world; a Jew acknowledges
only a partial power for the ultimate cause rests with God: “The pious sages
of Israel . . . would accept this science from the holy spirit and by word of the
prophets that the power of the stars and constellations is not complete. . .. Atany
time the Holy One, blessed be He, wishes, He can overturn their sovereignty
or cancel their decree.””® Moreover, astronomy and its “scientific” companion,
natural astrology, are permissible for Jews. This form of astrology, which does
not threaten Jewish religious teaching, was practiced by Abraham and cham-
pioned by the rabbis. Opposed to those with “a fear of heaven” are idolatrous
sects filled with a “spirit of pollution” that worship the stars and make images to
serve them. Bar Hiyya distinguishes four different groups of this kind, distancing
himself and his faith from each of them. Unlike the “science” of astrology, their
activities are labeled “crafts” or “sechne” and classified in the Bible as magical

practices.”’ He closes with a confession:

26. Schwarz, “Letter,” p. 24.
27. Ibid, p. 25.

28. Ibid, p. 29.

29. Ibid, pp. 31-33.
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My intention was to cleanse my soul so that I could perhaps go out free.
From my youth until this day, I taught myself the science of the stars and I in-
volved myself, investigated and sought it out, considering myself an acquirer
of wisdom and thought, sinless and innocent. But now when I observed that
righteous and modest sages who are themselves wise and knowledgeable do
not agree with my opinion, I detested my craft. Furthermore, I stated that
in the days of my youth and adolescence they would judge me by the honor
which I acquired before princes and queens. But now in my old age, this has
become my indictment . . . perhaps the force of their words [of those who

criticize him] will convince me to follow after them.”*

Obviously Bar Hiyya was stunned by the criticism of his lifetime occupation,
and his expression of self-doubt is a remarkable example of the debate astrology
had provoked within the Jewish community. This is confirmed by Moses Mai-
monides’ biting critique of astrology in a letter to the rabbis of southern France
some years later?!

Despite Bar Hiyya’s closing note of uncertainty, he had offered up to that
point a spirited defense of his position, plausibly arguing that a certain type of
astrology could be effectively reconciled with Jewish belief. He had defended
natural astrology alone, admitting celestial influence only over larger patterns of
history, while distancing himself from judicial astrology, whereby “something
will happen one way and not another, and . . . the constellation under which one
is born will draw him on so that he will be of such and such a kind and so that
something will happen to him one way and not another,” as Maimonides had
put it? Although Bar Hiyya had employed astrological calculations to predict
the coming of the Messiah, he generally refrained from interpreting the biblical
text, Jewish rituals, and events in the history of Judaism within an astrological

30..1bid, p. 36.

31. Marx, “Correspondence”; R. Lerner, “Maimonides’ Letter on Astrology,” History of
Religions 8 (1968): 143-58; Langermann, “Maimonides’ Repudiation of Astrology”; G. Freu-
denthal, “Maimonides’ Stance on Astrology in Context: Cosmology, Physics, Medicine, and
Providence,” in F. Rosner and S. Kottek, eds., Moses Maimonides: Physician, Scientist, and
Philosopher (Northvale, N.J., 1993), pp. 77-90, 244—49.

32. See 1. Twersky, ed., 4 Maimonides Reader (New York, 1972), p. 466.
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framework. He was outspoken in his repudiation of all forms of astral magic
that smacked of idolatry. His Spanish contemporary, Abraham ibn Ezra, and
even more his disciples later in the fourteenth century, had fewer scruples about
astrology’s intrusion into the heart of Jewish belief and practice.

As Moshe Idel has pointed out, Abraham ibn Ezra was the first Jewish author
to interpret a significant number of biblical events in an astrological way and to
explain certain biblical commandments as defenses against the pernicious influ-
ence of the stars.® His most astonishing interpretations concerned the golden
calf and the teraphim3* According to ibn Ezra, Aaron’s intent was not to make
an idol but to create a surrogate for the absent Moses, a calf shaped like an
astral form to capture the celestial glory that would transform it into an angel to
lead the tribes. Similarly, the teraphim were constructed in human form to re-
ceive emanations of higher beings. Abraham Bar Hiyya had pointed out similar
practices involving astral magic and called them idolatrous. Abraham ibn Ezra’s
matter-of-fact discussion, professing no disapproval or discomfort at all, is a
remarkable study in contrasts. His fourteenth-century commentators—Samue!}
ibn Sarza, Samuel ibn Motot, Joseph Tov Elem, Shem Tov ibn Shaprut, Joseph
ibn Wakar, Solomon Franco, Solomon al-Constantini, and others—were even
less inhibited in their explanation of religious precepts and commandments in

terms of astrology and astral magic.?® Bar Hiyya’s sensitive apology and self-

33. M. Idel, “Hermeticism and Judaism,” in I. Merkel and A. Debus, eds., Hermeticism and
the Renaissance (Washington, D. C., 1988), p. 63.

34. See A. Weiser, /én Egra’s Commentary on the Torah, 3 vols. (Jerusalem, 1976), 2:204-06
(on Exodus 32) and 1:94 (on Genesis 31:19).

35. On this group, see the succinct description of M. Idel, “The Magical and Neoplatonic
Interpretations of the Kabbalah in the Renaissance,” in B. Cooperman, ed., Jewisk Thought in
the Sixteenth Century (Cambridge, Mass., 1983), pp. 209-11; G. Vajda, Recherches sur la philosophie
et la kabbale dans la pensée juive du moyen dge (Paris, 1962); idem, “Recherches sur la synthése
philosophico-kabbalistique de Samuel ibn Motot,” Archives dhistoire doctrinale et littéraire du
maoyen dge 27 (1960):. 29-63; idem, “La Conciliation de la philosophie et de la loi religieuse
de Joseph b. Abraham ibn Wakar,” Sefarad 9 (1949): 311-50 and 10 (1950): 25-71. See also
the many works of D. Schwartz, including “Mishnato ha-Pilosophit-Datit shel Shemuel ibn
Zarza,” Ph.D. diss., Bar Ilan University, Ramat Gan, 1989; “The Neoplatonic Movement in
Fourteenth-Century Jewish Literature and Its Relationship to Theoretical and Practical Medi-
cine” (in Hebrew with English summary), Koroth 9 (1989): 272-84; (with N. E. Frimer), Hagut
be-Zel ha-Eimah: Demuto, Ketavav ve-Haguto shel R. Shem Tov Ibn Shaprut (Jerusalem, 1992);
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doubt seem completely superfluous to their bold recasting of Jewish tradition in
a magical and astrological framework.

Y. Tzvi Langermann has noted a further aspect of ibn Ezra’s astrological in-
terpretations of Judaism. In twelfth century Spain, astrology had become the
favored means of interpreting religious history and theology in a naturalistic
manner. By extending astrology into the realm of religious phenomena, ibn
Ezra had taken an exegetical path that led ultimately to the conclusion that
all peoples, religions, and cultures are alike and that diversity of nature is due
merely to the varying influence of the stars. Langermann applies this insight to
the disagreements between ibn Ezra and his famous contemporary Judah Ha-
Levi. According to Langermann, Ha-Levi’s portrayal of a typical philosopher
at the opening of his Book of the Khazars might recall a figure like Abraham ibn
Ezra. The philosopher reduces all human differences to heredity, along with
“the influence of winds, countries, foods and water, spheres, stars, and constel-
lations.” If all human beings are differentiated only by these factors, then one
need not be concerned “about the forms of your humility, worship, and benedic-
tion.”% Such religious relativism renders the differences among Jews, Muslims,
and Christians meaningless. The singularity of the Jewish revelation, “the fear
of heaven” as Bar Hiyya had put it, was ultimately undermined. To claim that
ibn Ezra had reached this extreme conclusion would be an overstatement. He
himself had argued that Jews do not fall under the fate of the stars as long as they
follow the Torah>” But the consequences of astrological relativism implicit in his

“The Doctrine of Creation in the Neoplatonic Circle of Jewish Thought in the Fourteenth
Century” (in Hebrew), Tarbiz 60 (1991): 593~623; “Mosaic Prophecy in the Writings of a
Fourteenth-Century Jewish Neoplatonist Circle,” Jewisk Thought and Philosophy 2 (1992): 97-
100; “Different Forms of Magic in Spanish Jewish Thought of the Fourteenth Century” (in
Hebrew), Proceedings of the American Academy for Jewish Research 57 (1992): 17-47; The Specula-
tive Philosophy of the Neoplatonic Trend in Jewish Philosophy in the Fourteenth Century (forthcoming).
See also M. Friedlander, Essays on the Writings of Abrakam ibn Egra (London, 1877); Y. T.
Langermann, “Some Astrological Themes in the Thought of Abraham ibn Ezra,”in 1. Twer-
sky and J. M. Harris, eds., Rabbé Abrakam ibn Ezra: Studies in the Writings of a Twelfth-Century
Jewisk Polymath (Cambridge, Mass., 1993).

36. Sefer ha-Kuzani 1:1; Langermann, “Some Astrological Themes.”

37. See, for example, his commentary on Exodus 33:23.
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position were apparent to Ha-Levi and Maimonides, and to Bahya before them.
Astrology was no longer the preventive medicine advocated by Bar Hiyya. In
the provocative exegesis of Jewish texts offered by ibn Ezra and his disciples,
it had the potential to undermine Jewish particularity and self-confidence while
masquerading as an intellectually respectable science.

In proscribing astrology and magic, Maimonides had demonstrated his
awareness of their corrosive effect on Judaism® In his emphatic denial of the
legitimacy of these arts, he had sought to establish barriers against the incur-
sions of astral determinism and theurgy to insure the integrity of Judaism. But
he was no less infatuated with the natural world than Bahya, Bar Hiyya, or
ibn Ezra. In fact, in a manner quite different from them, he allowed the au-
thority of Jewish revelation to be severely constricted and even undermined
in those areas where recent knowledge about the natural world, particularly
astronomical matters, appeared to challenge the wisdom of the rabbis.

Reminiscent of Bahya ibn Pakuda’s enthusiastic outpourings about the maj-
esty of nature and its relation to divine worship, Maimonides was no less pas-
sionate in his own pronouncements, even situating them in the beginning of his
code of law as a basic principle of the Torah:

And what is the way that will lead to the love of Him and the fear of Him?
When a person contemplates His great and wondrous works and creatures
and from them obtains a glimpse of His wisdom, which is incomparable and
infinite, he will straightway love Him, praise Him, glorify Him, and long
with an exceeding longing to know His great name; even as David said,
“My soul thirsts for God, for the living God” (Psalm 42:3). And when he
ponders these matters, he will recoil frightened, and realize that he is a small
creature, lowly and obscure, endowed with slight and slender intelligence,
standing in the presence of Him who is perfect in knowledge. And so David
said: “When I consider Your heavens, the work of Your fingers—what is
man that You are mindful of him?” (Psalm 8:4-5).%

38. In addition to the references listed in n. 31 above, see Maimonides, Mishnek Torah,
Hilkhot Avodah Zarah, chap. 11, and 1. Twersky, /ntroduction to the Code of Maimonides (Mishneh
Torah), (New Haven, 1980), pp. 479-82.

39. Maimonides, Mishnek Torah, Hilkhot Yesodei ha-Torah 2:2. See also 4:12.
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In the introduction to his Guide of the Perplexed, Maimonides argues that the
Torah must be grounded in reason and that divine science (metaphysics) can
only be successfully undertaken after studying the natural sciences (physics).*
Among the natural sciences, he favored medicine, as his own medical practice
and extensive writings testify#! Unlike his contemporary Judah Ha-Levi, he re-
frained from claiming that all the sciences originally came from Israel, but he
did believe that the rabbis once cultivated the sciences until, because of the exile,
they neglected them.®

By recognizing that wisdom did not originate from Israel alone, Maimoni-
des exhibited a tolerance and an appreciation for non-Jewish, especially Muslim
philosophic learning as an important addition to the study of Torah.”® It was
enough to assume that philosophy and the sciences constituted an original part
of the oral law, as he indicated in his famous paraphrase of the Talmudic passage
in Kiddushin 30a.# As Isadore Twersky has shown, Maimonides was also not
averse to introducing scientific knowledge into his formulations of Jewish law,
not only “to integrate science, to relate a scientific vocabulary and axiology to
rabbinic law, but also to recognize its autonomy and not to superimpose it on
the structure and fabric of the halakha.”*

Recognizing the legitimacy of knowledge outside Judaism is one thing; allow-
ing it to contradict positions articulated by the rabbis is another. In one of

40. Maimonides, Guide of the Perplexed, trans. S. Pines (Chicago, 1963), p. 9.

41. See H. Friedenwald, Jews and Medicine, 1:193-216; F. Rosner, “Maimonides the Physi-
cian: A Bibliography,” Bulletin of the History of Medicine 43 (1969): 221-35; M. Meyerhoff, “The
Medical Works of Maimonides,” in S. W. Baron, ed., Essays on Maimonides (New York, 1941),
pp- 265-301; Rosner and Kottek, Moses Maimonides; F. Rosner, ed. and trans., The Medical
Aphorisms of Moses Maimonides (Haifa, 1989).

42. Compare Ha-Levi, Sefer ha-Kugari 2:66, with Maimonides, Guide of the Perplexed 1:71;
and see Twersky, Introduction, p. 497.

43. Twelsky, Introduction, p. 498.

44, Ibid., pp. 488-500; idem, “Some Non-Halakhic Aspects of the Mishneh Torah,” in
A. Altmann, ed., Jewisk Medieval and Renaissance Studies (Cambridge, Mass., 1967), pp. 95-119.

45. See L. Twersky, “Aspects of Maimonidean Epistemology: Halakha and Science,” in
J. Neusner, E. S. Frerichs, and N. Sarna, eds., From Ancient Israel 1o Modern Judaism, Intellect
in Quest of Understanding: Essays in Honor of Marvin Fox, 3 vols. (Atlanta, 1989), 3:3-24; the
quotation is on p. 10.
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the sciences, namely astronomy, Maimonides allowed the more recent knowl-
edge of the scientists to supersede that of the rabbis. He first acknowledged
this possibility in commenting on a famous incident recorded in the Talmud
(Pesahim 94b) of the rabbinic sages preferring the opinion of Gentile scholars
on an astronomical matter.* Later, commenting on astronomical distances re-
corded in rabbinic literature, he was even more explicit: “Do not ask of me to
show that everything they [the rabbis] have said concerning astronomical mat-
ters conforms to the way things really are. For at that time mathematics was
imperfect. They did not speak about this as transmitters of dicta of the prophets,
but rather because in those times they were men of knowledge in these fields
or because they had heard these dicta from the men of knowledge who lived in
those times.”*

He thus concluded that “whenever it is possible to interpret the words of an
individual in such a manner that they conform to a being whose existence has
been demonstrated”—that is, that they conform to the truth, as in the case of
astronomical distances—it is fitting to do so. But if they cannot be so inter-
preted, rabbinic statements should be regarded as only individual opinions, not
the halakha, and therefore may be rejected.®

Maimonides’ view that contemporary astronomical knowledge was superior
to that found in the Talmud and should be accepted even when it contradicted
the views of the rabbis was revolutionary. That he appears to limit its appli-
cability to astronomy should be considered together with his epistemological
stance vis-a-vis celestial physics and metaphysics.*” For Maimonides, human
knowledge was limited to material things. While the truths of terrestrial physics

could be known, no theory of the heavens was certain. Rational assumptions

46. Maimonides, Guide of the Perplexed 2:8.

47. Ibid., 3:14.

48. Ibid.

49. My own sense that Maimonides’ statement about astronomy was reformulated by his
son to include all the sciences has been challenged by David Berger in a note to me. Berger
sees father’s and son’s positions as identical, claiming that the logic of Moses Maimonides’
declaration implies all the sciences. He may be right but I still find it noteworthy that Abra-
ham Maimonides made explicit what had been only implicit in his father’s original comment,

bringing out the full force of his father’s position. See below.
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about the heavens were analogous to religious beliefs: they could never be fully
demonstrated by reason® Might I infer from this that while neither rabbinic
theories about the heavens nor contemporary scientific theories are ever certain,
when we are forced to accept one against the other, the contemporary view
more closely approximates the truth than the rabbinic one, although it is not
synonymous with the truth itself?

Abraham Maimonides, in his treatise on the aggadot, appears to go one step
beyond his father: “We are not obligated. . . to argue on behalf of the rabbis and
uphold their views expressed in all their medical, scientific, and astronomical
statements [or to believe] them the way we believe them with respect to the
interpretation of the Torah, whose consummate wisdom was in their hands.”!
Note that Abraham includes all the sciences-—both terrestrial and celestial—
in the category of contemporary knowledge that can supersede that of the rab-

50. This is Maimonides’ position as interpreted by S. Pines in “The Limits of Human

Knowledge according to al-Farabi, ibn Bajja, and Maimonides,” in Twersky, Suudies in Medieval
Jewish History and Literature, pp. 82~109, based especially on the statements in the Guide of the

Perplexed 3:9; 2:22, and 2:24. ]. Stern, in “Maimonides in the Skeptical Tradition” (forthcom-
ing), n. 2, refers also to 3:23: “There is no going beyond the description of natural matters,
that is, the elements, meteorological phenomena, or species, . . . [so] that our intellects do not
reach the point of apprehending how these natural things that exist in the world of generation
and corruption are produced in time and of conceiving how the existence of the natural force
within them has originated them.” See aiso M. Kellner, “On the Status of Astronomy and
Physics in Maimonides’ Misneh Torah and Guide of the Perplexed: A Chapter in the History of
Science,” British Journal of the History of Science 24 (1991): 453-63.

For an alternative view of Maimonides’ epistemology, see Y. T. Langermann, “The ‘True
Perplexity”: The Guide of the Perplexed, Part 2, Chapter 24,” in J. L. Kraemer, ed., Perspectives
on Maimonides: Philosophical and Historcal Studies (Oxford, 1991), pp. 159-74, which argues,
on the basis of the cosmological statements in the Misknek Torah, that Maimonides believed
the true configuration of the heavens to be not fully beyond human comprehension. See also
B. S. Kogan, “What Can We Know and When Can We Know It? Maimonides on the Active
Intelligence and Human Cogpnition,” in E. Ormsby, ed., Moses Maimonides and His Time (Wash-
ington, D.C,, 1989), pp. 121-37 (see also the essays by J. L. Kraemer and A. Hyman in the
same volume); and A. Altmann, “Maimonides on the Intellect and the Scope of Metaphysics,”
in his Von der mittelalterlichen qur modernen Aufklarung (Ttbingen, 1987), pp. 60-129.

51. Abraham Maimonides, “Ma’amar al Odot Derashot Hazal,” in Milhamot Adonai, ed.,
R. Margulies (Jerusalem, 1953), p. 84, as translated by D. Berger, “Judaism and General
Culture in Medieval and Early Modern Times” (forthcoming).
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bis. The expansion is significant in allowing all sciences, both certain and less
certain, to be placed above rabbinic sapience (that which was extraneous to the
strict interpretation of the law) with respect to their truth value. While Moses
Maimonides had safeguarded Judaism from astrological determinism, he had, at
the same time, attenuated the unassailable truths of Judaism to mere interpre-
tations of religious law while enhancing contact with and even subservience to
contemporary speculations about the natural world. As we shall see later, Mai-
monides’ position was stretched even farther in the sixteenth century by Azariah
de’ Rossi, who quoted Maimonides in support of the view that nonhalakhic
statements of the rabbis need not be accepted as absolute truths but only as the
personal opinions of the person to whom they were attributed.

I have noted Judah Ha-Levi’s criticism of ibn Ezra’s astrology. He would
probably have objected as strongly to Maimonides’ assertion of the inadequacy
of rabbinic sapience in astronomical matters, dismissing it as another example
of the philosophers’ arrogance with respect to sacred tradition. On the contrary,
the Torah was perfect in itself, according to Ha-Levi, containing all wisdom
and disciplines, particularly those sciences that facilitate the observance of the
divine commandments. Thus one finds lore from biology, agriculture, astron-
omy, and even music in the Torah. Moreover, the ancient wisdom acquired by
Solomon, including even the occult arts, was the font of all learning and was
eventually diffused among the cultures of other peoples who copied this wis-
dom from Hebrew sources and then claimed it as their own.®> Ha-Levi, unlike
Maimonides, was unwilling to recognize a body of knowledge that had not been
derived from the divine revelation on Mount Sinai. If the Jews didn’t possess it
now, one should assume that they once did or that it was not worth possessing
in the first place.

When knowledge of the natural world was sanctified by Jewish pedigree, it
possessed religious value for Ha-Levi. Like his colleagues, Ha-Levi extolled the
beauty of nature: “For in the smallest worm there are revealed the wonders of

His wisdom in a manner unfathomable to our mind.”>* But one can appreciate

52. See chaps. 2 and 9 below.
53. See Ha-Levi, Sefer ha-Kugari 2:63-66, 4:24-25; and see n. 39 above.
54. Ibid., 1:68.
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the heauty of an object without fully comprehending it. In fact, acknowledging
one’s lack of comprehension enhances one’s humility and reverence for all of
God’s creation. And as long s one does not mistake nature for its Creator or
presume to understand things that only God understands, the natural world and
its splendors remain an appropriate object of human scrutiny and a valuable
resource in inculcating piety and spirituality>®

Ha-Levi’s objection to the determinism of the astrologers is thus perfectly
understandable given its encroachment on divine power and interference in the
religious life of the Jews. But what about the magical arts? Rather than excluding
them, he considered them part of the Solomonic corpus of knowledge. Magic
per se is neither moral nor immoral; it is the practitioner that renders magic bad
or good. Ha-Levi’s description of the difference between a true believer and an
unbeliever is worth quoting in this regard:

[The person who receives divine influence requires instruction] inspired by
God, detailed through sublime evidence. He who has been thus inspired, and
who obeys the order with all its determinations and conditions with a pure
mind, is the true believer. But an unbeliever is he who'strives by specula-
tion and deduction to influence conditions for the reception of this [divine]
power, as revealed in the writings of the astrologers, who try to call down
supernatural beings, or who manufacture talismans. He brings offering and
burns incense in accordance with his own analogic deduction and conjec-
tures, being in reality ignorant of that which we should do, how much, in
.which way, by what means, in which place, by whom, in which manner, and
many other details . . . . He is like an ignorant man who enters the surgery
of a physician famous for the curative power of his medicines. The physician
is not at home, but people come for medicines. The ignorant man dispenses
them out of the jars, knowing nothing of the contents, nor how much should
be given to each person. Thus he kills with the very medicine which should
have cured them. Should he by chance have effected a cure with one of the
drugs, the people will turn to him and say that it helped them—till they dis-
cover that he deceived them; or they note the accidental success of another
drug and turn to it. . . . Men before the time of Moses, with few exceptions,

55. Ibid., 1:72, 76, 79, 2:56, 3:23.
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were like these patients. They were deceived by astrological and physical
doctrines; they turned from doctrine to doctrine, from god to god, or adopted
a plurality [of doctrines and gods] at the same time; they forgot the guide

and master of those powers.

Ha-Levi employs the image of the fool in the physician’s office again when
describing the sin of the golden calf’’” Similar to ibn Ezra’s explanation, the
passage concerns the use of magic to bring down the emanations of the heavens
through the astral image of the calf. What is striking about the passage, as
Shlomo Pines has explained, is that Ha-Levi does not find the calf objection-
able in itself. It was a sin only because it was made by the Israelites “without
the order of God.”*® In other words, astral magic is permissible to Jews when
performed with God’s approval. Ha-Levi applies the same distinction between
good and bad astrology that Abarham Bar Hiyya did. If it is practiced with “the
fear of heaven,” it is perfectly acceptable.

For Ha-Levi, then, astral magic and its accoutrements are fully licit for Jews
who know how to use talismans properly and who, through their knowledge
of God’s commandments and “fear of heaven,” have the correct attitude. The
difference between pagan and Jewish magic is illustrated by the difference be-
tween the fool dispensing medicine and the wise physician. One kind of magic
is bad because it is not effective; the other is good because it works. In failing
to categorize all magic as evil, but rather offering his tacit approval of magic
sanctioned by ancient Jewish traditions, Ha-Levi adumbrated a notion of the
“spiritual sciences” that would appear in Jewish thought throughout the Middle
Ages and well beyond®

Among the Spanish Jewish thinkers after Ha-Levi, Moses Nahmanides ap-

pears to have been profoundly influenced by him, particularly with respect to

56. 1bid., 1:79 (trans. of 1. Heinemann, in Three Jewish Phiosophers [New York, 1969}, pp.
40-41).

57. Ibid., 1:97.

58. S. Pines, “On the Term ‘Rubaniyut’ and Its Origin and on Judah Ha-Levi’s Doctrine”
(in Hebrew), Zarbiz 57 (1988): 511-40.

59. On the magical meaning of the term spiritual sciences in Jewish sources, see M. Idel,
“The Study Program of Yohanan Alemanno” (in Hebrew), Zarbiz 48 (1979): 310-11; 319-20.
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the idea of “spiritual sciences” stemming from Jewish ancestry® Nahmanides
was one of the most complex representatives of medieval Jewry. A physician
and “gentleman” who studied Aristotelian philosophy and the natural sciences,
he was a moderate supporter of Maimonides in the controversy that erupted
in the thirteenth century. At the same time, he was firmly associated with the
introduction of the kabbalah into Spain; he was deeply committed to rabbinic
traditions of study that had flourished in the north; he was occasionally criti-
cal of the excesses of Maimonidean rationalism and naturalism; and he threw
himself passionately into the religious and cultural battle with Christianity, de-
fending his proud ancestry against a new Christian assault in the city of his
residence, Barcelona$!

Langermann has described Nahmanides’ approach to the natural sciences
as “an acceptance and devaluation of science within the framework of Jew-
ish thought.”¥* Attempting to define a middle ground between hostility to the
sciences on the one hand and an enthusiastic embrace of them on the other,
Nahmanides felt comfortable, according to Langermann, with this moderate
position, which was adopted by other traditional thinkers in the following cen-

turies.

See also his “Perceptions of Kabbalah in the Second Half of the Eighteenth Century,” Jewish
Thought and Philosopky 1 (1991): 83-104.

60. See M. Nehorai, “The Doctrine of Miracle and Nature for Nahmanides and its Relation
to R. Yehudah Ha-Levi” (in Hebrew), Da’ar 17 (1986): 23-31.

61. On Nahmanides, see I. Twersky, ed., Rabbi Moses Nahmanides (Ramban): Explorations in
his Religious and Literary Virtuosity (Cambridge, Mass., 1983), esp. B. Septimus, “Open Rebuke
and Concealed Love: Nahmanides and the Andalusian Tradition,” pp. 11-34; M. Idel, “We
Have No Kabbalistic Tradition on This,” pp. 51-73; D. Berger, “Miracles and the Natural
Order,” pp. 107-28. See also D. Berger, “Nahmanides’ Attitude toward Secular Learning and
Its Bearing upon His Stance in the Maimonidean Controversy,” M.A. thesis, Columbia Uni-
versity, 1966; B. Septimus, “Piety and Power in Thirteenth-Century Catalonia,” in Twersky,
ed., Studies in Medieval Jewish History and Literature, pp. 197-230; M. ldel, “Kabbalah, Hala-
khah and Spiritual Leadership” (typescript); E. R. Wolfson, “By Way of Truth: Aspects of
Nahmanides’ Kabbalistic Hermeneutic,” Association for fewish Studies Review 14 (1989): 103-78;
Y. T. Langermann, “Acceptance and Devaluation: Nahmanides’ Attitude towards Science,”

Jewisk Thoughe and Philosophy 1 (1992): 223-45.
62. Langermann, “Acceptance and Devaluation,” p. 223.
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At first glance, however, the middle ground chosen by Nahmanides is not so
apparent. His famous sermons on Psalm 19:8 (entitled The Law of the Lord Is Per-
fect) and on Ecclesiastes (Kokelet) include a zealous contradiction of the position
of Maimonides regarding nature as the source of knowing God. Nahmanides
categorically declares: “One who believes in the Torah may not believe in the
existence of nature at all.”® His doctrine of hidden miracles in nature seems
to challenge Maimonides’ naturalistic explanation of supernatural phenomena.#
But other statements take a more moderate position regarding nature. Although
he criticizes Maimonidean naturalism in his commentary on the Torah, he offers
naturalistic interpretations of his own. Commenting on the rainbow, he seems
aware of the conflict within him: “Against our will [my emphasis], we must be-
lieve the words of the Greeks that the rainbow comes about as a result of the
sun’s burning in the moist air, for the rainbow appears in a vessel of water
placed in the sun.”% He also defends philosophical and scientific studies in a
letter written to a correspondent in northern France, expressing reservations
about the cultivation of Greek wisdom only when a Jew is obliged to acquire
this knowledge from foreign books. He adds, however, that Maimonides offers
a protective shield against this danger® And as David Berger has shown, he
recognizes that the universe functions almost always in a naturalistic way for
both Jews and non-Jews. Consistently upholding the belief that God may inter-
vene in the natural order whenever he pleases, so that Judaism’s doctrine of
reward and punishment is not violated, Nahmanides is neither an occasionalist
nor a denier of the natural order.s

The Law of the Lord Is Perfect offers a further exposition of Nahmanides’ views,
linking him directly to Ha-Levi. In a revealing passage, Nahmanides lambasts
Aristotle and his myopic conception of science:

63. Nahmanides, Sermon on Kokelet, in C. Chavel, Kitvei Ramban, 2 vols. (Jerusalem, 1962),
1:192; see also his Zorat Adonai Temimah, 1:153, and his commentary on Exodus 13:16.

64. See Berger, “Miracles and the Natural Order.”

65. See Nahmanides’ commentary on Genesis 9:12 and Zorat Adonai Temimak 1:174; for
other examples, see his commentary on Genesis 8:11 and Leviticus 13:3.

66. See Chavel, Kitver Ramban 1:339; Septimus, “Open Rebuke,” p. 24.

67. Berger, “Miracles and the Natural Order.”
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Hence you see the stubbornness of the leader of the philosophers, may his
name be erased, for he denies a number of things that many have seen, whose
truth we ourselves have witnessed, and which have become famous in the
world. In those ancient times, for example, in the days of our master Moses
of blessed memory, they were known to all, because in that generation all
the sciences were spiritual, such as the subjects of demons, sorcery, and the
varieties of incense that are offered to the heavenly host. For on account of
their closeness to the creation of the world and to the flood, there was no one
who denied creation [out of nothing] or who rebelled against God. Rather
they used to seek some advantage by worshiping the sun, moon, and constel-
lations. They made forms in order to receive a higher power. Even among the
philosophers, as written in the Book of Takismans, it was possible for a person
by way of forms to bring [down] inspiration and speech. When the Greeks
arose—and they are a new nation who had not received wisdom as an inheri-
tance, as the author of the Book of the Khazars [ Judah Ha-Levi] has explained
{I:63—-65; 3:29],—the well-known man arose and denied everything other
than sensibilia. He sought out science based [only] on the senses while deny-
ing the spiritual ones. He claimed that the subject of demons and the art of

sorcery were worthless and all activity in the world is due to “natures.”%®

Nahmanides’ argument is similar to that of Ha-Levi, who contrasted the un-
believer, striving for divine influence through his useless deductions and specu-
lation, with the Jewish believer, achieving immediate success in bringing down
the divine effluvia through the secret wisdom of the Jewish people. Deductions
and speculation recall Nahmanides’ characterization of the “leader of the phi-
losophers.” In both accounts, the contrast is between the myopic and ineffectual
endeavors of the pagan philosopher (the fool in the doctot’s office or Aristotle
himself) and successful endeavors of the Jewish people, the heirs of a secret
wisdom originating from the time of Moses. But Nahmanides adds several de-
tails to sharpen the contrast. For him, the difference is not merely inept pagan
versus effective Jewish magic. It is rather a cultural conflict between Greek and

68. Nahmanides, Zorat Adonai Temimah, 1: 147. (I consulted Langermann’s translations of
Nahmanides, pp. 230-31 for this and the following passage in rendering my own.)
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Jewish science.®® And I might add, given the centrality of Aristotle in Christian
scholasticism, and given Nahmanides’ public stance against Christianity, that
he might have also perceived the contrast between a Christian science and a
Jewish science. Furthermore, the contest is not between two types of magical
activity, as it was for Ha-Levi. In Nahmanides’ version, Greek science knows
only what it superficially smells, hears, sees, feels, or touches, in contrast to a
more subtle and profound science, a spiritual one, that discerns and manipulates
natural phenomena unexposed to the natural eye. While Ha-Levi had placed the
pagans and Jews in two opposing camps, Nahmanides sees them in a kind of
spiritual alliance. Both Moses and his coreligionists and the ancient astrologers
and sorcerers had a clearer vision of the created world because they lived at a
time closer to creation; both were also more “spiritual” because they did not
rebel against God. In contrast, the Greek philosophers inherited no such vision
or wisdom, and thus they were incapable of penetrating the surface of creation,
as both the Israelites and the ancient pagans had done.

Nahmanides later concludes: “All these things and those like them [the occult
arts] are old and true sciences, passed on in a tradition by those who received
the Torah. When we were lost [exiled], these sciences were lost along with us.
A few still retain a distorted recollection of them but the philosophers have
[subsequently] come and denied them.””

Nahmanides thus accepted Ha-Levi’s notion of a tradition of the occult origi-
nating among the Jews in ancient times. He not only confirmed that it works; he
elevated it to the status of a spiritual science, superior to the science practiced
in thirteenth-century Christian Spain by the scholastic naturalists, whose chief
representative among the Jews was Maimonides. Nahmanides did not develop
his notion any further; he conceded that this superior science had been mostly
forgotten, and what was still remembered by a few was inaccurate. Although

it does not explain this kind of science, his remark is still significant for two

69. Note that Ha-Levi, in the passage referred to by Nahmanides, also contrasts the
Greeks, who lack an inheritance, with the Jews, “the progeny of Shem,” and adds that the
former are incapable of anything more than “abstract speculation.” But Nahmanides goes
farther with the contrast, focusing on the difference between two kinds of science, sensory
and spiritual, the first Greek, the second Jewish.

70. Nahmanides, Zorat Adonai Temimah 1:162.
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reasons. First, he affirmed, like Ha-Levi, his belief in the legitimacy of the occult
arts as a means of penetrating the secrets of the natural world. More important,
he offered a perspective wedded to the ancient traditions of the Jews that re-
sisted defining the real world according to the principles of Aristotelian physics
and offered encouragement to those seeking alternative ways of comprehending
nature. Nahmanides’ Jewish pride would not allow him to follow his mentor
Maimonides in accepting uncritically the Greek philosopher’s ideas about the
sublunar world.

The notion of two magics, an effective and edifying one practiced by Jews
and a destructive black magic associated with sin and idolatry, has a long career
in the traditions of Jewish mystics beginning in the thirteenth century, formu-
lated notably by the author of the Sefer ha-Zohar (Book of Splendor).” In a way not
unlike that of medieval Christianity’s appropriation of certain forms of magic
and simultaneous disapproval of other non-Christian varieties,” the Zokar asso-
ciated evil magic with original sin as a rebellion against God’s sovereignty,
while approving the positive theurgic function of observing the commandments,
studying the Torah, and praying. Accompanying the positive magic was a tra-
dition of ancient magical-medical wisdom among the Jews, lost but still faintly
recalled, based on the exegesis of Genesis 5:1: “This is the book of the genera-
tions of Adam.” The books of Enoch and Jubilees both recalled a tradition of
men receiving secret books from angels.” Noah received secret recipes from the
angel Raphael, according to the Jewish physician Asaf in the sixth or seventh
century. Here the secrets were cast in a medical context, introducing Asaf’s own
herbal recipes.* The early medieval Book of Secrees mentioned a similar tradi-

71. See D. Cohen-Aloro, “The Zohar’s View of Magic as a Consequence of Original Sin”
(in Hebrew), Da’ar 19 (1987): 31-66.

72. See Flint, The Rise of Magic in Early Medieval Europe; R. Kieckhefer, Magic in the Middle
Ages (Cambridge, 1990), pp. 8-14; P. Brown, “Sorcery, Demons, and the Rise of Christianity:
From Late Antiquity into the Middle Ages,” in M. Douglas, ed., Witchcrafi Confessions and
Accusations (London, 1970), pp. 17-45; repr. in P. Brown, Religion and Society tn the Age of St.
Augustine (London, 1972), pp. 119-46.

73. Cohen-Aloro, “Zohar’s View,” pp. 50-52.

74. S. Muntner, Introduction to Sefer Asaf ha-Rofe (Jerusalem, 1958), pp. 147-49. For further

discussion of this motif and additional references, see the appendix.
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tion” and the motif reappeared in the Sefer ha-Zohar.” The notion of an ancient
Jewish book of magic and medical wisdom complemented Nahmanides’ idea of
a Jewish spiritual science opposed to a Greek sensory one. Both traditions—the
lost book of medicine and Nahmanides’ spiritual sciences—would be recalled

by Jewish thinkers well into the early modern period.”’

Four years before Nahmanides’ death, Levi ben Gerson, known as Ger-
sonides, was born in the district of Orange in Provence”® Nahmanides’ profound
influence on thirteenth-century Jewry would have been felt by the young phi-
losopher and astronomer, but there is every reason to doubt that the rabbi’s
notion of a Jewish spiritual science met with his approval. Gersonides, to a
greater extent than even Maimonides, was an adherent of Aristotelian physics.
His scientific corpus, together with his philosophical and exegetical writings,
established him as an imposing figure in the history of Jewish thought in general
and Jewish scientific thought in particular.

Seymour Feldman calls Gersonides a backward-looking philosopher, in the
Aristotelian-Averroistic tradition. His philosophical optimism, his rigorous de-
fense of the integration of reason and revelation, and his belief that Judaism
could be understood philosophically placed him at odds with the growing nomi-
nalist tendencies of Christian scholastic thought beginning to establish rigorous

dividing lines between religion and reason, divorcing philosophy from the-

75. M. Margoliouth, ed., Sefer ha-Ragim (Jerusalem, 1967), pp. 56-57.

76. Cohen-Aloro, “The Zohar’s View,” p. 52.

77. See D. B. Ruderman, Kabbalah, Magic, and Science: The Cultural Universe of a Sixteenth-
Century Jewisk Physician (Cambridge, Mass., 1988), pp. 4041 and 183, n. 83.

78. On Gersonides, see ]. Shazzmiller, “Gersonides and the Jewish Community of Orange
in His Day” and “Some Further Information about Gersonides and the Orange Jewish Com-
munity in His Day” (in Hebrew), in B. Oded et al., eds., Studies in the History of the fewish People
and the Land of Israel, vol. 2 (Haifa, 1972), pp. 111-126; and vol. 3 (Haifa, 1974), pp. 139-43;
C. Touati, La Pensée philosophigue et théologigue de Gersonide (Paris, 1973); and especially two
recent anthologies: G. Dahan, ed., Gersonide en son temps (Louvain, 1991) and G. Freudenthal,
ed., Studies on Gersonides: A Fourteenth-Century Jewish Philosopher-Scientist (Leiden, 1992). Espe-
cially useful is M. Kellner’s essay “Bibliographia Gersonideana” in the Freudenthal volume,
pp. 367-416.
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ology and from the natural sciences’ Writing at a time when the recently
translated commentaries of Averroes had revolutionized the study of philoso-
phy in Europe, Gersonides upheld the value of a philosophically sound and
self-consistent Jewish theology®

Although Gersonides was committed to an approach to understanding the
cosmos that Nahmanides would have labeled disparagingly as “sensory,” it
would be misleading to view him as merely backward-looking. The key to
understanding his novel position in Jewish thought, as Gad Freudenthal has
argued, is the relation between his theology and astronomy. Freudenthal calls
Gersonides “an epistemological realist,” by which he means that knowledge
of the universe represented for Gersonides the ultimate goal of humankind,
the attaining of immortality. Knowledge of the natural world was not merely
preliminary to metaphysics, nor was its purpose to “save the appearances” of
ancient assumptions about the way the heavens operate® Furthermore, there
were no limits to what human beings could learn® Maimonides had written
that “it is impossible for us to accede to the points starting from which conclu-
sions may be drawn about the heavens; for the latter are too far away from us
and too high in place and in rank. And even the general conclusion that may
be drawn from them, namely, that they prove the existence of their Mover, is
a matter the knowledge of which cannot be reached by human intellects. And
to fatigue the minds with notions that cannot be grasped by them and for the

grasp of which they have no instrument, is a defect in one’s inborn disposition

79. But note S. Mébuss, Die Intellektlehre des Levi ben Gerson in ihrer Begiehung qur christlichen
Scholastik (Frankfurt am Main, 1991), who suggests an Ockhamist influence on Gersonides’
notion of the intellect.

80. S. Feldman, ed. and trans., Levi Ben Gershom: The Wars of the Lord, 2 vols. (Philadelphia,
1984-87), 1:49-52.

81. On this notion, see P. Duhem, 7o Save the Phenomena, trans. E. Doland and C. Machler
(Chicago, 1969).

82. G. Freudenthal, “Spiritual Success and Astronomy: Gersonides’ War against Ptolemy”
(in Hebrew), Da’ar 22(1989): 55-72. See also his “Cosmogonie et physique chez Gersonide,”
Revue des études juives 145 (1986): 295-314; his critical review of Feldman in Revue des études

Jutves 148 (1989): 379-84; and his “Sauver son 4me ou sauver les phénomenes: Sotériologie,
épistémologie et astronomie chez Gersonide,” in Freudenthal, Studies on Gersonides, pp. 317-52.
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or some sort of temptation. Let us then stop at a point that is within our ca-
pacity . . . .”® Gersonides strongly disagreed. The progressive accumulation of
knowledge had no limits whatsoever and provided the only guarantee of the
immortality of the soul®

For Gersonides, astronomy was the highest science. In the opening of a long
discourse on astronomy in the Wars of the Lord, he offered apologetic arguments
for the study of astronomy based on its nobility, its applications to the other
sciences and philosophy, and its political and practical utility®> He also cited bib-
lical passages praising it as a means of understanding God* Gersonides insisted
that astronomical theory be philosophically sound and conform to observation.
Openly critical of the Ptolemaic models of planetary motion, he denied that
they could represent the true structure of the heavens unless verified through
observation. Departing from the traditional explanations of medieval astron-
omy, he invented his own instruments—the Jacob’s staff, the camera obscura, a
tool to measure the moon’s elongation from the sun, and a modified astrolabe—
to offer new models previously not considered, and then to verify them on the
basis of his own observations ¥’

Whether one interprets Gersonides’ philosophical optimism and search for
divine truth through the stars as a “step backward” or as “creating a new sci-
entific discourse examining the real universe rather than transcending it,”® his
originality as an astronomer, his commitment to the study of the heavens for
its own sake and as a means of understanding the Divine, his extraordinary
confidence in the ability of the rational faculties of human beings to fathom all
of creation, and the fusion of his scientific quest with his Jewish identity are

indisputable. That he had little influence on later Jewish thinkers suggests that

83. Maimonides, Guide of the Perplexed 2:25 (Pines trans., p. 327).

84. See also M. Kellner, “Maimonides and Gersonides on Astronomy and Metaphysics,”
in Rosner and Kottek, Moses Maimonides, pp. 91-96.

85. See B. R. Goldstein, The Astronomy of Levi Ben Gerson (1288-1344) (Berlin, 1985), p. 24.
See also Goldstein, “Levi Ben Gerson’s Contributions to Astronomy,” in Freudenthal, Studies
on Gersonides, pp. 3-19.

86. Goldstein, Astronomy, p. 24.

87. Ibid., pp. 7-9.

88. Freudenthal, “Spiritual Success,” p. 71.
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his position was anomalous® In sensing the limits of the human capacity to
know the heavens, Maimonides was closer to the Christian nominalists of the
fourteenth century who had severed the relation between theology and science,
allowing each an autonomy of its own>® Whether, in the final analysis, Ger-
sonides’ reintegration of the two liberated or limited his empirical investigation,
it is clear that later Jewish thought was more in line with Christian theology.
Ironically, although Gersonides was the greatest Jewish scientist of the Middle
Ages, he had the least influence on later Jewish thinkers, at least with respect to
his scientific writings. His originality was constrained by a metaphysics going
out of fashion steadily among both Jews and Christians.

To what extent do the views of the few discussed so far reflect those of the
many? Are we entitled to speak about interest in the natural world through
a wider spectrum of Jews than the elites of Spain and southern France here
surveyed? Only a tentative answer is possible, based on the inroads of Maimoni-
deanism and the study of Aristotelian philosophy in medieval Jewish culture.
To the extent that physics was an essential feature of the curriculum leading
to “the divine science,” the study of it was encouraged. Thus, there were a
significant number of Hebrew encyclopedias designed for more popular con-
sumption, generally following the curriculum of natural scientific and theo-
logical studies advocated by the reigning philosophical school. This output is
particularly noticeable in Provence and Spain during the thirteenth and four-
teenth centuries. It includes such works as Judah ben Solomon Cohen’s Midrask
ha-Hokkmah, Shem Tov ben Joseph Falaquera’s De ot ka-Pilosophim, or Sefer ha-
Mevakesh, Gershom ben Solomon of Arles’ Ska'ar ha-Shamayim, and Meir ben

89. On his lack of influence, see Freudenthal, “Spiritual Success,” pp. 71-72; Goldstein,
Astronomy, pp. 9-15.

90. On the nominalist revolt, see E. Grant, Physical Science in the Middle Ages (New York,
1971), pp. 24-35; idem, “The Condemnation of 1277, God’s Absolute Power, and Physical
Thought in the Late Middle Ages,” Viaror 10 (1979): 211-44; H. Oberman, “Reformation
and Revolution: Copernicus’ Discovery in an Era of Change,” in Murdoch and Sylla, Cultural
Contexz, pp. 397-435. Nominalism and Jewish thought in eastern Europe are also discussed in
chap. 2 below.
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Isaac Aldabi’s Shevilei Emunah® Few of these books have been studied system-
atically for their essential themes, their sources, the extent of their readership,
or their relation to similar compendiums of knowledge in the Christian world,
and thus it is hard to assess their significance and influence within the culture
of medieval Judaism.

One final and important question alluded to above has not yet been addressed
in this cursory overview. Was a positive attitude to the natural world primarily
the product of southern European culture, which was closest geographically and
intellectually to the traditions of Islamic philosophy and science? The conven-
tional portrait of northern European Jewish culture as one devoted exclusively
to biblical and rabbinic exegesis has been challenged in recent years. Ashkenazic
Jews, according to this revision, were not insulated from either philosophy or
the natural sciences but rather showed an awareness and an appreciation of
both. This “rationalistic” tradition of Ashkenazic Jews was then passed down
to their eastern European descendants, who fostered similar interests while
simultaneously devoting themselves to Torah study”

Leaving aside the question of philosophy, the evidence for nature study
among Ashkenazic Jews is partial and sporadic. Scientific texts recently discov-
ered by Y. Tzvi Langermann and Israel Ta-Shema suggest the possibility that

some Ashkenazic Jews acquired considerable knowledge of the natural world.”®

91. On Falaquera, see R. Jospe, Torak and Sophia: The Life and Thought of Shem Tov tbn Fala-
quera (Cincinnati, 1988), and S. Harvey’s translation of Sefer Aa-Mevakesh (Cambridge, Mass.,
1988). On Gershom of Arles, see The Gate of Heaven, trans. F. S. Bodenheimer (Jerusalem,
1953). On the others, see F. S. Bodenheimer, “On Some Hebrew Encyclopedias of the Middle
Ages,” Archives internationales d’histoire des sciences 6 (1953): 3—13; Marx, “Scientific Work™; and
see esp. Freudenthal’s recent analysis in “Les Sciences dans les communautés juives,” pp.
53—60. ]J. Shatzmiller, in his forthcoming book, stresses the pragmatic dimension of these
compendiums, which, along with Hebrew translations of Avicenna’s Canon, were designed to
introduce Jewish students to the sciences in preparation for careers in medicine.

92. See esp. E. Kupfer, “Concerning the Cultural Image of Ashkenazic Jewry and Its Sages
in the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Centuries” (in Hebrew), Tarbiz 42 (1972-73): 113-47. The
implications of this essay for the study of science among eastern European Jews will be
considered in chap. 2 below.

93. Y. T. Langermann, “An Unknown Ashkenazic Composition on the Natural Sciences”
(in Hebrew), Kiryat Sefer 62 (1988-89): 448-49; idem, “A Hebrew Version of the Encyclo-
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This limited evidence indicates that some were impressed by the natural land-
scape while still engrossed in their legal commentaries and codes. Moreover,
rabbinic study could often spawn an interest in nature. Perhaps David Berger is
right in differentiating between philosophic and nature study among Ashkenazic
Jews; while they were resistant to the first, the second raised few theological
problems for them™

One unusual approach to nature emanating from the circle of German piet-
ists during the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries has been described by Israel
Ta-Shema and Joseph Dan. A remarkable manuscript from the hand of Judah the
Pious, the primary figure in this circle, entitled God'’s Conversation Concerning Al
His Wonders, offers examples ranging from the credible (a dog finding his prey,
a magnet), to the incredible (animals speaking Hebrew, the rays on Moses’s
face, and the activity of demons). Some of the wonders, as Ta-Shema points out,
are indeed based on observation and assume a sophisticated understanding of
natural processes. Others stretch the imagination beyond all limits.”* Such com-
pendiums of fact and fancy need to be compared with similar Christian works
to establish the degree of their originality and their importance.

What is most interesting about Judah’s discourse is not the subject itself but
rather the theological perspective. According to Judah, God establishes won-
ders in nature to reflect his divine presence. In the ordinary course of nature,

contrary to the views of the thinkers I have discussed so far, God’s presence is

pedia of Guillaume de Conches” (in Hebrew), Kiryar Sefer 60 (1985): 328-29; 1. Ta-Shema,
“Sefer ha-Maskil: An Unknown French-Jewish Book from the End of the Thirteenth Century”
(in Hebrew), Jerusalem Studies in Jewish Thoughs 2, no. 3 (1982-83): 416-38; G. Freudenthal,
“Blessed Is the Air and Blessed Is Its Name in Sefer Aa-Maski of R. Solomon Simhah of
Troyes: Toward a Portrait of Scientific-Midrashic Cosmology under Stoic Influence from the
Thirteenth Century” (in Hebrew), Da’as 32-33 (1994): 182-234.

94. 1 refer to Berger’s discussion of Ashkenazic Jewish culture in “judaism and General
Culture in Medieval and Early Modern Times.”

95. Y. Dan, Torat Ha-Sod skel Hasidei Ashkenag (Jerusalem, 1968), pp. 88-94; idem, Syyunim
be-Sifrut Hasidei Askkenay (Ramat Gan, 1975), pp. 142-45. 1 am indebted to Professor Ta-
Shema for his reflections on this subject in a letter he sent me on Nov. 20, 1990. See also
J. Shatzmiller, “Doctors and Medical Practice in Germany around 1200: The Evidence of Sefer
Hasidim,” Journal of Jewish Studies: Essays in Honour of Yigael Yadin 33 (1982): 583-93.
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not reflected. Only the pietist can look with his sensitive lens beyond the ordi-
nary, attaining insights not available to the uninitiated. Ostensibly adopting an
antinaturalist position by denying a value to the study of ordinary nature, the
pietist finds ultimate meaning in the unusual, the miraculous, which is nonethe-
less within the world of nature as well. And conceivably, one has to recognize
the ordinary in order to define and describe the extraordinary. Thus Judah’s
manuscript offers an alternative mystical model! for studying nature from that
of the dominant physics of medieval scholasticism. Both Judah the Pious and,
to a lesser extent, Nahmanides studied and explained nature out of a religious
and cultural orientation that was at odds with the norms of Aristotelian natural
philosophy.

My survey of medieval attitudes to the natural world from Bahya ibn Pakuda
to Judah the Pious has included an appreciation of nature as valuable in itself
and as a source of religious meaning (Bahya, Ha-Levi, Maimonides, and others);
a full range of attitudes toward astrology and astral magic, from open hostility
(Bahya, Maimonides) to restrained acceptance (Bar Hiyya), to uninhibited en-
thusiasm for all its manifestations, including the reinterpretation of precepts and
rites and the leveling of apparent differences among religions (ibn Ezra and his
commentators); a tendency to dissociate scientific knowledge from the sacred
dicta of the rabbis and to consider knowledge of celestial physics speculative
and never fully attainable (Maimonides); an argument that the Torah is the font
of all wisdom, including the sciences, and that the wisdom of other cultures is
also ultimately derived from the Torah (Ha-Levi and others); an assumption
that ancient Jewish magic and medicine constitute a spiritual science superior
to that of the Greeks and medieval philosophers (Ha-Levi, Nahmanides, and the
kabbalists); reinvigorated Aristotelian philosophy committed to understanding
all of creation, with astronomy as the highest science and fueled by a critical
and empiricist temper (Gersonides); the diffusion of scientific information in
popular compendiums throughout the Jewish world and the occasional evidence
of nature study and appreciation on the part of Ashkenazic Jews, even those far
removed from the centers of philosophical and scientific investigation.

As one might expect, Jews’ reflections on nature often closely resemble those
of their Muslim and Christian neighbors. The dissemination of classical phi-
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losophy and science in higher medieval culture is the most obvious reason
for these shared views* The study of physics as the first stage of the philo-
sophical curriculum;” the preoccupation with astronomy and with the more
scientific forms of astrology (compare, for example, the notions of good and
bad astrology in Isidore of Seville”™ and Abraham Bar Hiyya); and the promo-
tion of medicine and the biological sciences® all stem from this collective body
of knowledge inherited from antiquity, which was enlarged and transformed
during the Middie Ages.

A second area of common interests involves the intersection of religion,
magic, and science. The permeability of boundaries between magic and experi-
mental science in both the ancient and medieval worlds has long been noted.'®
The transformation of condemned magic, sometimes through experimental sci-
ence, into friendly magic often appears to cross religious and cultural bound-
aries. The early medieval church’s appropriation of magical systems of pagan
antiquity is reminiscent of tendencies in early rabbinic and medieval Judaism,
such as the Sefer ha-Zokar’s distinction between destructive magic and creative
theurgy and the invoking of astrological magic and medicine as opposed to

96. See B. Stock, “Science, Technology, and Economic Progress in the Early Middle Ages,”
and D. C. Lindberg, “The Transmission of Greek and Arabic Learning in the West,” in Lind-
berg, Science in the Middle Ages, pp. 1-90; Grant, Physical Science in the Middle Ages, pp. 1-22;
and S. H. Nasr, Science and Civilization in Islam (Cambridge, Mass., 1968).

97. See J. A. Weisheipl, “The Nature, Scope, and Classification of the Sciences,” in Lind-
berg, Science in the Middle Ages, pp. 461-482; idem, “Classification of the Sciences in Medieval
Thought,” Medieval Studies 27 (1965): 54-90. See also W. A. Wallace, “The Philosophical
Setting of Medieval Science,” in Lindberg, Science in the Middle Ages, pp. 91-119.

98. On “good” Christian astrology, see Flint, Rise of Magic, pp. 128-46; (for Isidore, see
p-130); and H. C. Kee, Medicine, Miracle, and Magic in New Testament Times (Cambridge, 1986).

99. See the surveys of medieval medicine and natural history by C. H. Talbot and J. Stan-
nard in Lindberg, Science in the Middle Ages, pp. 391-428 and 429-60; N. G. Siraisi, Medieval
and Early Renaissance Medicine (Chicago, 1990); and M. Ullmann, /slamic Medicine (Edin-
burgh, 1978).

100. See the works listed in n. 72 above as well as G. E. R. Lloyd, Magic, Reason and Experi-
ence (Cambridge, 1979); Hansen, “Science and Magic™; and P. Zambelli, ed., Scienge, credenze
occulte, liveli & cultura (Florence, 1982). On the ancient period, see the appendix.
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“more menacing forms of supernatural intercession.” %! But one should also note
the dissimilarities between the Christians and Jews. The initial polemic against
magic in the church is not found among the rabbis, whose ability to tolerate most
forms of magic remained constant.'” Whereas much medieval Christian magic
flowed naturally “into the streambed of Aristotelian thought,” as Bert Hanson
has noted'® certain forms of Jewish magic were markedly anti-Aristotelian and
even anti-Christian, as we have seen.'® The assertion of Jewish magic or science
as an act of self-differentiation from the dominant culture appears to be a unique
development within Jewish medieval thought.

Much has been written about the assault on Aristotelian naturalism by Chris-
tian theologians in the late thirteenth and fourteenth centuries. Rejecting the
deterministic causality of the philosophers, they maintained that God was free
to create what he willed in nature. Science became conditional and hypothetical,
and alternative theories about the radically contingent universe could now be
proposed.!® This nominalist and empiricist revolution has no exact parallel in
Jewish thought.!% I have mentioned Maimonides’ hypothetical approach to the
study of celestial physics; but he was no nominalist with respect to the terres-

101. Flint, Rise of Magic, p. 145. See also the recent critique of Flint’s work by R. Kleck-
hefer, “The Specific Rationality of Medieval Magic,” dmerican Historical Review 99 (1994):
813-36.

102. See the appendix.

103. Hansen, “Science and Magic,” p. 490.

104. The most extreme example is the 15th-century Sefer ha-Meshv, On this work, see
M. Idel, “Investigations in the Method of the Author of Sefer ha-Meskiv, (in Hebrew), Sefunot 17
(1983): 185-266; and idem, “The Attitude to Christianity in the Sefer ha-Mesks” (in Hebrew),
Zion 46 (1981): 77-91.

105. See the references in n. 90, along with E. Grant, “Scientific Thought in Fourteenth-
Century Paris: Jean Buridan and Nicole Oresme,” in Cosman and Chandler, Machaut’s World,
pp. 105-24; and compare the recent treatment by A. Funkenstein, Theology and the Scien-
tfic Imagination from the Middle Ages 1o the Seventeenth Century (Princeton, 1986). See also
chap. 2 below.

106. The subject deserves more study. See W. Z. Harvey, “Nissim of Gerona and William
of Ockham on Prime Matter, “Jewish History 6 (Frank Talmage Memorial Volume 2) (1992):
87-98.
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trial sciences. Gersonides’ philosophy, as we have seen, was radically different
from that of the nominalists.'” Hasdai Crescas’s elaborate critique of Aristote-
lian philosophy at the beginning of the fifteenth century appears to be the first
Jewish assault on scholastic naturalism, but its precise connection to the work
of the nominalists Ockham, Oresme, and Buridan, if any, is still to be deter-
mined.® The real break with Aristotelian philosophy by Jewish thinkers took
place still later, in the period that I describe in the subsequent chapters.

Beyond the obvious similarities and differences of approach 1 have men-
tioned, there remains the larger social context, especially the new universities
such as Paris, Oxford, Montpellier, and Bologna. Preceded by the cathedral
schools, the university drew together all those concerned with Aristotelian.
natural philosophy, astronomy, astrology, and medicine. It also was the only
institution that could promote under one roof the unitary character of learning.
All university students, from the faculties of law, theology or medicine, were
required to pass through the faculty of arts, and thus they shared a common
basis for scholarship.'”

With few exceptions, Jews were batred from university study. Despite the
legends regarding Jewish involvement in the founding of such universities as
Salerno or Montpellier, almost no Jews studied formally at any medieval uni-
versity before the fourteenth century, and regularized admission did not occur
until the late sixteenth century at even the most tolerant institutions, such as

Padua.!'? Even then, Jews could study only in the faculty of medicine for obvious

107. But compare n. 79.

108. See.H. Wolfson, Crescas’ Critique of Aristotle: Problems of Aristotle’s Physics in Jewish and
Arabic Philosophy (Cambridge, Mass., 1929); and A. Ravitzky, Crescas’s Sermon on the Passover
and Studies in His Philosophy (in Hebrew) (Jerusalem, 1988).

109. See the overview by P. Kibre and N. Siraisi, “The Institutional Setting: The Uni-
versities,” in Lindberg, Science in the Middle Ages, pp. 120—44; J. Murdoch, “From Social into
Intellectual Factors: An Aspect of the Unitary Character of Medieval Learning,” in Murdoch
and Sylla, Cultural Context of Medieval Learning, pp. 271-348; H. Rashdall, The Universities of
Europe in the Middle Ages, 3 vols. (Oxford, 1936); G. Leff, Paris and Oxford Universities in the
Thirteenth and Fourteenth Centuries: AntInstitutional and Intellectual History (New York, 1968);
N. Siraisi, Arts and Sciences at Padua (Toronto, 1973).

110. On this later development, see below. J. Shatzmiller discusses the medieval situation
thoroughly in his forthcoming book.
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theological reasons. Gad Freudenthal maintains that the greatest impediment to
the study of the sciences among medieval Jews was their lack of institutional
support. The philosopher-savant, with leisure for systematic study and reflec-
tion, could not exist within the Jewish community. Jewish education revolved
around the study of religious law, and lacking access to universities, Jews had
no place to pursue autonomous research in philosophy and the sciences. Thus
the Jewish community, at least in Christian Europe, could produce no major
scientific figures; Gersonides is the sole exception that proves the rule.!"

The lack of access to universities was a major factor in Jewish intellectual
life in the Middle Ages and diminished Jewish involvement in the sciences. Yet
Freudenthal’s assertion needs to be modified in at least two respects. First, there
was at least one social context in which Jews could pursue scientific interests:
the medical profession. The conspicuous success of Jews in this profession in
the medieval Islamic world is well known."? Through strong kinship ties and
a network of apprenticeships, the quality and quantity of trained Jewish physi-
cians remained high. Through their medical practice, they attained not only
considerable economic success and political power, but knowledge and practical
experience in the natural sciences. Medicine’s connection with astrology also
facilitated their mastery of physics, mathematics, and astronomy. Their involve-
ment in medicine was as extensive in Christian Europe. In some places, like
Languedoc between the twelfth and fifteenth centuries, more than a third of the
licensed doctors were Jews. Although excluded officially from the University of
Montpellier, many Jewish physicians maintained close ties with the faculty of
medicine. Many Jewish physicians were regularly examined and licensed by the
local authorities in the rest of southern France, Aragon, and Italy.!"® Thus the

Jewish community partially filled the educational void in the sciences through

111. G. Freudenthal, “The Place of Science in Medieval Hebrew-writing Jewish Commu-
nities: A Sociological Perspective” (paper delivered at the symposium “The Interaction of
Scientific and Jewish Cultures,” Jewish Public Library, Montreal, June 3-5, 1990). My thanks
to Professor Freudenthal for sharing a copy of his paper with me. His position is considerably
expanded in “Les Sciences dans les communautés juives,” esp. pp. 92-134.

112. See the references in nn. 9 and 10.

113. This situation is documented in Professor Shatzmiller’s book.
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support of a high level of medical training among some of its most privileged
members.

The second modification of Freudenthal’s view arises from the fact that
individual Jews were supported, sometimes handsomely, in their pursuit of as-
trology and medicine and especially in their translation of scientific texts by
Christian governments and private patrons. Some of these individuals acquired
vast learning in the natural sciences through their privileged status. The per-
centage of such Jewish savants was small in comparison to the percentage of
Christian university students, but surely not negligible.!"* Moreover, systematic
rabbinic learning, especially in Spain and southern France, did not discourage
scientific and philosophic pursuits among other Jewish students.!'® Indeed, it
spawned both a technical philosophical literature in Arabic and Hebrew and a
more popular literature of scientific knowledge gathered in compendiums, as

we have seen.

Many of the attitudes'described in this chapter reappear in various guises
later on: the appreciation of nature study as a religious ideal, for example, as
well as the belief in the ancient Jewish provenance of magic and medicine, as-
trology and astronomy, accompanied by a feeling of superiority. In the early
modern period, we also notice exceptional Jewish physicians, magicians, and
astrologers frequenting the homes of Christian nobility and statesmen.

But important differences are also notable. The study of medicine and the
sciences was revolutionized by two major factors: the growing numbers of Jews
gaining admission to university faculties of medicine and the introduction of
the printing press. Hebrew books were produced and books in other languages
were increasingly read by Jews. Ironically, the medieval Hebrew encyclope-
dias had their widest distribution after the printing press rather than before.
Important intellectual changes also distinguish the two periods. We need only

mention at this stage the changing intellectual context of the Renaissance and

114. On the translators, see the works cited in nn. 1 and 8.
115. See, for example, 1. Ta-Shema, “Philosophical Considerations for Halakhic Decision
Making in Spain” (in Hebrew), Sefiunor, n.s., 3 [=18] (1985): 99-110. Compare Freudenthal,

“Les Sciences dans les communautés juives,” pp. 92-134.
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post-Renaissance as a nurturing ground and further stimulant for the coadu-
nation of magical and scientific mentalities. The breakdown of the Aristotelian
worldview, the divorce of physics from metaphysics, produced a major episte-
mological and methodological breakthrough in the sciences and a transformed
relation with Jewish religious thought.

Despite these major differences, medieval Jewish attitudes toward nature and
scientific activity helped shape Jewish attitudes in the early modern period. Most
important, early modern Jews saw their scientific studies as a cultural legacy
and a badge of honor. They reveled in Jewish medical and scientific genealo-
gies. They were the proud heirs of Maimonides, ibn Ezra, and Gersonides, and
that recollection sustained and legitimated their cultural endeavors. The Jewish
astrologers, physicians, and occultists whom they honored in this medieval hall
of fame had successfully integrated their Jewish identities with their scientific
ones, and they believed that they could do so too.

53



2

"The Legijtimation of Scientific Activity among
Central and Eastern European Jews

To the historian of Jewish-Christian relations in early modern
western Europe, the terrain of central and eastern Europe ap-
pears bland and stolid in comparison. From the perspective of
the West, Jewish intellectual life seems relatively isolated and
inner-directed; on the surface, Jewish writing displays little of
the current thinking and literary tastes of the outside world; and
the primary dialogue of Jewish thinkers with ideas outside their
own culture is with those stemming from earlier Jewish cultures
of the ancient and medieval worlds. While Jews of the West were
generally conversant in all the major languages of their host
civilizations, listened to sermons in those languages, and even
published books in them, their counterparts to the East were
comfortable, for the most part, only in Hebrew and Yiddish. Thus
the homeland of Copernicus, at least at first glance, seems an
unlikely setting for a serious interest in scientific matters, even
on the part of Jews living near the University of Cracow.!

The picture of Jewish culture in this region is certainly more
complex than so facile a description might suggest. To an out-

sider, it seems to require especially intense scrutiny in light of

1. One easily gains this impression by comparing M. A. Shulvass’s ac-
count of eastern European Jews in Jewisk Culture in Eastern Europe: The Classi-
cal Period (New York, 1975) with his account of Italian Jews in The Jews in the
World of the Renaissance (Leiden, 1973). Shulvass devotes only one chapter
in the first book to the liberal arts and other disciplines, while in the second
book his treatment of the topic is extensive.
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the apparently conflicting interpretations of this cultural world in recent schol-
arly writing. By all accounts, the study of the natural world, especially as-
tronomy, seems to have played some role in the intellectual life of this Jewish
community in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. The challenge, then, is
twofold: first, to describe its origin and diffusion and to evaluate its significance
within the larger cultural space of central and eastern European Jewry, a task
already undertaken in part by others; and second, to place this scientific activity
in a broader European context, compare it with activity in other Jewish commu-
nities of the same era, and assess its impact on contemporary and later Jewish
cultural life both in the East and beyond. In order to accomplish both tasks,
we must first confront the broader issue of defining the cultural experience of
this Jewish community in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries in the light of
contemporary historical treatments of the subject.

In recent years, scholarly depictions of the intellectual and cultural world
of central and eastern European Jewry have revolved around two contentious
issues of interpretation, each with a different focus but ultimately related to
each other. The first concerns the place of rationalism and antirationalism in
Ashkenazic culture. The terms of reference have not been carefully defined by
the scholars. Rationalism is taken to be loosely synonymous with philosophical
study, which in its medieval sense includes speculation on the sublunar world
(physics) and what is beyond that world (metaphysics). There is little aware-
ness of the possible shifts in meaning that rationalism might have undergone
from the early Middle Ages through the seventeenth century; what one age
might consider rational might appear irrational to another. Nor has there been
much discussion of the epistemological crisis in the Christian world in the early
modern period regarding truth and the limits of reason.

In 1972, Ephraim Kupfer published an essay in which he attempted to dem-
onstrate a strong current of rationalist culture and philosophical activity among
certain circles of German Jews from the late fourteenth to early fifteenth cen-
turies.2 Kupfer claimed that this learning was transported to the East and stimu-

2. E. Kupfer, “Concerning the Cultural Image of Ashkenazic Jewry and Its Sages in the
Fourteenth and Fifteenth Centuries” (in Hebrew), Tarbiz 42 (1972-73): 113-47. For a recent
critique, see L. Yuval, Hakkamim be-Doram (Jerusalem, 1989), pp. 286-311.
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lated the resurgence of rationalist pursuits among eastern European Jews in
the latter half of the sixteenth century. Several years later, Lawrence Kaplan
championed the so-called Kupfer thesis in a study of Rabbi Mordecai Yaffe and
sixteenth-century Polish Jewish culture? The issues both scholars confronted
were whether “the rational tinge™ of Ashkenazic culture in this later period
was indigenous or an import from Italy or Spain, whether it reflected a tradi-
tion of Ashkenazic culture or rather constituted a novelty reflecting the specific
social and cultural circumstances of the late sixteenth century, and whether its
decline by the early seventeenth century signaled a return to the usual norm
of Ashkenazic culture—an indifference and even antagonism to philosophical
concerns—ot, on the contrary, reflected a critical rupture with the past, an
aberration from what had been perceived as a traditionally licit and honorable
pursuit,

Kaplan noted that philosophical study had been so integrated into Ashke-
nazic rabbinic culture by the late sixteenth century that Moses Isserles could
refer to it as “a legacy of our fathers.” Indeed, the novel component of Ashke-
nazic culture in this era, “paradoxical as it may seem,” was not philosophy but
kabbalah that originated in Italy and eventually became a part of Ashkenazic
traditions, even displacing speculative rationalism altogether.

The revisionism of Kupfer and Kaplan challenged the earlier views of Hayyim
Hillel Ben Sasson and Salo W. Baron regarding the origin of philosophical
study among eastern European Jews. In his broad surveys of Jewish history,
Ben Sasson had assumed that a new rationalism had been stimulated by Sep-

hardic and ltalian influences.” Baron did not live to complete his own synthesis

3. L. Kaplan, “Rationalism and Rabbinic Culture in Sixteenth-Century Eastern Europe:
Rabbi Mordecai Jaffe’s Levusk Pinat Yikrar,” Ph.D. diss., Harvard University, 1975; idem,
“Rabbi Mordecai Jaffe and the Evolution of Jewish Culture in Poland in the Sixteenth Cen-
tury,” in B. Cooperman, ed., Jewisk Thoughs in the Sixteenth Century (Cambridge, Mass., 1983),
pp- 266-82.

4. The phrase is from Kaplan, “Rationalism and Rabbinic Culture,” p. 268.

5. Ibid., p. 267, quoting Moses Isserles, Responsa no. 6, ed. A. Siev (Jerusalem, 1971).

6. Ibid., p. 268.

7. H. H. Ben Sasson, Perakim be-Toledot ha-Yehudim bi-mai ha-Beinayim (Jerusalem, 1962),
pp- 205-6; idem, Trial and Achievement: Currents in Jewish History (Jerusalem, 1974), p. 155.
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of the intellectual life of Polish-Lithuanian Jewry. However, in an early chapter
of his multivolume history of the Jews, he offered some tantalizing sugges-
tions about the impact of Polish humanism on Jewish intellectual life. According
to Baron, Jewish culture flourished in sixteenth-century Poland because of the
positive influence of the Italian Renaissance, the growing diversity of the re-
gion’s population, and the subsequent religious toleration® For both Ben Sasson
and Baron, the primary impetus to rationalistic pursuits in Ashkenazic culture
came from outside—either from another more enlightened, Jewish community
or from the Christian majority.

The most ambitious elaboration of Kupfer’s thesis is that of Joseph Davis.?
Although Davis has reservations about the existence of a continuous thread of
rationalism in Ashkenazic culture, he nevertheless attempts to construct a his-
tory of Ashkenazic rationalism from the twelfth century until the seventeenth
century, from northern France to Bohemia and Poland. Davis identifies rational-
istic pursuits among the students of Rashi with a reactionary decline between
1200 and 1350, followed by an upsurge between 1350 and 1450. He refers in this
latter period to the circle of philosophical enthusiasts in Prague identified by
Kupfer, as well as to the writing of another German author, Simeon ben Samuel.
Davis acknowledges a subsequent indifference to philosophical study between
1450 and 1550, followed by an efflorescence of intellectual life around the time
of Moses Isserles, between 1550 and 1620.°° He cautiously accepts Kaplan’s
formulation of an Ashkenazic tradition of moderate rationalism culminating in
Isserles, but he adds two qualifications. In the first place, the integration of
kabbalah with philosophy in rabbinic culture was not, as Kaplan maintained, a
novelty, contra Kaplan, but a tradition going back as far as the fourteenth cen-
tury among German Jewry. Indeed, despite its earlier roots among Ashkenazic
Jews, rationalism remained “intrinsically insecure” in Poland while kabbalah
thrived. The harmonization of rabbinics, philosophy, and kabbalah achieved

8. S. W. Baron, A Social and Religious History of the Jews, 2d ed., vol. 16 (New York, 1976),
pp- 52-53, 309.

9. J. M. Davis, “Rabbi Yom Tov Lipman Heller, Joseph ben Isaac ha-Levi, and Rationalism
in Ashkenazic Culture, 1550~1650,” Ph.D. diss., Harvard University, 1990.

10. Ibid,, pp. 11-113.
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by Isserles and his students disintegrated in subsequent generations." Second,
Davis admits that there are- gaping holes in the tradition of Ashkenazic ratio-
nalism, particularly in the hundred year period preceding Isserles. Given the
lack of substantial evidence, it is difficult to assume facilely a direct link be-
tween the rational rabbis of fourteenth century Prague and their successors in
the late sixteenth-century.? The evidence adduced by Davis can be reformu-
lated in the following way: Although there were precedents for rationalistic
activity in Ashkenazic culture from the twelfth century, no continuous tradition
existed. Rather, an oscillation between rationalistic and antirationalistic pursuits
describes more precisely the “legacy of our fathers.”

The most recent phase of the debate about rationalism in Ashkenazic culture
surrounds the publication of Jacob Elbaum’s massive Hebrew study of Jewish
cultural development between 1550 and 1620, whose title can be translated as
“Openness and Insularity: Late Sixteenth-Century Jewish Ashkenazic Literature
in Poland and Ashkenaz.”'* Despite the book’s obvious value as an encyclope-
dic survey, Elbaum’s interpretation of Jewish culture in this period, particularly
in its rational elements, has encountered vigorous criticism. Most relevant to
my subject is the unpublished review by Israel Ta-Shema,"* which examines
Elbaum’s explanation of the blossoming of rabbinic and rational culture and its
decline by 1620. Elbaum had attributed the blossoming to the impact of printed
books, especially from Italy and the Ottoman Empire; the vital connections of
Poland and Prague with Italy—both the presence of Italian Jews in Ashkenazic
lands and the exposure of Polish and German Jews to ltaly, especially through
the study of medicine at universities; spiritual trends emanating from the land
of Israel; and improved economic and physical conditions in central and eastern

11. Ibid., pp. 177-78.

12. Ibid., pp. 104-5.

13. J. Elbaum, Petihut ve-Histagrus: Ha-Yegirah ha-Rukanit ha-Sifrutit be-Folin u-ve-Argot Ashke-
nay be-Shalhe ha-Me’ah ha-Shesh Esreh (Jerusalem, 1990). See also his “The Cultural Connec-
tions between Polish and Ashkenazic Jewry and Italian Jewry in the Sixteenth Century” (in
Hebrew), Galed 7-8 (1985): 11-40.

14. My thanks to Professor Ta-Shema for allowing me to read a typescript of this unpub-
lished review. See also M. ]. Rosman, “Culture in the Book” (in Hebrew), Zion 56 (1991):
321-44.
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Europe in the second half of the sixteenth century. In positing external stimuli
as the primary reason for this cultural renaissance, Elbaum was expanding upon
the thesis of Ben Sasson. His explanation for the transformation from “open-
ness” to “insularity” was the diffusion of kabbalistic spirituality from the school
of Isaac Luria of Safed, which produced a radical shift in cultural priorities.

Ta-Shema questions Elbaum’s argument on several grounds. In the first
place, most of the elements in the blossoming of Ashkenazic culture, such as
printed books and contacts with Italy and the land of Israel, were present dur-
ing and after its supposed decline. Ta-Shema acknowledges the deterioration
of physical conditions in eastern Europe but questions its importance for cul-
tural change. He also challenges the assumption that the diffusion of Lurianic
kabbalah in Poland caused the region’s cultural closure. In recent years, the
assumption of Gershom Scholem that Luria “conquered” Poland has been ques-
tioned by several scholars.!®> Moreover, why should the kabbalah of the school
of Luria precipitate closure, whereas the previous kabbalistic school of Moses
Cordovero had sustained openness?

The ultimate issue for Ta-Shema, as it was for Kupfer and Kaplan, is defining
the Ashkenazic cultural experience. Is insularity or openness the normal situa-
tion of Ashkenazic Jews? For Elbaum, Ta-Shema believes, the Ashkenazic norm
was closure; thus the sixteenth-century renaissance was an anomaly stimulated
by external factors. For Ta-Shema, despite his reservations about Kupfer’s thesis,
the situation is the opposite. Ashkenazic Jewry in the Middle Ages was open to
external influences; despite a temporary decline in the late fourteenth century,
Moses Isserles and his colleagues brought about a return to the creativity of
an earlier period. The only differences between the sixteenth century and the
Middle Ages were the greater size of the Jewish population and the availability
of printed books. Ta-Shema acknowledges a shift in the seventeenth century to

rabbinic commentary and spirituality, but he claims that insularity never pre-

15. See M. Idel, “One from a Town, Two from a Clan: A New Look at the Problem of
the Diffusion of Lurianic Kabbalah and Sabbatianism” (in Hebrew), Pe'amum 44 (1991): 5-
30 (in English in Jewisk History 7 [1993]: 79-104); Y. Barnai, “Christian Messianism and the
Portuguese Marranos: The Emergence of Sabbateanism in Smyrna,” fewish History 7 (1993):
19-26; Ze’ev Greis, Sifrut ha-Hanhagot: Toldoteha u-Mekomah be-Hayye Haside R Yisrael Ba’al
Skem Tov (Jerusalem, 1990).
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-vailed. The broad cultural interests of the eighteenth-century rabbis Jonathan
Eybeshitz and Jacob Emden confirm this impression for Ta-Shema.

The second scholarly debate took place before the one on rationalism, but
for reasons that will become clear as this chapter unfolds, I have chosen to
present it out of sequence. In 1958, Jacob Katz published the original Hebrew
version of his classic book Tradition and Crisis, a study of the transformation
of Jewish society in central and eastern Europe in the early modern period.'
The work elicited strong reactions from several of Katz’s colleagues.'” I shall
discuss Hayyim Hillel Ben Sasson’s criticism of the book’s depiction of cultural
relations between Jews and Christians. Ben Sasson published his criticism as
a long review essay; Katz uncharacteristically published a response to which
Ben Sasson appended a final rejoinder.”® Katz mentioned in his reply to Ben
Sasson the imminent appearance of his book Exclusiveness and Tolerance.”® With
the publication of this volume, Katz presented a fuller exposition of his original
themes.

In a chapter entitled “Ghetto Segregation,” Katz describes relations between
Jews and Christians in central and eastern Europe in the sixteenth and seven-
teenth centuries as dominated by Jewish exclusiveness and indifference to events
in the outside world ® According to Katz, polemics against Christianity had vir-
tually ceased by the sixteenth century, references to Jewish-Christian relations
were increasingly rare in Jewish literature, and “Judaism now became, more

than ever, a closed system of thought.”?! In this new environment, “Judaism

16. J. Katz, Masoret u-Mashber: Ha-fevra ha-Yehudic be-Mogei Yemei ha-Beinayim (Jerusa-
lem, 1958) (trans. B. D. Cooperman, Tradition and Crisis: Jewish Society at the End of the Middle
Ages [New York, 1993)).

17. See esp. the Hebrew review by S. Ettinger in Kiryat Sefer 35 (1959-60): 12-18; and
H. H. Ben Sasson, “Concepts and Reality in Jewish History at the End of the Middle Ages”
(in Hebrew), Tarbiz 29 (1959-60): 297-312.

18. J. Katz,  On the Halakha and the Derush as Historical Sources” (in Hebrew), Zarbz
30 (1960-61): 6268, followed by Ben Sasson’s rejoinder, pp. 69-72.

19. Katz, “On the Halakha,” p. 62; idem, Exclusiveness and Tolerance: Studies in Jewish-Gennile
Ralations in Medieval and Modern Times (Oxford, 1961).

20. Katz, Exclusiveness and Tolerance, pp. 131-42.

21. Ibid., p. 136.
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sank into the lethargy of a mental attitude which accepted Jewish fundamental
beliefs as uncontested truth. . . . The question which posed itself to the Jew of
that time was not why, and in what, the Jewish and Christian religions differed.
If any such question arose, it took the form: What are the special features and
qualities of the Jew, and why is his destiny unique?”? In other words, Jews
referred to non-Jewish beliefs as if they were abstractions; their adversary was
more fictitious than real. Katz was astonished that such indifference prevailed at
the height of the Reformation. Nevertheless, when the initial commotion over
Luther had passed, Jews for the most part ceased to interest themselves in the
religious differences plaguing the Christian world.?

The best example of this changed attitude, according to Karz, is found in
the writings of the Maharal (Judah Loew ben Bezalel) of Prague. Although
the Maharal mentions incidental encounters with Christians, the primary focus
of his extensive writings is on the ancient dichotomy between Israel and the
nations as a whole. The Maharal was concerned not with the doctrinal dif-
ferences that separated Judaism from Christianity, but rather with the Jewish
religion in its own right and the destiny of the Jewish people. Katz compares
the Maharal’s attitude with that of Judah Ha-Levi, claiming that the Maharal
outdid his medieval predecessor in eliminating all historical and theological cri-
teria from the definition of Judaism. No other thinker went as far as the Maharal
in proclaiming the unique essence of Jewish peoplehood? Katz concludes, “It
is safe to assume that it was the isolation of Jewish life from that of the outside
world which made such theories possible and acceptable.”?

Later in the book, Katz discusses another characteristic of this period: the
evaluation of Christianity as a nonidolatrous religion by a number of Jew-
ish homily writers and legal commentators.® He quotes the opinion of Moses
Rivkes, a Lithuanian rabbi who left Vilna for the West after the massacres of
1648. “But the peoples in whose shade we, the people of Israel, are exiled and
amongst whom we are dispersed do in fact believe in creatio ex nikilo and in

22. Ibid,, pp. 136-37.
23. Ibid., p. 138.
24. Ibid,, pp. 138-42.
25. Ibid,, p. 142.
26. Ibid., pp. 162~68.
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the Exodus and in the main principles of religion, and their whole aim and
intent is to the Maker of heaven and earth, as the codifiers have written.”?’
Rivkes adds that Christians also share Jewish beliefs in prophecy and revelation
and in the truth of the Hebrew Bible. Katz finally mentions similar sentiments
regarding the shared traditions of Jews and Christians in the writings of the
eighteenth-century rabbis Yair Bacharach and Jacob Emden.®

Katz’s argument is flawed in two ways. In the first place, the comparison
between the Maharal and Ha-Levi seems to undermine rather than confirm his
impression about the theology of the former being shaped in isolation. As Ben
Sasson pointed out?® Ha-Levi assaulted philosophy armed with an intimate
knowledge of contemporary philosophy, science, and comparative religion. He
composed his antiphilosophical work in the language of philosophers, Arabic.
His advocacy of the unique destiny of Jews was prompted by engagement with
the outside world, not by isolation.

Even more damaging to Katz’s argument is the statement of Moses Rivkes,
which suggests why Christian polemics and doctrinal disagreements between
Judaism and Christianity had receded by the sixteenth century. Jews were not
unaware of or-indifferent to the struggles between the warring Christian camps,
which had distracted Christian theologians from the “Jewish heresy.” Chris-
tians of all persuasions were busy defining their faith and religious priorities.
The Jewish minority in their midst was of little consequence to their. debates:.
Some Jews perceived that Christianity, in its new guise, was less threatening
as a religious faith to Jewish doctrine and belief. They even came to appre-
ciate the similarities between the two faiths. In this new climate of religious
upheaval, Jews like Rivkes regarded polemics as outdated and inappropriate. In
cultural centers such as the cities of Italy or Amsterdam, polemical encounters
on doctrinal matters had also receded in number and intensity.

If Jews and Christians hold similar doctrinal positions, their differences must
be defined along social and ethnic lines: Jews have a different life-style, a dif-

27. Ibid., p. 165.

28. Ibid., pp. 166-67.

29. Ben Sasson, “Concepts and Reality,” p. 307. For a discussion of the influence of phi-
losophy in Arabic on Ha-Levi, see S. Pines, “Shi’ite Terms and Conceptions in Judah Ha-Levi’s
Kugari,” Jerusalem Studies in Arabic and Islam 2 (1980): 165-251.
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ferent psychological makeup, and a different spiritual destiny. The Maharal’s
formulations represent a realistic assessment of the new relations between Jews
and Christians rather than an abstract theology conceived in isolation. For the
Mabharal, the Jew functions simultaneously on two levels: on a sphere of shared
values and intellectual interest, and on a plane that differentiates him and his
spiritual destiny from the rest of the world. This view, as I shall demonstrate
below in reference to science, takes full cognizance of the world Jews share with
Christians.

Ben Sasson questioned how Katz could portray a dynamic social and eco-
nomic world existing simultaneously with an isolated intellectual world. His
method of rebuttal was to offer literary evidence that Jews and Christians were
fully aware of each other, such as observations on the Reformation by R. Hayyim
ben Bezalel, the brother of the Maharal;*® debates between Christians and the
Maharsha and Isaac Troki;* and especially David Gans’s chronicle Zemah David,
which refers to the invention of the printing press, describes the landscape of
Prague, displays pride in Bohemian traditions, and presents portraits of Hus
and Luther and the Reformation, all from the perspective not only of a Jew but
of an urban European?? Ben Sasson objected to Katz’s characterization of the
Maharal’s theology as shaped in disengagement from the surrounding world.
Moreover, he noted an Ashkenazic tradition of pride in the cultural environ-
ment flourishing from the twelfth century to the generation of Gans and the
Maharal »

Ben Sasson later wrote a pioneering essay on Jewish responses to the Ref-
ormation in which he quoted a number of long passages from the Maharal’s
writings that suggest beyond a doubt the influence of reformist attitudes such as
biblicism and fundamentalism. The Maharal’s notion of nationality as a kind of
natural organism, while rooted in a specific Jewish reality, is expressed in terms

suggesting the broader nationalistic context of Bohemia and Moravia from which

30. Ibid., pp. 302-3.
31. Ibid., pp. 303—4.
32. Ibid., pp. 305-7.
33. Ibid., pp. 307-10.
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they resonate. The Maharal’s denunciation of censorship and support for the free
expression of ideas transcends Jewish particularistic concerns. For Ben Sasson,
such declarations reflect the ideas of tolerance emanating from the enlightened
court circles of Prague. There is no doubt in his mind about the profound impact
religious and nationalistic ideas from Maharal’s urban environment were having
on the development of his thinking3*

Over the thirty years since the appearance of Exclustveness and Tolerance,
a large scholarly literature has focused on the three central figures of Jewish
intellectual life in central and eastern Europe: Isserles, Gans, and the Maharal.
Several authors have implicitly adopted Katz’s position by treating Jewish cul-
tural life in relative isolation from its surroundings. This is especially true of
several studies of the Maharal and Isserles.® Gans, by virtue of his interest in
history, geography, and astronomy, has been viewed as more fully attuned to
his environment.3 Whether Gans’s case is the exception that proves the rule, or

34. H. H. Ben Sasson, “The Reformation in Contemporary Jewish Eyes” (in Hebrew with
English translation), Proceedings of the Israel Academy of Science and Humanities 4, no. 5(1970-71):
62~166, esp. 68-73.

35. See, for example, B. Z. Bokser, From the World of the Cabbala: The Philosaphy of Rabbi

Judah Loew of Prague (New York, 1954); F. Thieberger, Great Rabbi Loew of Prague (London,
1955); A. Mauskopf, The Religious Philosophy of the Makaral of Prague (Brooklyn, 1949); B. L.
Sherwin, Mystical Theology and Social Dissent: The Life and Works of fudah Loew of Prague (Lon-
don and Toronto, 1982); R. Shatz, “The Doctrine of the Maharal: Between Existence and
Eschatology” (in Hebrew), Meshihi ut ve-Eskatologia, ed. Z. Baras (Jerusalem, 1984), pp. 167-
85; idem, “The Legal Approach of the Maharal: Antithesis of Natural Law” (in Hebrew),
Da’ar 2-3 (1978-79): 147-57; A. Neher, Le Puits de l'exil: La Théologie dialectique du Mahkaral de
Prague (Paris, 1966); B. Gross, Negah Yisra'el: Hashkafato ha-Meshiki shel ha-Maharal mi-Prag
al ha-Galut ve-ha-Ge'ulak (Tel Aviv, 1974); Y. Ben Sasson, Misknato ha-Jyyunit shel ha-Ramah
(Jerusalem, 1984); Elbaum, Petifut ve-Histagru; and A. Siev, R Moses Isserles (Jerusalem, 1957).

36. See, for example, G. Alter, “Two Renaissance Astronomers (Gans, Delmedigo),” Rog-
pravy Ceskaslovenki Akademie Vida 68 (1958): 9-14; M. Breuer, “The Characteristics of Zemak
David of R. David Gans” (in Hebrew), Ha-Ma'ayan 5 (1965): 15-27; idem, “An Outline of
R. David Gans’ Image” (in Hebrew), Bar flan 11 (1973): 97-118; idem, “Modernism and
Traditionalism in Sixteenth-Century Jewish Historiography: A Study of David Gans’ Tsema#
David” in B. Cooperman, ed., Jewish Thought in the Sixteenth Century (Cambridge, Mass., 1983),
pp- 49-88; idem, David Gans’ Zemah David (Jerusalem, 1983); J. Sedinova, “Non-Jewish
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whether his interaction with the outside was typical of many Jews, is a question
to which we shall return later.

Two other studies of the Maharal take Ben Sasson’s position. The first is
Aharon Kleinberger’s extensive comparison of the Maharal’s pedagogic views
with those of the Bohemian reformer J. A. Comenius. Kleinberger observes a
parallelism between the two men, without claiming that they influenced each
other® The second study, by Otto Dov Kulka, sheds important new light
on Jewish intellectual life in the Maharal’s environment® Kulka examines the
Mabharal’s accounts of his engagements with Christian disputants, persuasively
confirming Ben Sasson’s assertion that in light of the Reformation controversies,
a proper understanding of the Torah for Jews was uppermost in the Maha-
ral’s mind.

Ben Sasson referred to the Reformation as a general context for the Maharal’s
thinking,* while Martin Buber compared him with Calvin*® Kulka, however, ar-
gues that the Maharal’s understanding of Jewish peoplehood was forged against
the specific backdrop of intense nationalist ideologies in Moravia, Bohemia, and
Posen from the age of Hus to that of Comenius. Competition between Ger-
mans and Czechs was particularly keen in Prague, where Jews lived among
a Czech majority, a strong German minority, and a smaller Italian minority.
Kulka singles out the Maharal’s contemporary Jan Brahoslav, the leader of the

Unitas Fratrum, as a potential influence. The Czech followers of the Bohemian

Sources in the Chronicle by David Gans’ Tsemah David,” Judaica Bokemiae 8 (1972): 3-
15; A. Neher, Jewish Thought and the Scientific Revolution of the Sixteenth Century: David Gans
(1541-1613) and His Times, translated from the French by D. Maisel (Oxford, 1986).

37. A.F. Kleinberger, Ha-Mahshava ha-Pedagogit shel ha-Maharal mi-Prag (Jerusalem, 1962)

38. O. D. Kulka, “The Historical Background of the National and Educational Teaching
of the Maharal of Prague” (in Hebrew), Zion 50 (1985): 277-320. See also M. Breuer, “The
Maharal’s Debate with the Christians: A New Look at Sefer Be'er ha-Golak,” Tarbiy 55 (1985):
253-60.

39. See works cited in nn. 17 and 34 above.

40. M. Buber, Bein Am le-Arzo (Jerusalem, 1985), pp. 86-99.

41. In addition to the references cited by Kulka, see M. S. Fousek, “The Ethos of the Uni-
tas Fratrum,” in M. Rechcigl, Jr., ed., Crechoslovakia Past and Present, vol. 2 (The Hague, 1968),
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confession held strikingly similar views on educational reform to those of the
Maharal and several of his disciples. Kulka plausibly suggests how the Maharal
might have encountered the Brethren, convincingly undermining Katz’s notion
that his theology reflected an isolation from Prague’s intellectual and religious
life. Thus, Kulka has both buttressed the insights of Ben Sasson and offered an
exemplary reexamination of Jewish culture in central and eastern Europe.
Nevertheless, Kulka’s promising approach elicits two caveats. Anyone who
has read R. J. W. Evans’s masterful portrait of Rudolfine Prague cannot help
sensing a certain incompleteness in Kulka’s reconstruction.*? Evans’s Prague is
more complex and multifaceted than the clerical circles of the Czech brethren.
It is a world teeming with Lutherans, Calvinists, Old and New Utraquists, and
Jesuits. Most important from the perspective of Jewish (and scientifi¢) culture,
it is a magnet for panosophic, eirenical, alchemical, Hermetic, and Rosicrucian
influences, a culture “where science and art, experiment and speculation were
still homogenous.”® In the court of Rudolf II the occult arts reigned supreme,
offering, their practitioners a means of penetrating a higher reality. A universe
traversed by the likes of Johann Pistorius, the Christian kabbalist, his colleagues
John Dee, Michael Maier, Oswall Croll, and many others could hardly have
gone unnoticed by a large and well-connected Jewish community within walk-
ing distance of the palace. Could Mordecai Maisel, the most afftuent citizen of
Prague, have avoided such company? Gans offers evidence that Rudolf toured
the Jewish quarter in 1592 and even held a highly secret meeting with the Maha-
ral.# In addition to Pistorius’s kabbalistic tome, Evans mentions a tantalizing

pp. 1221-31; M. Strupl, “John Brahoslav: Father and Charioteer of the Lord’s People in the
Unitas Fratrum,” ibid., 1232~246; and P. Brock, The Political and Social Doctrines of the Unity of
Crech Brethren in the Fifteenth and Early Sixteenth Centuries (Mouton and The Hague, 1957).

42. R. ). W. Evans, Rudolf I and His World: A Study in Intellectual History, 1576-1672 (Oxford,
1973). See also F. A. Yates, “Imperial Mysteries,” New Statesman, May 18, 1973, pp. 734~
35 (review of Evans); idem, The Rosicrucian Enlightenment (London and Boston, 1972); and
T. Dacosta Kaufmann, The Mastery of Nature: Aspects of Art, Science, and Humanism in the
Renaissance (Princeton, 1993).

.43. Evans, Rudolf I, p. 161.

44. See Neher, Dawid Gans, pt. 1, chaps. | and 5.
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manuscript featuring a Czech translation of the Sefer Rapiel*S leading him to
ask: “What is the relevance of the world of Loew [the Maharal] to the world of
Rudolf?”*¢ No answer has been forthcoming in the more than twenty years since
the publication of Evans’s work. Given the mood of confessional reconciliation
through philosophical and occult studies that marked Christian intellectual life
in Rudolf’s Prague, the passionate interest in kabbalah and Jewish magic on the
part of some of Prague’s leading intellectuals and political elite, and the intricate
comingling of occultist, magical, and “scientific” pursuits in this era, it is diffi-
cult to assume that Kulka has given us the last word on the intellectual ambience
invigorating some of the reflections of the Maharal and his colleagues or, for
that matter, on the contemporaneous influence of Jewish thought on Christian
thinking,

My second caveat concerns the difficulty of treating central and eastern Euro-
pean Jewish culture as one distinct entity.”” Most of the scholarly treatments cited
above (including those of Katz and Ben Sasson) assume a continuous landscape
linking Poland and Lithuania with Bohemia and Germany. Elbaum’s survey, for
example, makes no distinctions at all between the different regions. It is certainly
true that the links between Poland and Bohemia were significant: key Jewish
intellectuals seem to have moved easily between Cracow, Posen, Prague, and
other cities. And the influence of the Maharal and Isserles clearly transcends
their local neighborhoods. The potential influence of the Czech Brethren on
Jewish thought can be felt in both Poland and Bohemia, as Kulka has demon-
strated. Nevertheless, regional variations may also be decisive in considering
the possible dialogue between Jewish and Christian cultures, as illustrated by

two small examples. Gans’s chronicle was based on several contemporary histo-

45. Evans, Rudolf 11, p. 237.

46. Ibid., p. 241. .

47. This point has been raised recently in David Fishman’s paper “R. Moses Isserles and
the Study of Science among Polish Rabbis,” pp. 19-20, to be published in the proceedings of a
conference on Jacob Katz’s book Tradition and Crisis by the Harvard Center for Jewish Studies.
My thanks to Professor Fishman for providing me with a copy of his paper, a revised version
of the first chapter of his doctoral dissertation “Science, Enlightenment, and Rabbinic Culture
in Belorussian Jewry, 1772-1804,” Harvard University, 1985.
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ries composed in German.*® In other words, the German coloring of Rudolfine
Prague facilitated his entrance into the intellectual life of his city, including his
well-publicized meetings with the astronomers Brahe and Kepler. On the other
hand, a lack of competence in either Latin or Polish may have been among the
factors hindering Jewish students in Isserles’ circle from establishing meaningful
links with the Christian intellectual community of Cracow. Furthermore, Chris-
tian Hebraism played a lesser role in Polish than in Czech culture. The only
learned Hebraist at the University of Cracow in the sixteenth century was an im-
migrarit from Mantua named Francesco Stancaro, who was accused of herésy.®
The different cultural ambiances of Prague and Cracow naturally affected the
quantity and quality of Jewish-Christian relationships in the two cities.

What does all of this have to do with the place of scientific activity in the
culture of central and eastern European Jewry? The two aforementioned de-
bates provide a springboard for a more focused examination of the subject.
The major weakness of works that discuss the “Kupfer thesis” about rational-
ism in Ashkenazic culture is their failure to distinguish clearly between physics
and metaphysics. This critical distinction, as we shall see, defines Ashkenazic
rationalism in this period and represents the most important contribution of
late sixteenth-century Ashkenazic thought to discussions of scientific activity
in Jewish culture. Following the argument of Ben Sasson and others that Jew-
ish culture should be linked more closely to its immediate intellectual context,
I will argue that Jewish discussions about demarcating the spheres of physics
and metaphysics did not take place in a vacuum, nor did they simply reiter--
ate the positions of earlier Jewish thinkers. Instead, they probably reflected an
emerging consensus of Protestant (and Catholic) thinkers about the appropri-
ate structural relationship between scientific learning and Christian faith in the
early modern era.

In order to fully substantiate these hypotheses, I now turn to some of the
key Ashkenazic thinkers and texts that address the place of the natural sciences
in Jewish culture. I am not the first to summarize this material. Jacob Elbaum

48. See Sedinova, “Non-Jewish Sources.”
49. See Baron, Social and Religious History, pp. 53-58.

68



LEGITIMATION OF SCIENTIFIC ACTIVITY

devoted an entire chapter of his book to the subject® More recently, David
Fishman has presented a cogent summary of the topic based on his doctoral
dissertation®! I will rely heavily on both expositions, along with other recent
work on individual thinkers, in offering my own interpretation.

Although isolated references suggest that Jews in eastern Europe were en-
gaged in scientific learning prior to the second half of the sixteenth century, the
first substantial evidence relates to the rabbinic luminary Moses Isserles of Cra-
cow (1525-1572)52 Fishman correctly emphasizes that his learning (and that of
his disciples) was concerned almost exclusively with astronomy and was clearly
a byproduct of Talmudic scholarship. Moses Maimonides’ medieval treatise on
the laws of the sanctification of the new moon had encouraged the study of the
heavens on purely halakhic grounds, and thus commentaries and elaborations on
his work constituted an independent area of halakhic specialization within Tal-
mudic studies.” Two of Isserles’ works are concerned with astronomical issues:
Torat ha-Olah (Prague, 1570), the first eleven chapters of which correlate the
measurements of the Temple in Jerusalem and the meaning of the sacrifices with
astronomical and cosmological processes; and his unpublished commentary on
George Peurbach’s Theoricae Novae Planetarum, based on the Hebrew translation
of Ephraim Mizrahi entitled Mahalakh ha-Kokhavim (The course of the stars).*

Isserles’ astronomical knowledge was based entirely on an indigenous tra-
dition of Hebrew sources: he had access to Peurbach’s standard textbook only

through a Hebrew translation and, in his famous reply to his antagonistic col-

50. Elbaum, Petthut ve-Histagrut, pp. 248-279.

51. See n. 47 above.

52. See the works of Y. Ben Sasson and A. Siev listed in n. 35 above, as well as H. David-
son, “Medieval Jewish Philosophy in the Sixteenth Century,” in Cooperman, Jewish Thought,
pp. 132-36.

53. See Fishman, “R. Moses Isserles,” pp. 12-14.

54. The introduction to the commentary was published by Siev, R Moske Isserles, pp.
177-178. See Ms. Oxford Bodleian Opp. 1673 [Neubauer n. 2033], fols. 149a-194b. See esp.
Y. Tzvi Langermann, “The Astronomy of Rabbi Moses Isserles,” in S. Unguru, ed., Physics,
Cosmology, and Astronomy, 1300-7700 (The Netherlands, 1991), pp. 83-98. On Peurbach, see
C. Doris Hellman and N. M. Swerdlow, “Peurbach, Georg,” Dictionary of Scientific Biography
15 (1978): 473-79; and E. J. Aiton, “Peubach’s Theoricae novae planentarum: A Translation with
Commentary,” Osiris, 2d ser., 3 (1987): 5-43.
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league Solomon Luria, he sanctioned the study of the sciences among Jews
only with respect to works written in Hebrew. Nevertheless, one might pon-
der the origin of his fascination with astronomy. His knowledge of the subject,
and particularly of contemporary developments, is hardly impressive. Herbert
Davidson is unquestionably right in characterizing his efforts, like those of the
Maharal’s, as harmonizing disparate texts rather than addressing real problems.®
He displays little intellectual curiosity, approaching astronomy like a Talmudist
preoccupied with reconciling conflicting interpretations.

On the other hand, can Isserles’ genuine interest in the heavenly movements
be reduced to rabbinic concerns alone? Although the laws on the sanctification
of the new moon were studied in different times and places, Jewish intellectuals
were particularly drawn to this subject in settings that generally valued astron-
omy as a discipline of value in its own right. As we have seen, Maimonides,
Abraham Bar Hiyya, Abraham ibn Ezra, and others were surely inspired by
the philosophical and scientific ambiance of medieval Spain. Is it sufficient to
say that Isserles was a faithful student of the Maimonidean tradition of inte-
grating astronomical and rabbinic learning, that he was merely following the
tradition of his Ashkenazic forebears, and that his ardent disciples walked in his
footsteps out of respect for their teacher? Does this explain why a preoccupation
with astronomy arose in Isserles’ generation and not before? Does it explain
the anti-Maimonidean deemphasizing of medicine and natural philosophy, the
thunderous opposition of Solomon Luria and before him Joseph Ashkenazi,*
and the precipitous decline and virtual disappearance of astronomical study by
the third decade of the seventeenth century? Can we ignore the larger intel-
lectual context of Cracow? Was it merely a coincidence that Isserles lived in
the same city where Copernicus had written his revolutionary work? Fishman

55. Davidson, “Medieval Jewish Philosophy,” p. 139.

56. On Ashkenazi’s opposition to philosophy and astronomy, see P. Bloch, “Der Streit
um den Moreh des Maimonides in der Gemeinde Posen um die Mitte des XVI Jahrhunderts,”
M hrift fiir Geschichte und Wissenschaft des Judentums 47 (1903): 153-169, 263279, 346
356; G. Scholem, “New Information on R. Joseph Ashkenazi, “The Tanna of Safed’” (in
Hebrew), Tarbiz 28 (1959-60): 59-89, 201-35; 1. Twersky, “R. Joseph Ashkenazi and the
Mishneh Torah of Maimonides” (in Hebrew), Salo Baron Jubilee Volume (Jerusalem, 1975), pp.
182-194.
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himself muses that “it may not be too imaginative to suggest that Isserles was
aware of the study of astronomy at the University of Cracow.”%’

The only scholar who has seriously studied Isserles’ astronomical specu-
lations, Y. Tzvi Langermann, can point to no evidence linking Issetles to his
immediate surroundings® Albertus de Brudzewo’s commentary on Peurbach
(Cracow, 1495) appears to be unrelated to Isserles’ work.? More relevant are
the Hebrew commentaries of Moses Almosnino and Mattathias Delacrut that
preceded Isserles.® Yet, at the very least, Isserles’ choice to comment on a stan-
dard astronomical textbook based on traditional but still current Aristotelian
and Ptolemaic notions of the universe is more than an act of rabbinic piety.
Granted, examining the laws of the sanctification of the new moon or recon-
ciling rabbinic and Greek notions of the universe constitute nothing more than
extensions of Talmudic scholarship. But by writing a commentary on a general
astronomical work, had Isserles not taken the rabbinic mandate a major step
forward? Surely he had in mind the introduction of a systematic curriculum of
astronomical study, far beyond any meaningful digressions on the subject that
might have evolved haphazardly from Talmudic studies. And could such a bold
pedagogic move for a scholar so preoccupied with halakhic issues be solely
an echo of past traditions rather than a tentative acknowledgment of the dra-
matically new focus on astronomical study in his own immediate environment?
Was it sheer coincidence that in Isserles’ day the Cracow school of astronomy
had underscored the importance of detaching observational and mathematical
astronomy from philosophical study, perceiving it as worthy of investigation in
its own right?¢!

57. Fishman, “R. Moses Isserles.” p. 15.

58. See n. 54 above.

59. Langermann, “Astronomy,” p. 85.

60. See M. Steinschneider, Die Aebraeischen Uebersetrungen des Mittelalters und die Juden als
Dolmetscher (Berlin, 1893), pp. 639-41, 645-46.

61. See A. Wroblewski, “The Cracovian Background of Nicholas Copernicus,” in S. Fish-
man, ed., The Polish Renaissance in lts European Context (Bloomington and Indianapolis, 1988),
pp- 147-60; P. W. Knoll, “The Arts Faculty at the University of Cracow at the End of the Fif-
teenth Century,” in R. Westman, ed., The Copernican Achievement (Berkeley and Los Angeles,
1975), pp. 137-56; C. Morawski, Histoire de I"Université de Cracovie (Paris, 1905), 3:173-203.
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To be sure, nothing in Langermann’s study of the Peurbach commentary
suggests genuine intellectual curiosity on Isserles’ part. He refuses to open
himself up to any cosmological speculation; he follows unswervingly the prin-
ciple of circular heavenly motion; and he remains conservative in explicating
the standard medieval views on cosmology. This is in striking contrast to his
more imaginative positions in Zorat Aa-Ofak. Langermann singles out Isserles’
spirited defense of the traditional view of creatio ex nikilo, challenging the Aris-
totelian notion that the heavenly motions are eternal and unchanging$ Since
the moon’s motion is neither uniform nor circular but rather spiral and wobbly,
Isserles argues, it is perhaps desirable to assert that the heavenly bodies undergo
generation and corruption. Some individual orbs of the moon are characterized
by hipukk (contrariety) and manifestly violate the basic principle that each body
is supposed to have only one uniform motion. Langermann points out that in
his general philosophical work Isserles proves to be more open to alternative
cosmological schemes, particularly in the service of defending and reconciling
theological principles. But in his commentary written “for pedagogic rather
than investigative purposes,” he is rigidly conservative and unimaginative.®> We
might add that in transitional periods, as Robert Bonfil has argued, an overt
conservatism often masks novelty and independence. Despite the precedents
Isserles vigorously invokes to obscure the novelty, teaching Peurbach to a class-
room of rabbinic students in Cracow is undoubtedly an audacious act, which
we might expect to be introduced with caution and in the most conservative
manner possible.

Only if one views Isserles’ commentary as a bold pedagogic innovation,
albeit tentative and conservative in its formulation—as an accommodation to
and recognition of the privileged place of astronomy within the larger cultural
world of Cracow, and not merely as a pious fidelity to previous Jewish tra-
ditions—can the controversy between Isserles and Luria be fully appreciated.
Luria’s charge that Isserles’ students had composed a prayer in honor of Aris-

62. Torat ha-Olak (Lemberg, 1858), 3:49.

63. Langermann, “Astronomy,” p. 95.

64. R. Bonfil, “Preaching as Mediation between Elite and Popular Cultures: The Case of
Judah Del Bene,” in D. B. Ruderman, ed., Preachers of the ltalian Ghetto (Berkeley and Los
Angeles, 1992), pp. 67-88.
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totle is made within the context of his general objection to mixing rabbinic
studies and philosophy.® Isserles opens his response by deflating the serious-
ness of Luria’s concern, indicating that his opponent’s worry is no more than
“an old debate among the sages which doesn’t require an answer from me”
since the Rashba [Solomon ibn Adret (ca. 1235-ca. 1310)] had fully addressed
the issue of philosophy several hundred years earlier The Rashba had specifi-
cally prohibited young students alone from the study of astronomy. Isserles also
recalls the responsum of the Ribash [Isaac ben Sheshet Perfet (1326-408)], who
limited the meaning of the “Greek sciences” to riddles hidden from the masses.
The Ribash explicitly permitted “zhe famous books on nature” [my emphasis] and
only cautioned restraint when reading works that might damage faith in divine
providence and creation.s

Having summarized the position of the earlier respondents, Isserles proceeds
to respond directly to his critic. In the first place, he claims, the rabbis “only
feared the study of the cursed Greeks like the book of physics together with
the metaphysics as they are mentioned there in the aforementioned responsum.
And they are surely justified in this since they feared lest someone be led to
follow some {false] belief or be charmed by their wine, which is the venom of
asps % and false opinions. However, they did not forbid the study of the words of
the scholars and their investigations on the essence of reality and its natures. On the con-
trary, through this [study], the greatness of the Creator of the world, may He be blessed,
is made known [my emphasis], which is the true meaning of ski’ur komah {the
measurement of God’s stature}. Our sages declared concerning this: ‘He who
knows [how to calculate the cycles and planetary courses but does not do so,
of him Scripture states: “But they regard not works of God, neither have they
considered the work of His hand” (Isaiah 5:12)].’ ¢

65. Isserles, Responsa, no. 6, pp. 23-29.

66. Isserles, Responsa, no. 7, p.29-30, where A. Siev provides the appropriate citation in
his notes.

67. Ibid., no. 11, p. 31.

68. Based on Deut. 32:33.

69. Isserles, Responsa, p. 31, quoting B. T. Shabbat 75a. As Fishman points out (“R. Moses
Isserles,” p. 12), although he speaks in general about nature study, he quotes a rabbinic passage
on astronomy.
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Isserles’ third and final point is to emphasize that even if all non-Jewish books
had been prohibited because of the pernicious ideas they contained, the rabbis
would never have forbidden works “of our own sages from whose waters we
drink, and especially the great rabbi Maimonides.”” He concludes: “Therefore
I also state that I am innocent of this iniquity, for although I have quoted occa-
sionally from Aristotle’s words, I swear by heaven and earth that I have never
consulted any of his works except what I found in the Guide [of the Perplexed],
in which I toiled and found praise of God and in the other works on nature [my
empbhasis], such as the Tke Gate of Heaven and the like composed by the rabbis.
From these alone I copied the words of Aristotle.”” He cites Maimonides as
saying that all that Aristotle understood in the sublunary world, and even be-
yond, is considered true, with the exception of some beliefs “dependent on God,
his angels, and spheres,” in which he deviated from the truth.”?

A common thread links these three answers: That part of philosophy which
concerns itself with metaphysical speculation undermines the cardinal principles
of the Jewish belief, is dangerous, and should be prohibited. However, that part
which concerns itself with knowledge about the processes of the natural world
is not only religiously permitted but is praiseworthy. By first referring to the
Ribash’s responsum upholding this position, by stating explicitly his approval
of the study of the “essence of reality and its natures,” and by placing the Guide
of the Perplexed in the category of nature books and quoting Maimonides on
the truth value of Aristotle’s words on the natural world, Isserles consistently
differentiates the study of metaphysics from that of physics. To be sure, some
confusion remains in this answer. Maimonides’ philosophy treats both physics
and metaphysics together. Yet Issetles juxtaposes Maimonides’ composition with
that of Gershom of Arles, an actual encyclopedia of nature, calling them both
works of nature. Then he immediately underscores this point by quoting Mai-
monides’ acknowledgment of Aristotle’s reliability with reference to the natural
sublunary world alone. It is as if he is saying that even when metaphysics is

70. Isserles, Responsa, p. 32.

71. Ibid. Isserles refers to the thirteenth-century writer Gershom ben Solomon of Arles,
author of The Gate of Heaven (ed. and trans. F. S. Bodenheimer [ Jerusalem, 1953]).

72. Ibid.
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treated by Maimonides, the philosophical views have been sanitized by the Jew-
ish pedigree of the author. They are safe theologically to study; however, their
real importance to Jewish students is their focus on the natural world per se.
Isserles does not single out astronomy in his answer to Luria but speaks
generally about the study of nature, since initially their controversy had focused
on a halakhic issue related to mineralogy and biology.”® Throughout the re-
sponsum he deems it important to justify himself by constant recourse to his
mentor, Maimonides. If Maimonides had successfully integrated the study of
nature with the Jewish faith, Isserles was merely following in his footsteps in
“the way of our ancestors.” But one should not fail to appreciate the obvious
disagreement between Isserles and Maimonides on astronomy, and by exten-
sion on all naturalistic pursuits—a disagreement that Isserles seemingly had no
desire to expose in his apologetic response. However, in Zorat ha-Olah, Isserles
again quotes Maimonides’ statement about Aristotle possessing the truth about
the sublunary world. This time, however, he is less vague on the human ability
to grasp reality beyond the moon. Instead of admitting that Aristotelian meta-
physics may have some validity, he offers the full force of Maimonides’ argu-
"ment that all statements about the superlunary world are only hypothetical.™
But then he strenuously objects to Maimonides’ position regarding rabbinic
speculations on astronomy. For Maimonides had written “that the field of as-
tronomy was not complete during the time of the prophets and early sages,
but the observer should be appalled to think that the rabbis didn’t know what
they were saying.””> To admit Maimonides’ position would have undermined
Isserles’ assumption that the rabbis’ knowledge could and should be harmonized

with current astronomical information.’¢ It would have shattered his belief in

73. Isserles, Responsa, no. 5, pp. 18-23, esp. p. 19 on the definition of “tinara” in rab-
binic texts.

74. Torat ha-Olah, p. 22a.

75. Ibid., p. 22b, quoting Guide of the Perplexed, 3:14; and see my discussion in chap. 1.

76. Azariah de’ Rossi expands Maimonides’ position to include all rabbinic non-halakhic
statements and thus provokes the wrath of the Maharal. Note his reaction to Isserles’ harmo-
nization as translated by Fishman, “R. Moses Isserles,” p. 30, from Meor Einayim, Imre Binah
11:179-80 (Vilna, 1866; repr. Jerusalem, 1970): “One cannot believe that our sages were of his
opinion. And if they intended to say what he says, then they did not fully comprehend these
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the infallibility of rabbinic sapience and ultimately subverted the defense of his
position against Luria. It was better to conceal their differences, to becloud both
Maimonides’ skepticism regarding astronomical knowledge, especially with re-
gard to the rabbis, and his scholastic belief that metaphysics and physics were
still firmly connected.

Despite the obscurity of his answer to his rabbinic colleague, and despite the
seeming traditionalism of his astronomical commentary, the pedagogical and
theological novelty of Isserles’ position should not be overlooked. In the first
case, he had effectively championed the autonomous study of nature within the
Ashkenazic curriculum; in the second, he had tentatively severed the medieval
link berween physics and metaphysics—something which the Maharal would
do even more boldly and decisively.”

In most accounts of the study of the natural world among eastern European
Jewry, the Maharal is cited for his approval of the discipline and for his sup-
port of the investigations of others, especially his student David Gans, but he
is generally thought to have remained on the sidelines, preoccupied with gen-
eral theological and pedagogic concerns and producing no original work of his
own.™ André Neher notes a seeming correlation between the Maharal’s com-

matters. And I say regarding him: if you wish to bring a burnt-offering [OlaA] to the Lord,
offer it unto the truth. But it is preferable to be silent than to justify the righteous ones with
impossible arguments.”

77. In private communications, Y. Tzvi Langermann and David Berger question my inter-
pretation of Isserles as an advocate of the autonomous study of nature and its separation from
metaphysics. Langermann points out that Isserles’ general tendency was to obfuscate rather
than delineate boundaries, so that Luria could never pin him down. He accordingly mentions
in one breath “the essence of reality” [is this physics or metaphysics?] and the sk % komak [a
kabbalistic notion], and then cites a rabbinic statement about astronomy. In the Zorat Aa-Olah,
he freely harmonizes physics with metaphysics, kabbalah with philosophy. I recognize the
veiled obscurity of Isserles’ reply to Luria and the harmonizing tendencies of his other writing.
However, 1 still maintain that one can detect a tentative acknowledgment of the integrity of
nature study in Isserles’ answer and even an attempt, albeit unsuccessful, to separate physics
from metaphysics. In this sense, Isserles was moving in the direction of the Maharal’s decisive
delineation.

78. Fishman’s comment (“R. Moses Isserles,” p. 20) is typical in this regard: “As for the
Maharal, he did not write any original astronomical treatises himself. His favorable comments
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ments on the sun and those of Brahe, as if to regain for him a central place
in astronomical speculation among Ashkenazic Jewry”” The supposed parallel
between the two is interesting but unconvincing: the focus of the Maharal’s
intellectual activity lay elsewhere than in theorizing about the heavens.

It is perplexing to underscore the novelty and currency of astronomical study
among Ashkenazic Jewry at the end of the sixteenth century, while relegating
its most important and systematic thinker to the periphery. Fishman handles
this problem by seeing Isserles as the real pioneer in this discipline and by argu-
ing that Poland, not Prague, was the center of Jewish astronomical writing in
this era. Although three of Isserles’ major students in this discipline—Mordecai
Yaffe, Yom Tov Lipmann Heller, and David Gans—spent part of their careers
in Prague, Fishman points out that each had initiated his study in Poland®
Such a distinction appears to me to be arbitrary, especially in the case of Gans,
whose critical transformation obviously took place in Prague in the company
of Brahe and Kepler. But it does explain why the Maharal of Prague had little
to contribute to a subject of great importance to his closest colleagues.

I believe that the Maharal’s specific contribution to the study of the sciences is
much greater than Fishman and others have acknowledged. Although he left no
scientific writing per se, the Maharal’s discussions of the theory of knowledge,
the criteria of establishing truth, and the relation between religious belief and
scientific investigation have had a critical impact on Jewish thinkers throughout
the modern period. As I have already suggested, the Maharal’s most impor-
tant clarification was to disentangle natural philosophy from the assumptions
and restraints of Jewish theology and Aristotelian metaphysics, and in so doing
to provide an autonomous realm in which scientific pursuit could legitimately
flourish.

The Maharal’s appreciation of the study of nature as a religious obligation
is reminiscent of Isserles. He too paraphrases Maimonides’ statement about
Aristotle, but less tentatively and ambiguously than Isserles: “We should pay

about the discipline indicate that he was a beneficiary and supporter of the Polish tradition
established by Isserles.” See also Kleinberger, Ha-Makshava ha-Pedagogit, pp. 80-81.

79. Neher, Jewish Thoughe, pp. 245-50.

80. Fishman, “R. Moses Isserles,” pp. 19-20, taking issue with both Breuer and Neher (see
nn. 35 and 36 above).
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attention to what the scholars of the nations have said about what is below the
sphere of the moon because they were scholars of the natural world [my empha-
sis] . . . but we should not pay any attention to what they say regarding what
is beyond nature.”® He is open to learning from non-Jews, because they also
acquired their knowledge through divine agency. Like Isserles; he asserts that
“Greek wisdom” is not synonymous with the study of nature. Study of the the
former is not permitted, “but study of the sciences that focus on reality and the
order of the world is certainly permitted. . . . They are like a ladder to ascend to’
the science of the Torah.”®? And like Isserles, the Maharal privileges astronomy
among all the sciences: “But one is surely required to study the science of the
movement of the stars and spheres.”® He even notes explicitly the dynami€
quality of the sciences of his day, mentions the master “of the new astronomy,”
and seems fully aware of the alternative account of astronomical motion Coper-
nicus had proposed ® While noticing the scientific progress of his day, he boldly
affirms that “one should and is required to learn everything that focuses on the
essence of the world, because everything is the work of God. So one should
focus on it and recognize his Creator through it.”® The sentiment is merely a
paraphrase of Maimonidean piety; the context, however, is surely the exciting
world of post-Copernican astronomical discovery at the end of the sixteenth
century.

It is in the Maharal’s discussion of the place of miracles in Jewish thought,
as Tamar Ross has demonstrated ¥ that the uniqueness of his position is most
clearly observed. In opposition to the medieval rationalistic tradition, the Maha-
ral is generally unwilling to reconcile the natural order with the miraculous.
They reflect different realities, and neither undermines the other. As Ross points
out, the Maharal formulates an original position in arguing that each domain of

reality is legitimate and truthful in its own right. The difference between view-

81. Netivot Olam, Netiv ha-Torah 14 (Jerusalem, 1980), p. 59.

82. Ihid., p. 60.

83. Ibid.

84. Ibid., pp. 60-61.

85. Ihid, p. 61,

86. T. Ross, “The Miracle as an Additional Dimension in the Thought of the Maharal of
Prague” (in Hebrew), Daar 17 (1986): 81-96.
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ing a phenomenon of nature as a miracle and as an integral part of the natural
order is a matter of perspective.¥” Objecting to Gersonides’ understanding of the
miracle of the sun standing still in the book of Joshua, the Maharal questions
the philosopher’s working assumption that “two opposites cannot exist with
respect to the same subject simultaneously.” On the contrary, he argues, “it is
possible that the sun follows its accustomed course while [at the same time] it
stands still as a miracle. For it is possible for one subject to possess two oppo-
site conditions because of two perspectives—the course of nature being one
unique subject and the unnatural, the other. . . . Thus for Joshua and his people
who needed the unnatural miracle, [the sun] stood still, but for the rest of the
world who did not require the miracle, they experienced the natural course {of
the sun).”®

Given the separation between the two realms, a person who operates exclu-
sively within one can never comprehend the other: “Since man, who is natural,
can only understand the natural, the supernatural will always be hidden from
him. He cannot conceive it on the basis of his knowledge. Thus all miracles
are impossible from [the vantage point] of nature, but from [the vantage point]
of the separate [that is, miraculous] world beyond nature, they are possible.”®
As Ross points out, the distinction between the world of nature and a higher
world is ultimately a Platonic notion, one that can be located in the writing
of medieval Jewish thinkers like Ha-Levi and Nahmanides® As we have seen,
Nahmanides’ idea of the “hidden miracle” is close to that of the Maharal’s in
allowing for the theoretical coexistence of the natural order and the miracu-
lous.®! But the Maharal differs in his insistence that each domain is legitimate in
its own right and that neither contradicts the other. Drawing an analogy from
the nature of rabbinic disagreements, where “these and these are the words of
the living God,”*? the Maharal views the naturalist and the believer in miracles

87. Ibid., esp. pp. 89-92.

88. Sefer Gevurot ha-Shem (New York, 1969), pp. 15-16.

89. Ibid,, p. 16.

90. Ross, “Miracle,” p. 90.

91. See chap. 1 above.

92. For a full discussion of this rabbinic paradox, see Kleinberger, Ha-Makshava ha-
Pedagogir, pp. 64—66, and Ross, “The Miracle,” p. 93, n. 64.
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as each grasping a single aspect of reality. Each must listen to the other to gain
a complete understanding of the truth. While the Torah offers a deeper insight
into creation, it undermines neither the autonomy of the natural order nor the
naturalist’s understanding of that order.

The Maharal presents the clearest exposition of his position in his well-
publicized critique of Azariah de’ Rossi’s Me'or Einayim?* The Mantuan Jew-
ish scholar had attempted to justify the extraordinary liberties he had taken
in correcting apparently mistaken rabbinic chronologies and facts by adducing
Maimonides’ stance vis-3-vis rabbinic astronomy Maimonides did not regard
rabbinic statements on the heavens as fact, and especially not as divine truths.
When the rabbis spoke on such matters, they merely voiced personal opinions
and reflected the cultural and intellectual assumptions of their times. Since these
statements were not Torah, they could be rejected in favor of more informed
opinion from contemporary astronomers. Abraham Maimonides had reiterated
the same stance but had extended it to include all rabbinic statements about
the natural world, including medicine. De’ Rossi went even farther. For him,
rabbinic statements about chronology or homilies relating information about
the natural and social world were not necessarily divine revelation. They were
personal opinions that could be corrected, revised, or even rejected when contra-
dicted by contemporary scholarship. For de’ Rossi, rabbinic aggadot should be
read and evaluated like any other literary works and were subject to the same
criteria of truth. When rabbinic dicta were compared with Greek and Latin
historical sources, the former’s standards could be proved deficient and ulti-
mately rejected. For this reason, the forced efforts of Isserles to uphold the
opinions of the sages in the face of contradictory scientific truth were ludicrous
to de’ Rossi

In mixing the words of the “separate world” of the Torah with the “natural
world” of historical scholarship, de’ Rossi (and ironically Isserles as well) deeply

93. Be'er ha-Golak, be’er 6 (New York, 1969), pp. 105-41; the critique of de’ Rossi begins
on p. 126. For a recent discussion of this controversy, see L. Segal, Fistorical Consciousness and
Rekigious Tradition in Azariah de’ Rossi’s “Me or Einayim™ (Philadelphia, 1989), pp. 133-61.

94. See chap. 1 above.

95. See the discussion in Segal, Historical Consciousness. De’ Rossi’s reaction to Isserles’
work is quoted in n. 76 above.
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offended the Maharal’s sensibility. As he constantly states, one should judge
“the words of Torah alone and the words of their science alone.”% Although
de’ Rossi did not refer to astronomy per se, the Maharal linked his approach
to that of the astronomers who had conceivably contradicted rabbinic sapience.
In his long chapter on defending the integrity of a large selection of rabbinic
homilies, he begins with those dealing with astronomy before taking up his as-
sault against his Italian colleague.”” In essence, the astronomer and the historian
share the same methodological fallacy. They reduce the truths of the Torah to a
naturalistic understanding, thereby confusing the understanding appropriate to
one realm of cognition with that of the other. The astronomers, like de’ Rossi
the chronologist, can relate only to the visible and perceivable; they can never
comprehend the essence of creation. This is why de’ Rossi’s attempt to evaluate
rabbinic sapience by the standards of the naturalist is a total misreading of rab-
binic tradition: “The rabbis don’t comment from the perspective of the natural
cause, since it is small and inferior. This is appropriate for naturalists or doctors
but not for rabbis, who speak from the perspective of the [final] cause which
compels nature.”® To read their words superficially and literally, one misses the
secret meaning they impart.

What is significant about the Maharal’s answer is not solely its defense of
the integrity, relevance, and authority of rabbinic knowledge against the con-
temporary assaults of scientific and historical scholarship. More crucial is his
consistent understanding of the appropriate relationship between science and
faith and their differing perspectives and methodologies; his appreciation of the
intrinsic value of exploring the natural world along with a recognition of its
epistemological limitations; and his strategy of demarcating God’s word and
human reason, of removing the competition between the two, and thus allowing
each to function separately and, paradoxically, harmoniously.

Despite the Maharal’s respect for Maimonides, he is no Maimonidean. Ratio-
nalism in its medieval sense as a priori metaphysics is anathema to him. As we
have seen, it is only a posteriori physics which he deems permissible and desir-
able. Why physics and not metaphysics? Because the former does not claim to

96. Be'er ha-Golak, p. 118, but the sentiment is expressed constantly throughout the chapter.
97. Ibid., pp. 105-126.
98. Ibid., p. 106.
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be truth; it should not even be considered a science in the senise of yielding an
absolute truth: “It is not even appropriate to call the science of astronomy a sci-
ence because science is only attainable by one who actually knows something
as it is, and that condition you will never find in their [so-called] science, for no
one can verify its truth, and what is the difference if one lies a great deal or lies
a little? In the final analysis, he can never know the truth of a thing . . . he can
never know its essence. He will only know that it existed in such a way, but this
can never be called science.”® Because the only true science is that of the Torah,
which alone can-penetrate the essence of a thing, only its knowledge is certain
and indubitable. The naturalist functions in a world- of appearances; he knows
only what his finite senses allow him to know. Rational pursuit, having been
cut down to size, can now be valued. Its findings are tentative and contingent;
it can never grasp complete reality. It can never be confident in its conclusions
without the aid and intervention of divine sapience as revealed at Sinai. At the
same time, it is liberated from a closed rational system that postulates how the
world originated and how it is supposed to run. In its newly formulated domain,
it is free to roam where it pleases, to experiment, to imagine new possibili-
ties and fresh insights. The Maharal was no scientist, but he had formulated a
theological structure whereby Jewish faith was safeguarded from science and

science was protected from the unwarranted intrusions of Jewish faith.

David Gans, Isserles’ and the Maharal’s most outstanding student in the sci-
ences, has been the subject of recent studies by André Neher, who devoted
an entire book to his scientific interests and especially.to his astronomical text
Nehmad ve-Na'im, and Mordecai Breuer, who edited and studied his historical
chronicle Zemah David'® As with Isserles and the Maharal, I shall restrict myself
to making a few observations about Gans’s thought which are relevant to the
central issues raised in this chapter.

Three features strike the reader of Gans’s two works. First, he appears to
be a more knowledgeable and up-to-date student of the sciences, particularly
cosmology and astronomy, than any of his Jewish contemporaries. His primary

99. Ibid,, p. 119.
100. See n. 36 above.
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exposure to the Rudolfine observatory and his contact with Brahe and Kepler
obviously inspired his enthusiasm for and knowledge of contemporary astron-
omy. At the same time, his learning and tentativeness as a student did not allow
him to progress beyond the level of his teachers. Despite his awareness of the
Copernican view, he ultimately retreated to a safe geocentric position, reflecting,
as Neher plausibly argues, the positions of Brahe and Kepler as of 1600.1!
Second, Gans is eclectic, sends conflicting messages, and consciously avoids
taking strong, controversial stands. Although fully aware of the differences be-
tween his two Jewish teachers, he respectfully presents their positions without
attempting to reconcile them. Thus he cites Zorat ka-Olak on the need to explain
rationally the sages’ understanding of nature,'” and at the same time refers to
the Maharal’s emphatic separation of rabbinic and scientific knowledge in his
Be'er ha-Golak.'® Untidier still are his references to de’ Rossi and Eliezer Ash-
kenazi,'™ his silence concerning their disagreements with the Maharal, and his
seeming acceptance of the Maimonidean position that the rabbis’ opinions on
astronomy need not be deemed authoritative.!® There is, in contrast, his re-
markable account of a conversation with Brahe, who vindicates rabbinic opinion
against the regnant and ultimately fallacious position of medieval astronomy.!%
For Neher, this lovely anecdote is the culmination of Gans’s book.'” It is prob-
ably an exaggeration, although there is no doubt that Gans, like Tobias Cohen
and others after him, was motivated to write his astronomy by a sense of in-
adequacy and a desire to bolster Jewish pride. The approbation of so illustrious
a Christian astronomer was bound to leave a positive and dramatic imprint on
Gans’s Jewish readers. Yet despite Brahe’s gesture, whether real or imagined,
the book can hardly be seen as advocating Jewish superiority in science. On the

contrary, by putting together a conventional handbook on the subject, includ-

101. Neher, fewish Thought, pp. 216-50.

102. Nehmad ve-Na'im (Jesnitz, 1743), p. 8a.

103. Ibid.

104. Ibid., pp. 9a-9b. On the Maharal’s disagreement with Ashkenazi, see Sherwin, Mystical
Theology, pp. 58-62.

105. Ibid., p. 7b, where he even quotes the Guide 3:14.

106. Ibid., p. 82b.

107. Neher, Jewish Thought, pp. 216-28.
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ing a smattering of up-to-date information from Prague, Gans left the distinct
impression that Jews may have once been proficient in the field but now lagged
painfully behind their Christian contemporaries.!®

The third striking feature of Gans’s work is that notwithstanding his limited
knowledge of both astronomy and history and his unspectacular conclusions,
his efforts in both areas are still quite unconventional from a Jewish point of
view. Although incapable of taking a definite position with respect to the con-
flicting views of his mentors, both Jewish and Christian, he is still decisive in
choosing to write in secular disciplines and in eschewing rabbinic pursuits. He
stands virtually alone as-a chronicler of Bohemian Jewry'® and, with the excep-
tion of the brilliant but complex Joseph Delmedigo, is the only Jewish author of
his generation to write an original treatise on theoretical astronomy, as opposed
to works devoted to the laws on the sanctification of the new moon.'® Even
his teacher’s commentary on Peurbach pales in significance in comparison with
Gans’s systematic and unique presentation.

While both Isserles and the Maharal had singled out astronomy as the sci-
ence deserving special honor and attention on the part of Jewish students, Gans
goes beyond both in actually composing a “Jewish” astronomy, reflecting the
latest knowledge and standing on its own as a textbook. Gans’s elaborate intro-
duction—both his genealogies of Jewish and Gentile astronomers and his five
justifications for placing the subject within the Jewish curriculum—testify to the
novelty of his work and to his recognition that it was bound to incur opposition.
Despite the explicit approval of astronomy by both Isserles and the Maharal,
which Gans conspicuously displays in support of his effort, he is clearly inse-
cure about the entire enterprise. Having presented the list of Jewish luminaries
of science to demonstrate that astronomical study was hardly a novelty in Jew-
ish intellectual life, and having underscored the Jewish roots of the discipline
now practiced by non-Jews, following the well-trodden apologetic strategies of
Maimonides, Bivago, and de’ Rossi,'!! he nevertheless acknowledges the virtual
disappearance of this learned tradition among his contemporaries: “Thus the

108. See the fifth reason he gives for studying astronomy (p. 10a), quoted at n. 116 below.
109. See A. David, ed., Kronika Hrit Mi-Prag Me-Reshit ha-Ma'ak ha-17 (Jerusalem, 1984).
110. Fishman provides an ample list (“R. Moses Isserles,” pp. 19-20), with full annotation.
111. Nehmad ve-Na'om, pp. 7Tb~9a.
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exalted sciences were depleted among us to the point that their memory was
almost completely lost. Only occasionally in a city or two in a state does one
find someone who knows something of this science. Moreover, books in our
possession that treat astronomical matters at this time are scarce.”"* Accord-
ingly, he continues, “if Jews are obliged to master this discipline from Gentile
books, they should not consider themselves inferior or at fault.”!* He refers to
two camps hostile to this project: ignoramuses who know no better and “true
scholars who believe in the veracity of this discipline and acknowledge that all
its ways are based on reason, but who nevertheless speak evil of this science
and its students, claiming that it is inappropriate for a person to waste his time
on this subject and at the same time questioning its utility.” 4

The second group is particularly distressing to Gans, since it includes those
who apparently know better but still remain in the opposition camp. His re-
sponse to it is both thorough and energetic, yet it was probably ineffectual in
changing the mind of his knowledgeable critics. He begins by repeating the re-
sponse of Isserles that the forbidden Greek disciplines do not include the natural
sciences. On the contrary, the study of natural science enhances religious faith,
as thinkers from Bahya ibn Pakuda to Eliezer Ashkenazi acknowledge; and it en-
hances ritualistic practice by facilitating the calculation of the new moon."> His
most telling justification is the last, revealing his deeply felt inferiority and the
need to counter the charges of non-Jews regarding Jewish boorishness: “What
should we do at a time when the wise Gentiles speak to us, asking us the reason
for the order of intercalation, and our tradition is insufficient [to respond] to
them? Is it appropriate for us to put our hands to our mouths, appearing as a
mute incapable of opening his mouth? Is this not [a matter] of our honor or that
of our Maker?”!16

The Maharal was equally concerned with fortifying Jewish cultural pride,
but he did not make the study of astronomy a critical precondition. Rather, as

we have seen, he chose to preserve the integrity of the rabbinic tradition by

112. Ibid,, p. 9a.

113. Ibid., p. 9b.

114. Ibid.

115. Ibid., pp. 9b-10a.
116. Ibid,, p. 10a.
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demarcating it from human knowledge in general, and subsequently to elevate
it. The above quotation suggests that Gans would not have been satisfied with
this strategy. Yet h€ seems to have imbibed his master’s teaching in another
way. The sense of separating a Jewish divine realm from a Gentile secular one is
the essential organizing principle of his historical chronicle as well as his briefer
histories of astronomy in Nekmad ve-Na’im. Was it merely a coincidence that
Gans divided his composition into two distinct but parallel parts: a history of
the nations and a history of the Jews? Was it merely his own way of dealing with
the relationship of the Jew to the other, an acknowledgment that mediating their
two histories would not work, as Joseph Ha-Cohen had tried earlier? “Rather
than mixing two stories of different natures, better to tell them separately,” as
Robert Bonfil puts it.!V

Another reason for his division might be a recognition of the Maharal’s in-
sight that Aéstoria divina and historia naturalis were both licit in their own right
as long as neither intruded upon the other."”® Gans may have learned his most
profound lesson from his teacher in Prague. Despite his vacillations between
his two prominent mentors, in the final analysis the Maharal’s voice spoke
most decisively through the pages of Gans’s work. Astronomy was a legitimate
undertaking for Jewish students, and so was secular history, but only if they
remained securely within their own hermetically sealed dominions. Distinct and
above them were a sacred Jewish metaphysics and a sacred Jewish history. By
severing the connection between them, Gans sought to preserve the integrity
of the secular and the sacred, to legitimate the pursuit of each, and forcefully to
avoid the entanglement which had once proved so damaging to both faith and
science.

In the end, Gans was remembered for his chronicle rather than for his denser
astronomy published in its final version only once after his death in 1743. His
writings in astronomy, geography, and history far surpassed any of his con-
temporaries’ achievements. In the changing cultural climate of the seventeenth

century, as Fishman has pointed out, his impact on the study of the sciences

117. R. Bonfil, “How Golden Was the Age of the Renaissance in Jewish Historiography?”
History and Theory 27 (1988): 94.
118, Breuer, in “Modernism and Traditionalism,” p. 77, notes Gans’s approach and even

compares it with Luther’s, without mentioning the Maharal’s possible influence.
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among eastern European Jewry was almost nil."” Nevertheless, the singularity
of his intellectual profile should not obscure his clear connection to his cul-
tural surroundings, both Jewish and Christian. He was an enthusiastic student
of Christian chroniclers and astronomers, yet he also followed a pattern estab-
lished by his Jewish teachers in valuing the study of the sciences, especially
astronomy, while accentuating its divorce from both Jewish sacred writing and

Aristotelian metaphysics.

Both Neher and Breuer have spoken of a Jewish circle of scientific enthusiasts
surrounding Gans; others have placed the Maharal or Isserles, or both, at the
center of this circle.'? What is clear is the emergence of a community of interest
in scientific pursuits, primarily astronomy, both in Poland and in Bohemia in the
second half of the sixteenth century and the early seventeenth century. By all
accounts, interest in science among the intellectual leadership of these regions
waned by the 1630s. Fishman and Davis have offered a general profile of the
group, which included Abraham Horowitz, Mordecai Yaffe, Yom Tov Lipman
Heller, Manoah Hendl b. Shmarya, Chaim Lisker, Jacob Kopelman, and Joseph
b. Isaac Ha-Levi."?! It is not my intention to survey all or even most of their writ-
ings. I wish only to highlight certain features of their thought, particularly those
continuities that appear to derive from the three thinkers considered above.

Mordecai Yaffe’s “moderate rationalist” interests have received due attention
in Lawrence Kaplan’s dissertation.!”2 As Kaplan has shown, Yaffe’s positions on
science and its relation to rabbinic teaching closely mirror those of his teachers,
the Maharal and Isserles. Kaplan calls Yaffe’s Levush Malkhut a summa of rab-
binic Judaism of his day, integrating both halakhic and “meta-halakhic” study
into a broad curriculum of Jewish learning. The introduction to the work reveals
Yaffe’s pedagogic goals and his notion of the organization of knowledge. He first
mentions that he has composed a commentary on Maimonides’ Guide of the Per-
plexed, a commentary on the Laws of the Sanctification of the New Moon, and finally

119. Fishman, “R. Moses Isserles,” pp. 20-21.

120. See nn. 35 and 36 above.

121. Both Fishman, “R. Moses Isserles,” and Davis, “Rabbi Yom Tov Lipman Heller” list
complete references to these writers, so I will not reproduce them here.

122. Kaplan, “Rationalism and Rabbinic Culture.”
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a commentary on the kabbalistic Torah commentary of Menahem Recanati)?
Then he continues: “For every student of “The angels of God’ [Genesis 28:12]
who desires to enter into the pardes [pleasure garden, i.e. the divine secrets] and
to ascend the rungs of that ladder which is set erect upon the ground but whose
head reaches the heavens, knows that he must start at the very bottom. . . .
And the order of study that I have set forth corresponds precisely to the order
of the rungs of the ladder,'* i.e., the levels of reality from bottom up. First,
one studies the speculative sciences dealing with nature that encompass all the
sciences of this, our lowly [sublunar] world, all of which are treated in the Guide
of the Perplexed. Afterwards, one ascends and studies the science of astronomy
that deals with the intermediate world, i.e., the world of the celestial spheres,
which contain all of the stars, with the sun at their head as a king leading his
troops, the moon as his deputy, and the rest of the stars as his hosts. And after
that he will ascend even higher on the rungs of the ladder and will enter into
the pardes of wisdom onto the road that leads straight away unto the house
of the Lord, i.e., he will study the science of kabbalah. Then he will merit attain-
ing the apprehension of the First Cause, may He be blessed, who stands over
them to maintain their existence and to guard them.”'%

Yaffe’s classification reflects the influence of his teachers, especially the
Maharal. He singles out the study of the natural world as the critical and pre-
liminary stage of religious education; he distinguishes it from astronomy, which
he elevates above all the sciences; and then he defines the divine science of
kabbalah as the highest and ultimate level of spiritual illumination. Yaffe’s divi-

sion is reminiscent of Isserles’ similar one.!” What is puzzling for Kaplan is

123. Introduction to Levusk Malkkut (New York, 1962), unpaginated.

124. On this motif in medieval philosophy, see A. Altmann, “The Ladder of Ascension,”
Studies in Mysticism and Religion Presented to Gershom G. Scholem (Jerusalem, 1967), pp. 1-32
(English section); M. Idel, “The Ladder of Ascension: The Reverberations of a Medieval
Motif in the Renaissance,” in 1. Twersky, ed., Studies in Jewish Medieval History and Literature
(Cambridge, Mass., 1983), pp. 83-93.

125. Translated by Kaplan in “Rationalism and Rabbinic Culture,” pp. 397-99.

126. Isserles had also referred to this threefold division in Torar Aa-Olah, p. 22a and later
on p. 85b, where the division is broken down into three types of magical activity. Moshe Idel

has plausibly speculated that this passage is influenced by the tripartate division of Agrippa in
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Yaffe’s equating naturalistic study with the contents of Maimonides’ Guide, a
work that begins with sublunary physics but naturally continues to the subject
of metaphysics along the lines of the scholastic curriculum. Like Isserles and the
Maharal, Yaffe had no place in his Jewish curriculum for philosophical meta-
physics despite his appreciation of Maimonides’ work. His strategy for using
and commenting on the Gude was to redefine its nature by reducing it to a
work which dealt exclusively with physics. In this, as we have seen, he adopts
a position that Isserles had articulated in a similarly awkward manner in his
response to Solomon Luria. Isserles had described the Guide as a book of nature,
obscuring the metaphysical dimension of the work just as Yaffe did.

Yaffe, however, deviated from Isserles’ position on the relation of the sci-
ences to kabbalah. While Yaffe followed his teacher up to a point in treating
the sefiror philosophically in the early part of his work, ultimately he opted for
a clear-cut division between the two realms. In his commentary on Recanati, as
Kaplan points out, the unity of the divine realm is not reducible to philosophical
explanation.!” In the final analysis, divine truths are distinct from naturalistic
ones. Having vacillated between Isserles’ harmonizing and the Maharal’s segre-
gationist approaches, Yaffe comes down on the side of the Maharal. The natural
sciences are given a firm and honored place in the Jewish curriculum; astronomy
is singled out for special esteem; and kabbalistic metaphysics is elevated and
safeguarded from the potential intrusion of the other disciplines. Kaplan has
shown how Yaffe smoothed over the more radical interpretation of Maimonidean
philosophy, offering a safe, tame, and unexciting “moderate rationalism.”'?® |
would add that Yaffe not only blunted the radical sting of Maimonidean phi-
losophy; he attenuated its scope by redefining it as the study of the natural

world alone, arrested its metaphysical thrust into areas of Jewish belief such

his De Occulta Philosophia. If this is indeed the case (Agrippa’s book might have reached him
through the Cologne edition of 1533), then the conventional view that he read, as he claims,
non-Jewish philosophy and science only through Hebrew books has to be reevaluated. See M.
Idel, “Differing Conceptions of Kabbalah in the Early Seventeenth Century,” in 1. Twersky
and B. Septimus, eds., Jewisk Thought in the Seventeenth Century (Cambridge, Mass., 1987), pp.
168-69, n. 155.

127. Kaplan, “Rationalism and Rabbinic Culture,” pp. 98-100.

128. This is the theme of chap. 3 of Kaplan’s dissertation.
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as prophecy and divine providence, and simultaneously isolated and raised to
the highest prominence the study of kabbalistic metaphysics. In so doing, he
systematically erected an educational program that shunted medieval philoso-
phy aside while highlighting scientific and kabbalistic studies as separate but
legitimate fields. Kaplan may be right that his vision had little staying power in
the new cultural landscape of eastern Europe in the later seventeenth century;
this was not the case, however, for other Jewish communities, especially Italy.
Several Jewish thinkers of the eighteenth century and beyond would find Yaffe’s
system perfectly compatible with their own.!?

Joseph Davis has recently studied the thought of Joseph b. Isaac Ha-Levi
and Yom Tov Lipman Heller, both profoundly influenced by the Maharal and
his epistemological restructuring of knowledge.”® Of the two, Ha-Levi is the
more interesting because of his radical shift from one view of rationalism to
another and because of his reevaluation of the relationship between reason and
faith. Ha-Levi’s first work, the Givat ka-Moreh, is “a throw-back to Jewish phi-
losophy of the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries,”'*! in Davis’s words, a kind
of Neo-Aristotelianism, supremely confident in the ability of reason to grapple
with metaphysical problems impinging upon religious faith, and bold enough, in
striking contrast to other contemporary views, to consult and cite philosophical
works of non-Jewish authors. The work is a fish out of water with respect to the
Jewish cultural ambiance in which it emerged. One wonders, however, whether
it might be possible to locate any other intellectual context for Ha-Levi’s pro-
clivities in Prague or elsewhere, such as the lingering Averroistic currents of
late sixteenth-century Italy.

Be that as it may, Ha-Levi’s philosophical passion was short-lived. Appar-
ently wounded by the controversy over his book, he disavowed most of his
previous positions in his second work, Ketonet Passim, apparently adopting posi-
tions favored by the rabbinic establishment of his day—essentially the theo-
logical views of the Maharal. The Maharal’s influence is especially notable in
his pious affirmation of the superiority of Torah knowledge; in his recitation

129. See esp. chap. 7 below.

130. Davis, “Rabbi Yom Tov Lipman Heller.”
131. Ibid., p. 265.
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of the same threefold division of learning we have seen in Yaffe’s work; in his
distaste for Aristotelian metaphysics and his embrace of physics; in his distinct
sense of the contingency of nature; and in his reiteration of the legitimacy of
scientific pursuits, separate from and inferior to kabbalistic metaphysics.*2 His
magical and alchemical interests faintly recall the Prague ambiance of his Chris-
tian contemporaries.® Davis is right in calling his final position a text-based
kabbalistic science, thoroughly devoid of empirical aspirations and caught in
a limbo between increasingly obsolete Aristotelianism and the new kabbalistic
spirituality. Nevertheless, Ha-Levi’s strategic retreat from medieval philosophy
was ultimately a reassessment of what was rational and what was worth know-
ing, not a total renunciation of the human striving to understand. While hardly
an empiricist, he had at least left open the possibility of a new reconciliation
between naturalistic pursuits and mystical theology among Jewish thinkers.

Heller’s intellectual profile conforms quite well to that of contemporary fol-
lowers of the Maharal. Like the Maharal, he valued non-Jewish thought nearly
exclusively for its information about the natural sciences. His approbation of
Gans’s Magen David, the first edition of the astronomy, displays his positive
and enthusiastic evaluation of astronomy and mathematics. Despite his lim-
ited knowledge, he refers occasionally to natural phenomena and even quotes
naturalists to confirm a halakhic opinion. Unlike Ha-Levi and Yaffe, he is less
comfortable with kabbalistic metaphysics and appears increasingly unhappy
with the cultural turn in that direction among his contemporaries. There is little
innovative or systematic thought in his well-known commentary on the Mish-
nah and other writings. Nevertheless, he provides another telling example of
how the Maharal’s students closely aligned themselves to both his theological
and pedagogical ideals.!*

By Heller’s death in the middle of the seventeenth century, the modest in-
roads scientific pursuits had made within eastern European culture had virtually

disappeared. Contemporary scholars have variously attributed this cultural shift

132. Ibid., pp. 288-338.
133. Ibid,, p. 323.
134. Tbid., pp. 339-516.
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to the intrusion of Lurianic kabbalah and the Sabbatian aftermath,'® to the de-
cline of the Polish Renaissance,’® and to the emergence of a populist revolt
of preachers and nonelites jockeying for power and influence through the me-
diums of the popular sermon and printed book.””” The issue has also focused
on the terms of reference utilized by Elbaum—*“opening and closure®—and
on the extent to which the new kabbalistic spirituality and indifference or an-
tagonism to rational pursuits constituted an aberration from past traditions or
a return to normalcy. In this chapter, we are concerned with cultural transfor-
mation only insofar as it reflects the decline of scientific interest among eastern
and central European Jews. One major factor in the change of climate in Bohe-
mia seems obvious but is hardly mentioned by recent interpreters: the battle
of White Mountain of 1620, the ultimate victory of the Counter-Reformation,
and the unleashing of the destructive forces of the ensuing Thirty Years War. A
similar decline took place in Poland and Lithuania as well: the growing intol-
erance of the Catholic restoration, the increasing instability of the social order,
Poland’s declining international influence, and a general increase of obscurant-
ism and anti-intellectualism. The Cossack pogroms of 1648 constituted a bitter
culmination of this economic and political anarchy. While the Maharal and his
students had planted the seeds of a new epistemological orientation regarding
the sciences and Judaism, the cultural soil of Bohemia and Poland-Lithuania
was inhospitable to the full flowering of this new vision, not so much because
of Lurianic incursions as because of a general deterioration of cultural life. The
seeds would have to germinate elsewhere.

One further dimension of Jewish scientific culture in this period deserves
mention: the role of physicians and medicine. While physicians were at the cen-
ter of Jewish scientific culture elsewhere in Europe (especially in Italy, as we
shall see!%®), they were remarkably peripheral in central and eastern Europe. To
be more precise, although physicians were politically and socially prominent,

especially in eastern Europe, their intellectual impact was almost nonexistent.

135. This is basically the position of Elbaum, discussed above.

136. Baron’s position, also mentioned eatlier.

137. Cf. E. Reiner, “Itinerate Ashkenazic Preachers in the Early Modern Period,” (forth-
coming).

138. See chap. 3 below.
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While the rabbinic leadership passionately embraced astronomy, it displayed
a chilling indifference to medicine. Fishman has explored this question intelli-
gently, taking into account the work of earlier scholars, so I will only summarize
his findings in rounding out our discussion.'”

The first Jewish doctors in Bohemia and Poland were émigrés from Spain
and Italy. They were attracted to lucrative positions in serving the Polish king
or nobility. Socially and intellectually, they were alien to the rabbinic establish-
ment. They lived outside the Jewish community and their lifestyles made them
suspect in the eyes of the religiously orthodox. By the seventeenth century,
native Polish Jews were admitted to the medical faculties of ltalian universities,
especially Padua.*® The cost of such an education excluded all but the most
affluent Jewish merchant families. Upon their return to eastern Europe, they
easily gained employment in the upper echelons of Christian society. As with
their medieval counterparts, their medical contacts enhanced their economic and
political power. Some became natural candidates for shtadlanut, political media-
tion between the Jewish and Christian communities and, in Fishman’s words,
“an important fixture on the social landscape of Polish Jewry.”!*! Under excep-
tional circumstances, physicians like Emanuel de Jonah and Isaac Fortis even

served as parnasim for the Council of Four Lands.'2 Others served as local par-

139. Fishman, “R. Moses Isserles,” pp. 3-5. In addition to the works of Lewin, Gelber,
Schipper, and Ringelblum that he cites, see M. Balaban, Historja Zydow w Krakowie i na Kagim-
terzu, 2 vols. (Cracow, 1931-36), L. Lewin, “Die jiidischen Studenten an der Universitit
Frankfurt a.d. Oder,” Jakrbuch der fiidisch-literarischen Gesellschaft 14 (1921): 217-38; 15 (1923):
59-96; 16 (1924): 43-86; G. Kisch, Die Prager Untversitit und die Juden, 1348-1848 (Maehrisch-
Ostrau, 1935); J. Litman, The Economic Role of Jews in Medieval Poland: The Contribution of Yitzhak
Schipper (Lanham, 1984), pp. 176-77; R. Mahler, Toledot ha- Yehudim be-Folin (Merhaviah, Pales-
tine, 1946), pp. 133-34; ]. Warshal, “Zidzi polscy na Uniwersytecie padewskim,” Kwartalnik
poswiegony badaniu pryesglosci Zidéw w Polsce (Warsaw, 1913), 1, sec. 3, pp. 37-72; S. Dubnow,
“Jewish Students at the University of Padua in the Seventeenth and Eighteenth Centuries”
(in Hebrew), Sefer ha-Shana le- Yehudei Amertka, ed. M. Ribolow and Z. Scharfstein (New York,
1931), pp. 216-19; and A. Gutterman, “Sephardic Jews on Polish Soil” (in Hebrew), Pe'amim
18 (1984): 53-79.

140. The Paduan experience is discussed in chap. 3 below.

141. Fishman, “R. Moses Isserles,” p. 4.

142. See also the recent treatment of Dr. Mojzes Fortis in M. J. Rosman, T#e Lords’ Jews:

Jews and Magnates in Old Poland (Cambridge, Mass., 1990), chap. 6.
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nasim, such as Jacob Winkler in Posen, David Marupk in Cracow, and Aaron
Gordon in Vilna. In the seventeenth century, the Jewish doctor became the tar-
get of Polish anti-Semitic propaganda in a manner similar to what was occurring
elsewhere in western Europe, especially in Germany. At the same time, more
Jews were entering the medical profession as Jewish students were admitted to
the medical schools of the universities of Frankfurt, Prague, and other cities.
The impact of medicine on Jewish cultural and social life prior to the Enlight-
enment was insignificant. As Fishman points out, most doctors were perceived
as social and religious deviants. The cultural role model of the rabbi-physician,
which dominated ltalian Jewry for centuries, generally did not exist in eastern
Europe.

Fishman concludes by observing that although scientific study and activity
were not alien to Jewish life in this region, “one is justified in viewing science
as a secondary feature of Polish Jewish culture, rather than a primary one.”
He adds that it remained an elite phenomenon and never became a recognized
social ideal. Furthermore, it was short-lived, limited to the period of Isserles’
and his students’ lifetimes, and eventually died out in the stifling antirational
atmosphere of the mid-seventeenth century. The only vestige of this activity
was what he calls a narrow “halakhic astronomy.”** His assessment is widely
shared by other scholars.

As I have tried to demonstrate, this evaluation is correct as far as it goes,
but it does not go far enough. Jewish writing on purely scientific matters sup-
ports Fishman’s conclusion. But from a broader perspective, one can observe
the restructuring of Jewish religious thought in this era: the reassessment of the
practical value of rational pursuits, the severing of physics from metaphysics,
and the recognition of the study of nature as a separate and legitimate sphere
of knowledge coexisting with the divine sapience of rabbinic and kabbalistic
traditions. The major intellectual force in initiating this process was not Isserles
but the Maharal. His theoretical contribution, although never fully implemented
in eastern Europe, left an imprint elsewhere in early modern Europe.

It should now be evident why I insisted on describing the first of two historio-

143. Fishman, “R. Moses Isserles,” pp. 21-23.
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graphical debates before addressing the issue of science directly in this chapter.
In the heated exchange about rationalism, not enough emphasis has been placed
on the shifting context of the discussions about the relation between reason and
faith before and during the era of the Maharal and his colleagues. Their writings
expressed a new Jewish attitude toward nature and scientific activity.

Now it is time to turn to the debate between Katz and Ben Sasson over the
supposed indifference of the Maharal and his circle to Christian culture, and to
propose why it too is relevant to our topic. Ben Sasson and Kulka have sug-
gested that the Maharal’s critical formulation of the relationship of nature-study
to faith owes much to its immediate Christian surrounding. Living in Prague,
where religious and national ideologies dynamically interacted, so sophisticated
a thinker as the Maharal could hardly have disengaged himself from this remark-
able discourse. His views on the proper relation of science to Jewish faith were
probably shaped by this environment, as were his views on national identity
and education.

We have no hard evidence to substantiate the hypothesis developed by Ben
Sasson and Kulka, but this need not restrain me from offering a plausible, albeit
tentative, reconstruction of the genesis of the Maharal’s thinking. In the light of
Mabharal’s own reticence in disclosing the sources of his thought, especially if he
had actually been aware of their Christian derivation, he would probably never
have allowed such evidence to exist in the first place. Nevertheless, pointing to
possible contacts, or at the very least, parallels between Jewish and Christian
thinking on this issue still appears both justifiable and worthwhile. In the words
of one historian searching for the roots of Copernicus’ speculations: “As intan-
gibles and unknown connections become involved, the historian’s craft becomes
more like that of the novelist who allows imagination to supply pieces that time
has ravaged.”'* In the same spirit, I offer the following speculations about the
roots of the Maharal’s thinking on the place of nature in Jewish thought.

No doubt the Maharal’s general voluntarist theology, his dismissal of Aristo-
telian metaphysics, and his legitimization of naturalistic pursuits within Judaism
had precedents in earlier Jewish thought. We have mentioned above the clear
parallels with the thought of Judah Ha-Levi and Nahmanides. But Tamar Ross

144. Knoll, “Arts Faculty of the University of Cracow,” p. 157.
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has also pointed out the originality of the Maharal’s position. Furthermore, in
view of the special emphasis these themes receive throughout his diverse writ-
ings, the supposition that these medieval thinkers, remote both in time and
place, constituted the Maharal’s sole source of inspiration seems unconvincing.
A more probable source of influence might have been the discussions on the
nature of scientific knowledge and its relation to faith within the Protestant
world. Both Calvinists and Lutherans, along with the aforementioned Czech
brethren, inhabited the cultural space of Prague in close proximity to the Jewish
community. On the issue at hand, the reflections of all three were not dissimi-
lar. If the writings of any of these faith communities might have fallen into the
hands of the Maharal, those of the Lutherans, a German speaking community,
might have been the most accessible. Like David Gans, the Maharal could most
easily have consulted sources written in German. But the Lutherans constituted
only one possible avenue for these ideas; the latter were sufficiently diffuse to
have reached this learned rabbi through multiple channels.

In recent years, several scholars have underscored the impact of nominalist
ideas on both the birth of modern science and Reformation theology."*® Critical
to the thinking of the nominalists was the distinction between the absolute and

ordained powers of God ( potentia absoluta and potentia ordinata). The distinction

145. The literature is massive. I cite only a sampling which I consulted: H. Oberman,
Luther: Man between God and the Devil (New Haven and London, 1989), pp. 114-23; idem, “Ref-
ormation and Revolution: Copernicus’s Discovery in an Era of Change,” in ]. E. Murdoch
and E. D. Sylla, The Cultural Context of Medieval Learning (Dordrecht and Boston, 1975), pp.
397-435; idem, “The Shape of Late Medieval Thought: The Birthpangs of the Modern Era,”
in C. Trinkaus and H. Oberman, eds., The Pursuit of Holiness in Late Medieval and Renaissance
Religion (Leiden, 1974), pp. 3-25; idem, “Headwaters of the Reformation: Initia Lutheri-Initia
Reformationis,” in H. Oberman, ed., Lutker and the Dawn of the Modern Era (Leiden, 1974), pp.
40-88; W. ]. Courtnenay, “Nominalism and Late Medieval Religion,” in Pursuit of Holiness,
pp- 26-59; S. Ozment, “Mysticism, Nominalism, and Dissent,” in Pursuit of Holiness, pp. 67—
92; idem, The Age of Reform, 1250~1550: An Intellectual History of Late Medieval and Reformation
Europe (New Haven and London, 1980), pp. 15-19, 38-60, 223-39; A. McGrath, The Intellectual
Origins of the European Reformation (Oxford, 1987); D. Trapp, “Augustinian Theology of the
Fourteenth Century: Notes on Editions, Marginalia, Opinions, and Booklore,” Augustiniana
6 (1956): 146-274; H. Blumenberg, The Genesis of the Copernican World, trans. R. M. Wallace
(Cambridge, Mass., 1987), pp. 135-67.
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meant in theory that God has the ability to do many things that He does not will
to do, has never done, nor ever will do. With the dialectic of two powers—one
actual and one hypothetical—the notion of divine omnipotence was acknowl-
edged without undermining the operation and predictability of the natural order.
By the systematic application of this distinction between possibility and reality,
speculative theology became pointless and irrelevant, and in the words of Heiko
Oberman, man was set free “from the smothering embrace of metaphysics.”!#
The world was now conceived as contingent upon the divine will, no longer an
ontological necessity but the result of God’s covenantal obligation. And with
this new conception, intuition and immediate experience were given primacy in
acquiring knowledge.

Despite his condemnation of some of the positions of the nominalists, Martin
Luther was directly influenced by their understanding of the divine and secular
realms through the impact of the via moderna and via Augustinia moderna during
his early formative years. He openly objected to Aristotelian metaphysics; he
sought God’s reliable and certain word in Scriptures rather than in specula-
tive theology. God’s word was the sole foundation of ultimate truth and human
experience the focus of perceiving the immediate world. Through this new de-
marcation, astronomy no longer competed with theology, nor was it impious
for the believer in the divine word to fathom the heavens. Scripture was no
longer read as a supernaturally revealed book of nature; it could only be grasped
extra rationem, sola fides. Theologia no longer was to be understood as scientia
but a higher sapientia solely constituting the ability to grasp the true sense of
the sacred scripture. By concentrating on his experience and not on logical as-
sumptions postulated beforehand, or on divine mysteries, and by recasting his
understanding of the universe in terms of efficient rather than final causality,
the scientist now faced the subject of nature openly; his imagination could soar
freely so that mental experiments of all kinds were possible. A revolution in re-
search methodology was taking place.!”” A new relation between the sacred and
secular emerged whereby separation with coordination became an alternative

to competition or subordination.

146. Oberman, “Reformation and Revolution,” p. 408.
147. The language of Oberman, ibid., p. 410.
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One additional element of the Lutheran position might also be mentioned.
As Steven Ozment speculates, the young Luther may have represented a genu-
ine synthesis of diverse traditions: a devotee of medieval spirituality trained
simultaneously in the Ockhamist tradition. His theology might actually be char-
acterized as a merger of nominalism and mysticism.!*® The Maharal’s kabbalistic
proclivities should be recalled in this regard.!¥®

Is the intriguing parallel between the positions of Luther (and Calvin, or even
the Czech Brethren) and the Maharal a mere coincidence? To my knowledge,
there is no trace of a specific discussion of the dialectic of God’s two powers
in the Maharal’s or, for that matter, in any other Jewish thinker’s writing of
the period. Yet the end result of the Maharal’s sharp division between rabbinic
truth and speculation about the natural world, his open break with Aristote-
lian metaphysics, his emphasis on divine will, the possibility of miracles, and
the contingency of creation all suggest, at the very least, a remarkable con-
sensus with his Protestant (and ultimately Catholic) neighbors. Both Jews and
Christians had shifted to a “nominalist” mood in Prague and elsewhere. At the
University of Cracow, for example, the nominalists Oresme and Buridan were
studied assiduously.!®® Could Isserles too have absorbed something of this new
orientation?

Our effort to locate the soil from which Jewish ideas spring is hazardous and
ultimately inconclusive. And in the case of the Maharal and his co-religionists, as
we have said, definite proof is probably unattainable anyway. Nevertheless, this
comparative exercise should not be dismissed out of hand. In the light of what
we now know about the Maharal and his cultural world, it seems safe to argue
for the plausibility of this reconstruction. Having likely absorbed something of
the nationalistic and educational theories of his environment, the Maharal might
also have attuned himself to Protestant arguments about the relation of science

and religion derived from late medieval nominalism. He then creatively adapted

148. Ozment, “Mysticism, Nominalism, and Dissent,” p. 80.

149. On the Maharal’s kabbalistic proclivities, see Elbaum, Petthut ve-Histagrut, p. 220;
G. Scholem, Major Trends in Jewish Mysticism (New York, 1961), p. 339; Sherwin, Mystical
Theology; B. Safran, “Maharal and Early Hasidism,” in Safran, ed., Hasidism: Continuity or
Innovation? (Cambridge, Mass., 1988), pp. 47-144

150. See the references to Wroblewski and Knoll in n. 61 above.
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them to fit his own polemical and ideological needs and the circumstances of
his own Jewish constituency. Whether or not the impetus for his position actu-
ally came from the outside, it profoundly influenced other Jewish thinkers for
centuries to come. It offered Jewish enthusiasts of science a blueprint for estab-
lishing a cooperative partnership between scientific endeavor and religion in
Judaism. More generally, it posited a new and constructive relation between the
secular and sacred. With this new epistemological formula, Askhenazic Jewry

of the early modern period had made a unique and enduring contribution.
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Padua and the Formation of a Jewish

Medical Community in Ttaly

Notwithstanding the openness of the Maharal and his students
to the cultural ambiances of Prague and Cracow, neither city
came close to offering the same intellectual stimulation that was
available to Jews fortunate enough to be living in or to make their
way to the old university towns of the ltalian peninsula. For a
Jewish student in search of a university education who found the
means and fortitude to make the journey southward, crossing the
Alps to the Veneto, with Padua as his final destination, the con-
trast was surely remarkable. By way of introducing the novelty
of that experience, I offer the following Jewish “snapshots” of
Padua in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.

In 1624, Joseph ben Judah Hamiz successfully completed his
doctorate in philosophy and medicine at the University of Padua.!
The event hardly seemed significant either for Padua or for its
Jewish community. In the beginning of the seventeenth cen-
tury, a constant trickle of Jews were among the hundreds of
students who graduated each year from Padua’s renowned medi-
cal school? Nevertheless, Hamiz’s graduation appears to have
elicited an unusually favorable, even elated response from some

of the most important luminaries of Italian Jewish culture in

1. A. Modena and E. Morpurgo, Medici e chirurghi ebrei dottorati e licen-
gati nell' Untversita di Padova dal 1617 al 1876, ed. A. Luzzato, L. Miinster,
and V. Colomi (Bologna, 1967), p. 8.

2. On Padua’s medical school in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries,
see G. Whitteridge, Willam Harvey and the Circulation of the Blood (New York
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this era. Undoubtedly, their reaction was encouraged by Hamiz’s illustrious
mentor, Leone Modena, who apparently undertook the responsibility of pub-
lishing an entire pamphlet of poems and approbations to honor his favorite

prodigy? Yet the participants’ enthusiasm appears to far exceed the conventional

and London, 1917); C. B. Schmitt, “Science in the Italian Universities of the Sixteenth and
Early Seventeenth Centuries,” in M. Crosland, ed., The Emergence of Science in Western Europe
(New York, 1976), pp. 35-56; idem, “Philosophy and Science in Sixteenth-Century Univer-
sities: Some Preliminary Comments,” in J. E. Murdoch and E. D. Sylla, The Cultural Context of
Medieval Learning (Dordrecht, 1974), pp. 485-537; J. Bylebyl, “The School of Padua: Human-
istic Medicine in the Sixteenth Century,” in C. Webster, ed., Health, Medicine and Moreality in
the Sixteenth Century (Cambridge, 1979), pp. 335-70; N. Siraisi, Avicenna in Renaissance ltaly:
The Canon and Medical Teaching in Italian Universities after 1500 (Princeton, 1987); C. Ficht-
ner, “Padova e Tubingen: La Formazione medica nei secoli XVI e XVIL,” Acta medicae historia
patavina 19 (1971-72): 43-62. See also the essays of F. D. Derroussiles, G. Ongaro, and
C. Maccagni in N. Pozza, ed., Storia della cultura veneta: Dal primo Quattrocento al concilio di Trento
(Vicenza, 1980), vol. 3, sections 2 and 3. References to the earlier standard works on Padua’s
university are found in these articles. See also the numerous essays in the Quaderni per la storia
dell’Universita di Padova (1968~ ).

On Jewish students at Padua, see Modena and Morpurgo, Medici; E. Veronese Ceseracciu,
“Ebrei laureati a Padova nel Cinquecento,” Quadern: per la storia dell Universita di Padova 13
(1980): 151-68; D. Carpi, “Jews Holding the Degree of Doctor of Medicine from the Uni-
versity of Padua in the Sixteenth and Beginning of the Seventeenth Centuries” (in Hebrew),
in Scritti in memoria di Nathan Cassuto (Jerusalem, 1986), pp. 62-91 (repr. in D. Carpi, Be-
Tarbut ha-Renesans u-ven Homot ha-Getto (Tel Aviv, 1989); and in abbreviated form as “Note su
alcuni ebrei laureati a Padova nel Cinquecento e all’inizio del Seicento,” Quaderni per la storia
dell Universita di Padova 19 (1986): 145-56); C. Roth, Venice (Philadelphia, 1930), pp. 285-
93; V. Colorni, “Sull’ammissibilita degli ebrei alla laurea anteriormente al secolo IX,” in Scritrd
in onore di Riccardo Bachi, Rassegna mensile & Israel 16 (1950): 202-16 (repr. in V. Colorni, /udaica
minora (Milan, 1983); G. Kisch, “Cervo Conegliano: A Jewish Graduate of Padua in 1743,”

Journal of the History of Medicine 4 (1949): 450-59; J. Shatzky, “On Jewish Medical Students
of Padua,” Journal of the History of Medicine 5 (1950): 444-47; H. Friedenwald, The Jews and
Medicine, 2 vols. (Baltimore, 1944), 1:221-40, 253-58; A. Ciscato, Gl Ebrei in Padova (1300~
7800) (Padua, 1901); M. Soave, “Medici ebrei laureati nell’'Universita di Padova nel 1600 e
1700,” /] Vessillo israelitico 24 (1876): 189-92.

3. The collection is entitled Beki/ Hamiz and was printed in Venice in 1624. It is reprinted in
N. S. Leibowitz, Seridim Mikitve ha-Pilosof ha-Rofe ve-ha-Mekubbal R Yosef Hamiz (Jerusalem,
1937), pp. 33-69.
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response required by this literary exercise in public flattery. No less impressive
is the wide spectrum of contributors to the pamphlet, ranging from Hamiz’s
classmate Benjamin Mussafia* to the “wise man of secrets,” Azariah Figo, rabbi
of Pisa’ For all these distinguished panegyrists, Hamiz’s rite of passage into
the hallowed corridors of licensed medical practice was deservedly cause for
celebration and commendation to both Hamiz and his coreligionists.

Almost a hundred years later, the German orientalist Johann Jacob Schudt
noted the phenomenon of Jewish graduation from Padua’s medical school. In
contrast to the accolades lavished upon Hamiz by his fellow Jews, Schudt found
nothing praiseworthy about Padua’s indiscriminate admission of “every igno-
ramus and even the despised Jews,” especially those from his own country.
According to Schudt, such practice was unbecoming to so famous a university,
whose only motivation in welcoming such unworthy degree candidates must
have been its love of lucre, following the proverb: “We take the money and send
the ass back to Germany.”®

Two notices of Jewish medical graduates from Padua almost a century
apart—the first adulatory, the second deprecatory—share, at least partially, a
common insight. Padua’s regularized and unprecedented admission and subse-
quent graduation of hundreds of Jews was a matter of no small consequence to
the university, to its Jewish graduates, and to the communities they eventually
served. Indeed, neither Hamiz’s associates nor Schudt were ever fully capable of
appreciating the momentous significance of Padua’s admission policy, spanning
well over two centuries, for the development of Jewish culture and society in
Padua, Venice, Italy, and the rest of Europe.

Both Jewish and medical historians have long acknowledged the presence of

many Jews in Padua’s medical school.” I have already alluded to the large per-

4. Benjamin Mussafia graduated from Padua a year later, in 1625 (see Modena and Mor-
purgo, Medici, p. 10). On Mussafia as a doctor, see D. Margalit, Hokkme Yisra'el Ke-Rofim
(Jerusalem, 1962), pp. 142-51.

5. On Figo, see chap. 6 below.

6. ]. Schudt, Jidische Merkwiirdigkeiten (Frankfurt, 1714-18), 2:404; described in Frieden-
wald, Jews and Medicine, 1:227-28.

7. See n. 2 above.
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centages of students from central and eastern Europe who returned to serve as
physicians in their respective communities?® Yet beyond mention of their sheer
number, assorted biographical data about some famous graduates, and biblio-
graphical references to their writings, the larger story of their encounter with
one of the major centers of European culture in the early modern era remains
generally untold. Padua, although not the only Italian university to welcome
Jews? was the foremost center for training Jewish physicians from the six-
teenth century until well into the eighteenth, when it was superseded by more
prominent medical schools in the north, such as the University of Leiden.1® The
Paduan experience is not distinctive merely because large numbers of Jews dem-
onstrated a conspicuous interest in and capacity for medical practice. Medical
practice, as we have already seen, was a well-established profession among Jews
in both Moslem and Christian societies long before the sixteenth century. Nor
does the mere admission of Jews to a European university define the novelty of
Padua’s Jewish encounter. Jews had long been affiliated with medical schools;

many had been licensed by governmental authority; and many had fostered

8. See Warchal, “Zydzi polscy na Uniwersytecie padewskim,” Kwartalnik poswiecony ban-
daniu priesylosci Zidow w Polsce (Warsaw, 1913), 1, 3, pp. 3772, summarized by S. Dubnov,
“Jewish Students at the University of Padua in the Seventeenth and Eighteenth Centuries”
(in Hebrew), Sefer ha-Shana le- Yehudei Amerika, ed. M. Ribolow and Z. Scharfstein (New York,
1931), pp. 216-191; N. M. Gelber, “On the History of Jewish Doctors in Poland in the Eigh-
teenth Century” (in Hebrew), Skai le-Yishayahu (Tél Aviv, 1956), pp. 347-71; and G. Kisch,
Die Prager Universitdt und die Juden, 13481848 (Mahrisc-Ostrau, 1935); and references cited in
chap. 2 above.

9. See, for example, Colorni, “Sull’ammissibilita”; L. Miinster, “Laurea in medicina con-
ferita ad un ebreo spagnolo a Napoli nel 1488,” X#*° Congreso Internacional de Historia de la
Medicina (Madrid, 1956), pp. 291-97; idem, “Laurea in medicina conferita dallo Studio Fer-
rarese ad un ebreo nel 1426,” Ferrara Viva 3 (1961): 63-72; A. Franceschini, “Privilegi dottorali

concessi ad ebrei a Ferrara nel sec. xvi,” Aui e te della Deputatione Ferrarese di Storia Patria

19 (1975): 163-86; O. Scavalcanti, “Lauree in medicina di studenti israeliti a Perugia nel
secolo xvi,” Annali della Facolta di Giurisprudenza dell'Universita di Perugia 8 (1910): 91-129.

10. On Jewish medical students at Leiden, see ]. Kaplan, “Jewish Students from Amsterdam
at the University of Leiden in the Seventeenth Century” (in Hebrew), in Mekkarim al Toledot
Yahadut Holland (Jerusalem, 1979), pp. 65-75; H. S. Hes, Jewish Physicians in the Netherlands
(7600-7940) (Assen, 1980). See also chap. 10 below.
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substantial social and cultural liaisons with the upper echelons of Moslem and
Christian society because of their medical practice."

The Paduan experience is unique, however, because for the first time a
relatively large number of Jews graduated from a major medical school and
went on to practice medicine throughout Europe. Padua also was unique be-
cause it afforded the opportunity for intense socialization among Jews from re-
markably variegated backgrounds—former conversos from Spain and Portugal,
together with Italian, Ottoman, German, Polish, and other eastern European
Jews. Graduates of the university maintained social and intellectual ties with
each other and constituted a significant cultural force within their widely scat-
tered communities. Moreover, Padua’s university allowed its Jewish students
constant social and cultural contact, both casual and formal, with non-Jewish
students and faculty from diverse communities and ethnic backgrounds.> Above
all, Padua offered hundreds of talented Jewish students a prolonged exposure to
the study of the liberal arts, to Latin studies, to classical scientific texts, as well
as to the latest scientific advances in botany, anatomy, chemistry, and clinical
medicine.

From the perspective of Jewish cultural history, Padua’s medical facility was
thus more than a center for training Jewish physicians. It was also a major ve-
hicle for the diffusion of secular culture, especially scientific culture, within the
pre-emancipatory Jewish communities of Europe.* It provided one of the richest

opportunities for Jews to familiarize themselves with the best of European civili-

11. See chap. 1 above. For an important example of a Jewish physician conferring degrees
on his students outside the framework of a university medical school at the end of the fifteenth
century, see D. Carpi, “R. Judah Messer Leon and His Activity as a Doctor,” Mickael 1 (1973):
277-301; repr. in Koroth 6 (1974): 395-415; in Be-Tarbut ha-Renesans u-ven Homor ha-Getto (Tel
Aviv, 1989), pp. 57-84; and in abbreviated form in English as “Notes on the Life of Rabbi
Judah Messer Leon,” in Studi sull'ebraismo italiano in memoria di Cecil Roth (Rome, 1974), pp.
37-62.

12. Compare Shatzky, “On Jewish Medical Students,” p. 446. On socialization between
Jews and non-Jews, see below.

13. Shatzky, “On Jewish Medical Students,” p. 444; Gelber, “On the History of Jewish
Doctors,” p. 351; N. Shapiro, “The Natural Sciences and Mathematics as Pathfinders for the
Haskalah Movement” (in Hebrew), Korotk 2 (1958): 319-44.
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zation, an encounter that was unavailable to the overwhelming majority of their
coreligionists. Ultimately, so formative an experience was bound to have a pro-
found effect on the cultural priorities, values, and even self-image of such Jews.
It would also pave the way for similar opportunities for Jews at other univer-
sity medical schools and other cultural centers throughout Europe well into the
modern era.

Between 1617 and 1816 at least 320 Jews received medical diplomas from
Padua, and assuredly many more attended classes without matriculating.!* This
is a dramatic rise from the 29 graduates who are recorded between 1520 and
1605."> Many of this number are well known for their contributions to Jewish
cujture and society: Joseph Delmedigo, Joseph Hamiz, Tobias Cohen, David
Nieto, Solomon and Israel Conegliano, Isaac Lampronti, and Isaac Cantarini.'¢
Others are hardly familiar at all. Only an exhaustive scrutiny of their lives and
literary legacies will yield a full appreciation of their encounter with Padua.
Such a task is clearly beyond the limitations of this book. What I have attempted
to do in several chapters that follow is to provide more focused studies of the
lives and thinking of some of the most illustrious members of this group, both
graduates and other prominent members of their circles. My hope is that such
studies will substantiate my observations about Padua’s importance, as well as
stimulating further study of Jewish medical graduates at Padua and at other ltal-
ian and northern European medical schools. As I have already suggested, this
sizable body of university-trained physicians, together with the large number
of converso graduates of Spanish, Portuguese, and Dutch universities, exerted
a decisive intellectual and political impact on Jewish society. By way of intro-

ducing these studies, further elaboration of Padua’s ambiance is required.

At the beginning of the sixteenth century, European students had good rea-
sons for choosing the University of Padua. Its medical school was generally

regarded as the best in Europe. Although the university was nominally Catholic,

14. Most names are listed in Modena and Morpurgo, Medici e chirurghi; additions are sup-
plied by the more recent essays of Ceseracciu and Carpi mentioned in n. 2 above.

15. See Carpi, “Padua,” pp. 64-65.

16. Delmedigo, Cohen, Nieto, and Lampronti are fully treated in succeeding chapters of

this book. Hamiz, the Coneglianos, and Cantarini are also mentioned.
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Protestant and subsequently Jewish students were not prevented from study-
ing there. The high level of medical training Padua offered was consistent with
the significant place a university-educated doctor held in Italian society. Unlike
much of the rest of Europe, Italy had large numbers of university graduates who
served a wide spectrum of social classes in both large cities and small towns."”
Since the early fifteenth century Padua had been under Venetian control, and
by virtue of its proximity to Venice the university became an official state insti-
tution of the Veneto and the primary center for training its lawyers and doctors.
The Venetian government’s interest in and consistent support of the university
reinforced the social standing of its medical graduates.'

Padua’s success in attracting large numbers of foreign students—Germans,
Flemings, Belgians, Dutch, Silesians, Poles, Russians, Hungarians, Spanish,
French, Swiss, and English—was attributable to other reasons as well. Its prox-
imity to Venice undoubtedly was a great asset. The excitement of so great a
commercial and intellectual center surely was contagious to medical students
interested in familiarizing themselves with different places, climates, diseases,
and drugs. The ideal of enlarging one’s cultural horizons, together with the
mythology associated with the peregrinatio medica, undoubtedly resonated in the
hearts and minds of Padua’s students. And with humanities courses integrated
into the scientific curriculum, Padua certainly was not stuffily parochial. The
romantic ambiance of Renaissance architecture, art, theater, and music was no
doubt augmented by excursions to exotic cultural treasures throughout Italy and
beyond. Theoretically, at least, after class a Jewish medical student could enjoy
both a hearty kosher lunch in the adjacent ghetto and an edifying excursion to

view Giotto’s paintings in a nearby church.””

17. See C. M. Cipolla, Public Health and the Medical Profession in the Renai (Cambridge,
1976), pp. 67-116; Bylebyl, “School of Padua,” p. 336.

18. Bylebyl, “School of Padua,” pp. 342-43; O. Logan, Culture and Society in Venice, 1470~
7790 (London, 1972), pp. 20-21, 46-47. On Paduan students who elected to take their degree
from the Venetian College of Physicians, see R. Palmer, The Studio of Fenice and Its Graduates
in the Sixteenth Century (Padua, 1983).

19. 1 refer to the short walk from the Jewish ghetto to the Chiesa degli Eremitani. See

Fichtner, “Padova e Tubingen,” which discusses Thomas Bartholin’s De peregrinatione medica
(Hafnaie, 1674).
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Padua’s medical curriculum was based on a two-tier system of courses cover-
ing five years.?® During the first two, students acquired a basic familiarity with
logic and natural philosophy, primarily from the texts of Aristotle. During the
last three years, students specialized in both theoretical and practical subjects,
utilizing the basic texts of Hippocrates, Galen, Avicenna, and Rhazes?' The in-
structor of theory would treat the general principles of health and disease, while
his colleague in medical practice would cover the same ground from a more
pragmatic perspective. In addition, a student would enjoy an ample exposure to
the rest of the liberal arts curriculum. At the beginning of the sixteenth century,
for example, students were expected to master Aristotle’s Rhetorica and Poetica,
Cicero’s Topica, Tusculanarum quaestionum, Commentarii and Sommium Secipionis,
Sophocles’ Oedipus tyrannus, some writings of Demosthenes, Horace’s first book
of Odes, Livy’s History, and so on. All of this learning was anything but passive.
Each doctor reading in arts and medicine was required to hold public disputa-
tions at least twice a year; seven students took part in each disputation. Every
evening, informal disputations took place in the presence of instructors whose
attendance was required at least one hour each day to solve any student prob-
lem. A typical graduate of the medical school accordingly received a doctorate
of both philosophy and medicine.

Padua’s curriculum underwent major changes throughout the sixteenth and
into the seventeenth century. By the late 1700s, through the collaboration of the

Hospital of St. Francis of Padua, daily hospital rounds became a standard fea-

20. My description of Padua’s curriculum and social setting is based on the works of
Bylebyl, Whitteridge, and Schmitt listed in n. 2 above. See also ]. P. Tomasini, Gymnasium
patavinum (Udina, 1645); |. Facciolati, Fasti gymnasi patavini (Padua, 1757); A. Favaro, A
della nagione germanica artista nello Studio di Padova, 2 vols. (Venice, 1911-12); S. de Renzi, Storia
della medicina in ltalia, 5 vols. (Naples, 1845-48); H. F. Rashdall, The Universtties of Europe in the
Middle Ages, 3 vols., 2d ed., ed. M. Powicke and A. B. Emden (Oxford, 1936); P. O. Kristeller,
“Philosophy and Medicine in Medieval and Renaissance Italy,” in S. F. Spicker, ed., Organism,
Medicine, and Metaphysics (Dordrecht, 1978), pp. 29-40; A. Favaro, Saggio di bibliografia dello
Studio di Padova (Venice, 1922); D. Nardo, “Scienza e filologia nel primo Settecento padovano:
Gli Studi classici di G. B. Morgagni, G. Poleni, G. Pontedera, L. Targa,” Quaderni per la storia
dell’Universita di Padova 14 (1981): 1-40.

21. Further details are in Siraisi, Avicenna, particularly on how new information was intro-

duced by instructors in teaching the classic texts. See also chap. 8 below.
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ture of Padua’s clinical training?? Such bedside teaching still was unparalleled
outside of Italy even by the end of the sixteenth century. In the same period,
botany emerged as an autonomous subject in the Paduan medical curriculum,
and botanical gardens were established at the university.? Professors of botany
often taught about the animal and mineral worlds as well. Herbaria often were
supplemented by natural history museums. Observation and research in the
natural sciences also led to experiments in alchemy and iatrochemistry. «

The period also witnessed major developments in the teaching of anatomy
and surgery. In 1594, the first permanent anatomical theater elevated the status
of surgery at Padua considerably, while elsewhere in Europe its status was
on the decline* Finally, although inferior in the overall educational scheme,
optics, mechanics, cosmography (astronomy and geography), and other mathe-
matical subjects were integrated into the curriculum as important adjuncts to
medicine By the end of the seventeenth century, the scientific education that
Paduan medical students received was radically different from that of their
medieval ancestors, who had focused primarily on the mastery of the classical
medical texts.

The intellectual feast offered by Padua’s curriculum provided one primary di-
mension of the learning experience; the social circumstances in which this learn-
ing took place provided another. Within the University of Arts and Medicine,
all students were organized according to their “nations.” Each nation elected a
councilor to serve the rector. Most of the non-Italian Jewish students belonged
either to the German or Polish nations and were assigned licensed lodgings in
the city. Almost like religious confraternities or merchant guilds, the student

nations constituted the primary social group for all students, providing them

22. L. Miinster, “Die Anfange eines klinischen Unterrichts an der Universitit Padua in
16. Jahrhundert,” Medizinische Monzatsschrifi 32 (1969): 171-74; F. Pellegrini, La Clinica medica
padovano attraverso i secoli (Verona, 1939).

23. M. A. Visentini, L °Orto botanico di Padova e il gardino del Rinascimento (Milan, 1984)

24. E. H. Underwood, “The Early Teaching of Anatomy at Padua, with Special Reference
to a Model of the Padua Anatomical Theatre,” Annals of Science 19 (1963): 1-26.

25. A. Favaro, “I Lettori di matematiche nell’Universita di Padova dal principio del se-
colo XIV alla fine del XV1,” Memorie e documenti per la storia dell' Universita & Padova 1 (1922):
1-70.
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mutual aid and comfort and free medical care Jewish students at Padua had
no official “national” identity. They apparently were denied admission to the
Polish nation/ but it remains uncertain whether the university’s other nations
may have admitted Jews. Most Jewish students probably sought living space
and nurturing support within the local Jewish community?® Nevertheless, their
intense exposure to the university afforded them ample opportunities for social

and intellectual interaction with non-Jews.

Whether admitted to a nation or not, each Jewish student, whatever his ori-
gin, discovered at the university an environment quite different from any he
had previously experienced. More often than not, he was unprepared linguisti-
cally, culturally, or socially for such an intense experience. With the exception
of former conversos, no group of Jews had ever worked and studied so inti-
mately among such an international population. Few Jews arrived in Padua with
the educational prerequisites to assume the rigorous course load of an entering
medical student. The social and cultural shock of entering the university world,
from even the most enlightened of family backgrounds, was no less formidable.
No doubt the extraordinary challenges posed to Jewish religious sensibilities

and ritual practice were similarly compelling. Problems of dietary and Sabbath

26. See P. Kibre, The Nations in the Medieval Universities (Cambridge, Ma., 1948), especially
pp- 43, 116-205; Favaro, Auti della nagione germanica; Cipolla, Public Health, pp. 6-7; Omaggio
dell’Accadermia polacca all’Universita di Padova (Cracow, 1922).

27. See Warshal, “Zydzi polscy,” p. 58.

28. My thanks to Prof. Daniel Carpi for helping me to clarify this point. Professor Carpi
shared with me the following evidence from the Minute Books of the Council of the Jewish Com-
munity of Padua, 4, folio 40, 16b, dated 7 Nissan, 5418 (=1698). The document describes the
request of an “important and honorable mar,” a certain Hayyim Polacco, for housing and
financial support, including a loan, in order to allow him to receive “the crown of philosophy
and medicine,” since he is poor and has no other financial means. He promises to repay the
loan on his return to his city and the loan is approved. While several graduates of Padua
have the same family name in the lists compiled by Modena and Morpurgo, Medici e chirur-
ghi, Hayyim Polacco’s name does not appear, possibly indicating that despite the support he
received, he did not matriculate. How typical this requested arrangement was for the vast ma-
jority of Jewish students at the university is yet to be determined. Yet it seems plausible that

the Paduan Jewish community’s material and spiritual support was critical to many of them.
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observance were not the only obstacles in the path of the Jewish student. The
emphasis on surgery and autopsies, many of which were performed on bodies
obtained illegally, even from Jewish cemeteries, also was burdensome?

Despite Padua’s relatively tolerant policy toward non-Catholics, Jews still
encountered special obligations and disabilities. Prior to 1615, the few Jew-
ish students who succeeded in completing their academic requirements at the
medical school generally gained the title of magister. Only in exceptional cases
were they awarded the more prestigious degree of doctoratus in artibus et medicine
through the personal intervention of the pope’s representatives, the Comites
Palatini, and only “outside the walls of the university” conducted in a private
ceremony. Due to the transfer of authority in awarding degrees from these papal
officials to the more secular Collegium Venetum by 1616, the number of Protes-
tant and Jewish students naturally increased under the more flexible supervision
of this governing body* Nevertheless, the road to matriculation was far from
easy, especially for Jews. They paid higher tuition than others; upon graduation
they were burdened with an additional tax of 170 pounds of sweet meat to be
delivered to Christian students No doubt such formal liabilities were only a
small part of the abuses Jews encountered on a day-to-day basis in trying to
compete with non-Jewish students. Thus Tobias Cohen, a graduate of Padua
writing at the beginning of the eighteenth century, refers openly to the hard-
ships he and other Jews experienced as medical students: “Why should a doctor
spend his time, increase his expenses, inflict his body and endanger himself in
his study at the academies of the Gentiles who had Jewish students?”

Above all, the Jewish student had to resist the temptations of weakening or
even losing his faith. No doubt Joseph Delmedigo’s experience as a student at
Padua at the beginning of the seventeenth century is reflected in the following

advice: “This is a warning directed to those parents who cause their sons to

29. See Ciscato, Gl Ebrei in Padova, p. 209. Moses Vital Cantarini composed a treatise on
the problem of using Jewish corpses for dissections. See Hebraische Bibliographie 16 (1874): 37.

30. See Carpi, “Jews Holding the Degree of Doctor,” pp. 65-66.

31. See Kisch, “Cervo Conegliano,” pp. 457-59; Ciscato, Gi Ebrei in Padova, p. 213;
Friedenwald, The Jews and Medicine, 1:226-27.

32. Tobias Cohen, Ma'asek Tuviyyah (Cracow, 1908; repr. New York, 1974), p. 82b; and
see chap. 8 below.

110



THE JEWISH MEDICAL COMMUNITY IN ITALY

sin by sending them to Padua ‘to philosophize’ before the light of the Torah
has shined upon them so that the nature of faith would haven been implanted
previously in their souls in order that they not turn away from it.”** Elsewhere
he alludes to the problem of medical studies involving more than the limited
mastery of medical texts: “How good it would be that you would request medi-
cine from medical texts and faith from the source of Israel and not from the
‘children of strangers and aliens,’ as the secular disciplines [are called]; therefore
be faithful to the Lord your God.”* No doubt the physician David Provengal,
writing in the middle of the sixteenth century, had the same problem in mind
when he proposed the establishment of a Jewish institution for higher learning
to train doctors immune from the corrosive influences of general university life
like that of Padua In similar fashion the Paduan graduate Solomon Marini
wrote, at the beginning of the seventeenth century, of those he had seen who
desired “to learn and understand philosophy without prior learning of our holy
Torah.”% And certainly at the beginning of the eighteenth century, the same
issue remained critical for Tobias Cohen when he warned: “No one [Jew] in
all the lands of Italy, Poland, Germany, and France should consider studying
medicine without first filling his belly with the written and oral Torah and other
subjects.”¥

Tobias resolved his problem, as did many other Jewish medical students at
Padua, by taking advantage of an extraordinary Jewish network of educational
and social services that prepared foreign students like himself and his classmate
Gabriel Felix to enter the university. Thus he continued: “As I testify also re-
garding the numerous students of my wise teacher . . . Solomon Conegliano,
'some of whom become rabbis and some of whom become physicians to kings

33. Joseph Delmedigo, Sefer Elim (Odessa, 1864-67), p. 63. Compare the remark with a
similar traditional concern discussed in M. Idel, “On the History of the Interdiction against
the Study of the Kabbalah before the Age of Forty” (in Hebrew) Association for Jewish Studies
Review 5 (1980): 15-20. Delmedigo is discussed in chap. 4.

34. Delmedigo, Sefer £lim, p. 92.

35. Provengal’s proposal is found in S. Assaf, Toledot ha-Hinukh be-Yisra'el, 4 vols. (Jeru-
salem, 1939-43), 2:115-20. An English translation is in ]. Marcus, ed., The Jew in the Medieval
World (New York, 1965), pp. 381-88.

36. Leibowitz, Seridim, pp. 44-45.

37. Ma’aseh Tuviyyah, p. 82b.

m



THE JEWISH MEDICAL COMMUNITY IN ITALY

and important princes; for I am the least notable among them all.”* The Jewish
doctor Solomon Conegliano’s preparatory school for Jewish students desirous
of entering the university surely arose as a necessary solution to a set of ex-
traordinary challenges each was expected to overcome. Under the able direction
of an illustrious graduate of Padua, Jewish students could master Latin, Italian,
and other propaedeutic disciplines in order to prepare themselves sufficiently
for university entrance. Moreover, Solomon’s home obviously offered them an
appropriate social and cultural setting, a kind of half-way house between their
homes and the university. Most important, it provided the necessary spiritual
reinforcement—“a filled belly of Torah”—to ward off all “heretical” inclina-
tions fostered by Padua’s cosmopolitan setting. Conegliano trained students not
only for medical careers but also to become rabbis. Torah and medicine had
always been the most complementary of disciplines. Together they provided
the necessary training for Jews to assume leadership roles either in the Jewish
community or among “kings and important princes.”*

The absence of concrete documentation does not allow us to conclude that
institutions like the Conegliano boarding school were a staple of Jewish life at
Padua in earlier periods. What seems clear, however, is that Jewish students
could not have flourished, indeed, survived, without such supportive institu-
tions. Moreover, the fact that Jewish graduates of Padua maintained lively social
and intellectual liaisons with each other long after their departure from the uni-
versity leads one to believe that such tangible support for future graduates was
always forthcoming. The remarkable camaraderie among Jewish doctors and
rabbis demonstrated by the celebration surrounding the Hamiz graduation is
only one example of many. Equally telling is the special fellowship between
Abraham ha-Cohen of Zante, Shabbatai Marini, and Solomon Lustro at the
end of the seventeenth century.® Tobias Cohen’s medical encyclopedia con-

38. Ibid.

39. On Conegliano and his school, see the introduction to Ma'asek Tuyiyyah as well as
the preface written by Solomon Conegliano himself. D. Kaufmann, Dr. Jsrael Conegliano und
seine Verdienste um die Republik Venedig bis nach dem Frieden von Carolwity (Budapest, 1895); idem,
“Trois Docteurs de Padove,” Revue des études juives 18 (1889): 293-98.

40. See M. Benayahu, “R. Abraham ha-Cohen of Zante and the Group of Doctor-Poets in
Padua” (in Hebrew), Ha-Sifrur 26 (1978): 108-40
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tains introductory approbations by colleagues and friends that also illustrate
the social context of Jewish medical activity.*! The life and social involvements
of Isaac ha-Cohen Cantarini in the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries
offer an equally impressive example of support and liaison with other Jewish
medical students and doctors similar to those of Solomon Conegliano.*

The impression of social fellowship and mutual support among Jewish medi-
cal students before, during, and after graduation is strengthened by the dis-
proportionate numbers of Jewish graduates from the same family. Names like

Delmedigo,? Wallich,* De Castro,* Pardo,* Cantarini,"” Cardoso,® Morpurgo,”

41. Ma asek Tuviyyah, introductions.

42. See M. Osimo, Narragione della strage compiuta nel 1547 contro gli ebrei d’Asolo e cenni
biografici della famiglia Koen-Cantarini (Casale Monferrato, 1875), pp. 67-93; H. A. Savitz,
“Dr. Isaac Hayyim ha-Cohen Cantarini,” The Jewish Forum 43 (1960): 80-82, 99-101, 107-
8. His correspondence with the Christian Hebraist Theophil Unger was published by S. D.
Luzzatto in Ogar Nehmad 3 (1860): 128-50.

43. Abba di Elia Delmedigo (graduated 1625, and brother of Joseph); David Vita di Donato
Delmedigo (1655); Joseph Isaiah di Jacob Delmedigo de Dattolis (1677); Abramo Delmedigo
(1683); Emmanuel di Jacob Delmedigo de Dattolis (1686). On Joseph, see chap. 4 below.

44, Lazzaro Wallich (1626); Abram Wallich (1655); Isaac Wallich (1683); Leone di Abram
Wallich (1692); Hirsch di Abram Wallich (1692); Jacob Wallich (1722).

45. Daniel di Rodrigo De Castro (1633); Ezekiel alias Pietro di Isacco alias Ludovico De
Castro (1645); David di Abram De Castro (1700). See also Friedenwald, Jews and Medicine,
2:452-53. On the family in Hamburg, see chap. 10 below.

46. Daniel di Abram Pardo (1624); Abram di Daniel Pardo (1646). See also L. Della Torre,
“La Famiglia Pardo,” in Scritti sparsi (Padua, 1908), 2:251-56.

47. Clemente di Simone Cantarini (1623); Leon di Simone Cantarini (1623); Simon Can-
tarini (1654); Isaac Vita di Jacob Isacco Cantarini (1664); Vidal Moise di Angelo Cantarini
(1686); Angelo di Vidal Moise Cantarini (1697); Grassin di Samuel Vita Cantarini (1703);
Angelo di Grassin Cantarini (1705); Joseph di Simon Cantarini (1718); Angelo di Simon Can-
tarini (1722); Simon di Grassin Cantarini (1730); Vidal Cantarini (1748). See also n. 42 above.

48. Jacob Cardoso, son of the physician Isaac Cardoso and nephew of Abraham Cardoso,
graduated from Padua in 1658. On Isaac, see Y. Yerushalmi, From Spanish Court to ltalian Ghetto
(New York, 1971).

49. David di Shemaria Morpurgo (1623); Aron Morpurgo (1671); Marco Morpurgo (1694);
Samson di Salvador Moise Morpurgo (1700); Mario Morpurgo (1747); Moise Raffael di Jacob
Morpurgo (1768); Joseph Morpurgo (1805). See also E. Morpurgo, La Famiglia Morpurgo di
Gradisca sull Tsonzo (1585-1885) (Padua, 1909).
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Winkler,® Maurogonato,’ Loria,*? Felix,” and Conegliano > often appear among
the graduates of Padua throughout the sixteenth, seventeenth, and eighteenth
centuries. In the cases of these individuals, educational, financial, and social
support was available from older family members who had undergone the same
experience some years earlier. When this intricate web of social relationships is
examined beyond the confines of Padua and even beyond ltaly, one discovers
similar bonds among Jewish graduates of Padua as colleagues, as teachers and
students, as correspondents, and as cultural and intellectual allies in Prague,

Bingen, Frankfurt, Hamburg, Cracow, Salonika, and other cities.”

50. Leo di Isaaco Winkler (1629); Jacob di Leo Winkler (1669); Isacco di Leo Winkler
(1699); Wolff di Jacob Winkler (1701). See D. Kaufmann, “Hundert Jahre aus einer Familie
Judischer Aerzte—Dr. Leo, dr. Jakob, dr. Isak, dr. Wolf Winkler,” 4llegemeine Zeitung des Juden-
tums 52 (1890): 468-71 (repr. in Kaufmann, Gesammelte Schriften (Frankfurt, 1915), 3:286-89).

51. Eleazoro di Sabbato Maurogonato (1620); Elia di Sabbato Maurogonato (1620); Jacob
di Sabbato Maurogonato (1629); Geremia Maurogonato (1633); Sabbato Maurogonato (1678);
Geremia di Sabbato Maurogonato (1708); Samuel di Sabbato Maurogonato (1708).

52. David Loria (1623); Isacco di David Loria (1663); David Vita di Isacco Loria (1696);
Constanino di Josue Loria (1740). See 1. Levi, “La famiglia Loria,” /I Vessillo israelitico 52
(1904): 156-58. Carpi, “Jews Holding the Degree,” pp. 82-83, adds Solomon Loria graduating
in 1589.

53. Vitale di Moise Felix (1658); Gabriel di Moise Felix (1683). On the latter’s relationship
to Tobias Cohen, see Kaufmann, “Trois Docteurs” and chap. 8 below; on his relationship to
Yair Bachrach, see D. Kaufmann, R fair Chajim Bachrack (1637-1702) und seine Ahnen in Worms
(Treviri, 1894).

54. Salomon di Giuseppe Conegliano (1660); Israel di Giuseppe Conegliano (1673);
Abramo Joel di Israel Conegliano (1686); Joseph di Leon Conegliano (1688); Joseph di Israel
Conegliano (1703); Aron Conegliano (1707); Issachar di Israel Conegliano (1710); Zevulum
di Israel Conegliano (1716); Naftali di Giuseppe Conegliano (1743); Beniamino di Moise
Conegliano (1766); Giuseppe Conegliano (1774); Salomon di Naftali Conegliano (1775);
Amadeo Conegliano (1783). See also n. 39 above.

55. In the absence of a comprehensive statistical study of all the graduates, my general
impression cannot be proved conclusively at present. But even a simple study of the origins
and points of return of graduates listed by Modena and Morpurgo, Medici e chirurghi, when
available, offers numerous cross-references to each of these places, among others. It stands
to reason, even lacking concrete evidence, that university-trained physicians in the same

area maintained professional and other contacts with each other. For additional examples,
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The graduation of hundreds of Jews from Padua’s medical school in the
early modern period led to the evolution of a definable social and cultural
group of Jewish intellectuals—almost all of them physicians, many of them
rabbis as well—who shared a common university background, a common cul-
tural heritage, and common interests and values. They were linguistically and
culturally assimilated but maintained close contact among themselves, with
non-Jewish colleagues, and with the upper echelons of western and eastern
European society. Many of them were cosmopolitan and often restless in spirit
and maintained an unstable itinerant lifestyle. Indeed, the term scientific society,
which has a particular connotation for seventeenth-century European culture,
might also describe the emerging fraternity of Jewish medical graduates from

Padua and other graduates of Spanish and northern European universities.

compare Kaufmann’s several essays on doctor-families emanating from Padua, including the
Conegliano and Winkler in nn. 39 and 50, and his “Ein Jahrhundert einer frankfurter Aerzte-
familie,” Monatsschrift fiir Geschichte und Wissenschaft des Judentums 41 (1897): 128-33 (repr. in
Gesammelte Schriften, 3:296-301); Gelber “On the History of Jewish Doctors in Poland;” and
J. Leibowitz, “On the History of Jewish Doctors in Salonika” (in Hebrew), Sefer Yavan 1
(=Sefunot 11) (1971-77): 341-51; |. Nehama, “Les Médecins juifs 2 Salonique,” Revue d’histoire
de la médecine hébraique 8 (1951): 27-50; Kisch, Die Prager Universitit, all strongly suggesting
contacts between Jewish physicians in ltaly, the Ottoman Empire, and eastern Europe. To
this, one might add several specific examples of obvious Jewish medical circles in Italy, such
as the poet-doctors mentioned above and contacts between Lampronti, Cantarini, and Mor-
purgo (discussed in chap. 9 below); Delmedigo’s correspondence with the Polish physician
Broscius, a fellow graduate of Padua (see chap. 4); Tobias Cohen’s contacts with doctors Felix
and Conegliano, and more. One could also point to interactions between Paduan graduates
and like-minded converso physicians: Isaac Cardoso’s sending his son to Padua; Delmedigo’s
contacts with Menasseh ben Israel and his circle; De Castro’s contacts with Padua; Mussafia’s
contact with Hamiz, and more.

56. Cf. M. Ornstein, The Role of Scientific Societies in the Seventeenth Century (Chicago, 1938).
Some recent studies of specific societies include M. B. Hall, Promoning Experimental Learning:
Experiment and the Royal Society, 16601727 (Cambridge and New York, 1991); D. Lux, Patron-
age and Royal Science in Seventeenth-Century France: The Académie de Physique (Ithaca, 1989);
A. Stroup, A Company of Scientists: Botany, Patronage and Community at the Seventeenth-Century
Parisian Royal Academy of Sciences (Berkeley, 1990); W. Middleton, The Experimenters: A Study
of the Accademia del Cimento (Baltimore and London, 1971). Additional references are cited in
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The Jewish network’s membership ties were less formal than those of actual
scientific societies, perhaps to the point of being “invisible” at times,”” but they
existed nevertheless. They were nurtured by an enthusiasm and commitment to
science and enlightenment, along with a growing impatience for obscurantism
and parochialism; they were reinforced also by a swelling resentment and an-
tagonism among non-Jews throughout Europe toward the “ubiquitous” Jewish
doctor3® For such disparaging recognition could easily be taken by Jews as an
ethnic badge of honor. Had not Jews always been associated with a tradition
of scientific and medical achievement? The impressive accomplishments of Jew-
ish physicians in recent times undoubtedly were a further acknowledgment of
Jewish national honor. In the words of a Jewish doctor who will be more fully
introduced in a later chapter: “Though scattered all over the world, they [the
Jewish physicians] manage to maintain the unity and purity of their nation-
ality. . . . Since the time when the world was created, no other nation has thus
preserved its strength and integrity.”>

Not one of the encomiasts who participated in Joseph Hamiz’s celebrated
college graduation could have fully anticipated the rich symbolism of so seem-
ingly modest an occasion. For Padua offered Jews like Hamiz more than the
limited opportunity of acquiring technical knowledge. It afforded them a radi-
cally novel learning experience, a new basis for sociability with non-Jews, and

a unique environment for cultivating different, often conflicting, values. It pro-

the epilogue below. Note there my final point that these informal Jewish “societies” did not
compensate for the fact that Jews, in the main, were excluded from real scientific societies.

57. An allusion to D. Crane’s Imvisible Colleges: Diffusion of Knowledge in Scientific Communities
(Chicago and London, 1972). The emphasis here is less on actual scientific collaboration than
on a professional group of medical practioners with shared values and natural intellectual ties
within specific communities and beyond them. On the more “visible” links among converso
physicians as a critical dimension of their Jewish identifies, see chap. 10 below.

58. See Friedenwald, Jews and Medicine, 1:31-68; S. Muntner, Aliloz al Rofim Yehudi’im be-
Aspaklariyah shel Toledot ha-Refu ak (Jerusalem, 1953). On converso doctors and the Inquisition,
see chap. 10 below. ‘

59. Cited by Friedenwald, fews and Medicine, 1:65, from Benedict de Castro, Flagellum
calumniantium seu Apologia (Hamburg, 1631). For a more extensive treatment of this work, see
chap. 10 below.
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vided them a stage, a forum for wrestling with the inevitable tensions of living
a Jewish life in a dramatically changing social and intellectual universe. They
had entered merely to study medicine; they came out thoroughly transformed
human beings.®

Meir Benayahu reminds us to examine the portraits of the Jewish doctors
he has studied—Abraham Cohen of Zante, Shabbatai Marini, and Solomon
Lustro® They, like their illustrious contemporaries Joseph Delmedigo and
Tobias Cohen, flattered themselves by having their own pictures printed on
the opening leaf of their published writings. How stately, how solemn, how
pretentious, and how “non-Jewish” they appear in their formal medical attire!
Who would doubt that beneath the composed exteriors of these gentlemen lies
an inner world of variegated and challenging life experiences, of intellectual
ferment, of cultural strains and agitations, and perhaps even of psychological
turmoil—a world not unlike that of subsequent generations of Jews striving to
enter modern European society? The following chapters probe more deeply the
life experiences and cultural attitudes of several of these individuals who left for
posterity both their written thoughts and their visual images.

60. Compare also the general remarks of R. Bonfil, “Academie rabbiniche e presenza
ebraica nelle universit3,” in G. P. Brizzi and J. Verger, eds., Le Universita dell’Evropa dal Rina-
scimento alle riforme religiose (Milan, 1991), pp. 133-51.

61. Benayahu, “R. Abraham ha-Cohen of Zante,” p. 119.
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Can a Scholar of the Natural Sciences
Take the Kabbalah Seriously?

THE DIVERGENT POSITIONS OF LEONE MODENA AND

JOSEPH DELMEDIGO

Leone Modena’s public display of satisfaction with the gradua-
tion of Joseph Hamiz from the medical school of Padua in 1624
was genuine and deeply felt.! Equally authentic was his angry
and pained response some fifteen years later to the shocking
news of Hamiz’s infatuation with the kabbalah, eventually lead-
ing to an enthusiastic endorsement of the messiahship of the
notorious Shabbatai Zevi. Having encouraged his illustrious stu-
dent to pursue rational and naturalistic inquiries, Modena must
have seen Hamiz’s turn to mystical fantasies as a repudiation of

his prodigious studies and a betrayal of his mentor? Modena’s

1. See chap. 3 above.

2. On Hamig, see N. Leibowitz, Seridim mi-Kitve ha-Pilosof ha-Rofe ve-ha-
Mekubbal R. Yosef Hamiz (Jerusalem, 1938); 1. Tishby, “Documents on Nathan
of Gaza in the Writings of R. Joseph Hamiz” (in Hebrew), in Netrve Emu-
nah ve-Minut (Ramat Gan, 1964), pp. 30-51; E. Kupfer, “R. Joseph Hamiz
in Zante and His Work on the Education of Youth” (in Hebrew), Sefunor
[=Sefer Yavan] 2 (1971-78): 199-216; M. Idel, “Differing Conceptions of
Kabbalah in the Early Seventeenth Century,” in Jewish Thought in the Seven-
teenth Century, ed. 1. Twersky and B. Septimus (Cambridge, Mass., 1987),
pp- 154-97. Both Benjamin Richler and Moshe Idel have informed me of
another manuscript recently identified by Richler as being composed by
Hamiz. MS Parma De’ Rossi 1285 deals with astronomical matters, with
kabbalistic references interspersed throughout. My thanks to both scholars
for this reference.
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Ari Nokem, his well-known critique of the kabbalah completed in 1639, was to
a large extent personally directed to his seemingly disloyal pupil? My concern
with Modena in this chapter is not with his general criticism of the place of kab-
balah in Judaism, but more specifically with his pointed remarks about the study
of nature, rationality, and the pursuit of the sciences that emerge obliquely from
his polemic. He is also important to our subject because of his close intellectual
and social relations with two of the major champions of the sciences within
Jewish culture of his day: Joseph Delmedigo and Simone Luzzatto.* None of
Modena’s writings are devoted to the sciences per se. Nevertheless, his posi-
tion becomes quite clear from several passages in Ari Nokem, especially when
viewed in conjunction with his earlier enthusiasm for both Hamiz’s medical
career and the publication of Joseph Delmedigo’s scientific text, the Sefer Elim,
in Amsterdam in 1629.

Before examining Modena’s position more closely, it might be useful to pro-
pose a general typology of conceptual schemes within the intellectual circles of
Italian Jewry in Modena’s lifetime and after. Such a proposal should be construed
merely as a rough map of the complex intellectual terrain over which Modena,
Hamiz, Delmedigo, Luzzatto, and some of the figures discussed in subsequent
chapters trod.

In a first category I would place the intellectual fully committed to inte-
grating rabbinic culture with the secular world and to explaining it, as well as
possible, in terms comprehensible to human reason and experience. He is a true
heir of Maimonides. Although he no longer shares Maimonides’ confidence in
the Aristotelian system, he identifies with the process of translating Judaism
into a rational language of discourse and confronts, indeed invites, the dialogue

between Jewish faith and universal reason. Surely Modena belongs in this cate-

3. Ari Nokem (Jerusalem, 1971), pp. 1-2. Modena also mentions the debates he held with
his son-in-law, Jacob of the Levites, on the authenticity of the kabbalah. On Modena, see the
introductory essays of the English translation of his autobiography, M. Cohen, ed. and trans.,
The Autobiography of a Se k-Century Venetian Rabbi (Princeton, 1988), and H. Adelman,
“Success and Failure in the Seventeenth-Century Ghetto of Venice: The Life and Thought of

Leon Modena,” Ph.D. diss., Brandeis University, 1985. As we shall see shortly, 4ri Nohem was
also directed to Joseph Delmedigo, as Adelman correctly notes (pp. 796-801).

4. Delmedigo is discussed in this chapter; Luzzatto is the subject of the next.
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gory, as do his more rational colleagues Azariah de’ Rossi and Simone Luzzatto,
the Frances brothers, and Samson Morpurgo.’ No doubt many of this group had
been fortified in their positions by their exposure to the scientific ambiance of
medical schools like Padua’s. Although their intellectual positions were increas-
ingly challenged by contemporaries, they held an influential position among
Jewish and Christian intellectuals, as exemplified by Modena and Luzzatto.
Those who objected strongly to their rationalistic tendencies came from two
camps, neither of which was so distinct as to either exclude or overlap with the
other. In the first were the “pure” or “mythical” kabbalists, those like Moses
Hayyim Luzzatto, Moses Zacuto, and their ancestors Menahem Azariah da Fano,
Ezra Fano, and Aaron Berakhia of Modena. All expressed unequivocal intel-
lectual and spiritual satisfaction with the vineyards of the kabbalah and gave
relatively little weight to the pursuit of other forms of learning. Of course, not
even this group had fully isolated themselves from the larger cultural concerns
of their contemporaries. Luzzatto and Zacuto had integrated their kabbalistic
concerns with baroque drama $ Luzzatto’s messianic circle were hardly oblivious
or firmly opposed to the naturalistic pursuits promoted especially in his native
Padua.” And the two Fanos, while primarily interested in kabbalistic matters,
were quite open to naturalistic pursuits, if the latter could be utilized to illumine
their esoteric preoccupations.? In reality, no “pure kabbalist” or, for that matter,

“pure rationalist” was visible in Italian Jewish culture.

5. On De’ Rossi’s relevance to science, see esp. chaps. 2 and 9. On Morpurgo and the
Frances brothers, see chap. 7. .

6. See, for example, P. Lachover, 4/ Gevul ha- Yashan ve-ha-Hadash (Jerusalem, 1951}, pp.
29-58; ]. Schirmann, “The Hebrew Drama in the Seventeenth Century” (in Hebrew), Mog-
nayim 4 (1938): 624-35 (repr. in his Studies in the History of Hebrew Poetry and Drama, 2 vols.
(Jerusalem, 1977),1:25-38; and Y. Melkman, “Moshe Zacuto’s Play Yesod Olam” (in Hebrew),
Sefunot 10 (1966): 299-333.

7. See, for example, the interesting statement of Luzzatto’s disciple Yekutiel Gordon on
the near completion of his medical studies, in M. Benayahu, Kitve ha-Kabbala shel Ramhal
(Jerysalem, 1979), p. 76. See also S. Ginzberg, The Life and Works of Moses Hayyim Lugzatto
(Philadelphia, 1931), pp. 112-13,115-17, 136-37.

8. See D. B. Ruderman, Kabbalah, Magic, and Science: The Cultural Universe of a Sixteenth-
Century Jewish Physician (Cambridge, Mass., and London, 1988), pp. 21-22, and the additional
works cited in the notes.
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A second group of thinkers demands our primary attention in this and sub-
sequent chapters because, to my mind, they constitute the most important of
the three intellectual circles. Many of them were kabbalists—more open to the
sciences than the first group, yet firmly opposed to philosophy and especially
Aristotelian metaphysics. The same Joseph Hamiz, in the introduction to his Or
Nogah, delineates these three groupings and places himself squarely in the third:
“From the beginning, I always tried [compare Proverbs 8:23] to find a path to
follow the Torah and [rational investigation] so that one would not contradict
the other, and so that both—that which is based on reason and that which lies
beyond reason—could be upheld. . . . This was for me the straight path by which
a person might recognize that God placed intelligence within him not only to
distance him from what is beyond him but to draw him closer to what is be-
fore him. . . . [Accordingly,] one must understand nature in order to know what
is beyond nature.”® Despite his teacher’s misgivings, Hamiz pursued his kab-
balistic interests without denying his background in medicine and naturalistic
studies. He integrated the two in the writings he later composed in Zante.® And
Hamiz was hardly alone in merging the physical sciences with Jewish esoteric
pursuits. Among the prominent Italian Jews with similar integrative proclivities
we might include Abraham Portaleone, Abraham Yagel, Isaac Cardoso and even
his brother Abraham, Azariah Figo, Solomon Basilea, Isaac Lampronti, David
Nieto, and many others."

In the midst of Modena’s frontal attack on the veracity of kabbalistic claims

to knowledge, he makes the following categorical statement in Ari Nohem: “All

9. Leibowitz, Seridim, pp. 15-17

10. See the references in n. 2 above, esp. the essays of Tishby and Kupfer.

11. Yagel is discussed in Ruderman, Kabdbalah, Magic, and Science. Figo, Basilea, Lampronti,
and Nieto all receive extensive treatments below. On Isaac Cardoso, see Y. Yerushalmi, From
Spanisk Court to ftalian Ghetto (New York, 1971). On the academic background of his brother
Abraham and its place in the latter’s messianic thinking, see N. Yosha, “The Philosophi-
cal Background of Sabbatian Theology—Guidelines toward an Understanding of Abraham
Michael Cardoso’s Theory of the Divine” (in Hebrew), Galur Ahar Golah: Mehkarim be-Toledot
Am Yisra’el Mugashim le-Professor Haim Beinart, ed. Y. Kaplan, A. Mirsky, A. Grossman (Jeru-
salem, 1988), pp. 541-72. Portaleone’s scientific interests have not yet been studied seriously.
See N. Shapira, “R. Abraham Portaleone, the Doctor, Encyclopedist, and His Book Shilte
Gibburim (1542-1612)” (in Hebrew), Ha-Rofe Ha-hri 33 (1960):111-12.
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knowledge that you are able to know as a person living on this earth can only
be a posteriori, especially with respect to the reality of God and His unity and
the other divine matters. There is no knowledge that can be a priori except that
of a prophet . . . and [quoting a rabbinic statement] a scholar is preferred to a
prophet.”'? Elsewhere he declares: “Every science has a definition, either with
respect to its subject, or purpose, as natural philosophy is the science of know-
ing the natures of created things, and astronomy that of knowing the position
and movement of the stars.”'* “But what then is the kabbalah?” Modena asks. A
rational, scientific mode of inquiry has come to judge “the science” of the kab-
balah and finds it lacking. True science for Modena is to be located elsewhere
in the investigation of the natural world: “For when God came to chastise Job,
who expressed doubt in His providence and dominion over the world, He re-
minded him that he had not investigated Ma ‘ase Bereshit [the biblical account of
creation, identified by Maimonides as physics], from which he would recognize
His greatness and ability, and His judgment in all the land, of the elements,
plants, animals, and those that came into existence in the air, by the laws of
heaven and the stars. For these are the investigations that enable man to know
his creator. . . . Anything else than this is not known in such a manner . .. cannot
be called science in any way.”!

As if to clinch his argument, Modena later adduces the testimony of a most
reliable source, Elijah Montalto, the prominent converso physician and scien-
tific writer. Modena had apparently made his acquaintance during his sojourn in
Venice and obviously viewed his career and vast scientific learning as a model
which Hamiz might have emulated. The story he relates illustrates dramati-
cally the confrontation between scientific rationality and kabbalistic sapience.
Speaking directly to Hamiz, Modena writes:

It is impossible not to tell you what happened more than twenty-five years
ago . . . when you were still a small boy. R. Yedidiah Galenti arrived here,
the emissary from the land of Israel, and about the same time as his coming,

12. B.T. Babba Batra 12 and elsewhere. See Ari Nokem, p. 16.
13. Ibid., p. 14.

14. Ibid., pp. 18-19. On, the challenge of defining kabbalah as a science, compare Ruder-
man, Kabbalah, Magic, and Science, pp. 150-54.
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the wonderful scholarly doctor R. Elijah Montalto was sick on his deathbed.
Many of the learned Torah scholars went to visit him since he was modest
and related well to other people despite his vast erudition. While we were
there, Galenti began to tell of the miracles and wonders of the Ari [the Safed
kabbalist Isaac Luria], of blessed memory, from the aforementioned [kabbal-
ist] writings and also from the unwritten testimony of Joseph Delmedigo.
When he had finished most of his discourse, the physician [Montalto], of
blessed memory, gathered his strength, sat up in bed, and began to scream
in a loud voice. We did not know what had happened to him and thought
that he had been seized by pains due to his illness. And in his shouting, he
uttered the following in Spanish: “I can no longer be silent and endure this
any longer. Let the truth live! All this is a lie and a falsehood. No signs can
we observe, for there is no longer any prophet or anyone among us who
knows for how long [compare Psalm 74:9]. Either he is a sorcerer or all these
are lies, and do not tell me any more of this.”!°

Montalto’s deathbed rage undoubtedly encapsulated Modena’s immediate
frustration in losing the loyalty of his supposedly enlightened student to the
blandishments of kabbalistic “lies and falsehoods.” But even taking into account
the tinge of personal bitterness accompanying his strongly worded polemic
with Hamiz, Modena’s position in Ar’ Nohem on what constitutes true knowl-
edge appears to reflect his long-held view quite accurately. In his statement—
solicited together with those of three other Venetian rabbis, including Luz-
zatto—introducing the publication of Delmedigo’s scientific tome, he took a
remarkably similar position. After mentioning his pleasurable personal encoun-
ters with Delmedigo in Venice, he calls him a true scholar whose wisdom “is
like divine knowledge glorifying him by lighting the candle of the splendor of
our nation in natural and divine sciences necessary for divine worship, as the
author of the Guide [of the Perplexed, Maimonides], the crown of intelligence, in-
dicated, demonstrating to the nations of the world that God did not also speak

15. Ibid., p. 80. The most recent work on Montalto is B. Cooperman, “Eliahu Montalto’s
‘Suitable and Incontrovertible Propositions™ A Seventeenth-Century Anti-Christian Polemic,”
in Jewisk Thought in the Seventeenth Century, pp. 469-97. Cooperman translates part of the above
passage on p. 490.
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to-them but {only] to us!® But [this knowledge] disappeared among the many
‘self-proclaimed holy ones and purified’ sages of our people, who would close
their eyes from seeing the leather cover of {such] a book among them, hiding
their limited intelligence and ignorance in a holy covering and relating to such
[works] with strangeness and alienation.”'” Modena mentions Sha agar Aryeh,
which he wrote to combat these scholars’ falsehoods. The work he recalls repre-
sented his short, incomplete response 10 the anonymous critique of rabbinic
Judaism called the Ko/ Sakkal'® But one wonders whether he really had in mind
his yet-to-be-completed 4ri Nokem, his other “roaring lion” (the meaning of the
titles of both works). His praise for a true scientific book that was obviously
unappreciated by “self-proclaimed holy ones . . . who close their eyes” to its
wisdom, hiding “their limited intelligence” in mystical fantasies, seems to relate
more appropriately to this later work.

Be that as it may, the passages in 4ri Nokem and in Modena’s approbation of
Sefer Elim are linked by a common perception of what constitutes true knowl-
edge embodied by two of the most outstanding Jewish scientific luminaries of
Modena’s era: Elijah Montalto and Joseph Delmedigo. How ironic, therefore,
to discover that the second target of Modena’s barbed missiles in 4ri Nokem was
none other than Joseph Delmedigo himself! Was this the same author who had
called himself a disciple of Galileo, related the new Copernican cosmology with
unrestrained enthusiasm, and advocated the study of mathematics, mechanics,
and astronomy in contemporary Jewish society? Had this remarkable student of
the sciences also lost his mind and the right path by joining the disreputable
camp of kabbalistic frenzy and superstition? How was it possible for two Jewish
graduates of Padua to embrace the kabbalah after having undergone so intense
an exposure to academic and scientific learning?

16. Apparently a reference to his well-known interpretation of Deut. 4:6, what Isadore
Twersky calls Maimonides’ “outer-directed awareness.” Cf. Guide of the Perplexed, 2:11, 3:31;
and L. Twersky, Introduction to the Code of Maimonides (Mishnek Torak) (New Haven, 1980), pp.
385-87.

17. Joseph Delmedigo, Sefer Elim (Amsterdam, 1629; repr. Odessa, 1864-67), opening.

18. See Adelman, “Success and Failure,” chap. 21, and T. Fishman, “Kol Sackal’s Critique
of Rabbinic Tradition: A Solution to the Problem of Galut,” Ph.D. diss., Harvard Univer-
sity, 1986.
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Modena was reacting to Delmedigo’s second book, 7a alumot Hokkmah, pub-
lished two years after Sefer £lim under the supposed editorship of Delmedigo’s
disciple Samuel Ashkenazi® In striking contrast to the first work, the sec-
ond consists of two parts: an anthology of writings primarily by others and
a sprawling discussion of various metaphysical issues called Noviot Hokhmab,
heavily relying on the kabbalah and apparently written by Delmedigo himself?
Modena was especially irritated by the only composition in the first part that
Delmedigo had written, Magref la-Hokkmah. It was allegedly a refutation of a
book composed in 1491 by Joseph’s ancestor Elijah Delmedigo called Befinat
ha-Dat, which was also included as the first work in the anthology. What par-
ticularly interested Joseph about this philosophical treatise were Elijah’s critical
comments on the kabbalists, including the allegation that their classic Sefer Aa-
Zokar had been written in the Middle Ages and was not a work of ancient and
sacred provenance’?’ Modena was not only familiar with Elijah’s position; he
identified with it, defended it, and expanded upon it in 4ri Nokem. To behold
such a pious defense of the kabbalah from the pen of so prominent a scien-
tist and intellectual ally, along with the other eclectic writings in this strange
volume, distressed him immensely.

Modena mentions Magref la-Hokhmah several times and responds diréctly to
its specific arguments in defense of the authenticity and antiquity of the kabbal-
istic tradition. Joseph Delmedigo had claimed that aithough the kabbalah was
of ancient origin, the rabbis of the Talmud and the Gaonim, the leaders of world
Jewry under medieval Islam, did not refer to it since they were preoccupied
with legal matters, not spiritualist ones. Delmedigo adduced a scientific paralle]
to make his point: “In all the medical texts one would not find any hint of the
craft of seafaring or carpentry.”2 Modena understandably rejected this argu-

ment, defining the Talmud as encyclopedic. The rabbis were not specialists in

19. Sefer Ta’alumor Hokhmah (Basel, 1629-31)

20. For a full description of the work’s contents, see L. Barzilay, Yasgph Shiomo Delmedigo
(Yashar of Candia): His Life, Works, and Times (Leiden, 1974), pp. 103-21.

21. The most recent treatment of Elijah Delmedigo and the Kabbalah is K. P. Bland,
“Elijah del Medigo’s Averroist Response to the Kabbalahs of Fifteenth-Century Jewry and
Pico della Mirandola,” fewisk Thought and Philosophy 1 (1991): 23-53.

22. Magref la-Hokhmah (Warsaw, 1890), p. 81; Barzilay, Yasef Sklomo Delmedigo, p. 286.
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one craft; they commanded knowledge in all areas and wrote profusely about
everything® Modena was particularly galled by Delmedigo’s characterization
of Saadia Gaon, the medieval philosopher, which he discusses at length. After
citing a long passage from Saadia in which the philosopher seemingly distances
himself from the kabbalah, he examines Delmedigo’s forced explanation: “If the
Gaon Rabbi Saadia . . . did not speak of this kabbalah, -along with others like
him, it wasn’t because they didn’t know about it or because he didn’t believe in
it, but only because he was speaking in a philosophic manner at that time.”?
Modena clearly could fathom neither the possibility of a person writing as a
philosopher while simultaneously believing in mysticism, nor the opposite—
writing in favor of mysticism while upholding a scientific, rational point of view,
as in the case of Joseph Delmedigo. Saadia had no affection for the kabbalah,
according to Modena, and despite Delmedigo’s masquerade as a kabbalist, it
was inconceivable to him that-such an author could countenance so ludicrous a
position.?s

- Modena realized, however, that Delmedigo’s plea for the coexistence of phi-
losophy and the kabbalah had been articulated by others. He referred specifically
to the notion of Israel Sarug, the reputed emissary of Lurianic kabbalah in Italy,
who had taught the kabbalah in a philosophic manner? He also noted that
Hamiz had entertained similar correlations between the Platonic ideas and the
kabbalistic sephirot or the Pythagorian notion of transmigration with that of
the kabbalah. In this context, he cites two passages from Delmedigo’s writing,
the first strongly aligning Plato with the kabbalah”” the second attempting to
explain the kabbalistic notion of “points” as corresponding to the atomism of
the ancients.”® Modena objects to the claim that the ancient philosophers derived

23. Ari Nohem, pp. 35-36.

24. Magref la-Hokkmah, p. 80.

25. Ari Nohem, pp. 37-38.

26. On Sarug, the classic work is G. Scholem, “Israel Sarug, the Ari’s Disciple?” (in
Hebrew), Zion 5 (1940): 214—41; the most recent work is M. Idel, “Beween the Kabbalah of
Jerusalem and the Kabbalah of Israel Sarug” (in Hebrew), Shalem 6 (1992): 165-73.

27. Mapref la-Hokkmah, p. 107.

28. Sefer Ko'ah ha-Shem in Ta'alumot Hokhmat, pp. 1982a-203b; Barzilay, Yosef Shiomo Del-
medigo, pp. 294-96; ldel; “Differing Conceptions,” pp. 185-90.
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their notions from the kabbalah. On the contrary, such parallels demonstrate
the recent origin of Jewish mystical teachings and its ultimate derivation from
Gentile pagan sources.”’

Such misguided eclecticism was surely unbecoming to so exalted a scien-
tist as Delmedigo. The only explanation for his bizarre stance, Modena finally
claims, is that Delmedigo was dissimulating: he adopted his incongruous de-
fense of the kabbalah in order to please a political patron. Modena refers to the
following passage of Delmedigo, one immediately following his discussion of
Saadia, that appears to reveal his utter insincerity:

Here I am writing against the philosophers and on behalf of the kabbalists,
since I was asked to do so by one of the dignitaries of the Jewish community
whose heart is attracted at the moment to the kabbalah. Being attached to
him by ties of love, I turned away from my own studies to satisfy his request.
Should he be in a different mood by tomorrow and, entertaining a predilec-
tion for philosophy, ask me to praise and extol it, I shall eagerly undertake
such a vigorous defense of it. I submit to you a major principle: you must not
think to fathom the mind of authors on the basis of the views they express in
their books. God alone knows the mysteries of the human heart. . . . There
is neither a teacher nor a father who reveals to his disciple or son whatever

is in his heart with regard to such matters

For Modena, this statement transparently indicates that Delmedigo “pre-
sented himself as a defender of the wisdom of the kabbalah while praising it
when his real intention was to diminish and degrade it with all his strength. And
truly he is a cunning scholar and a master of all the sciences.” To clinch this
assessment, he finally points out how Delmedigo extolled the magical wonders
of the kabbalist Isaac Luria while in the same breath publicizing the trickery of
a Polish father who shamelessly presented his infant as a prodigy. In the final
analysis, claimed Modena, Delmedigo’s views of such stories were identical

with those of Montalto cited above3! Modena would not allow Hamiz to view

29. Ari Nokem, p.53.

30. Magref la-Hokkhmah, pp. 80-81. I generally follow Barzilay’s translation in Yosef Shlormo
Delmedigo, pp. 242-43.

31. Ari Nohem, pp. 78-79.
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Delmedigo as a role model for his distressing turn from science to mysticism.
Underneath Delmedigo’s guileful and insidious exterior was a man committed
only to his reason and scientific methodology, cut in the image of Modena
himself.

Modena’s seemingly thorough detective work regarding Joseph Delmedigo’s
apparent deceit was surely welcomed by those nineteenth-century scholars of
Jewish thought who, like Modena, sought to reclaim his image for the ratio-
nalistic camp of Judaism. To Abraham Geiger,”2 Heinrich Graetz,® and Israel
Zinberg,* among others, Delmedigo was a figure of heroic proportions, carry-
ing a solitary torch of enlightenment and science through a Jewish desert of
legalism, parochialism, and spiritualist and messianic superstition. He was a true
seventeenth-century precursor of their valiant efforts to rehabilitate Jewish life
and culture, and although he seemingly lacked the courage to stand publicly by
his private convictions, there remained no doubt about what those convictions
were. His parading of kabbalistic pieties was surely meant to protect himself
from the wrath of his orthodox coreligionists. His authentic ideas about science,
Judaism, educational reform, and rabbinic and kabbalistic thought could not be
expressed in public, and therefore he adopted camouflage and subterfuge in his
writing. 3 .

Modena’s intuition was seemingly confirmed in 1840 with the dramatic pub-
lication by Abraham Geiger of a private letter Delmedigo supposedly wrote to
one of his Karaite disciples. An earlier version of this epistle, usually called “the
Ahuz letter” after its opening word, had been published as the beginning of Sefer
Ma ayan Ganim* In its original form, it mildly criticized rabbinic culture, spoke
of the kabbalah in a positive though puzzled manner, and strongly advocated

the study of the sciences among Jews. Geiger claimed to have come upon a dif-

32. Abraham Geiger, Melo Chofnasim (Berlin, 1940).

33. H. Graetz, Divre Yeme Yisrael, ed. S. Rabinowitz (Warsaw, 1917), 8:186-93.

34. 1. Zinberg, A History of Jewish Literature, trans. B. Martin (Cincinnati and New York,
1974), 5:155-74.

35. The subtitle of Zinberg’s depiction reads: “Delmedigo’s True Face and Strange Mask”
(p- 163).

36. Sefer Ma’ayan Ganin, in Sefer Elim, pp. 126-35.
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ferent and fuller version of the letter. Still preserved in manuscript, uncensored
and unrestrained, it apparently exposed Delmedigo’s true feelings, which were
hidden in the printed version. Most notable of these was an utter disdain for all
kabbalistic ideas and writings and a concomitant appreciation for Karaite exege-
sis and literature.’” We shall consider this letter again later in the chapter. Suffice
it to say at this point that the evidence Geiger presented, together with his
learned analysis of Delmedigo’s life and thought, left its mark on all subsequent
scholarship. His parallel findings on Modena—who, according to Geiger, had
also camouflaged his heretical views on rabbinic law and culture®—meant that
Geiger and his reform-minded contemporaries had located two seventeenth-
century “reformers” of Judaism. In both studies, Geiger’s scholarship brilliantly
served his ideology of Judaism.

The most important contribution of the study of Delmedigo since Geiger’s
was the ambitious and comprehensive study of Isaac Barzilay®® While fully
aware of the tendentious excesses of nineteenth-century scholars, Barzilay
shared their unabashed enthusiasm for Delmedigo as a scientific rationalist. His
portrait was consistent with his earlier and later studies of the Berlin Enlighten-
ment. In his well-known essay “The Italian and Berlin Haskalah,” Barzilay had
followed his teacher Salo W. Baron in suggesting an organic connection between
the two** While noting differences between the two cultural epochs, Barzilay
still viewed the Iralian “enlightenment” as an adumbration of the German one.
In his study of “antirationalism” in Italian Jewish thought, he essentially de-
scribed the Jewish cultural milieu of Italy as polarized between rational and
antirational camps, where ultimately a commitment to one camp precluded a
sympathetic involvement with the other*!

In presenting Delmedigo as a champion of rational interests, Barzilay ac-
knowledged the extraordinary challenge of establishing the real “intellectual and

37. Geiger, Melo Chofnajim, Hebrew section, pp. 1-28.

38. Geiger, Leon da Modena, Rabbiner qu Venedig (1571-1648) und seine Stellung qur Kabbalah,
qum Talmud und qum Christenhume (Breslau, 1856).

39. Barzilay, Yaseph Shiomo Delmedigo.

40. Barzilay, “The Italian and Berlin Haskalah,” Proceedings of the American Academy for
Jewish Research 29 (1961-62): 15-54.

41. Barzilay, Berween Reason and Faith: Anti-Rationalism in lralian Jewish Thought (1250-1650)
(The Hague, 1967).
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psychological identity of the man.”% Having painfully digested and outlined
every page of Delmedigo’s massive writings, Barzilay could not fully concur
with Geiger in “dismissing the pietist element [of Delmedigo’s thought] as mere
camouflage, as a stratagem for concealing his heretical views.”* In struggling
for a more balanced assessment, Barzilay accepted Geiger’s view only with re-
spect to Magref la-Hokkmah, Delmedigo’s purported defense of the kabbalah,
but not with respect to the kabbalah in general. He acknowledged that the spiri-
tual elements of the kabbalah in his writing were too extensive and too profuse
to be dismissed out of hand. They had to be considered integral to his thought,
part of the process of Delmedigo’s “quest and search,” raising questions and
doubts and undermining the dogma of all systems.*

Nevertheless, Barzilay appeared increasingly impatient with the massive
dosages of kabbalistic thought in Delmedigo’s work, especially the 7a‘alumot
Hokkmah. In contrast to his appreciative portrait of Delmedigo’s involvements
in astronomy, mathematics, mechanics, and applied technology, Barzilay visibly
wrestled with the irritating fluctuations between rationalism and mysticism in
the Noviot Hokhmah and Orah and their long discussions. of emanation, light,
divine contraction, and creation. He ultimately elected to understand these dis-
cussions regressively—that is, evolving from philosophy to mysticism to spiri-
tualism and crude superstition* The first part of 7a‘alumot Hokhmah, with its
eclectic anthology of philosophical and kabbalistic writings, is meant to suggest
for Barzilay the obvious superiority of the former over the latter. By printing
the Lurianic texts, Barzilay maintained, Delmedigo meant to refute them and
to show how absurd they really are*” Barzilay noted Delmedigo’s seemingly
tortured attempts to philosophize the kabbalah. He held up the example of his
correlations between kabbalistic points, atoms, and the technology of printing.
But Barzilay was convinced that this search for solutions to the great problems

of creation and existence, no matter how sincerely motivated, was doomed to

42. Barzilay, Delmedigo, p. 25.
43. Ibid,, p. 169; see also p. 241.

44. Ibid.

45. See esp. ibid., pp. 196-98, 249.
46. Ibid., pp. 107-8.

47. Ibid., p. 266.



CAN THE KABBALAH BE TAKEN SERICUSLY?

failure. In the final analysis, Lurianic kabbalah was “nothing but a myth leading
to superstition and witchcraft. . . . When rationalized, it was only a new garb
for the ancient views of the atomists, on the one hand, and for the logos of the
Neo-Platonists, on the other.”#

In other words, despite Barzilay’s earnest attempt to appreciate the totality
of Delmedigo’s writing, to search for a common thread binding its disparate and
apparently contradictory elements, there was a marked tendency to privilege
the refreshing consistency and rational analysis of the image of Delmedigo pre-
sented in Sefer Elim over that encountered in Ta alumot Hokhmah® In the end,
the boundaries in the struggle between the forces of reason and superstition
of the seventeenth century were still clearly drawn. Barzilay’s Delmedigo, de-
spite the mixed signals in his complex writings, opted for the rational camp. He
was a true critic of rabbinic Judaism, especially the predominance of kabbalah
in his day>® He associated with Karaites in order to vent his own spirit of re-
bellion against rabbinic Judaism5' He severely criticized Jewish education and
displayed the first inferiority complex among modern Jews, and, as his rootless
life demonstrates, Delmedigo remained “a stranger to his own age and to his
own contemporaries.”

In the almost twenty years since the publication of Barzilay’s pioneering
study, the directions of historical research with respect to the history of both sci-
ence and Jewish thought have radically shifted. Barzilay was not acquainted with
Frances Yates’s provocative reading of Giordano Bruno’s scientific thought,
published some ten years before his own, or with her controversial essay on
the Hermetic origins of modern science.? Since the 1960s, the contentious and

48. Ibid., pp. 292-96; the citation is from p. 296.

49. Note ibid., p. 218: “Yashar is modern in Elim, totally emancipated from the medieval
Weltanschauung. Contrariwise, he is wholly medieval in Novloth, both with regard to his views
and to his use of the method of formal dialectics.”

50. Ibid., pp. 305-10.

51. Ibid., pp. 311-14.

52. Ibid., pp. 315-22; the citation is from p. 322.

53. F. A. Yates, Giordano Bruno and the Hermetic Tradition (London, 1964) and “The Her-
metic Tradition in Renaissance Science,” in Art, Science, and History in the Renaissance, ed. C. S.
Singleton (Baltimore, 1967), pp. 255-74.
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stimulating discussion of her thesis on the relations between occult and scien-
tific mentalities has greatly enriched our understanding of the cultural climate
of Copernicus, Kepler, Galileo, Newton, and many others, as well as the ca-
pacity of scientific thinkers and experimenters to absorb and 1o live comfortably
with spiritualist, occult, and prophetic elements in their understanding and ap-
preciation of the natural world. Despite the extremity of some of Dame Yates’s
formulations, a general consensus among historians of science has emerged
about the cultural complexity of the age in which modern science was born,
about the coexistence of mystical and rational elements among scientific think-
ers, and about the need to view scientific thought in its broader intellectual,
religious, and social contexts.>*

The last twenty years have also witnessed a significant remapping of Jew-
ish cultural and intellectual development in the era of Delmedigo. I refer to
the reevaluation of Scholem’s grandiose reconstruction of kabbalistic thought
in the early modem period by Moshe Idel, Yehudah Liebes,*> and others* and
specifically to the study of Jewish thought in Italy”” Idel’s studies, in particular,
of Yohanan Alemanno® of Italian kabbalistic thought,® of Leone Ebreo,® of

54. On “the Yates thesis,” see B. Vickers, ed., Occult and Scientific Mentalities in the Renais-
sance (Cambridge, 1984) and P. Curry, “Revisions of Science and Magic,” History of Science 23
(1985): 291325, both of whom list earlier references.

55. See, for example, M. 1del, Kabbalah: New Perspectives (New Haven and London, 1988),
and Y. Liebes, Studies in Jewish Myth and Jewish Messianism (Albany, 1993).

56. See Introduction above.

57. 1del, “Particularism and Universalism in Kabbalah, 1480~1650,” in D. B. Ruderman,
ed., Essential Papers on Jewish Culture in Renaissance and Baroque laly (New York and London,
1992), pp. 324-44; idem, “Major Currents in Italian Kabbalah between 1560 and 1660,” Jtakia

Judaica, vol. 2: Gli Ebrei in ftakia tra Rinascimento et et barocca (Rome, 1986), pp. 24362 (repr.
in Essential Papers, pp. 345-68).

58. Idel, “The Magical and Neoplatonic Interpretations of the Kabbalah in the Renais-
sance,” in B. Cooperman, ed., Jewisk Thought in the Sixteenth Century (Cambridge, Mass., 1983),
pp- 186-242 (repr. in Essential Papers, pp. 107-69).

59. Idel, “Major Currents.”

60. Idel, “Kabbalah and Ancient Theology in R. Isaac and Judah Abravanel” (in Hebrew),
in The Philosaphky of Love of Leone Ebreo, ed. M. Dorman and Z. Levy (Haifa, 1985), pp. 73-112.
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Leone Modena® and of Menasseh ben Israel? have underscored the syncretistic
nature of Jewish cultural development in Italy and beyond, the powerful hold of
Renaissance quests to correlate disparate cultural experiences, and the consistent
tendency of kabbalistic thinkers in Italy from the late fifteenth to the seventeenth
centuries to integrate kabbalah with Neoplatonism and magic. My own writing
on Abraham Yagel, Delmedigo’s older contemporary, has suggested how magi-
cal, kabbalistic, and scientific elements could coexist in the thinking of a Jewish
intellectual equally enamored of the new scientific discoveries. Alexander Alt-
mann’s® and especially Nissim Yosha’s recent study of Abraham Herrera,®
Delmedigo’s contemporary in Amsterdam, have demonstrated the still powerful
influence of Renaissance understandings of ancient theology and Neoplatonism
on Jewish thought and the need to explain Lurianic myth in the language of
philosophy in precisely the cultural milieu in which Delmedigo flourished. In
short, the cultural space Christians and Jews shared in the seventeenth century
has come to be understood in a more nuanced and complefe way and more in
its own cultural terms than as a mere prelude to Enlightenment and nineteenth-
century developments. Contextualizing Deimedigo’s thought in the light of this
new scholarship makes him appear a less isolated figure than Barzilay por-
trayed him to be, less a precursor of another age and more a product of his own.
Most important, his proclivity to integrate kabbalah, Neoplatonism, magic, and
science appears less ludicrous and considerably more serious than Barzilay and
Geiger initially assumed.

A young researcher, Joseph Levi, has recently undertaken the task of re-

61. 1del, “Differing Conceptions of Kabbalah in the Early Seventeenth Century”.

62. Idel “Kabbalah, Platonism and Prisca Theologia: The Case of R. Menasseh ben Israel,”
in Menasseh Ben Israel and His World, ed. Y. Kaplan, H. Méchoulan, R. Popkin (Leiden, 1989),
pp. 207-19.

63. Ruderman, Kabbalah, Magic and Science (Cambridge, Mass., 1988) and A Valley of Vision:
The Heavenly Journey of Abraham ben Hananiyah Yagel (Philadelphia, 1990).

64. Altmann, “Lurianic Kabbalah in a Platonic Key: Abraham Cohen Herrera’s Puerta del
Cielo,” Hebrew Union College Annual 53 (1982): 317-52; repr. in Twersky and Septimus, fewish
Thought in the Seventeenth Century, pp. 1-38, and in Altmann, For der Mittelalterlichen yur moderen
Aufklarung (Tibingen, 1987), pp. 172-205.

65. Yosha, “Abraham Cohen Herrera’s Philosophical Interpretation of Lurianic Kabbalah”
(in Hebrew), Ph.D. diss., Hebrew University, 1991.
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conceptualizing Delmedigo’s work. Although his study is still incomplete, I
cannot pass over his emerging position in silence in this discussion of Del-
medigo’s image in recent scholarship.% Levi expresses dissatisfaction with pre-
vious scholarship on Delmedigo on precisely the grounds that I have suggested:
its inability to root him in the cultural matrix of his times and its reluctance to
reveal the immanent connections between his kabbalistic and scientific works.
Levi emphasizes the commen literary elements in his two major works, Sefer
Elim and Za'alumot Hokkmah. In both anthologies, Delmedigo creates a “tri-
adic dialogue” between teacher, student, and advanced student, who mediates
between the other two in a manner not dissimilar to the Galilean dialogues.
Although Delmedigo’s works remain unfinished and preliminary, they propose
anew direction, a questioning of authority, an enthusiastic confidence in the new
sciences, and an evolving religious philosophy based on pre-Aristotelian phi-
losophies and Galilean methodology. His positive evaluation of Plato emerged
in no small part from a similar stance adopted by his mentor, Galileo. Both
Galileo and his Jewish disciple sought to understand the natural world outside
the framework of Aristotelian physics, notwithstanding their strong indebted-
ness to it in shaping their conceptual discourse. Delmedigo’s increasing interest
in the kabbalah, along with his attempt to correlate it with Neoplatonism and
atomism, should be understood as part of his questioning of scholastic meta-
physics and his openness to discovering alternative philosophical positions. Levi
also emphasizes Delmedigo’s community of interest, the support he received
from Modena, Luzzatto, and other rabbis in Venice, Amsterdam, and Pesaro,
despite the lack of appreciation about which he also complained. Despite his

66. Levi is presently concluding his doctoral dissertation on Delmedigo at the Hebrew
University urider the supervision of Moshe Idel. The unpublished papers Dr. Levi has gen-
erously shared with me are entitled “Science and Tradition in Jewish Thought: The Case of
Delmedigo and His Contemporaries,” a lecture presented at a conference on “Science and
Religion in the Seventeenth Century,” Johns Hopkins University, April 1985; and “Yosef
Shelomo Delmedigo: His Jewish Disciples and Contemporaries in Northern and Southern
Europe: Between Modern Philosophy and Science and the Medieval Tradition,” a paper pre-
pared for the conference “Venezia e gli Ebrei,” sponsored by Fondazione Cini, Venice, June
1983. 1 also listened to his paper presented at the annual meeting of the Association for Jewish
Studies in Boston, December 1988, entitled “Joseph Shelomo Delmedigo: A Jewish Follower
of Galileo Galilei and Giordano Bruno.”
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ties to Karaites and non-Jews, and despite his criticisms of rabbinic Judaism, he
was never a heretic and remained loyal to the Jewish tradition.

Levi also attempts to periodize Delmedigo’s intellectual development, to
better comprehend the process by which the seemingly disparate elements in
his thinking came together or remained in tension with each other. From Padua
Delmedigo adopted his critical stance toward Aristotle, his emphasis on the pri-
macy of the senses, his praise of mathematics as a “mythical” tool, his interest
in mechanics, Copernican cosmology, and the separation of science and faith.
When he left Padua for other Mediterranean Jewish communities and eventually
Poland, his Paduan assumptions confronted directly the stark realities of Jewish
and non-Jewish life. In this later period, Levi argues, Delmedigo adopted kab-
balistic, atomistic, and Neoplatonist positions and tried to integrate them all into
his thought. While the new Lurianic kabbalah came through Jewish sources, the
Karaites may have facilitated his interest in atomism. His conflict with Polish
Jewry and its rabbis was not simply a clash along intellectual lines but also
had social and economic dimensions, including the inevitable tension between
Delmedigo’s Sephardic mentality and the Ashkenazic one he encountered.

Levi acknowledges that the integration of these disparate elements was never
complete. Delmedigo never fully resolved the tensions between his interest in
mechanics and practical science and his metaphysics; between his attempt to de-
marcate religious and scientific truths and his presentation of mathematics and
Copernican science in a religiously charged, mystical language; and between his
disparagement of popular magic and superstition and his openness to alchemy,
Hermes, demonology, and animistic views of nature. But all this reflects for Levi
not a ruse, not the strategy of a heretic parading cynically in pious clothing.
Rather, it indicates an authentic search for meaning in an intellectual world of

scientific uncertainties and in a Jewish world steeped in kabbalistic theosophy.

There is need for a more systematic examination of the philosophical, sci-
entific, and kabbalistic sources that informed Delmedigo’s writing. He himself
identifies many of his sources, both Jewish and non-Jewish, and offers a full in-
ventory of authors of the mathematical and physical sciences that he consulted,”

67. In addition to the scientific authors cited frequently in Sefer Elim, see the list Delmedigo

offered to the Polish astronomer Broscius, published by 1. Halperin in “Exchanges between
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but more work remains to be done in this area. That Delmedigo read Galileo,
Bruno,® Kepler, or Brahe is self-evident from his citations, but one still misses
the actual weight of their influence—and that of other unidentified sources—
in evaluating his overall corpus. As Robert Bonfil pointed out years ago, Del-
medigo’s excursus on the active intellect—and, we might add, his discussions of
light, emanation, and contraction—require more systematic treatment than the
general descriptions offered by Barzilay. Detailed analyses such as that of Idel’s
recent discussion of Delmedigo’s correlations between atomism and Judaism,™
dismissed by Barzilay as an intellectual failure,”! allow us to appreciate how
earnest and serious Delmedigo was in his endeavor to view Lurianic concepts
as useful intellectual tools. Nissim Yosha’s careful study of Herrera’s similar
attempt to reconcile Luria and Renaissance Neoplatonism provides another im-
portant context for Delmedigo’s metaphysical speculations. Although Yosha
finds no evidence of mutual influence between the two, he points out that
Herrera served on the board of censors of the Amsterdam Jewish community
that studied and eventually approved of Menasseh ben Israel’s publication of
Sefer Elim.” Even more significant is Yosha’s comparison of Herrera’s and Del-
medigo’s extended discussions of the Lurian notion of contraction (zimgzum),
revealing a basic disagreement in interpretation but vividly demonstrating how
Delmedigo’s fascination with the concept in resolving the philosophical prob-

lem of creatio ex nihilo did not evolve in a vacuum but was addressed with equal

Broscius and Delmedigo” (in Hebrew) in his Yekudim ve- Yakadut be-Mizrah Ergpa (Jerusalem,
1968), p. 391 (originally published in B. D. Weinryb and S. Zeitlin, eds., Studies and Essays in
Honor of Abraham Neuman [Philadelphia, 1962}, pp. 640-49). Levi also suggests the influence
of Guidobaldo del Monte and Giambattista della Porta on Delmedigo.

68. Bruno is not mentioned by name, but see Barzilay, Yasef Sklomo Delmedigo, p.168. Many
of Delmedigo’s other sources are discussed throughout Barzilay’s chapters on the various
sciences.

69. See Bonfil’s review of Barzilay’s book in La Rassegna mensile di Israel 42 (1976): 107-09.

70. 1del, “Differing Conceptions of Kabbalah.”

71. Barzilay, Yosef Shlomo Delmedigo, pp. 292-96.

72. Yosha’s “Abraham Cohen Herrera’s Philosophical Interpretation” refers to the essay
by J. &’Ancona, “Delmedigo, Menasseh ben Israel, en Spinoza,” in Bydragen en Mededeelin-
gen van het G hap voor de Joodsche Wetenschap Nederland 6 (1940): 105-52; and see Yosha,
“Herrera,” pp. 18-20.
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seriousness by at least one other contemporary Jewish thinker.” Idel’s brief dis-
cussion of Menasseh ben Israel’s commitment to ancient theology and of his
particular interest in Leone Ebreo’s dialogical treatise on love reveals as well a
shared perspective with the scientific author he promoted and published in Ams-
terdam.” All of the above underscore the significance of moving away from the
nineteenth-century characterization of Delmedigo to a wider and deeper view
of his place in seventeenth-century Jewish culture and of his creative merger of
post-Aristotelian physics and kabbalistic metaphysics.

Such a task is clearly beyond the limits of this chapter. What I would like to
offer instead are some initial suggestions as to how one might read Delmedigo’s
most controversial works: the aforementioned Mazref la-Hokhmah, his putative
defense of the kabbalah, and his Mikitav Ahuz, particularly its second recension
published by Abraham Geiger, his biting and uncompromising condemnation of
kabbalistic thought and literature. More than any other works in the Delmedi-
gan corpus, they offer two antithetical and seemingly irreconcilable positions.
Although Delmedigo’s writings contain many smaller inconsistencies, these two
compositions present the greatest obstacle to viewing him as a consistent and
balanced thinker. As we have seen, Geiger and Barzilay eliminated the contra-
diction between the two positions by assuming that Geiger’s version of the
Ahuz letter was wholly authentic and that the Magref was actually an exercise
in dissimulation, passing itself off as a defense of kabbalah when in actuality it
impudently made a mockery of it. | am not convinced that either interpretation
is correct, and since these two works are so critical in understanding what Del-
medigo actually believed, a tentative rereading may be order, if not to settle the
question, at least to open it again.

Barzilay devotes considerable space in his book, including a special chapter,
to disproving that Magref la-Hokhmak is a credible defense of the kabbalah.” He
admits that among Delmedigo’s contemporaries, only Leone Modena detected
“its true nature.” Such sophisticated students of Jewish and non-Jewish litera-

73. Yosha, “Abraham Cohen Herrera’s Philosophical Interpretation,” part 2, chap. 5, esp.
p- 159.

74. See n. 62 above.

75. Most of his discussion is found in chaps. 16-18, esp. chap. 18, entitled “Mazref la-
Hokkmah: A Concealed Anti-Cabbalistic Work,” pp. 280-91.
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ture as Hayyim Ya’ir Bacharach and Moses Zacuto found fault neither with the
book nor with the sincerity of its author.”® It never seems to have crossed Barzi-
lay’s mind that Modena may have been a less than objective critic, since he had
good reason to undermine the genuineness of Delmedigo’s arguments. He was
justifiably alarmed that two distinguished graduates of Padua, both of whom
he had supported at critical moments in their scientific careers, had seemingly
been seized by the “kabbalistic delitium.” Ari Nokem, so he thought, was his last
opportunity to persuade Hamiz to pursue the intellectual path to which Modena
had previously steered him. That the author of Sefer £&im would dare to justify
the kabbalah, and indirectly Hamiz’s infatuation with it, was surely too much
for him to bear. Modena had no choice but to challenge the book’s authenticity
for his own peace of mind and to save face with his student. The question we
might ask is: Is Modena’s reading of Magref in the heat of his bitter polemic
the only way to understand the book, or can it be approached from a different
perspective, one emerging from the legitimate assumption that many scientific
minds in the seventeenth century were open to and fascinated by mythical and
magical notions of reality?”

I begin with one of Barzilay’s prime examples in challenging the author’s
sincerity: Delmedigo’s discussion of the supernatural powers of the sages to

make golems (artificial human beings). After faithfully summarizing the gist of

76. Barzilay, Yosef Shlomo Delmedigo, pp. 280-81.

77. 1 offer my reading despite the tempting possibility that the image of Delmedigo as a
dissimulator would make him very much a child of his age. See P. Zagorin, Hays of Lying:
Dissimulation, Persecution, and Conformisy in Early Modern Europe (Cambridge, Mass., 1990). But
note Zagorin’s discussion (pp. 9-10) of Leo Strauss’s famous thesis in Persecution and the Art of
Writing (Glencow, 1952), where he cautions that the Straussian interpreter might torture and
manipulate a text to produce a result guaranteed in advance. I wonder whether the Geiger-
Barzilay reading of Mazref might be an example of such overreading. One might also raise the
more general question of why Delmedigo was obliged to dissimulate in the first place. Was
Jewish society so intolerant that Delmedigo actually feared persecution? Certainly Azariah
de’ Rossi, Simone Luzzatto, and even Modena himself publicly expressed controversial views
of rabbinic tradition or the kabbalah without being persecuted for them. The fate of Da Costa
and Spinoza in Amsterdam was, of course, different. A comprehensive comparative study of
the limits of tolerance within the Jewish and Christian communities of early modern Europe
would be useful.
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Delmedigo’s argument extolling these wondrous abilities, Barzilay concludes:
“It is, no doubt, with tongue in cheek that Yashar [Delmedigo] appears to be
suggesting to his contemporaries to look up to the Talmudic sages and the medi-
eval Jewish wonder workers as examples for scholarly emulation; it is they who
followed the right path and method in the study of nature and things divine. It
requires, indeed, very little insight to discern Yashar’s sarcasm in displaying the
miraculous deeds of the sages of Israel as patterns for emulation by the scien-
tists and technologists of his own time, and presenting their legendary feats as
the realization of the scientific method and ideal.””®

If one is convinced as Barzilay is that equating Jewish golem-making with
practical science is ludicrous, then one must assume that Delmedigo is being
sarcastic here. But there is surely another way to read this passage. In the
light of recent scholarship on the extensive discussions about creating life
among both Jews and Christians in the Renaissance—among such thinkers as
Agrippa, Lazzarelli, Reuchlin, Alemanno, Yagel, Cordovero, and others—we
should be cautious about dismissing the possibility that Delmedigo was utterly
serious about such matters.” Abraham Yagel’s detailed discussion of the prac-
tical knowledge of the Jewish magus, whom he identifies as the most exalted
natural philosopher since he alone is capable of making a golem, should not be
read as a ruse and neither should Delmedigo’s. The latter anchors his discus-
sion in the words of a respectable authority, Abraham Bivago, who differentiated
between the useless speculative knowledge of the ancients, by which he meant
the followers of Aristotle, and the productive and useful knowledge of the Jews ®
We have already seen this argument utilized by other Jewish thinkers, most
notably Nahmanides, as an argument for the uniqueness of Jewish scientific
activity in contrast to the inferior science of the Aristotelians ® Similarly for Del-

78. Barzilay, Yosef Sklomo Delmedigo, p. 258, discussing Mazref la-Hokhmah, pp. 47-48.

79. See esp. the new synthesis of M. Idel, Golem: Jewisk Magical and Mystical Traditions on
the Araficial Anthropoid (Albany, 1990), expanding on the pioneering work of G. Scholem, On
the Kabbalah and Its Symbolism (New York, 1965), chap. 5. All the above thinkers are treated
by Idel.

80. See Ruderman, Kabbalak, Magic, and Science, pp. 102-20.

8). Magref la-Hokhmah, pp. 47-48; and see Idel, Golem, pp. 165-67.

82. See chap. 1 above.
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medigo, in contrast to the creators and inventors Rabbi Yohanan ben Zakkai and
Elazar ben Arakh; Aristotle and his followers—Avicenna, ibn Roschd, Themis-
tius, and Yohanan the Grammarian— were also useless thinkers and writers
who couldn’t even move a wing® That the activity performed by the rabbis
can be favorably compared with the work of alchemists, mineralogists, and the
like follows logically from the above and is precisely Yagel’s message as well.
By offering as further evidence the reputed stories about Abraham ibn Ezra and
Solomon ibn Gabirol, both enlightened philosophers respected for their rational
pursuits, and then citing his trusted contemporary Judah Moscato, Delmedigo
was hardly being sarcastic. That he matter-of-factly discounted the attribution
of a commentary of Sefer Yegirah to Saadia might be taken to mean how seri-
ous he was about the entire matter, for in enlisting authoritative testimony he
would not countenance an incorrect citation. Be that as it may, Delmedigo was
not making a novel argument in seeing golem-making as a productive scientific
activity worthy of emulation and admiration. Nor was it a false argument for
him. Rather, it was his way of sanctioning scientific and technological activity
in Judaism and of promoting its relevance to the scientific culture of his day®
Given Barzilay’s predilection to assume that Delmedigo exhibits contempt
for the kabbalah on almost every page of Mazref his readings of the text often
seem forced and less than accurate. When Delmedigo writes: “I do not know
who gave the preachers the right to exact new meaning and divulge new mys-
teries,” bringing “up from darkness its profound meanings,” Barzilay is correct
in seeing it as a condemnation of the preachers’ misinterpreting of the Torah,
“whose opinions originate in darkness.”® But is this a blanket condemnation of
the kabbalists in general as he suggests? By immediately quoting Judah Hayyat
and Meir ibn Gabbai on the need to avoid divulging kabbalistic secrets in so
reckless a manner, Delmedigo is clearly criticizing not the kabbalah but only the
irresponsibility of popular preachers who divulge their secrets to the masses.%

83. Magref la-Hokkmak, p. 43, and Barzilay, Yosef Shlomo Delmedigo, pp. 258-59.

84. See Magref la-Hokkmah, pp. 48-50; compare Barzilay, Yosef Shiomo Delmedigo, pp. 255-
59.

85. Magref la-Hokhmah, p. 57, and Barzilay, Yosef Shlomo Delmedigo, p. 251.

86. See Mazgref la-Hokhmah, p. 57.

140



CAN THE KABBALAH BE TAKEN SERIOUSLY?

Barzilay claims to expose Delmedigo’s authentic feelings about cantillation
marks and accents in the Bible that provide a rich resource for kabbalistic exege-
sis. By observing that the Jews of his native Crete make no distinction between
long and short vowels and by citing the argument of Elijah Levita in favor
of a late origin for the vowels and accents, Delmedigo must have been trying
to undermine the credibility of their usage for fathoming the secrets of sacred
scripture¥” But this is not necessarily the point Delmedigo wants to impart. His
comment on Crete could easily be taken in a disparaging way, as an indication
of the boorishness of its citizenry and its lack of high culture. Delmedigo had
sarcastically pointed out in the same passage how the Greek he had learned in
his childhood had little relation to ancient Greek and thus he was obliged to
learn the latter as if he were mastering a new language® In other words, the
Cretians were hardly reliable transmitters of ancient culture! More telling is the
authority Delmedigo cites after mentioning Levita’s arguments, conveniently
left out in Barzilay’s summary: Azariah de’ Rossi and his long refutation of
Levita in defense of the antiquity of the vowel points.® It is hard to imagine how
Delmedigo could enlist so serious a contemporary scholar unless he actually
believed in the antiquity of the cantillation notes in the first place.

Barzilay similarly misunderstands Delmedigo’s derogatory comments on ge-
matria and notarikon as revealing “the contempt in which he held these artificial
techniques.”® Delmedigo does not deny their value altogether, since they still
function as “deserts after the meal” rather than “the body of Torah.” He merely
upbraids those who misuse them since “they are light things into which a com-
plete scholar should not thrust himself.” They are merely “an opening and
beginning” to arrive at higher truths, a stratagem by which “one is awakened to
understand one thing from another, 1o investigate more and to fathom the real
meaning of the secret.” When misused by preachers so that they are conceived

87. See Barzilay, Yosef Shlomo Delmedigo, pp. 253-55.

88. Magref la-Hokhmabh, p. 51 and Barzilay, Yosef Shiomo Delmedigo, pp. 31-32.

89. Magref la-Hokhmah, pp. 52-53, citing Azariah de’ Rossi, Me'or Einayim (Vilna, 1866),
Imre Binah, chapter 59 entitled: “On the Antiquity of the Cantellation Marks”.

90. Barzilay, Yosef Shiomo Delmedigo, p. 255.
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as ultimate secrets, they are dangerous—but not for the true kabbalist, who
sees them as a means to a higher end.”!

A close reading of Delmedigo’s discussion of Maimonides and the mystical
tradition does not sustain Barzilay’s claim that Delmedigo attempted to show
that the philosopher actually “belonged to the early mystics.””> Delmedigo does
provide a string of quotations about Maimonides’ possible leanings but leaves
the subtlest analysis for last—that of Moses Alashkar, who discusses quite
clearly the limits of the rational quest and the possibilities the kabbalah opens
up for penetrating the secrets of nature, “for providing the keys of wisdom and
the explanation of that which is hidden from me.” In other words, perhaps mir-
roring Delmedigo’s own mind-set, Alashkar provides a plausible explanation
of how a rationalist might be attracted to mystical reflection. Delmedigo con-
cludes: “You can see how Maimonides and all the sages knew and wrote about
the wisdom of the kabbalah,” clearly a lesser claim than actually belonging to
the mystic camp.”

Delmedigo’s discussion of the witch of En Dor and his long inventory of
classical, Christian, and Jewish sources on the existence of angels, spirits, and
demons similarly betray for Barzilay Delmedigo’s complete skepticism about
such beings: “He must have felt that the texts  were so obviously absurd that
by just printing them, even without comment, they could safely be relied upon
to refute the views contained in them.”% He finds uttetly incredible the follow-
ing statement of Delmedigo: “With our eyes we see things daily that reason
refuses to accept; yet they actually appear to be true, and perhaps our judg-
ment is determined by our imagination rathér than by our reason; moreover,
it is further substantiated by wondrous activities [of nature], like the magnet
that possesses many great and wonderful properties, as I wrote in a long com-
position on it . . . .”® This is followed by a citation from Abraham Shalom’s

91. Magref la-Hokkmah, pp. 59-60.

92. Barzilay, Yasef Sklomo Delmedigo, p. 284.

93. Magref la-Hokkmah, pp. 68-69.

94. Barzilay, Yasef Shlomo Delmedigo, p. 266.

95. 1 have retranslated Barzilay’s inexact and partial translation from Yasef Shlomo Del-
medigo, p. 263 (Magref la-Hokkmah, p. 69). Delmedigo’s reference to his work on the magnet
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Neve Shalom, a work of philosophical pedigree referring to the Mineralogia, a
text on natural wonders ascribed to Aristotle, which Barzilay deems “ludicrous
evidence in support of the irrational and the occult.”%

There is no need to adduce “the towering edifice of authority,” as Sidney
Anglo once called it, in support of the existence of spirits and demons in Del-
medigo’s day from from the Bible, Talmud, and classical writers to Roger Bacon,
Albertus Magnus, Marsilio Ficino, Henry Cornelius Agrippa, Jean Bodin, Robert
Burton, and many more”” Delmedigo’s testimonia for these beings are hardly
ludicrous when judged by the sensibilities of seventeenth-century Jewish and
Christian culture. Moreover, as I have discussed in the case of Abraham Yagel,
demonology in this era was more than pseudo-science and superstition. At its
best, it represented a rational attempt to explain the unknown and could often
contribute to the scientific discourse of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries”®

Delmedigo’s statement about our eyes seeing what our reason cannot accept
is especially significant when compared with the following statement of Yagel,
reacting to Gersonides’ denial of demonic existence and an incident of alleged
demonic activity he recorded in Mantua: “Therefore, you see that the intention
of this philosopher is to deny that demons have any reality . . . to all of which
the senses testify the opposite [is the case]. . . . For the conclusions of Gerso-
nides are philosophical; however, the senses testify to the contrary of his words.
If he actually had seen with his own eyes the incident we described that hap-
pened in Mantua, how could he falsify [the impressions based on] his senses and
upon his imagination?”” Delmedigo’s sentiment is obviously identical to that
of Yagel, both expressions of a larger epistemological debate in their era about

might refer to his discussions in Maayan Hatum in Elim, pp. 407, 410, 428, 438, as cited by
Barzilay, p. 149.

96. Magref la-Hokhmah, p. 69, and Barzilay, Yosef Shlomo Delmedigo, p. 264. See M. Stein-
schneider, Die hebraischen Uebersetgungen des Mittelalters und die Juden als Dolmetscher, 2 vols.
(Berlin, 1893), 1:236, n. 916, v;'ho refers to the work as that of pseudo-Aristotle.

97. S. Anglo, “Melancholia and Witchcraft: The Debate between Wier, Bodin and Scot,
in Folie et déraison a la Renaissance (Brussels, 1976), p. 210.

98. See Ruderman, Kabbalah, Magic, and Science, chap. 3 and the extensive bibliography
cited there.

99. Quoted in Ruderman, Kabbalah, Magic, and Science, p. 46.
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what was real or unreal, rational or irrational, and whether one should rely
on inate knowledge or that based on the senses. Delmedigo’s analogy between
the possibility of demonic activity and the occult properties of magnets is also
understandable in light of his quest and those of his scientific contemporaries to
establish criteria of intelligibility in a natural order that had not revealed all of its
manifold secrets.® Note finally his reference to Shalom’s citation of Aristotle,
an ironic touch indicating that the peripetic sage was capable of being led by
his senses and imagination, even when they appeared to contradict his rational
inclinations!

I come finally to the most daunting obstacle to accepting the sincerity of Del-
medigo’s kabbalistic defense: his portrait of Saadia, followed immediately by his
statement that he writes this work for a patron he is pledged to satisfy regard-
less of what the latter requests.!” Both of these passages, as we have seen, led
Modena to accuse his colleague of dissimulation. I readily concur with Barzilay
that these passages offer the most damaging assault on Delmedigo’s credibility
when read in isolation in the quotation cited above. But let us attempt, at the
very least, to understand Delmedigo’s words in a somewhat different manner.
By linking the statement about his own writing to his portrayal of Saadia, Del-
medigo saw himself in Saadia’s image as an intellectual who could function on
two simultaneous levels: that of a philosopher-scientist and that of a kabbalist.
Just because a person might choose to write as a philosopher in one instance
should not preclude the possibility of his writing as a kabbalist in another, and
one should not automatically assume that such shifts are necessarily dishonest.
When Delmedigo admitted that he was writing to please the man who com-
missioned him to write this work, was this unambiguous proof that he was
dishonest and intensely disliked the kabbalah? And if his effort in subterfuge was
to be fully realized, why would he tip his hand by revealing what a hypocrite
he was, embarrassing himself to his readers and especially to his patron?

Rather than a simple confession of dishonesty, I would interpret Delmedigo’s
remarks on a more profound level. They point to the complexity of thought,

100. See esp. S. Clark, “The Scientific Status of Demonology,” in Vickers, Occult and
Scientific Mentalities in the Renaissance, pp. 351-74.
101. Magref la-Hokhmah, pp. 80-81 and Barzilay, Yasef Shlomo Delmedigo, pp. 242-43.
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of human existence, of the diverse influences that affect the writer or teacher—
intellectual, spiritual, political, and social. They also suggest that the reader
should never view the world naively and arbitrarily in black-and-white terms.
Delmedigo points out that Maimonides too never fully divulged his true in-
tentions,'” suggesting perhaps a rationale for the earlier allusion regarding the
philosopher’s openness to the kabbalah. Delmedigo’s last line that “there is
neither a teacher nor a father who reveals to his disciple or son whatever is in his
heart” is surely not a prescription for dishonesty with respect to the most sacred
and trusting relationships between sons and fathers, students and teachers. It
is more a pedagogic strategy: a good teacher who wishes to communicate his
values effectively cannot reveal everything he knows. Delmedigo is consciously
ambiguous here, but he is neither cynical nor disrespectful to either his reader
or his patron.

While the above passage is well known and often discussed, Delmedigo’s
final statement in Magref in which he again mentions his patron, is usually
passed over in silence. It should, however, be considered in conjunction with
the first:

I began to write this apologetic treatise in the city of Hamburg, but a plague
ravaged my neighborhood and I was forced to flee. So I came to the city of
Gluckstadt, that is, a city of good luck, although it holds neither luck nor
blessing . . . and it is sufficient for me that my words will be pleasing to
the master upon whose request I composed them. However, those beginning
students of philosophy will surely mock me, claiming that Rabbi Yoseph of
Candia deserted wisdom or forgot his teaching while a foolish spirit invaded
him. They will continue to speak in a manner of adolescents who lack equi-
librium and whose effervescent wine has not quieted down. But I was aware
that their words would not please those elders who have acquired wisdom.
Even if their charges against me increase, accusing me of still not arriving
[at the level] of a shepherd of a flock, I shall declare to them that it is better

to be called a fool all my days rather than to do evil before God even for an

102. Magref la-Hokhmah, pp. 80-81.
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hour, as R. Akiva ben Mahalal stated to his associates and as it is found in
chapter five of [Mishnah] Eduyot.'®

The mood of this last statement stands in dramatic contrast to that of the
first. Should we assume that Delmedigo’s last lines also belie his true thoughts?
On the contrary, they convey to me an authentic sense of the author’s genuine
convictions. Ironically, Delmedigo sees himself taking an unpopular stand, in
displaying his courage and moral conviction, by defending the kabbalah rather
than criticizing it. Like Akiva ben Mahalal, he will not bend to the conven-
tional wisdom of his intellectual peers, those sophomoric scholars who have
only begun to philosophize and still have not acquired true wisdom. If we can
accept this statement as an authenic reflection of Delmedigo’s actual motivation
in writing the Magref, then Modena, Geiger, and Barzilay have missed the mark
completely. Delmedigo was not a secret heretic dressed in the pious clothes of
a kabbalist. Rather, he quietly believed in the truths of the kabbalah while pre-
senting himself as an enlightened natural philosopher. Only when pressed by
his patron did he summon the courage to publicly declare his true convictions,
notwithstanding the criticisms he expected to bear. Of course, I cannot state in
all certainty that this final statement is more trustworthy than the first, although
I suspect it might be. But, at the very least, it neutralizes the force of the first
and leaves the question of Delmedigo’s ultimate loyalty probably as he would
have preferred to leave it, in a state of utter ambiguity and uncertainty. Be that
as it may, [ hope that my reading of Magref la-Hokhmak will raise doubts about
the conventional view of this book in modern historiography.

As we have seen, modern scholars have given considerable weight to the
“Ahuz letter” as an important indicator of Delmedigo’s views on rabbinic cul-
ture, Karaism, and especially the kabbalah. Barzilay succinctly summarizes how
the document first came to light.!® The original version of the letter, addressed
to his Karaite disciple Zerah ben Nathan, was published at the opening of four
scientific studies called Ma ‘ayan Ganim in Menasseh ben Israel’s edition of Sefer
Elim in 1629. As Barzilay notes, despite some unflattering remarks about rab-

103. Ibid., p. 132, citing Mishnah Eduyot 5:6; also compare Akiva ben Mahalal’s saying in
Avot 3:1.
104. Barzilay, Yasef Shlomo Delmedigo, pp. 99-100.
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binic culture in Poland and a strong endorsement for the study of the sciences
within the Jewish community, there is nothing unusual or inconsistent about
either the substance or tone of Delmedigo’s remarks. However, by the sec-
ond decade of the nineteenth century, a longer version of the letter came to
light that included a scathing attack on the kabbalah and an elaborate inventory
of Jewish writings approved by Delmedigo, including a generous sampling by
Karaite authors. It was first published in part by Judah Leib Miesis in his Sefer
Kinat ha-Emet in 1828. Six years later it appeared in its entirety in an anthology
of Karaite writings called Pinnat Yikrat by Isaac ha-Hazan in 1834. Abraham
Geiger republished the entire letter with a long introduction to Delmedigo in
his Melo Chofnajim of 1840. He explains in the introduction that he had received
the manuscript from the Karaite Hakham of Halicz and through the interven-
tion of S. L. Goldenberg of Tarnopol. Geiger knew of the excerpt published by
Miesis but was unaware of Isaac ha-Hazzan’s complete edition appearing six
years earlier.

Israel Zinberg, in his chapter on Delmedigo, quoted extensively from Gei-
ger’s version of the letter and added a few salient facts about its discovery.
Zinberg claimed that in the same year that Geiger published the letter, Abra-
ham Firkovich published it in Guslow under the title Jggerer ka- Yashar.1® What
Zinberg probably meant was the aforementioned 1834 publication of the letter
by Isaac ha-Hazan, where the same title appears. Zinberg added that Hayyim
Michael, a noted Hebrew bibliographer, suspected that the Karaites who had
first “discovered” the text had indeed falsified it."% Heinrich Graetz had previ-
ously remarked that Leopold Zunz shared this view.”” Zinberg discounted these
suspicions and reported that he had inspected a manuscript in the Firkovich
collection, copied in Troki sometime in the seventeenth century. It was highly
probable, Zinberg claimed, that this was a copy made from the original text by
a Rabbinite who identified Zerah as a member “of the community of Karaites.”
From this description, it appears that Zinberg examined the same text published
by Isaac ha-Hazan in 1834. Convinced that this text was authentic while Mazref’
la-Hokhmah was inauthentic, Zinberg readily offered his own judgment of Del-

105. Zinberg, History, 4:164.

106. Ibid.
107. Graetz, Divre Yeme Yisrael 8:189, n. 3.
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medigo: “He represents himself supposedly as a defender of the wisdom of the
kabbalah but in fact he is its definite opponent.”'®

In addition to these scant publishing details, we might briefly consider some
biographical information about these nineteenth-century scholars who first
brought to light the new version of the Ahuz letter. Judah Leib Miesis (1798
1831) was a radical member of the Galician Haskalah known for his outspoken
criticism of traditional Judaism. In the volume where the excerpt containing
Delmedigo’s denunciation of the kabbalah appears, he bitterly attacks the super-
stitious views of rabbini¢ Judaism, especially those of the kabbalah. The com-
plete title of the work sets the tone for the entire volume: “The Book of the Zeal
for Truth . . . on the Origin of the Opinions and Customs of the Childrén of
Israel. . . . From Most of the Sages of the Children of Our People on the Mat-
ter . . . of Demons, Magic, and Transmigration . . . .” This is hardly an exercise
in dispassionate scholarship. Delmedigo’s uncompromising assault on the kab-
balist tradition was a perfect fit for Miesis’s polemical anthology.” Less radical
than Miesis was Samuel Leib Goldenberg (1807-46), the editor of the Hebrew
periodical Kerem Hemed, who was also affiliated with the Haskalah in Galicia."
Abraham Geiger’s pioneering role in the development of Reform Judaism is
well known. Although blessed with great scholarly gifts, he was not adverse,
as we have seen, to utilize them to support his own ideological positions. His
tendentious scholarship on Delmedigo’s contemporary Leone Modena has been
pointed out before.!!!

Zinberg’s claim that the new version of the Ahuz letter originated in one
of the manuscripts owned by Abraham Firkovich (1786-1874) is not an unim-
portant detail in reconstructing the trail of those men responsible for the new
“discovery.” Firkovich, the zealous advocate of Karaism’s independence from

rabbinism, was well known not only as a consummate collector of rare manu-

108. Zinberg, History, lists the manuscript as n. 523 in the Firkovich collection (p. 164).
The quote is on p. 172.

109. On Miesis, see Zinberg, History 10: 34-43 and Klausner, Toledor ka-Sifrut ka-hmi
ha-Hadashah (Jerusalem, 1960), 2:267-82.

110. On Goldenberg, see Klausner, Toledor, 2:37-38.

111. See E. Rivkin, “Leon Da Modena and the Kol Sakhal,” Jewisk Quarterly. Review 40
(1949): 146-52; Adelman, “Success and Failure,” 1:77-94.
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scripts but ds a brilliant forger who had few compunctions about “fortifying”
original texts with his own emendations and interpolations. He was not only a
champion of Karaite interests but a severe critic of Hasidism. Once in Berdi-
chev he feuded with a Hasidic teacher who referred to the Karaites as heretics
and atheists. His fierce antagonism to rabbinism in general and Hasidism in
particular is plainly articulated in a memorandum he prepared for the Russian
government on the Jewish question, in which he chillingly recommended the
extermination of the Hasidim. Despite the efforts of several nineteenth-century
scholars to demonstrate that the Firkovich materials were often unreliable, the
full extent of his tampering with texts is still not known.!"? The two Firko-
vich collections presently housed in the Public Library of Leningrad have only
recently been available to Western researchers. The Institute for Microfilmed
Hebrew Manuscripts at the National and University Library in Jerusalem is in
the process of microfilming the entire collection. As of this writing, the Firkovich
manuscript of the Ahuz letter is not yet available for study.'?

Whether or not one might soon determine conclusively if the manuscript of
the second version of Delmedigo’s letter to Zerah is authentic, it seems reason-
able to be suspicious about the circumstances of the letter’s sudden appearance
in the 1820s in light of the evidence presented above and of its discoverers’
ideological convictions. Despite Delmedigo’s complex and often contradictory
postures vis-3-vis the kabbalah and rabbinic Judaism, his brazen vilification of
the kabbalah in this epistle is unlike that in any of his other writings. He pokes
fun at the supernatural powers of the kabbalists, ridicules their beliefs in demons
and metempsychosis into animals, and claims that all of their ideas are taken

from Christianity.!"* His enthusiasm for Karaite science, Karaite literature, and

112. On Firkovich, see H. L. Strack, Abrakam Firkowitch und seine Entdeckungen (Leipzig,
1876); A. Harkavy, Alyiidische Denkmaler aus Krim (St. Petersburg, 1876); J. Mann, Zexts and
Studies in_fewish History and Literature (New York, 1972), 2:695-97; and Z. Ankori, Karaites in
Byzantium (New York, 1959), index.

113. My thanks to Dr. Tzvi Y Langermann of the institute for this information. He does
report on the recent arrival of another manuscript of the Ahuz letter listed as MS. Budapest
Seminary 40 in the institute. This may have been copied by 1. S. Reggio and is very similar to
the version published by Geiger.

114. See esp. Geiger, Melo Chofnajim, pp. 6-10.
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even Karaite liturgy appears somewhat overzealous.!> How implausible would
it be to assume that this letter was forged or at least doctored by Firkovich alone
or with several collaborators? However the text was finally put together, its
final delivery to Geiger and its dramatic publication would appear to represent
a collusion of interests between Maskilim antagonistic to Talmudic and Hasidic
Judaism and Karaites interested in publicizing their historic impact on rabbinic
culture, who also held little affection for either rabbinic legalism or mysticism.
I am in no position to determine whether the Geiger version of the Ahuz letter
was forged. I offer instead some brief questions and observations from a com-
parative reading of both versions of the letter that heightens my suspicions all
the more.

It is obvious that Geiger’s version of the letter is based in part on the ver-
sion that appeared in Sefer Elim. Not only are the first five pages identical, as
Geiger points out, byt several subsequent lines of the first version appear to be
inserted in the second.!'¢ What is more interesting is what the second version
leaves out. Understandably, it removes the modest praise of the kabbalah Del-
medigo offers in two places in the original letter, including a suggestive remark
about the connection between mathematics and mysticism, as well as an ex-
pression of his openness to study the Sefer Ha-Zokar even though he confesses
he does not understand its mysteries.!”” Less understandable is the removal of
his complementary portrait of his colleague Simone Luzzatto, whom he calls
the greatest rabbinic scholar of mathematics of his generation. In the original
version Delmedigo singles out two scholars, besides Zerah himself, among a
tiny minority of contemporaries who are still committed to the study of the sci-
ences: Luzzatto and the Karaite scholar Jacob Iskandrandi (the Alexandrian).!
In the second version, only the latter portrait is preserved.’? If Delmedigo had
indeed composed the second version, why would he have consciously left out
the only contemporary rabbinic student of the sciences worthy of mention, a
rabbi to whom he was indebted for his enthusiastic endorsement of Sefer Elim

115. Ibid., pp. 12, 13, 14, 15, 20.

116. Compare Sefer Elim, pp. 130-31, with Geiger, Melo Chofnajim, pp. 11 and 13.
117. Sefer Elim, pp. 132, 134.

118. Ibid., p. 131.

119. Geiger, Melo Chofnajim, p. 13.
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and a scholar with whom he had much in common? On the other hand, it would
certainly have been in the interest of nineteenth-century Karaites to point out
that Delmedigo could only share his scientific interests with their ancestors,
and that despite the contributions of Jewish luminaries of the past, the rabbinic
world of Delmedigo’s era was conspicuously devoid of secular knowledge. Thus
Delmedigo could not even mention one solitary rabbinic colleague who excelled
in the sciences other than himself!

A reading of the remainder of the letter elicits the following questions, to
which I have no clear answers: Why the presentation of an elaborate curriculum
of enlightened Jewish studies in the second version, in contrast to the more re-
stricted one in the first? Is the excessive praise of Maimonides and the emphatic
plea for the study of the Hebrew language in the second version more char-
acteristic of Maskilic concerns than of Delmedigo’s?!?*® Why the positive view
of Isaac Abravanel, who is the subject of constant criticisms throughout the
Noviot Hokhmah?'* And why is Delmedigo sparing in his praise of Eliezer Ash-
kenazi, who is even criticized obliquely for his brief discussion of the existence
of demons, while elsewhere Delmedigo lionizes him without reservation? !
Was Delmedigo actually familiar with the unpublished historical writing of his
countryman Elijah Capsali?'? Was he actually referring to Abraham Yagel’s Ger
Hizzayon in his list of recommended books, and if so, how was he able to see
this still unpublished work?'? In this letter Delmedigo thanks his parents for
giving him the opportunity from a tender age to read the Greek of the ancient
philosophers.! However, in Mazref he complains that the Greek he learned as a
child was useless in reading ancient Greek, which he was obliged to learn from
the start.!? How does one reconcile these two observations? Finally, how might

one explain the differing versions of a bitter reference Delmedigo makes about

120. See ibid., pp. 16, 18.

121. See ibid., pp. 17-18, 21; compare, for example, Noviot, pp. 6b—7a, 25a-b, 86b, 99b—
103a, Mazref, p. 73

122. See Geiger, Melo Chofnajim, p. 22; compare Novlot, pp. 40b, 46a, and Barzilay, Yosef
Shlomo Delmedigo, p. 191.

123. See Geiger, Melo Chofnayim, p. 23.

124. Ibid., p. 23

125. See ibid., p. 24.

126. Cf. Magref la-Hokhmah, p. 51, and Barzilay, Yosef Shlomo Delmedigo, pp. 31-32.
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rabbinic ignorance of astronomy? In the first version, Delmedigo attributes this
statement to Maimonides; in the second he states it directly, perhaps accentuat-
ing the sharpness of his critique.!”

Other anomalies might be forthcoming from an even closer examination of
the text, particularly its manuscript version. I hope that I have at least raised the
question as a serious concern for future scholarship. In the absence of a final
verdict about the second Ahuz letter, three possibilities thus present themselves:
1) Geiger’s version is authentic and thus the rest of Delmedigo’s kabbalistic
writings are a hoax; he clearly composes them as a dissimulator. 2) Geiger’s
version, except for the parts lifted from the first versions, is a complete forgery.
Thus the rest of his writings, especially his Novlor Hokhmah and Mazgref la-
Hokhmah, legitimately reveal his integrationist approach with respect to science
and kabbalah. Despite occasional contradictions and inconsistencies, his work
as a whole holds together quite well. 3) Geiger’s version of the letter was actu-
ally composed by Delmedigo, but in the hands of Firkovich and his collaborators
it has been subjected to emendations and elaborations, all meant to promote
Karaite and Maskilic interests. When the original core of the letter is identified,
the extremity of Delmedigo’s position regarding rabbinism and kabbalah will
disappear. The integrationist perspective of possibility 2 is then generally valid.

Assuming my tentative conclusions about the Magref la-Hokkmah and the
second version of Mikhtav Ahuz are correct, Barzilay’s reconstruction of Del-
medigo’s subsequent thought requires considerable revision. In the three cate-
gories of thought mentioned at the beginning of this chapter, suggested by
Joseph Hamiz, Delmedigo would find his place in the third group of think-
ers, Hamiz’s own group, who “tried to find a path to follow the Torah and
[rational investigation] so that one would not contradict the other” and who
understood “nature in order to know what is beyond nature.”'? In joining this
camp, Joseph Delmedigo would become its most distinguished representative in
both his mastery of the sciences and his eagerness to establish bridges between

I

them and kabbalistic theosophy. Leone Modena would have had every right to

feel abandoned.

127. See Sefer Elim, p. 131; compare Geiger, Melo Chofnajim, p. 13.
128. See n. 9 above.
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Fig. 1. Ladislas Saloun’s hewn-stone monument of the Maharal of Prague, located at the
entrance to the Prague Town Hall. (All illustrations in this section are courtesy of the

Library of the Jewish Theological Seminary of America.)
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Fig. 3. Portrait of Joseph Delmedigo from Sefer £lim (Amsterdam, 1629).
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Fig. 4. Page of scientific illustrations in Sefer Elim (Odessa, 1864) based on those found in
the first edition (Amsterdam, 1629).



Fig. 5. Title page from Azariah Figo’s sermon collection Binak le-fttim (Venice, 1653).
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Fig. 6. Title page from Solomon Morpurgo’s commentary £z ha-Da’at (Venice, 1704) on
Jedaiah Bedersi’s ethical work Sefer Rehinar Olam. Morpurgo’s name is omitted.
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Fig. 7. Portrait of Tobias ha-Cohen from the first edition of his Ma ‘asek Tuviyyah
(Venice, 1707).
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Fig. 8. Diagram with explanatory text of the geocentric universe according to Ptolemy in
Ma’aseh Tuviyyah (Venice, 1707), p. 50a.
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Fig. 9. Diagram with explanatory text of the heliocentric universe according to Copernicus
in Maaseh Tuviyyah (Venice, 1707), p. 50b.
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Fig. 10. Broadside of a Hebrew poem written by Isaiah Roman in honor of the graduation of
Solomon, son of the celebrated Isaac Lampronti of Ferrara, from Padua’s medical school
in 1734,
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Fig. 11. Title page of the converso physician Rodrigo de Castro’s Medicus politicus
(Hamburg, 1614).
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Portuguese congregation of London, dated Tishre
[September-October] 1704.
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Fig. 13. Title page of part 2 of David Nieto’s Mateh Dan,
also called He-Kuzari ha-Sheni, published in London
in 1714 in Hebrew and Spanish.



Science and Skepticism

SIMONE LUZZATTO ON PERCEIVING THE NATURAL WORLD

If it were not for a brief remark by Joseph Delmedigo regard-
ing Simone Luzzatto’s extraordinary skills as a mathematician,
no one might have associated this erudite but somewhat con-
tentious Venetian scholar with the sciences in the first place.
Recent interest in Luzzatto, who functioned as rabbi for almost
sixty years until his death in 1663, has centered almost exclu-
sively on his apologetic Discorso circa il stato de gl’Hebrei et in
particolar dimoranti nellinclita Cirta di Venetia (Venice, 1638), ad-
dressed to the Doge and Senate of Venice, eloquently defending
the political and economic rights of Venetian Jewry.! Luzzatto’s
extant writing is sparse compared to that of his older contem-
porary Leone Modena. Most intriguing of all is the fact that his
two major works, the Discorso and a philosophical work entitled
Socrate, were both written in Italian and addressed to a non-
Jewish readership. Although several responsa and letters of Luz-
zatto are extant in Hebrew, the most illustrious Venetian rabbi
of the seventeenth century (other than Modena himself) left an

anomalous legacy almost completely unrelated to rabbinics or

1. The two most important publications on this work are B. C. 1. Ravid,
Economics and Toleration in Seventeenth-Century Venice: The Background and Con-
text of the Discorso of Simone Lugzatto, American Academy for Jewish Research
Monograph Series, no. 2 (Jerusalem, 1978), and the Hebrew translation of
the Discorso (Ma'amar al Yehudei Venegia) by D. Lattes, with introductions by
R. Bachi and M. A. Shulvass (Jerusalem, 1950).
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religious teachings of any kind.2 Perhaps Heinrich Graetz was not as far off the
mark as more recent scholars have suggested in viewing Luzzatto as a skeptic?
Certainly Bernard Septimus is correct in equating Luzzatto’s portrait of Philo,
the first-century philosopher who could have educated contemporary Jews but
unhappily wrote for non-Jews, with Luzzatto himself.*

There are two problems with studying Luzzatto as a religious thinker and
natural philosopher. In the first place, his intriguing Socrate has been virtually
unstudied. No scholar has even described the work fully, let alone mentioned
reading it in its entirety’ The sole discussion of its political ideas is partial,
misleading, and ultimately flawed, as we shall see below.$ In the second place,
as Septimus points out, it is difficult for the modern researcher to disentangle
the public Luzzatto from the private one. In the absence of substantial writing
in Hebrew, can one assume that his writings to Christian audiences reflect his
own positions authentically? The Discorso is overtly apologetic; Jewish culture
is presented in a manner consonant with Christian cultural and political values
and tastes and in a language appropriate to Christian rhetorical style and modes
of conceptualization. The circumstances surrounding the writing of Socrate are
much more obscure. Besides the few hints Luzzatto offers in his preface, it
remains unclear why he wrote the work, to whom it was directed, and who
actually read it. Did he assume that by publishing a highly learned treatise in

Italian, it would escape the attention of even his most learned coreligionists, and

2. Shulvass, in his introduction to Me ‘amar, succinctly describes Luzzatto’s extant Hebrew
writings.

3. Graetz is cited in Ravid, Economics and Toleration, p. 94, n. 97.

4. B. Septimus, “Biblical Religion and Political Rationality in Simone Luzzatto, Maimo-
nides and Spinoza,” Jewish Thought in the Seventeenth Century, ed. 1. Twersky and B. Septimus
(Cambridge, Mass., 1987), p. 420.

5. Shulvass, in his study of Luzzatto’s writings in Ma‘amar, knew the work only from its
title page, which we shall see is misleading.

6.1 refer to A. Melamed, “Ahotan ha-Ketanah shel ha-Hokhmot: Ha-Mahshavah ha-
Medinit she ha-Hogim ha-Yehudim ba-Renesance ha-Italki,” Ph.D. diss., Tel Aviv University,
1976, pp. 393-417. Despite his generally useful discussion of Luzzatto, Melamed’s partial
reading of Socrate significantly misconstrues the essential position of the author, as I point
out below.

7. Septimus, “Biblical Religion,” p. 400.
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that therefore he had the license to take positions he would never dare offer in
Hebrew? On the other hand, since it was more common by the mid-seventeenth
century for Italian Jews to read and write ltalian, and Hebrew literacy was
seemingly on the decline} did he intend that his work would be read by Jews?
Writing in dialogic form where a variety of opinions are expressed, and even
Socrates’ position remains somewhat veiled, Luzzatto was not making it easy
either for the reader of his generation or for a modern one to fathom his real
intention. And finally, might we conclude that the position Socrates seems to
adopt at the end of his trial is identical with the position of its Jewish author?
None of these fundamental issues lends itself to easy resolution. In the absence
of any previous scholarly reading of Socrate and having only a partial synthesis
of the Discorso, any characterizations of Luzzatto’s thought must be tentative.

The analysis that follows is restricted to Luzzatto’s understanding and appre-
ciation of the natural world and the sciences. Other dimensions of his religious
and political thought are beyond the scope of this chapter. Nevertheless, this
more limited focus constitutes a central component of his thinking and might
offer a most promising beginning to a more comprehensive treatment of the
thinker, especially of Socrate. Unquestionably, it reveals a common universe of
discourse with his older rabbinic colleague Leone Modena, but at the same time a
much deeper and more sophisticated grasp of some of the current philosophical,
scientific, and political theories of his day.

In the approbations in Delmedigo’s Sefer Elim, Luzzatto’s praise of the work is
found immediately after that of Modena? That all three scholars were intimately
linked in their appreciation of naturalistic studies is the most telling impression
the approbations convey. As we have seen, Modena testifies to his contacts with
Delmedigo during his visits to Venice as a student of medicine at the neighbor-
ing University of Padua. He sings his praises and designates him a true scholar.
No less stinting in his accolades is Luzzatto, who calls Delmedigo “a redeemer”
of human sciences “knowledgeable in every secret regarding naturalistic, divine,

and mathematical fields, ascending to the firmament, incomparable in all these

8. See the remarks of Judah del Bene in his Kiss ‘oz le-vet David (Verona, 1646), 2:9. I discuss
del Bene in chap. 6.
9. Sefer Elim, beginning.
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wisdoms.” Like Delmedigo himself, Tobias Cohen, and many others,” he al-
ludes to the low cultural level of the Jewish community, suggesting that the
quality of Delmedigo’s composition will somehow quiet “those who refer to
us with arrogance and disdain, claiming that we are lacking in knowledge and
that any sagacity has been removed from us. For today the scholars of Greece
and Rome shall declare: “They indeed possess a mind; they produced their wit-
nesses and they testified altogether [compare Is. 43:9]. Would that such words
be engraved in the Latin language, attributing to us glory and majesty!”!!

On another occasion, Delmedigo returns the compliment in kind in singling
out Luzzatto as “a great leader of the Jews whose name is famous, the eru-
dite rabbi Simhah [Simone] Luzzatto, may God protect and preserve him, who
knows every aspect of the mathematical sciences and has entered [all] of its
chambers. . . . I did not know if he actually composed a work on geometry
or astronomy.”!2 Delmedigo’s evaluation of Luzzatto’s learning constitutes the
most substantial evidence—other than Luzzatto’s own writing—of his serious
involvement in mathematics and astronomy and his proficiency in both.® His
participation with Modena in promoting a Hebrew work on the sciences was
thus neither perfunctory nor mere political flattery. In a community severely
deficient in scientific knowledge in Delmedigo’s eyes, his appreciation of Luz-
zatto’s singular expertise should not be taken lightly. He might also have in-
cluded Modena in his adulation, but Modena apparently was a mere champion
of education in the sciences among Jews; Luzzatto was actually a serious student
of the sciences in his own right.

Given the political focus of Luzzatto’s Discorso, the natural world and its

study would not appear to be central to the work’s objectives. Nevertheless, the

10. On Tobias, see chap. 8 below.

11. Note how Luzzatto attributes gaining recognition to publishing in Latin. Perhaps this
also helps to explain his interest in publishing in Italian.

12. Sefer Etim (Odessa, 1865), p. 131.

" 13. Other evidence of Luzzatto’s reputation in the sciences has recently been noticed in
the Libro grande of the Jewish community of Venice (“versati nelle scienze”), in a poem by
Modena, and in a book by Giulio Morosini, the Venetian apostate (“grandemento acreditato
per le scienze”). See D. Malkiel, 4 Separate Republic: The Mechanics and Dynamics of Venetian
Jewish Self-Government, 1607-1624 (Jerusalem, 1991), p. 203, n. 178, for references.

156



SCIENCE AND SKEPTICISM

work is replete with references to nature and to the study of the natural world
in the Jewish curriculum. One might argue that such references were merely
meant to portray the Jewish community in the most favorable light before its
Venetian sovereigns. No doubt Luzzatto consciously strove to underscore those
qualities of Jewish cultural life that would make a positive impression on the
Catholic government of Venice. When he states that “it is a known fact” that
Jews are closer to the Catholics than to the Protestants, that Jews and Catho-
lics share an understanding of the biblical text that requires the mediation of
an interpretative tradition, and that both claim that repentance can ameliorate
sin,"* he is surely trying to win points with the city’s religious majority. On the
other hand, his characterization of Italian Jewry is more than empty flattery; it
accurately reflects the comingling of Judaism and Catholicism in the age of the
Italian ghettos.”> Similarly, Luzzatto’s remarks about nature might convey his
own ideal of Jewish culture, if not its actual appearance.

Keen observations of nature abound throughout Luzzatto’s treatise. No doubt
his analogies to medicine and nature are a commonplace of contemporaneous
political writing. But they resonate in a peculiar way to anyone familiar with
Socrate, particularly the long speech Luzzatto assigns to Hippias. Furthermore,
they are so numerous and so individualized that they should not be considered
as mere rhetorical flourish. Take for example the analogies to ‘the Jewish prob-
lem” that he adduces in the preface to the work. To demonstrate his point that
the Jewish people as a whole should not be held responsible for the crimes of
certain individuals, he points out that a farmer cultivates his soil by removing
the weeds among his fine grasses, not by destroying the entire field; that good
health is only noticeable in the context of illness; and that the movement of a
swift current is only detected when someone confronts an obstacle that retards
his motion.!¢ In the introduction to the Discorso, he likens the Jews to the Stoic
notion of a thin terrestrial vapor combined with the Atomist notion of indivis-

ible and invisible particles. When both come together, they nourish and sustain

14. Ma’amar ol Yehudei Venegia, p. 152.
15. Cf. D. B. Ruderman, ed., Essential Papers on Jewish Culture in Renaissance and Baroque ltaly
(New York, 1992), Introduction, pp. 24-32; see also my remarks on del Bene in chap. 6 below.

16. Ma‘amar, p. 77; Ravid, Economics and Toleration, pp. 52-53. For other natural analogies,
see Ma amar, pp. 74-75, 106, and 107-8.
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the public treasury of the state.”” Such far-fetched analogies might be dismissed
if they did not reveal an intimate understanding of ancient theories of nature,
fully and dramatically confirmed by the lengthy discussions in Socrate.

The reference to a Stoic notion should be seen in conjunction with two
others. Luzzatto writes: “Since God created the world with only one nature,
He watched over it to unite all its parts and to nourish them in harmonious
fashion. Thus He commanded that all humanity would relate to each other in
brotherhood as one, since every person is obliged to see himself as a citizen of
one universal republic.”®® The notion of a universal nature ruled in harmony
by natural laws obliging each individual to see himself as a citizen of the world
is Stoic through and through. When viewed together with the long discourse
of Hippias in Socrate and with Luzzatto’s later reference to the most significant
Stoic philosopher of his own era, Justus Lipsius, the reference takes on added
significance.’?

Another Stoic notion of nature soon follows, this one appropriated to ex-
plain the peculiar psyche of the Jewish nation. Luzzatto refers to the concept
of anti-peristasis—that a condition or quality hostile or contrary to an existent
condition or quality often fortifies and enlivens it. Thus severe cold surrounding
the heat of a newborn child enhances its inner heat, and the sense of danger
aroused by an enemy enhances the courage of a besieged nation. In similar
fashion, the Jewish people’s alienation from the religion and customs of their
neighbors reinforced their faith in God and their ancestral traditions.®

Luzzatto repeatedly underscores the significance of understanding the natu-
ral world in his response to the charges of Tacitus against Judaism. He ridicules
Tacitus for not understanding the naturalistic benefits of leaving land unculti-
vated during the sabbatical year?! He mentions explicitly that the high priest

prayed not only for his household and community but for the parts of nature:

17. Ma’amar, pp. 79-80; Ravid, Economics and Toleration, p. 53.

18. Ma'amar, p. 113.

19. Luzzatto’s reference to Lipsius is found in the Ma‘amar, p. 147. On Stoicism in Socrate,
see my fuller discussion below.

20. Ma‘amar, p. 121.

21. Ibid., p. 136.
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“the land, the water, the wind and fire.”? He points out that the miraculous can
be appreciated only by an expert in the normal course of the world. A musician
can identify dissonance only because of his expertise in harmony; a doctor dis-
cerns illness by grasping the standards of health. Similarly, one cannot “declare
the wonders of God” without being a naturalist?® The inference that natural
philosophy leads to greater piety is also suggested by Hippias in Socraze.*

Luzzatto’s discussion of the types of scholars within the Jewish community
further demonstrates his consistent preoccupation with the study of nature. He
emphasizes that rabbinic sages cannot interpret Jewish law without a mastery
of the natural sciences, particularly astronomy? In this context he mentions
the confusing theories of the cosmos from Ptolemy to Copernicus and his ex-
pectation that the rabbis must command some expertise in this bewildering
discipline In his discussion of philosophers, he singles out Gersonides and
his less-known astronomical writing, a work he claims to be far superior to
the Almagest of Ptolemy? His remarks suggest an intimate acquaintance with
this highly technical Hebrew work, at least those parts Luzzatto was able to
locate. Among the other philosophers, Hasdai Crescas is cited for his critique
of Aristotle and specifically for his significant influence on the skeptical writing
of Giovanni Francisco Pico Mirandola, a major source of Pyrrhonist skepticism
in early sixteenth-century Italy?® We shall return to this reference in examining
the skeptical foundations of Socrate.

It is clear from Luzzatto’s depiction of the kabbalists that his view toward
them is similar to that of Modena. He states categorically that Jews are not re-
quired to accept their views. Their greatest following is in eastern Europe, he
contends, implying that more sophisticated Italian Jews would not take them

so seriously? His manner of presenting their ideas is to correlate them with

22. Ibid,, p. 128.

23. Ibid., p. 134.

24. See below.

25. Ma‘amar, pp. 139-40.
26. Ihid,, p. 140.

27. Ibid., pp. 142-43.

28. Ibid,, p. 143.

29. Ibid.
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ancient philosophies—Pythagoreans, Stoics, skeptics, Neoplatonists, gnostics,
and nominalists, as if to attenuate both the uniqueness and the antiquity of kab-
balistic notionsX¥ Luzzatto’s presentation was certainly written with an eye to
his Christian audience, seeking to translate esoteric concepts into a language
comprehensible to non-Jews. At the same time, there is no reason to doubt that
Luzzatto’s loyalties lay elsewhere. Kabbalah for Luzzatto was merely another
form of occult philosophy comparable to other philosophical schools of the an-
cient world. Through such a comparison, its sanctity and authority were reduced
in size and stature; its claims on truth were no more or less credible than those
of other schools.

Luzzatto fittingly concludes his discussion by emphasizing Jewish education
in the sciences: “They [the Jews] consider it a commandment from the Torah to
reflect on natural things in order to gain thusly a closer knowledge to ascertain
the greatness of the Creator; and above everything, they consider it an obli-
gation to study the science of the stars because of its importance in fixing the
calendar and because this science functions as a gate and an opening to the
knowledge of God’s greatness and majesty, as written in the Psalms [89:3]: ‘In
the heavens, You establish Your faithfulness,’ that is, through the heavens God
prepares and orders the hearts of men to have faith as one looks at the expanse
of the heavenly bodies and their speed of movement, the stability of their sea-
sons, and the permanence of their periods.” He adds finally that even in a time
when Jews are enslaved in their exile and cannot immerse their minds fully in
the sciences, they are still obliged to do so since their faith depends on it. More-
over, those few intellectuals in every generation who do pursue the sciences
ultimately sustain and protect their communities. For in times of persecution
and endangerment, only the activity of the mind on the part of these individuals
allows them to win the confidence of the governments under which they live
As the rabbi of the Jewish community of Venice, Luzzatto thus perceived his
training in the sciences as having political consequences both for himself and
for his community. His intellectual activity directly contributed to the positive
public image of his constituency. Conversely, one might argue, he assumed that

30. Ibid., pp. 144-46.
31. Ibid,, p. 148.
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the untutored kabbalists sullied that image and undermined the credibility of

Jews in the eyes of the Christian leadership.®2

The full title of Luzzatto’s Socrate, published in Venice in 1651, ostensibly
suggests the major message of the work: Socrate overe dell humano sapere esercitio
sertogiocoso di Simone Lugzatto Hebreo Venetiano opera nella quale si dimostra quanto
sta imbecile [’humano intendimento, mentre no é diretto dalla divina rivelatione, that
is, the utter futility of human knowledge without the guiding hand of divine
revelation. Such a pious affirmation surely seems fitting to the spirit of Counter-
Reformation ltaly, for Christians and Jews alike, and would appear to have
easily gained the assent of both communities. That the book is not all it ap-
pears to be is suggested by two curious features. In the first place, the author
is a “Venetian Hebrew” who had just assumed the chief rabbinical office of the
city. Why he would devote such energy to explicating the trial of Socrates to a
seventeenth-century Italian readership is hardly self-evident. In the case of the
Discorso, Luzzatto had good reason to defend boldly and eloquently the rights of
Jews. Socrate, however, is a different matter altogether. There is hardly anything
particularly Jewish about the book. Although Luzzatto openly acknowledges his
religious identity, he appears to address only issues of universal import. He does
not claim to speak as a Jew to Christians, only as a Venetian to fellow Vene-
tians. That Luzzatto would elect to write for an audience beyond his immediate
coreligionists is not unprecedented in Jewish cultural history; the examples of
Leone Ebreo and Moses Mendelssohn immediately come to mind.*® But surely
the act was unusual, daring, and puzzling, as in the case of Leone.

In the second place, the reader of this substantial work comes away with
the distinct impression that the title is considerably misleading. While Luzzatto
allows his various speakers to speak occasionally about God and divine provi-

dence, there is little if anything about divine revelation in the work. In fact, the

32. For a similar idea, see the debate between Morpurgo and Basilea discussed in chap. 7
below.

33. For a summary of some recent work on Leone Ebreo, see D. B. Ruderman, “The Ital-

ian Renaissance and Jewish Thought,” Renai e Hi jsm: Foundations, Forms, and Legacy,
ed. A. Rabil, Jr. (Philadelphia, 1981), 1:407-12. On Mendelssohn’s Phaedon, see A. Altmann,
Moses Mendelssohn: A Biographical Study (University, Alabama, 1973), pp. 140-58.
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religious message, when identifiable, is most faint and indirect. The major issue
is not the certainty of divine guidance but human insecurity and uncertainty.
The title promises a stronger spiritual orientation than the book delivers. One
might assume that Luzzatto was simply conveying the convictions of the pagan
Socrates and not his own, that a Christian or Jewish teaching would be an un-
welcome anachronism. But Socrate was not intended merely to reproduce the
historical record. It represents an intellectual critique and a social and political
commentary on Luzzatto’s own time. He is never reluctant to allow his an-
cient characters to refer to contemporary discoveries and ideas from Galileo’s
telescope, to Copernican astronomy, to Paracelsian chemistry, to contempo-
rary discussions of geometry, optics, and navigation But on contemporary
theology he is remarkably silent.

Luzzatto’s dedication and preface only faintly convey his motivation for writ-
ing the book. To its dedicatees, Doge Francesco Molino and the Collegio of
Venice, the author offers the sage Socrates, the oracle of human prudence, whose
wisdom is comforting in any time but especially during “the present combus-
tions of a most serious war against a most formidable enemy.” Seven years of
violence of immense forces have finally given way to a “constant and mature
prudence.” Luzzatto prays in the name of his ancestors for a satisfactory out-
come for the Venetians. He obviously refers to the war of Crete fought against
the Turks, in which Molino had held major responsibility as head of Venice’s
navy3$ As a gesture of his support as a good citizen of Venice, Luzzatto offers
his erudite tome. Like his contemporary, Judah del Bene, who excoriated the
Turks and fully supported the Catholic side,”” Luzzatto fully identified himself as
a Venetian. Having argued on behalf of Jewish loyalty to Venice in the Discorso,

he was demonstrating it in the dedication of Socrate.

34. These are all mentioned below.

35. Socrate, dedicatory page: “Serenissimo prencipe et eccellentissimo collegio . . . in
ogni tempo, & massime nelle presenti combustioni di gravissima guerra contro potentissimo
nemico . . . onde per il corso d’anni sette fu esprimentato che la violenza benche munita
d’immense forze, languisce & soccombe alla oppositione di constante & matura prudenza.”

36. On Molino and the war of Crete, see A. da Mosta, 7 Dogi di Venegia (Milan, 1966), pp.
464-66; W. Carew Hazlitt, The Venetian Republic: fts Rise, Its Growth, and Its Fall, A.D. 409-1797
(London, 1915), 2:224-37

37. On del Bene, see chap. 6 below.
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The only notices of his Jewish identity other than that on the title page are
five citations of biblical verses throughout the book: two from Ecclesiastes, one
from Leviticus, one from Job, and one from Proverbs. The first three appear in
the opening pages of the volume; the last two, including the most significant of
all, appear toward the end. Luzzatto first quotes Ecclesiastes 9:18 (“Wisdom is
more valuable than weapons of war”) by way of offering his words of wisdom
in a time of war.® That he symmetrically closes the argument of the book with
another quotation from the same text may be more than coincidence. Nor may
it be fortuitous that Solomon, not a contemporary theorist of ragione di stato
but the quintessential Jewish sage, opens by offering the Venetian leadership
the most sensible strategy to extricate themselves from their costly conflict. In
a gesture of humility, Luzzatto then offers his second biblical reference to the
meal offering (Leviticus 2 and elsewhere): “In the Mosaic law it is noted that
the Divine Majesty is satisfied with a little flour,” comparing it with his own
humble offering to the Doge And in the reader’s preface, he offers the third,
this time from Solomon’s Proverbs (30:18): “Three things are beyond me; four
I cannot fathom: . . . How a snake makes its way over a rock.”* The last cita-
tion captures the essential theme of the entire book: the enigmatic quality of
the natural world. Although humans attempt to comprehend the faint footprints
embedded in nature, they can never fully grasp its essence; they can only ap-
proach understanding with modesty and discretion, liberating their souls from
the presumptuous opinions of arrogant scholars and their despotic authority.
Socrates pronounces “the subversion of human knowledge,” adopting a mode of
reflection that is “tentative, skeptical, and doubting” rather than “dogmatic and
assertive.”¥! Luzzatto returns to the same message in the closing of his work,
where his final Solomonic reflection is uttered. With the gentle and discreet

hand of a polished writer, he artistically situates the lengthy and convoluted
€,

38. At the beginning of the dedication.

39. “che ramemorandosi che nella Legge Mosaica si trova registrato, che la Divina Maesta
appagavasi di poca farina, che in segno di divotione povere meschino P’appresentava, si com-
piaciano parimente aggradire questo ben che minimo saggio di dottrina.”

40. Preface to reader: “& Salamone nelli proverbij fra li quattro che nel camino non
producono di loro segnale, fi annoverato il serpente, che sopra duro fasso si striscia.”

41. “. .. che tutto cid che pronontid Socrate nelle everssione dell’humano sapere, fi1 piti

tosto per modo tentativo, septico, & dubbitativo, che dogmatico & assertivo.”
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reflections of the Greek sages of his dialogue between the two unadorned poles
of Hebraic sagacity spoken by the biblical king,

Following the dedication and preface, Luzzatto offers a synopsis of the book’s
basic argument# Utilizing his summary but expanding upon it, I present my
own epitome of the book, emphasizing his extended discussions about the natu-
ral world. Since the book is not well known and, to my knowledge, has never
before been fully described, such an effort seems appropriate prior to any analy-
sis of my own.

In ancient Athens, the members of the Delphic Academy congregate to lib-
erate Reason, who had been imprisoned and oppressed by human authority.
They install a special receptacle where people can place secret denunciations
regarding the abuses of reason and its diffusion of improper doctrines. Socrates
is subsequently accused of subverting human science and is brought to trial.
He defends himself by arguing that the uncertainty of human knowledge stems
from the unresolvable controversies among the ancient scholars over the prin-
ciples of natural things. He claims to have abandoned the unattainable quest for
certain knowledge and in its place seeks only the “glimmer of the probable” (il
barlume del probabile).#* A full account of ancient hypotheses on the origin of
the universe follows, including those with contemporaneous overtones such as
the views of Aristotle, Plato, the atomists, and even the chemical philosophers
(gli chimici).* As we shall see, one of the most characteristic features of such
discussions is Luzzatto’s inclusion of recent theories and discoveries about the
natural world to bolster and reinforce ancient skeptical arguments.

From this preliminary exposition of theories, Socrates offers his initial im-
pression about the futility of human beings ever knowing the truth, about the
unstable, arbitrary, and capricious nature of human knowledge, the unreliability
of sense perception, and the incapacity of the human intellect to conceptual-
ize any object.* To illustrate his position, he takes advantage of information
only available to one living in the seventeenth century. Emphasizing the severe
limitations of the unaided eye to observe the heavens, he offers a detailed and

42. Socrate, pp. 3-4.
43. Ibid,, p. 16.

44. 1bid., pp. 16-33.
45, Ibid., pp. 33-92.
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accurate summary of Galileo’s telescope and the observations of the moon,
planets, and heliocentric universe.* Although these observations might appear
to strengthen the position that human beings are indeed capable of observing
and knowing quite a lot about their universe, Socrates is careful to balance
these new achievements with the weight of human liabilities. Demonstrating a
remarkable mastery of optics, he subsequently discusses various theories about
the process by which the eyes receive rays of light in order to see. This allows
him to diminish the significance of the recent advances by emphasizing once
again the distortions and errors endemic to all human observation.¥

Following detailed excurses on the nature of color,”® the internal senses," the
imagination,”® memory,” and the intellect,> Socrates considers the larger ques-
tion of the purpose of knowledge and reflects on the dizzying multifariousness

of the natural world. With the discerning eye of the naturalist, he offers a splen-

46. 1bid., pp. 94-95: “& massime doppo che fu sufragato dall’egregio adminicolo del
cannachialo che dimonstrd Perrori & falacie, che I’antichitd normata dall’humano discorso
giudicava vere & sincere dottrine, stimd questa che la via lattea fosse sublunare, e terestre
esalatione, ma 'occhio aiutato da tal criterio & instrumento, hora ci insegna che sia una con-
gerie di minutissime stelle fisse, nelle pilt sublime parti del cielo esistenti: crese quella che
la luna fosse corpo terso & polito c’instruisce questo che de molto cavita & prominentie sia
ingombrata; ci persuase facilmente quella che solamente alla luna avenga diversita di appa-
renza, ci dimonstrd questo che venere parimente apparisce, intiera, dimezzara & falcatra; stimo
quella che I'istessa Venere & Mercurio attorniassero la terra come fanno li altri pianeti, ci aviso
questo che non la terra, ma il Sole come loro centro questi circondano & intorno ad esso si
ravolgono; guidicd quella che sette fossero li erranti pianeti, ci accertd questo che all’intorno
di Giove con loro periodi particolati si rivolgessero quattro altri globi, benche da esso circa il
Zodiaco siano traportati & rivolti, & anco ci insegnd che Saturno non solamente uno pianeta
sia; ma certo consortio di tre corpi, che in anni trenta con moto conforme la terra circuiscono.
approbo quella che il Sole autore del mondano calore ne fosse egli privo. ci informo questo
che il globo solare fosse occupato da moiti mongibelli & vesuvji, che vomitando fuochi, &

oscure esalationi . ...”

47. Socrate, pp. 96-98
48. Ibid,, pp. 101-5

49. Ibid., pp. 105-13.
50. Ibid., pp. 114-22.
51. Ibid., pp. 123-31.
52. Ibid., pp. 132-33.
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diferous portrait of the earth’s topography and the movement of the seas, the
course of rivers and the appearance of mountain ranges, the variety of plants
and animals and even human cultures and customs. By including the new data
about the human species derived from dissections and from the discovery of the
natives of Africa, he ponders whether such overwhelming diversity bespeaks a
kind, beneficent, and purposeful universe or a frightening, monstrous, and ca-
lamitous one. In the light of such discoveries, one might conclude that ignorance
is blissful, while knowledge torments>*

Having deflated the presumption of nature’s bountiful and harmonious pur-
pose, Socrates steers his interlocutors to the subject of how one knows. He again
listens to a wide diversity of hypotheses, none of which is conclusive or reassur-
ing.>* When one of the participants, Archelao, offers his opinion that knowledge
constitutes the understanding of the causes of things, Socrates again introduces
recent data to confound the position that nature benefits human beings. He be-
gins by inquiring about the disproportion of natural resources among differing
localities: why some regions are blessed with natural irrigation and others arid,
why the sea is tempestuous in certain areas and gentle in others, why the Medi-
terranean terminates arbitrarily in Syria, depriving the other peoples of Asia
of an active commerce, and why the narrow land separating Africa from Asia
impedes trade vessels from traveling between the Mediterranean and the “rich
Indes.”%> From the natural impediments of the sea and land, he turns to dispel

53. Ibid., pp. 166-71, esp. p. 167 on the human species : “ma che il contrario pare che osser-
vasse nella humana spetie, che di tal equalita punto non si curd, ritrovandosi cadauno homo,
tanto diferente di virtd, conditione, costumi, & opinioni dal altro, che rassembra che cadauno
d’essi constituisca affato diversa spetie; onde se 'anatomia interna dell’animo si potesse prati-
care, come la disecatione del corpo, s’osservarebbero la pili portentose monstruosita che gia
mai la imaginatione formalizare si potesse, ne I’Africa di hererocliti parti fecondissima madre,
ne la licentiosa liberta di poeti & pittori, tale ne formarebbero & fingerebbero, da che presero
origine quelli tre celebri pronontiati che appo il volgo passano per adagij, homo homini Deus,
homo homini lupus, homo homini homo, che forse questo ultimo meglio espresse la fierezza
dell’humane genere.”

54. Socrate, pp. 175-206.

55. Ibid., p. 212: “onde seguendolo li altri sapienti, chi mai di essi investigd & rinveni il
fine per cui alcuni regioni della terra sono a satieta irrigate da prolifico humore, & altre affatto

di esso destitute; & altre dalle illuvioni di fiumi sormerse? che ricerco perche alcuni paesi
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the common assumptions that animals are created for human usage, singling out
the poisonous vipers of Africa’® Even an element of uncertainty and incongruity
afflicts mathematical demonstrations” All of these examples suggest that com-
prehending the causes of things is not the ultimate goal of human knowledge;
if it were, human beings would prove woefully inept.

Pausing to present and then criticize the deductive syllogism of Aristotle®
and the inductive methods of “false alchemy,”” Socrates considers the final
position of Cratilo, which in the end approximates his own. According to this
view, certain questions concerning time, motion, and space can never be re-
solved with certainty. The unfathomable dimensions of the sun, of atoms, and
of geometry make a mockery of human reason. In the end, speculations on such
matters inevitably end in disagreement “and tension between sensory percep-
tion and the mind.”® Cratilo acknowledges that human beings can only function
in the realm of the probable, reserving “secure truth” to God. He adds that
while a full understanding of the external universe alludes us, human beings

require only a mediocre level of cognition for ordering human affairs, which he

sono piani & commodi alli usi humani & altri alpestri & sterili? chi indagd per quall’oggetto
il mare in alcuni lochi della terra con furioso flusso ’assalta, & immediate la rilascia come
accade nel mare occidentale Settentrionale, & in altri lochi con mediocri aggressi, regressi
con essa scherza, & in altre positure come nella lunghezza del mare mediteranec solamente
con reciproco & alternante corso non crescendo ne diminuendo la lambisce? per qual scopo
Iistesso mare nel lido della Soria termina, & non pit oltre si estende, privandoci di ageuole
comercio con li popoli pitt interni della vastissima Asia? qual mira hebbe 'opefice universale
nell’impedire la navigatione alla Grecia, ltalia, & altre Provincie mediteranee con I’infraporre
quel stretto istimo & poco di terra fra ’Asia & Africa, in modo che c¢i rimane impedito lo
transitare con vascelli alle ricche indie?”

56. Ibid., p. 213.

57. Ibid., pp. 213~14: “che ne anco le scientie matematiche che tengono fra le altre di
certezza il principato né di causa efficiente ne finale nelle lore ferme demostrationi punto si
servono.”

58. Ibid., pp. 215-20.

59. Ibid., pp. 223.

60. Ibid., pp. 230-35, concluding: “che il discorso nell’osservarle, che implicano in se stesse
repugnanze & contrarieta affatto intolerabili & inadmissibili. riducendosi alla fine qualunque

speculatione 4 termine di litigio & tenzone fra il senso & la mente.”
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terms prudenza.8 Having narrowed the expectations of human understanding to
the social and political order, he moves on to a rigorous consideration of nine
definitions of prudenza.?

The lengthiest speech on the subject, and the one of most relevance to the
subject of this chapter, is that of Hippias$® As if oblivious to all that has pre-
viously been said about the inscrutability of the natural world, Hippias confi-
dently argues that the surest model of our social and political relations on earth
is provided by the “midwife” of nature He eloquently argues that although
human beings lack the capacity to understand everything outside themselves,
nevertheless they can grasp distinctly the regular pattern of existence by which
nature instructs men to act. In several carefully constructed chapters, Hip-
pias’s argument unfolds from a macrocosmic to a microcosmic perspective. First
he demonstrates how speculation on the celestial movements enhances one’s
understanding of the administration of human government.® Just as the plan-
ets simultaneously revolve around the sun as they revolve on their own axes,
the citizens and leaders of the state concern themselves with both the general
good and their private interests. From four hypothetical models of planetary
motions, he derives four kinds of governments, ranging from best to worst.%
Similarly, the variegated relations between the sun, moon, and earth suggest
for Hippias analogues with respect to the interactions of princes, courtiers, and
their subjects.¢’

Civil prudenza can also be learned from the actions of nature in the sublunar

world, according to Hippias. Employing the Aristotelian notion of the earth

61. Ibid., pp. 236-37.

62. Ibid., pp. 238-56.

63. Ibid., pp. 256-77. This is well summarized in Hebrew by Melamed, “Ahotan ha-
Ketanah,” who incorrectly identifies it with the position of Luzzatto. See below.

64. Ibid., p. 257.

65. Ibid., p. 260: “Profitti per la prudenza morale & civile che si tragono della speculatione
de cieli in universale . . . dalla speculatione de motti celesti apprese I’humana prudenza ’ottima
administratione della Republica.”

66. Ibid., p. 261: “ci amaestrano parimente li cieli e instruiscono che quattro modi di

governi sono. il prime ottimo, il secondo buono, il terzo cativo, il quattro pessimo.”

67. Ihid., p. 262.
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suspended in the center of the universe, either remaining in a stable position or
being pulled by various celestial movements, Hippias concludes that a nation is
more stable when surrounded by stronger states than when it is surrounded by
weaker ones. He similarly demonstrates the qualities of the four elements and
their analogues in the social order; animals and plants offer other social and
political lessons.® Finally, he compares the processes of the human body with
those of the body politic. So, for example, the liver delivers blood like a leader
who passes out food to the needy; the heart is like the treasury of the state,
while the brain is equivalent to its political advisers.’

For Hippias, nature offers humanity the only solution to overcome the
wretchedness and precariousness of its existence. The splendor and majesty of
the “grand machine” of nature is there to emulate. It not only offers advice
on rendering life worthwhile; it constitutes man’s ultimate master and teacher.
When we follow its signals and walk in its footsteps, “it is impossible to fail
and to deviate from the right path.””® Furthermore, it reveals the universality
of the human experience. When man abides by the the laws of nature, he not
only learns to serve his nation but becomes a loyal citizen of the universe. And
the universal norms that function in the physical and social realms ultimately
suggest a supreme cause admired and revered by all. In fact, for Hippias true
human science and philosophy fortify faith in God and his providence and pro-
tect human beings from impiety and superstition, “preparing the human soul
for a sentiment of true religion.” Knowledge of “the grand theater of the uni-
verse” is to be contrasted to the useless and debilitating mental exercises of the

scholastics. The former is accessible to all; it is satisfying and ennobling.”

68. Ibid., pp. 263-67.

69. Ibid., pp. 267-68.

70. Ibid., p. 272: “onde essendoci la natura ottima maestria, e direttrice, e che giamai non
falisce nelle sue operationi se non per superfluita & deficientia over contumacia della mate-
ria, che incontra, & che alle mani li perviene, mentre che noi seguiamo li suoi vestigi &
constantemente insistiamo nelle sue, orme, ci riesce impossible il falire, & dal retto deviare.”

71. Ibid., pp. 273-75: “ci sugeri 'intendimento che teniamo di una suprema cagione, il cui
sapere admiramo, potenza riverimo & bontd amamo . . . . [Science and philosophy remove
impiety] [274}: “preparando I’animo humano al sentimento della vera religione, ma di piu

s’impiegd a rintuzzare la pazza superstitione . . . essendo I’empij privi di alcun sentimento

169



SCIENCE AND SKEPTICISM

Socrates refrains from approving Hippias’s speech. Instead, he suspends his
judgment until listening to the rebuttal of Timon.” Timon reverses most em-
phatically the direction of Hippias’s remarks in favor of a full-fledged skepticism.
Exploring the movements of the stars is an effort of “vain curiosity” having no
relationship or relevance to the workings of the social world, he contends. The
uniformity and constancy of the celestial world have no analogue in the variable
world of human affairs. Neither the calculations of the mathematicians nor the
experiments of the naturalists afford one the knowledge or capacity for civil life.
An infatuation with the universal order of nature diminishes one’s legitimate
love for his own country. A philosopher who is a citizen of the world cannot
passionately and ethically support his own nation against its enemies.”

Nature for Timon is neither the source of human prudence nor of moderation.
Hippias’s analogies from nature to the social realm are artificially contrived and
fallacious. Nature does not always reveal its harmonious and beneficent face,
nor is it always a proper teacher of human prudence. “The school of nature”
also teaches depraved customs—belligerence and violence, infidelity and irrev-
erence. It is also vanity to believe that natural philosophy makes people more
pious. On the contrary, Timon argues, philosophy is like bloodletting: both
good and bad humors are evacuated from the body. While philosophy claims to
root out only superstition and not true religion, it often succeeds in expelling
both. Timon also objects to the philosophical notions of prudenza and virt, and to
the lack of consensus about the ultimate meaning of life. While doctors strive to
make the body healthy and soldiers seek victory in war, the moral philosophers

offer no clear answer about the goal of human life and the notion of the good.

della diet3, % guisa d’animali irragionevoli dalla classe delli homini distratti e ecclusi . . . .
[The kind of knowledge to which he refers is not scholastic] [275]: che nulla di certo da tanto
laborioso mentale esercitio si conseguisce, essendoci, la verita inattingibile & inaccessabile,
tuttavia negare non puoi che grande noia arrecaresti all’humano genere in descreditarli il suo
sapere . . . ma il contemplativo diletto senza noia & iattura di alcuno sempre ci si appre-
senta agevole & pronto. Il gran teatro dell’universo al senso & intelletto di tutti li homini
tanto nobili come plebei, ricci come poveri egualmente & aperto & spalancato & con liberale
indiferenza li suoi mirabili spettacoli esponse & offerisce . ...”
72. Ibid., pp. 277-78.

73. Ibid., pp. 279-82.
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Contrary to Plato, philosophers should never be kings. They lack the passion
to lead, the ability to have their constituencies notice and appreciate them.™

Timon finalizes his message by citing an eminent man “not born in Greece
nor educated in our customs, expressed in his divine monuments.”” The emi-
nent man is once again Solomon and the citation is from Ecclesiastes 7:29:
“God has made men plain but they have engaged in too much reasoning.” As
Timon puts it, it epitomizes “that condition of excellence” to which human
beings should strive. Surely Timon’s appeal to the Hebrew sage underscores
for Luzzatto the Jewish source of this sentiment. That Socrates considers both
the speeches of Hippias and Timon but, in the end, “is inclined to his [Timon’s]
useful instruction”’¢ suggests not only the dénouement of Socrate but the fact
that this position is ultimately that of Rabbi Simone Luzzatto himself.

Timon makes one more critical point before concluding his speech. Despite
the uncertainty of knowledge and contingency of human experience, a person
need not despair of functioning constructively in this world. Timon’s address
closes as it began, with the advice to live with the probable, to make ethical
choices with the limited capacity human beings are endowed, and to embrace
nature, which does not call out the truth in a loud voice but whispers with faint
signs, offering humanity a course to follow—and one to avoid.”

Socrates’ accusers remain dissatisfied with his conclusion that ultimate truth

74. Ibid., pp. 283-305. For example, p. 286: “Nella scola della natura impard il suoi de-
pravati costumi . . . li violatori della amicitia sostegno & condimento della humana vita
... havendo anco nelli irragionevoli animali osservato I'infame concubito di figlioli con le
madri . . . .” On the false assumption that philosophy leads to piety, he writes on p. 287:
“anzi credo che alla filosofia sia avenuto cid che sovente accade alla pratica della medicina,
che mentre, imprende scacciare dall’infermo li depravati humori ch 'offendono insieme con
essi detrude 'istessa vita; cosi anco questa temeraria sapienza non diretta da maggior lume,
pretendendo distrugere la superstitione, fuga la istessa religione.”

75. Ibid., p. 307: “Procurand’io ridurli a quella conditione di eccellenza, chi gia egre-
gio homo non nella Grecia nato n& con nostri costumi educato nelli suoi divini monumenti
espresse, ‘Deus fecit hominem rectum, & ipsi requiserunt cogitationes multas.””

76. Ibid., p. 309: “& conferendo I'uno con Paltro ad esso Timone, & alla sua proficua
instruttione inclinae.”

77. Ibid., p. 310: “che tacitamente la istessa natura ci sussura & con invisibile cenno ci

addita quello che convenga tracciare & scansare.”
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remains inaccessible to man and that he can still uphold a faith in God. His
answer is elusive: He remains an enemy of the “wise” but not a friend of the
vulgar and ignorant. He refuses to concede that his course of probability under-
mines moral virtue and religion. He concedes that the human soul has a strong
propensity toward religion and the divine cult. Thus he would never scorn reli-
gious observance and the legitimate modes of public sacrifice. He only opposes
the superstitions of the ignorant that appear in the guise of the divine beings in
Job (2:1) who sought to destroy the saintly man. Rather, he seeks to procure
those virtues that uplift the soul “from those scornful concepts that deface the
beauty and shapeliness of the true religion.” He approves of the rites “ordained
by the urban magistrates in honor of God” but will not countenance the ridicu-
lous beliefs and vain ceremonies of the plebeians.” With Plato not prepared
to condemn him, the decision to execute Socrates is suspended; he is neither
damned nor scorned. The vulgar continue to suspect him, but some scholars

continue to hold him in esteem.”

Luzzatto’s remarkable reconstruction of the trial of Socrates deserves a full
examination of its sources, literary devices, and intellectual and political con-
text. Having been virtually ignored by scholarship, it needs to be rehabilitated
and integrated within the vast literature bearing Socratic influence from late an-
tiquity to the twentieth century® It should be examined as a primary text in the
history of Jewish skepticism from Ecclesiastes to Santob de Carrion, Sanchez,

La Peyrére, Spinoza, and beyond. And it requires elucidation as a text reflecting

78. Ibid., p. 313: “circa 'osservanza della religione giamai dispregiai, n& omessi. ma sempre
conforme li riti patrij, nelli lochi convenevoli, tempi opportuni, & con modi legitimi publica-
mente sacrificai. . . . non percio a guisa di giganti attentai detrudere Giove dal cielo, ma si bene
procurai levarli dall’animo quelli dispregiabili concetti che deturpano la bellezza & formosita
della vera religione . . . ma che perd li riti da urbani magistrati ordinati in honoranza di Iddio,
con ogni maggior esterno culto si devono osservare; & nondimeno le ridicole credenze, &
vane cerimonie della plebe patientare si dovessero ....”

79. Ibid., pp. 315-16.

80. On this, see H. Spiegelberg, ed., The Socratic Fnigma (New York and Kansas City,
1964), as well as the interesting essay of J. Bergmann, “Socrates in der Jiidischen Literatur,”
M hrift fiir Geschichte und Wissenschaft des Judentums 44 (1936): 1-13, who briefly mentions

Luzzatto’s work.
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the special cultural ambiance of Venetian Jewry in the middle of the seventeenth
century.

Such an inquiry is obviously beyond the scope of this chapter. Yet even a
cursory reading of Socrate indicates the broad erudition and wide range of an-
cient philosophical sources with which Luzzatto was familiar. Most significant
for our purposes was his knowledge of ancient Stoicism and skepticism, both
experiencing major revivals in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries?' In all
likelihood, he was familiar with Seneca and Cicero, either from their own works
or from reading the major Neostoic of early modern Europe, Justus Lipsius,
who is mentioned by Luzzatto in the Discorso®? His reading on skepticism also
represented a combination of ancient and modern authors. Among the sources
with which he was definitely familiar was, first and foremost, Sextus Empiricus,
the author of The Outlines of Pyrrhonism, which he cites twice in the Discorso.®
With its rediscovery in the sixteenth century and subsequent publications in
1562, 1569, and 1601, it became the most significant source of Greek skepticism
in this period® Luzzatto also mentions Gianfrancesco Pico della Mirandola’s
Examen vanitatis doctrinae gentium, published in 1520, which was clearly inspired
by Sextus Empiricus some forty years before the first publication of his writing.

Luzzatto proudly indicates Gianfrancesco’s reliance on Hasdai Crescas in reject-

81. On Stoicism in early modern Europe, see J. L. Saunders, Justus Lipsius: The Philosophy
of Renaissance Stoicism (New York, 1955); M. Morford, Stoics and Neostoics: Rubens and the Circle
of Lipsius (Princeton, 1991); A. Grafton, “Portrait of Justus Lipsius,” T4e American Scholar 1987:
382-90; G. Oestrich, Neostoicism and the Early Modern State, ed. B. Ostreich and H. G. Koenigs-
berger, trans. D. McLintock (Cambridge, 1982); and esp. W. J. Bouwsma, “The Two Faces of
Humanism: Stoicism and Augustinianism in Renaissance Thought,” in 4 Usable Past: Essays in
European Cultural History (Berkeley and Los Angeles, 1990), pp. 19-73 (first published in Jan-
erarium [talicum: The Profile of the ltalian Renaissance in the Mirror of Its European Transformations,
ed. H. A. Obermann and T. A. Brady, Jr. [Leiden, 1975], pp. 3—60). On skepticism, the classic
work remains R. Popkin, The History of Scepticism from Erasmus to Spinoza, 2d ed. (Berkeley
and Los Angeles, 1979). See also, M. Burnyeat, ed., The Skeptical Tradition (Berkeley and Los
Angeles, 1983).

82. See n. 19 above.

83. Ma‘amar, pp. 125, 145.

84. See Popkin, History of Scepticism, chap. 2.

85. Ma'amar, p. 143. See C. B. Schmitt, Gianfrancesco Pico della Mirandola (1469-7533) and
His Critigue of Aristotle (The Hague, 1967). Schmitt and Popkin disagree over the extent of
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ing Aristotelian science® Although he does not mention it, Luzzatto may also
have been familiar with De incertitudine et vanitate scientiarum declamatio invectiva,
written in 1526 by Henry Cornelius Agrippa von Nettesheim. Leone Modena,
Luzzatto’s colleague, was familiar with the work; so were Jacob Zemah and
probably other Jewish intellectuals of the period.® I have yet to determine con-
clusively whether Luzzatto read other contemporary writers on skepticism, such
as Francisco Sanchez?¥ Michel de Montaigne, and Pierre Charron. Whether or
not he knew of Montaigne, Luzzatto’s composition exhibits several features that
present interesting parallels to his work, as we shall see below. In addition to
Stoicism and skepticism, Luzzatto was quite well read in contemporary political
thought, as Abraham Melamed has mentioned. Besides Tacitus, which Luzzatto
might have known through Lipsius’s recent edition and commentary, he had
probably read Machiavelli, Botero, Boccalini, and More ® It also seems possible
that he knew the writings of the Jesuit political writers of the second half of
the sixteenth century: Antonio Possevino, Robert Bellarmine, Luis de Molina,
and Francisco Suarez, particularly their attacks on Machiavelli and the ragione df
stato and their attempts to defend the connection between positive human law
and the laws of nature.®” Be that as it may, it seems clear that Luzzatto’s knowl-
edge of philosophical tastes and political theories was relatively up-to-date. The
implication that Jewish thought was somehow retarded or out of step with con-
temporaneous thinking does not appear to fit at all the case of Simone Luzzatto.®

Like Montaigne, Luzzatto was inclined to couple the rediscovery of ancient

Gianfrancesco’s influence. (Cf. Popkin, History of Scepticism, pp. 20-22.) If Popkin is right
about his minimal influence, then Luzzatto’s use of this book is all the more significant.

86. On this work, see C. G. Nauert, Jr., Agrippa and the Crisis of Renaissance Thought (Urbana,
Iil,, 1965). On its influence among contemporary Jewish thinkers, see M. Idel, “Differing
Conceptions of Kabbalah in the Early Seventeenth Century,” Jewish Thought in the Seventeenth
Century, pp. 168-74.

87. On Sanchez, see my remarks in chap. 10 below.

88. A. Melamed, “Simone Luzzatto on Tacitus: Apologetica and Ragione di Stato,” in
Studies in Medieval Jewish History and Literature, ed. 1. Twersky (Cambridge, Mass., 1984), p. 154.

89. See Q. Skinnet, The Foundations of Modern Political Thought 2 vols. (Cambridge, 1978), II:
135-173.

90. Cf. Septimus, “Biblical Religion,” p. 432, n. 143, based on Melamed, “Ahotan ha-
Ketanah,” p. 346.
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theories with the discovery of the “New Heavens” and the “New Worlds.” He
consistently embellishes his skeptical arguments with references to these dis-
coveries. Most dramatic is his succinct summary of Galileo’s Sidereus nuncius,
including the description of the telescope, the moon, and planets. In this he was
preceded by Abraham Yagel and Joseph Delmedigo.”! He also summarizes accu-
rately the views of the Paracelsians, specifically their three primary elements
instead of four’? I have already mentioned his most impressive discussions of
contemporary optical theory, of Euclidian geometry, of topography and navi-
gation, apparently stemming from his personal experiences in the port city of
Venice?® His few and infrequent references to medicine suggest that his primary
scientific interests lay elsewhere.

When one examines Luzzatto’s narrative from beginning to end, it is the
skeptical voice of Socrates that predominates. From the precise formulations
of the preface and summary of the book’s argument in the beginning to the
final suspension of Socrates’ trial, the author stresses time and again the futility
of attaining epistemological certainty, the unreliability of the senses, and the
diversity of human customs and judgments, thus effectively demolishing the
pretensions of unaided human reason to ascertain the truth. The most dramatic
parts of the book are the extended discourses of Hippias and Timon, their utter
disagreement, Socrates’ weighing of their respective positions, and his final
decision in favor of Timon. Since both men ponder the relationship between
human society and the natural world, their speeches are not only central to
Luzzatto’s book; they are also most relevant to the primary focus of this chapter.

Luzzatto’s naming of these two interlocutors after two relatively minor intel-
lectual figures in the ancient world is hardly fortuitous. Hippias of Elis was the

subject of two dialogues attributed to Plato: Hippius major and Hippias minor.

91. See n. 46 above. See S. Drake, Discoveries and Opinions of Galileo (Garden City, N.Y.,
1957) on Galileo’s work. Yagel’s summary is discussed in D. B. Ruderman, Kabbalah, Magic,
and Science: The Cultural Universe of a Sixteenth-Century Jewish Physician (Cambridge, Mass.,
1988), chap. 6; Delmedigo’s summary is discussed in 1. Barzilay, Yaseph Shlomo Delmedigo
(Yahar of Cardia): His Life, Works, and Times (London, 1974), p. 150. See also Delmedigo, Sefer
Eiim (Odessa, 1865), pp. 300-301, 417, 432, 433.

92. Socrate, p. 22.

93. See nn. 47, 48, and 55-57 above.
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Hippias was a diplomat with a high reputation as a sophist and practical crafts-
man. He had also attained considerable expertise in mathematics, astronomy,
and harmonics. In both dialogues, Hippius is vain and boastful. He considers
himself knowledgeable in all matters and proves to be testy and impatient when
Socrates badgers him with questions about the nature of beauty. He lamely pro-
tests “the scrapings and shavings” of Socrates’ arguments as pure rubbish. In
the end, Hippius the renowned know-it-all is shown to be ignorant, caught in a
delusion of possessing wisdom which Socrates must break down in order that
he may ultimately recognize the radical finitude of his human intelligence >

Timon of Phlius, on the other hand, was known as an early skeptic who wrote
lampoons abusing the dogmatic philosophers. As Pyrrho’s faithful disciple,
Timon denied the possibility of self-evident general principles; all arguments
were either circular or represented an endless chain hanging from nothing. Ac-
cording to Sextus, Timon rejected the pursuit of philosophy and returned to the
practical affairs of life. He maintained that the world had a twofold nature: the
phenomenal and the real. While human beings can grasp the former through
sensory perception, the true nature of the latter is never disclosed, either through
the senses or the mind*® The Hippias and Timon of Luzzatto’s dialogue were
thus truly in character. Hippias, the self-assured and arrogant sophist, ignored
completely the skeptical arguments that had preceded his address in propound-
ing an orderly and harmonic universe accessible and comprehensible to the
human senses and intelligence. When Hippias had completed his presentation,
Timon wasted no time in demolishing his argument point by point.

The two speeches constitute two distinct concepts of nature: an older teleo-
logical view, according to which nature embodies ideals and standards for all
created species, conformity to which is beneficial, even necessary, for the pres-
ervation of human society; and an opposing view that categorically denies any

such universal harmony linking the natural with the good® Another way of

94. See The Dialogues of Plato, trans. B. Jowett, 4 vols. (Oxford, 1953), 1:557-95, 603-23;
and ]. Beckman, T%e Religious Dimension of Socrates’ Thought (Waterloo, Ontario, 1979), p. 95.

95. Diogenes Laertius, Lives of Eminent Philosophers, 2 vols. (Cambridge, Mass. 1958), ix.
109-15 (pp. 519-25); and C. L. Stough, Greek Skepricism: A Study in Fpistemology (Berkeley and
Los Angeles, 1969), pp. 16-34.

96. I am indebted to the formulation of D. L. Schaefer, The Political Philosophy of Montaigne
(Ithaca, N.Y., 1990), p. 127.
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categorizing the difference between the two would be to designate the first as
an essentially Stoic position while the second constitutes a Pyrrhonist skeptical
one. Ancient Stoicism, as William J. Bouwsma has noted, is not easily defined,
representing part of a tangled bundle of Hellenistic ideas. Stoicism, in both its
ancient and more modern forms, represents a kind of natural theology which
assumed that a single cosmic order, rational and divine, pervaded all things. Its
principles operate equally in physical nature, human society, and in the human
personality. By grasping the general rationality of nature, man could discover
the rational laws of his own society and psyche, and by following them, per-
fect himself. The Stoics also taught the notion of disciplining the body through
apatheia, a cultivated indifference to physical needs and passions and to external
circumstances. Whether a person was directed to improve the conditions of his
existence or to accept them as necessary, whether to lead an activist life or to
favor a contemplative withdrawal from society, points to a critical ambiguity
and tension which is never fully resolved in Stoic thought.

From the sixteenth century on, Stoicism experienced a new lease on life,
particularly as a force for order in a period of prolonged religious wars. The
most important center of Neostoicism in the seventeenth century emerged in the
Netherlands surrounding the writings of Justus Lipsius, who edited the works of
Seneca. Lipsius advocated a system of ethics based on physics, whereby human
beings were expected to follow the rules of conduct laid down by nature, the
wise man became a true citizen of the world, and abstract reflection was devalu-
ated in favor of the practical art of living”” While Luzzatto’s Hippias does not
espouse every strand of the Stoic philosophy, ignoring completely the notion
of passive contemplation and societal withdrawal, the general lines of his ap-
proach and that of the Stoics patently conform with each other. The artificial
analogies between the physical and social realms are neither novel nor a reflec-
tion of seventeenth-century Cartesian or Hobbesian philosophies, as one recent

scholar has {abeled them” They are instead an older view of nature, dissenting

97. My summary is based on Bouwsma’s essay and the other works mentioned in n. 81
above. On the commonplace seventeenth-century notion of the state duplicating the order of
the macrocosm, see E. M. W. Tillyard, The Eliabethan World Picture (New York, 1944), pp.
79-89.

98. Melamed, “Ahotan ha-Ketanah,” pp. 397-98.
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from the old scholastic position but equally dogmatic and teleological. Most
important, this is a view which Luzzatto’s Socrates considers, even flirts with,
but ultimately rejects.”

Timon’s position is easily identified with the Pyrrhonian argument in both
its ancient and more modern manifestations. Luzzatto presents this position
as the central theme of his book. The only reversal is expressed by Hippias.
Timon’s role is to reiterate the argument against the pretensions of dogmatic
philosophy, to rebut Hippias’s alternative epistemology, to overcome Socrates’
hesitations, and ultimately to win his approval. It is not clear to what extent
Luzzatto, through Timon’s speech, employs doubt as a rhetorical device or actu-
ally stakes out a thoroughly Pyrrhonian position of indecision and suspension
of judgment. From the last pages, it appears that Socrates does not oppose rea-
son altogether but merely the dogmatic variety. He acknowledges that human
beings are capable of functioning with tentative and probable knowledge in the
social and political realms. Moreover, he seems to advocate a pragmatic secu-
larism opposing the Stoic belief in the universal principles of nature required to
validate governments. The Machiavellian ragione di stato appears to replace the
eternal reason of Hippias and the Stoics.

Although there is no evidence to suggest that Montaigne’s Apology for Ray-
mond Sebond influenced Luzzatto’s Socrate, there are several intriguing parallels
between the two works, highlighted most clearly by David Lewis Schaefer’s re-
cent reading of Montaigne’s classic essay.'® According to Schaefer, Montaigne’s
putative defense of Sebond’s work is undertaken to present his own view of

99. As I have already indicated, this is the basic problem in Melamed’s analysis. By focus-
ing almost exclusively on this speech of Hippias without placing it in the context of the entire
book, especially Timon’s critique and Socrates’ ultimate acceptance of it, Melamed concluded
that this position was that of Luzzatto. A more careful reading of the entire book does not
support this conclusion.

100. Besides Schaefer, T%e Political Philosophy and the up-to-date bibliography he includes,
1 have benefited from the classic work of D. C. Allen, Doubt’s Boundless Sea: Skepticism and
Faith in the Renaissance (Baltimore, 1964); D. Frame, Montaigne (New York, 1965); P. Burke,
Montaigne (New York, 1981); and V. Kahn, Rhetoric, Prudence, and Skepticism in the Renaissance
(Ithaca, N.Y., 1985), chap. 5. I have used the English edition of The Apology for Raymond Sebond
by M. A. Screech (London and New York, 1987).
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the grounds and limits of human belief and knowledge. The work embodies a
consistent “system of thought and a unifying political intention that belie its
surface appearance of randomness and lack of public concern.”'® The 4pology
recalls the apology of Socrates; in the case of Montaigne, both Christian the-
ology and classical philosophy are again “on trial.” Despite his Stoic references
in the Apology and elsewhere, Montaigne’s allegiance is with Pyrrhonism. He
advocates freedom to doubt and questions all opinion, excoriates the vanity of
the philosophers’ pretensions, and upholds the fundamental obscurity of nature.
He is also critical of popular religious belief, arguing that God is a figment of
the imagination, since human beings possess no knowledge of what lies beyond
their world.1?

But Montaigne’s skepticism is fundamentally constructive, as Schaefer dem-
onstrates. Once we are aware of our ignorance, our minds become free in a
certain sense. Unlike the Pyrrhonians, who suspended all judgment, Montaigne
contended that probable experience constitutes the only reasonable guide for
human actions, that controlled experimentation is desirable, and that we should
see nature as yielding not truth but utility. When Montaigne parenthetically
mentions Copernicus, it is not to prove him right or wrong but only to argue
for an open, nondogmatic basis for scientific theorizing. Copernicus suggests
for him the possibility that “a third opinion, a thousand years from now will .. .
overthrow the preceding two [Ptolemy and Copernicus].”'®

As Schaefer puts it, Montaigne pays lip service to the older teleological view
of nature but ultimately rejects it. When he makes his well-known compari-
son between humans and animals, he is even satirizing that position. In the
end, Montaigne sought to divorce science from metaphysics, and likewise from
theology. Despite the weighty skepticism of the essays, his project was a con-
structive and optimistic one, laying the theoretical and political foundations for
scientific advance upon which Descartes and Bacon would build.'%

Anyone reading Montaigne with this reconstruction in mind cannot miss

101. Schaefer, Political Philosophy, p. 39.

102. Ibid., pp. 39-113.

103. Ibid., pp. 115-133; the quotation is on p. 124.
104. Ibid., pp. 131-33.
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the similarities to Luzzatto’s work.”> He too is infatuated with the account of
Socrates’ death and reconstructs a modern version of the 4pology, putting “on
trial” the philosophical pretensions of his age. He refers to Stoic doctrines in
the Discorso and gives the Stoics a full hearing through the voice of Hippias,
but in the end he too is persuaded by the Pyrrhonian arguments. Like Mon-
taigne’s, his break with the older teleological view of nature is neither radical
nor dramatic. Socrates listens intently to Hippias but is “inclined” to follow
Timon, just as Montaigne listens intently to Sebond and his hierarchical view of
God and nature, along with the voices of the Stoics, but subtly adopts another
view of nature and religious faith in his Apology. Luzzatto, like Montaigne,
views skepticism as ultimately liberating and constructive rather than debili-
tating and destructive. Nature is not always harmonious, nor does it always
embody the good. On the contrary, it can be chaotic and harmful unless human
beings attempt to use and control it for their own benefit. It offers no ultimate
guidelines to adapt to the political realm. Only the practicality and resource-
fulness of ragione di stato can benefit the ruler. Luzzatto also advocates the
course of probability (“the glimmer of the probable”) in order to conduct normal
human affairs. His interest in the sciences, particularly in the new theories of
the universe, suggests an openness to experiment without preconceived notions.
He also mentions Copernicus’s theory in passing (in describing observations
through the telescope) merely as a possibility, another opinion that challenges
the orthodoxy of the regnant Ptolemaic view.

Yet there is another possible parallel between the two thinkers that is the
most troublesome of all. I have already alluded to the misleading title page; as
. we have seen, there is no explicit discussion of divine revelation in Luzzatto’s
tome. Like Montaigne, Luzzatto, through his hero, Socrates, attempts to re-
assure his readers about his piety and support of public religious observance.
According to Schaefer, despite Montaigne’s appeal to religiosity and to a con-
ventional fideism, his critique is directly aimed at Christianity and conventional

religious faith; in his heart of hearts, he is anti-Christian and antireligious.'%

105. While probably irrelevant, Montaigne’s “Jewish” connection comes to mind. On this,
see Popkin, History of Scepticism, p. 264, n. 48; Schaefer, Political Philosophy, pp. 204-8; and,
most fully, R. Trinquet, La Jeunesse de Montaigne (Paris, 1972), chap. 5.

106. Schaefer, Political Philosophy, p. 42.

180



SCIENCE AND SKEPTICISM

What can be said about Luzzatto in this regard? Does he use skepticism to
embrace faith, as his title page implies, or to denigrate it?

A second look at the last pages of Socrate is in order. Timon, we recall, effec-
tively explodes Hippias’s claim that his type of philosophizing leads to greater
piety. However, when Socrates finally accepts Timon’s position, he too is con-
fronted by the challenge of reconciling his philosophic position with his faith.
His answer is evasive and hardly reassuring. He admits that the human soul is
psychologically attracted to religious and public observance. Thus he can accept
legitimate public sacrifice and rites “ordained by the urban magistrates in honor
of God,” but not the ridiculous beliefs and vain ceremonies of the common men.
But he offers no clear definition of legitimate beliefs and ceremonies. And if
there is no secure truth but only the “glimmer of the probable,” on what basis
does one decide? The subject is quickly dropped. Socrates goes free despite the
suspicions of the vulgar and the esteem of some but not all the scholars.

Are we to assume that Socrates and Luzzatto are one? In some respects, this
seems plausible. Socrates’ consistent interest in the sciences and especially in
mathematics coincides with the image Luzzatto cut among his Jewish contempo-
raries and with several explicit statements in the Discorso about the positive role
of these fields within Jewish culture. His skepticism in Socrate has no analogue
in the Discorso, although the latter explicitly refers to authors on the subject,
including Sextus Empiricus and Gianfrancesco Pico della Mirandola. Most im-
portantly, his Pyrrhonian attack on the arrogance of dogmatic philosophy is
ultimately constructive in embracing a practical mode of dealing with the fal-
lacies of the senses and the mind and encouraging scientific exploration of the
natural world. Such a position could easily have been pushed in the direction
of a constructive or mitigated fideism, as in the case of several of his Jewish
and Christian contemporaries who denied scholastic philosophy while extolling
the physical sciences.!” It could have been shaped as a kind of Jewish version
of Augustinianism, stressing the biblical understanding of creation, God’s tran-

scendence, and man’s utter dependence on him, as the Maharal and other Jewish

107. 1 discuss the latter position among several contemporary Jewish thinkers in chaps. 6,
7,9, and 11 below.
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thinkers had articulated.'® Luzzatto might also have spoken about God as David
Nieto did, as a universal assumption (De consensu gentium) of all the major reli-
gions.'® At the very least, he might have placated his Catholic readers in this
regard, but he makes no such gesture.

Bernard Septimus, without the advantage of reading Socrate, offered an in-
sightful but necessarily tentative intellectual portrait of Luzzatto, comparing
him with Maimonides and Spinoza. Before closing this chapter, we might con-
sider his profile more closely in relation to that emerging from our examination
of Socrate. Septimus quotes Luzzatto’s preface to a Hebrew book extolling the
freedom of the human intellect and the decision of man “to consider and ex-
plore any subject he desires.”!!® He emphasizes the Discorso’s repeated concern
for legitimate worship of God free of superstition. While he acknowledges the
Renaissance background of his thought, Septimus emphasizes Luzzatto’s in-
debtedness to Maimonides. This is especially apparent in the battle he wages
against superstition, in his concern with the power of scientific knowledge, and
in his demoralized frustration with the decline of Jewish intellectual life in his
era. Septimus even suggests that Luzzatto’s pointed reference to superstition
(“because of the familiarity it presumes to have with the higher causes, [it] fre-
quently has little reservation about abusing men”)'! might easily refer to the
mystical messianism of his day. In this respect, he shared the perspective of the
older Modena and the younger Frances brothers.!?

Septimus’s portrait to this point correlates quite well with that of Socrate.
Luzzatto is certainly no Maimonidean in his radical critique of scholastic episte-
mology. Nevertheless, his elitism, his disdain for the customs and superstitions
of the “plebeians” are equally apparent in both his Italian works. But Septimus
goes farther in suggesting a somewhat problematic relationship for Luzzatto

between rationality and rabbinic tradition. | have already mentioned Luzzatto’s

108. On the Augustinian position, see Bouwsma, “Two Faces of Humanism”; on the
Mabharal’s position, see chap. 2 above.

109. See chap. 11 below.

110. Septimus, “Biblical Religion,” pp. 399—400, taken from the beginning of Samuel ha-
Kohen’s commentary to Ecclesiastes and Job entitled Zofnat Pane‘ak (Venice, 1656), pp. 2a-4b.

111. Quoted by Septimus, “Biblical Religion,” p. 415.

112. See chap. 4 above and chap. 7 below
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reference to Philo as a Jewish philosopher obliged to teach Gentiles and not
Jews, and its possible application to Luzzatto himself.""* The implication is that
for Luzzatto the philosophical tradition has its own authoritative ethical-political
teaching, which sometimes diverges from that of Jewish tradition. Septimus
finally underscores the strong element of historicist relativism in his overall
conception of Jewish law, a posture reminiscent of the author of the contem-
poraneous Ko/ Sakhal and of the medical writer Tobias Cohen, and perhaps
Modena himself."* This leads Septimus to summarize Luzzatto’s position as “a
Jewish jurisprudence and policy informed by the precepts of practical reason
and sensitive to changing historical realities.”!”> But the new is tempered by
the old for Septimus: in Luzzatto, “the new historical awareness and the old
Jewish rationalism are still combined.”"¢ And when compared with Spinoza,
whose critique of Jewish historical experience assumes a natural causation lack-
ing divine providence, Luzzatto appears not to have crossed the line. Providence
still operated for him, albeit minimally, and his Maimonidean vision remained
intact.!V

Our closer look at Socrate suggests the need to modify Septimus’s image of a
ghetto thinker balanced somewhere between Maimonides and Spinoza. In view
of Luzzatto’s radical skepticism—surely unprecedented among Jewish think-
ers other than those of converso ancestry outside the boundaries of organized
Jewish life—it is not so clear how the Maimonidean vision survived intact in
the person of Luzzatto, unless one interprets Maimonides as a secret radical
dressed in orthodox clothing, in the image suggested by Leo Strauss.'"® Skep-

ticism by the seventeenth century was a potent force for either a constructive

113. See n. 4 above.

114. Septimus, “Biblical Religion,” pp. 419-20, esp. n. 97, where he cites Ma’amar, p. 143.
On Tobias’s similar position, see chap. 8 below. On Modena’s historicism, see B. Safran,
“Leone da Modena’s Historical Thinking,” Twersky and Septimus, Jewish Thought in the Seven-
teenth Century, pp. 381-98.

115. Septimus, “Biblical Religion,” p. 421.

116. Ibid., p. 428.

117. Ibid., pp. 429-31.

118. See, for example, L. Strauss, “How to Begin to Study The Guide of the Perplexed,” in
Moses Maimonides, The Guide of the Perplexed, trans. S. Pines (Chicago, 1963), pp. xi-Ivi.

183



SCIENCE AND SKEPTICISM

or destructive theology. Ultimately, skepticism could be redirected from target-
ing scholastic philosophy to targeting established religious faith and praxis, as
happened covertly in the case of Montaigne and quite openly in the cases of
La Peyrere and Spinoza. Was Luzzatto’s grand omission of seriously treating
revelation in Socraze an attempt to portray Socrates in the most accurate fashion,
or an admission that revelation is neither demonstrable nor worthy of serious
intellectual discourse? The inclusion of the doctrine in the title and its exclu-
sion from the text suggest Luzzatto’s ambivalence about treating it. Socrates’
qualified acceptance of rites ordained by the urban magistrates (that is, the hala-
kha?) and his rejection of scornful concepts that deface the true religion (the
kabbalah?) also suggest the author’s ambivalence. In view of the radical poten-
tial of Socrate’s critique when transferred from the forum of ancient Athens to
the Jewish ghetto and rabbinate of seventeenth-century Venice, one might more
accurately characterize Luzzatto’s stance as a foreshadowing of the lens-grinder
of Rijnsburg than as an afterglow of the sage of Fustat.

184



Between High and Low Cultures

ECHOES OF THE NEW SCIENCE IN THE WRITINGS OF

JUDAH DEL BENE AND AZARIAH FIGO

The assumption that rabbis Judah Assael del Bene (16157-1678)
of Ferrara and Azariah Figo (1579-1647) of Pisa and Venice were
allies in promoting the study of the sciences and in appreciating
the natural world might appear ludicrous at first blush. Until re-
cently, the only scholar to make an in-depth comparative study
of their writings focused on their severe criticism of rationalism.
Isaac Barzilay, writing in 1967, understood “the uncompromis-
ing and negative attitudes of Figo and del Bene . . . against the
growing éloignement between Christians and Jews, and the in-
creasing hopelessness and despair among Italian Jews which had
set in since the days of the Counter-Reformation.”! Such staunch
defenders of the faith, seemingly fixed in the traditionalist camp,
would not appear to have flirted with the sciences at all. Neither
was reputed for his scientific acumen; neither was known to have
formally studied at a university level;? and neither devoted any
of his writing to any scientific subject per se. Figo’s major book,
a collection of sermons entitled Binak le-fttim, was published in
Venice in 1648, while del Bene published his learned book of
essays, the Kissot le-Veit David, two years earlier in Verona.

1. 1. E. Barzilay, Between Reason and Faith: Anti-Rationalism in Jtalian Jewish
Thought, 1250-7650 (The Hague and Paris, 1967), p. 15.
2. 1 do suggest below, however, the possibility that Figo formally studied

medicine.
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There is no evidence to suggest that del Bene and Figo knew each other.
Whatever their relationship, Barzilay was correct in viewing them as ideologi-
cally related, albeit for the wrong reasons. In actuality, Figo saw himself as a
faithful student of Leone Modena. Del Bene may have been influenced by the
apologetic writing of Modena, Azariah de’ Rossi, and Simone Luzzatto; at the
very least, he appears to identify with their general pro-Catholic orientation
Moreover, neither man displays any interest whatsoever in the kabbalah and its
sources—a position very much against the grain of their contemporary Jewish
culture and apparently consonant with the ideology of Modena and Luzzatto*
Finally, although Figo and del Bene defend the Jewish faith against the corrosive

‘influences of philosophical speculation, both remain open and even enthusiastic
about scientific discovery. Despite their lack of scientific expertise, both display
a keen awareness of the dramatic revelations of nature in their day and of the
potential these revelations offered to human creativity and progress. For both
men, such a recognition represented an exciting resource for bolstering Jewish
faith in God and divine providence. Both convey their religious message in lan-
guage informed by a new intellectual style characteristic of religious thinkers of
the seventeenth century, both Jewish and Christian.

As Jewish leaders displaying no specialized training in the natural sciences,
del Bene and Figo allow us to move beyond the elite circles of Jewish physicians
and their students in assessing the impact of science and medicine on the larger
Jewish community. But Figo offers us more in this respect than del Bene. Del
Bene’s composition was not written for a wide readership; it is esoteric in both
style and content; and it is unambiguously a product of elite culture, albeit not
a scientific one. Figo had a larger constituency in mind. A gifted preacher, he
allows us a glimpse beyond the intellectual leadership to a congregation that
supposedly absorbed and appreciated his message. From the perspective of their

respective audiences, the two books are thus considerably different’ But be-

3. The evidence for Figo’s relation with Modena is discussed below. The possibility that
del Bene was influenced by Figo and Modena is suggested by Barzilay, Between Faith and
Reason, pp. 213-14.

4. See chap. 4 above.

S. Robert Bonfil has discovered several sermons of del Bene which he compares with Kissot
le-Veit David. See R. Bonfil, “Preaching as Mediation between Elite and Popular Cultures: The
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cause of their common agenda, they offer a useful indicator of the awareness
of and interest in the sciences across a relatively broad spectrum of the Italian

Jewish community.

Joseph Sermoneta and Robert Bonfil have recently explored different aspects
of del Bene’s scholarly writing from a perspective quite different from that of
Barzilay$ Whereas Barzilay concluded that del Bene’s “style was awkward, his
composition confused, and his work a clear indication of cultural decline,”” Ser-
moneta and Bonfil have underscored its complex baroque style, its radical break
with medieval preconceptions, and its remarkably modern intellectual agenda.
My sympathies clearly lie with the latter appraisal, and what follows is indebted
to Bonfil’s incisive portrait.

The real significance of del Bene’s work lies in his rethinking of Jewish-
Christian relations, his antagonism to Islam, and his total identification with
Catholic spiritual and political ideals. His interest in the natural world is only a
secondary theme of the book and, to a considerable extent, a natural byproduct
and extension of his religious-political loyalties. Nevertheless, because this con-
cern emerges in a context ostensibly unrelated to nature and the sciences, it
is all the more interesting. It demonstrates how a Jewish religious thinker, in
defending traditional ideals, could find in scientific observation and discovery
a useful auxiliary and support. Moreover, it reveals how the new accessory of
nature study subtly transformed traditional thinking into a new configuration
that some might even label as “modern.”

The key to understanding del Bene’s new orientation, as Bonfil has pointed

out, is his appreciation of Socrates and his disciple Plato, and his strong hos-

Case of Judah del Bene,” in D. B. Ruderman, ed., Preachers of the ltalian Ghetto (Berkeley and
Los Angeles, 1992), pp. 67-88.

6. Barzilay, Between Faith and Reason, pp. 210-17; G. Sermoneta, “Aspetti del pensiero
nell’ebraismo italiano tra Rinascimento e et barocca,” Jtalia Judaica, vol. 2 (Rome, 1986), pp.
17-35; Bonfil, “Preaching as Mediation.” On Judah’s father, David, see D. Kaufmann, “The
Dispute about the Sermons of David del Bene of Mantua,” Jewish Quarterly Review, o.s. 8
(1896): 413-24. According to Bonfil, “Preaching as Mediation,” p. 86, n. 86, Dr. Ariel Rathaus
is preparing a study of del Bene’s literary theory.

7. Barzilay, Berween Faith and Reason, p. 210.
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tility to Aristotle and his followers, whom he repeatedly labels “simple phi-
losophers.”® Socrates is mentioned in Kissot le-Veit David on three occasions.
The first follows a long critique of the “simple philosophers who utilize the
same methods by which they investigate nature in their investigations of the
Divinity.”® Furthermore, they question the reality of the first prophets and they
deny all that follows from them—the Holy Scriptures.!® In this respect, del Bene
singles out “the head of the philosophers [Aristotle], who is mistaken without
limit and restraint in everything he touches regarding the pipeline of the divine
Torah and Moses, his servant.”!!

However, del Bene immediately makes it clear that all pagan philosophers,
even atheists, are not necessarily pernicious to Jewish faith. His first example
is Cornelius Tacitus, “who is honored by them [the Christians] more than any
other ancient writer because he speaks the truth regarding the administration of
government.”'? One can profitably read his works without absorbing his alien
beliefs. In contrast, “the snares and vain syllogisms” regarding the divine realm
of the false philosophers are to be avoided.® Del Bene’s second example is Soc-
rates, “who judged correctly that we have no knowledge and understanding of
many of the investigations that entail the holy things of heaven.”’* Although
Socrates was the teacher of Plato, who was the teacher of Aristotle, the latter did
not follow Socrates, who declared “that every science and study has a boundary
and a limit to which a person can reach but cannot surpass.”®

The distinction between good and bad philosophers, then, is critical for del

8. Bonfil, “Preaching as Mediation,” pp. 77-79. He explains the possible connotations of
the term piosof pashut as referring to Simplicius, Aristotle’s commentator, or to the nickname
of Galileo’s interlocutor in his Dialoghi dei massimi sistemi. On del Bene’s association of this
term with black magic, see Bonfil, “Preaching as Mediation,” p. 79, n. 32.

9. Kissot le-Veit David, 1:4, p. 10b.

10. Ibid.

11. Tbid.

12. Ibid. On Tacitus in Luzzatto’s thought, see A. Melamed, “Simone Luzzatto on Tacitus:
Apologetica and Ragione di Stato,” in Studtes in Medieval Jewish History and Literarue, ed. 1.
Twersky (Cambridge, Mass., 1984).

13. Kissot le-Veit David, 1:4, p. 11a.

14. Ibid.

15. Ibid.
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Bene. Socrates and Tacitus were capable of observing the limits; both philoso-
phized within the natural order of human society. Aristotle and the “simple
philosophers” appropriated the methods of studying the material world for
studying the divine. The results were not only wrong; they served to undermine
the truths of the established religion of the prophets, of even the Bible itself.
Del Bene ends the chapter by quoting Judah Ha-Levi’s derision of the Aristo-
telians of his day who clung to the “Active Intellect” deficient in the blessings
of the Torah.!¢

In a later chapter, del Bene refers again to Socrates, claiming that although he
did not understand the divine knowledge of the people, he would never deny its
veracity.”” In contrast, Aristotle—“the wise man in his own eyes”—denied it,
declaring falsely that “God does nothing except reveal his secret to the one who
philosophizes.”® In light of this contrast, del Bene reaffirms his belief in the
distinction between divine and naturalistic studies, quotes the sixteenth-century
rabbi and exegete Eliezer Ashkenazi that creation ex nihilo can only be under-
stood by the faithful, and blames Aristotle for encouraging perfidious notions
of the world’s eternity stemming from the inadequacy of his human investiga-
tions.” Elsewhere, del Bene mentions Socrates and his sin against the pagan
deities, but only to underscore his teaching relationship with Plato. Plato’s
good name was thus established through his connection with his distinguished
teacher?

Bonfil has correctly emphasized the bald contrast between Aristotle on the
one hand and Socrates and Plato on the other: “The official culture granted to
Aristotle the seal of approval associated with learned, illuminated, and sound
analytical rationalism, in contrast with popular, obscurantist, mythological
thought associated with Plato. . . . For avant-garde anticonformists . . . Aristotle
would, of course, represent the tyranny of authority over reason . . . Plato would

symbolize fertility of imagination, creative stimulus leading to an illuminating

16. Ibid., p. 12b.

17. Kissot le-Veit David, 1:8, p. 19b.
18. Ibid.

19. Ibid., pp. 19b-20a.

20. Kissot le-Veit David, 2:12, p. 33a.
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free use of freedom.”? Bonfil adds that Socrates better fit the latter image than
Plato; thus he “became a hero for some in Del Bene’s time.” 2

For Luzzatto, as we have seen, the avant-garde image of Socrates and Plato as
liberators of human knowledge from the servitude of Aristotelian metaphysics
fits quite well. And, to a certain extent, this holds true for del Bene as well.
Both del Bene and Plato openly excoriate the “head of the philosophers” and
extol Socrates for his efforts to concentrate on human society (prudenza) rather
than on the unattainable questions of the universe, beyond which the mind
cannot fathom with any certainty. Del Bene’s approval of Tacitus is also analo-
gous to that of Luzzatto. Luzzatto’s attempt to respond to Tacitus’s slanderous
accusations against the Jewish people emerges out of the high esteem in which
Tacticus was held among the political theorists of ragione di stato?® Luzzatto
would have agreed wholeheartedly with del Bene’s positive evaluation of the
ancient theorist in general, his misrepresentations of the Jews notwithstanding.

Although del Bene and Luzzatto are similar in praising Socrates and Tacitus
while criticizing Aristotle, there remains a critical difference in their approaches.
Luzzatto’s Socrates, as we have seen, ultimately follows the path of Timon, a
complete skepticism regarding all human knowledge in both the material and
divine realms. He is able to function in human society only because he repudi-
ates the human claim to know anything with certainty in favor of the practical
“glimmer of the probable.” Regarding religious observance and ritual, he grudg-
ingly grants his approval, as long as it remains unpolluted by the superstitious
fantasies of popular religion.

One can detect in del Bene a strong tinge of that same skepticism about the
security of human knowledge. Like Luzzatto, he acknowledges the fallibility of
the senses,* the human incapacity to distinguish clearly an illusion from the real
thing. Also like Luzzatto, he points out the limits of human investigation and
the continual disagreements over what philosophers actually know? As Luz-

zatto had described the wide spectrum of opinions regarding the: origin of the

21. Bonfil, “Preaching as Mediation,” pp. 77-78.

22. Ibid., p. 78.

23. This point is made well by Melamed in “Simone Luzzatto on Tacitus,” esp. pp. 145-52.
24. Kissot le-Veit David, 1:2, p. 9a; 3:19, p. 46a.

25. Ibid., 1:7, p. 18b.
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universe as well as theories of knowledge, del Bene elaborates on the manifold
theories of the soul as articulated by the ancients from Empedocles to Pythago-
ras, Plato, and Aristotle® Perhaps in the context of his skeptical tendencies,
we should understand the interesting statement of del Bene that “the science
of nature is a craft, not a science””—that is, an acknowledgment that all we
know is tentative and uncertain. Complete knowledge, the ultimate goal of true
science, is unattainable to our senses and intellect.

Del Bene’s Socrates, however, ultimately cannot dwell in “the glimmer of
the probable,” as Luzzatto’s does. He requires the assurance of a secure faith in
God and in his revelation. His skepticism is never an end in itself but a means
for underscoring the need for divine sapience and for deriding those who claim
that their own rationality is sufficient. In fact, del Bene’s brief references to Soc-
rates do not emphasize his skeptical probings at all. On the contrary, Socrates
is complimented for not allowing his human speculations to contradict divine
truth, for appreciating the boundaries of human knowledge so as to define ex-
plicitly the legitimate space in which faith is to function. Del Bene’s Socrates
liberates men from the authority of reason in order to subjugate them to the dic-
tates of faith. Unlike Luzzatto’s, his skepticism leads inevitably to a conventional
fideism 2 The destructive skepticism implicit in Luzzatto’s Socrates, challenging
all knowledge and all belief, is bridled by del Bene. Ultimately, Aristotle and
pretentious human knowledge are challenged so as to elevate and protect the
unassailable truths of traditional faith.

Within the boundaries of the permissible and the forbidden, human investi-
gations of the natural world have their rightful and appropriate place. Quoting
Maimonides and Isserles, del Bene distinguishes clearly between the licit inves-
tigation of physics and the inadmissible study of metaphysics.?’ Thus, he writes:
“A Jew who has within him the spirit of God will desert that science which

26. Ibid,, 3:19, p. 45b.

27. Ibid,, L:1, p. 6a; also cited by Bonfil, “Preaching as Mediation,” p. 79. The statement
underscores the practical aspect of understanding the usefulness of nature and its economic
benefit for humankind.

28. R. Popkin, The History of Scepticism from Erasmus to Spinoza, 2d ed. (Berkeley, 1979),
calls this position “a mitigated scepticism.” See the discussion of Figo below.

29. Kissot le-Veit David, 3:19, pp. 45a—45b.
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is not his inheritance.”® But the observation of the lower world is acceptable
and even enhances one’s faith in God and in his creation out of nothing. The
study of the processes of nature, like the remarkable limits between the sea
and the land, testify to God’s design and providence While Luzzatto might
have underscored the irregularity and chaos of nature, its independent and un-
predictable manner, del Bene stresses “the boundary of the sea, an eternal law
never broken” which evokes wonder and exaltation, “songs and praises to God,
thanksgiving to the master of wonders!”*

I might add parenthetically that del Bene’s reference to Moses Isserles on
the study of nature should be seen in the context of a later chapter of his book,
where he praises the Ashkenazim for their sharp intellects while pointing out
their limitations regarding rhetorical style and grammar. He mentions one ex-
ception: the talented preacher of Prague, Ephraim of Lunshitz* That del Bene
would refer to this student of the Maharal’s, and earlier to his close colleague,
Isserles, suggests that he too knew the Maharal’s writings directly—particu-
larly his demarcation of the boundaries of natural and divine study, which surely
approximated del Bene’s approach.®

When nature can be seen to yield the proper religious message, del Bene
encourages its study and exploration. For him, the proper message is the notion
of divine creation out of nothing. He returns to this theme more than any other,
even when it appears forced and out of context® He berates the ancient phi-
losophers who tried “to bring the creation of the world closer to nature” by
denying its unique and divine nature.® He appeals to the testimony of all mono-
theistic faiths that accept God’s existence, ability, providence, and creation out
of nothing. Only a small remnant of ancient or modern heretics might deny

these assumptions.”” Elsewhere, unlike Luzzatto, del Bene stresses that creation

30. Ibid., p. 46a.

31. Ibid,, p. 46a. Cf.5:32.

32. Ibid., pp. 46a—46b.

33. Kissot le- Vit David, 8:50, pp. 94b-95a.

34. See chap. 2 above.

35. He highlights the theme of creation in the introduction to the work (p. 6b). It is also
the primary focus of chaps. 1:1,1:2, 1:7, 3:16, 5:32, and 7:43.

36. Kissot le-Veit David, 1:1, p. 5a.

37. Ibid,, p. 6a.
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is the act of a purposeful God, not of an autonomous nature. The incompati-
bility of the four elements itlustrates this point: “The law of nature does not
deal with contraries but with similar parts that relate and approach each other.
God’s intelligence is unlike man’s, since He knows how to overturn His division
and to do as He pleases.”*® Nature acknowledges that “He is God to whom |
am a student and of whom He is my teacher. . . for He carefully determines
and contracts the boundaries and regions of the world’s creation and {issues] its
orders and not me.”* Miracles are part and parcel of the natural order, since
they emerge from God who intervenes in nature. God “acts as is his custom
to make great miracles.”* Citing Bahya ibn Pakuda and Galen, del Bene con-
cludes that human observation of the dynamic relations of the elements instills
the proper religious attitude.

There is little evidence of any technical mastery of the sciences in Kissor le- Verr
David. The examples of natural processes are, for the most part, conventional
and unspectacular. Del Bene still refers to the earth as the center of the universe
and describes the sun’s course, despite his knowledge of the heliocentric uni-
verse described in Delmedigo’s Sefer £lim, which he cites.”? He descants on the
natives discovered in far-off lands,”® on the usefulness of speculative astrology
as opposed to the deterministic judicial variety,* on atoms and elements,* and
on sea currents and land barriers.*

Del Bene’s two most unusual chapters that touch on the study of nature,
albeit indirectly, appear to be based on first-hand experience. The first is his re-
markable description of the monastic life of Catholic clergy, who, unburdened
by economic insecurity and family responsibility, can devote themselves exclu-

sively to spiritual and cultural matters.” The participant in the collective life

38. Kissot le-Veit David, 1:7, p. 14b; see also 1:2, p. 8a.

39. Ibid., p. 17a.

40. Ibid., p. 17b.

41. Ibid., p. 18a. On Bahya, see chap. | above.

42. Kissot le-Veit David, 3:16, pp. 41b—42b.

43. Kissot le-Veit David, 3:17, p. 42b.

44. Ibid., pp. 42b-43a.

45. Kissot le-Veit David, 3:19, p. 45b; 1:2, p. 9a; 1:7, pp. 14b-17b.
46. Kissot le-Veit David, 5:32.

47. Kissot le-Veit David, 7:42.
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of the monastery “has time day and night to prolong his study in comfort and
contentment while his books are open before him, since they belong to the en-
tire fellowship.”*® Moreover, such a community honors and rewards those who
devote themselves to the life of the mind, and thus “one should not be surprised
by their predominance in the scholarly disciplines and sciences and by their
achievements, by which they are praised.”*

There is clearly a bitter note of jealousy in del Bene’s account of the advan-
tages these Christian scholars have over their Jewish counterparts: “In contrast
{to them], one must surely wonder how the poverty and lowliness of the condi-
tions of exile of a nation far and remote [see Is. 18:2.7] left us with any memory
of Torah wisdom whatsoever, a twig from the stock [see Is. 11:1] of any science
or wisdom for our ancestors and us.”> Bereft of leisure and economic security
and burdened with excessive taxes and penalties, Jews were seldom able to read
books, let alone write them.! Del Bene’s excursus on the sociology of knowl-
edge should be seen in the context of other contemporary Jewish testimonies
on the decline of Jewish culture in comparison with that of the Christians, such
as those of Luzzatto, Modena, Delmedigo, and Cohen’? What distinguishes
del Bene’s lament is his profound understanding of the relationship between
material well-being and cultural creativity; his realization that, lacking the opti-
mal conditions for creativity afforded Christian clerics, Jewish scholars cannot
hope to compete with them. Given the advantages of monastic life, Christian
scholars produce scholarship—both religious and secular—under the proper
conditions of detachment and tranquility, within an environment rich in libraries
and colleagues.

In the next chapter del Bene appears to return to his familiar theme of cre-
ation, this time, however, with an unusual twist.5* He launches into an elaborate
and detailed account of seafaring in his day and of the extraordinary risks in-

curred by sailors, along with the obvious economic and political benefits oceanic

48. Ibid., p. 7%a.

49. Ibid.

50. Ibid.

51. Ibid.

52. See chaps. 4 and 5 above and chap. 8 below.
53. Kissot le-Veir David, 7:43.
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voyages entail. He speaks with considerable familiarity about the dangers of
navigation: boats adrift in the midst of the sea, water and wind currents, storms
and pirates. That men accept all these dangers to sail the seas and thus benefit
European civilization in untold ways must be seen as an act of divine providence
and beneficence. Seafaring has miraculously opened up international markets,
whereby “all parts of society benefit each other, and what is deficient God pro-
vides, so that each person receives the fruit of another land by which he gains
from two tables—from his own and from one readied by an associate of a people
of his choosing.”* Del Bene then provides an inventory of exotic products that
have entered the European market through the sea trade.®

Besides the economic benefit, there is also a spiritual one for him. By the
new connections opened up through sea travel, the truths of “our holy Torah”
are publicized throughout the world. He is aware that the Catholic missionaries
spreading the gospel are not teaching the Jewish faith, but he does not quibble
about this distinction: “Even if they also do not observe the words of this Torah
as we do today, nevertheless, they still believe that it is the Torah from heaven
that was given at Sinai by Moses. . . . For it was God’s holy will to awaken a
spirit of men of very good virtues, masters of a language spoken according to
the Torah today who are called Christian to spread out afar a fence to those
distant islands and to succeed in their purpose.”3¢

The discovery of the new worlds, the exploitation of the new markets, and
the success of the new missions are among “the miracles of the science of
nature.” While hunters and fishermen take precautions to protect themselves
from harm, the seafarers, rich or poor, take to the ships to stimulate and advance
their civilization. There is no rational explanation for this behavior, del Bene
contends, except for divine intervention that propels them, that stimulates their
faith in a universal world where there will be “one nation and one shepherd for
everyone, a faith by which we and our loved ones are judged alike. Thus we

believe and thus we agree that it will come about in the end of days.”

54. Ibid., p. 80a.
55. Ibid., p. 80b.
56. Ibid., p. 81a.
57. Ibid., p. 82a.
58. Ibid., p. 82b.
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Sermoneta and Bonfil have noted the extraordinary lengths to which del Bene
goes in identifying with the spiritual and political aspirations of his Catholic
benefactors. His ugly portrait of the Ottoman Turks, the enemies of the Venetian
republic during the prolonged battle over Crete, and his loyalty to the Catholic
government in which he resides are unparalleled in contemporaneous Jewish
literature. Luzzatto’s conventional flattery of the Doge and his support for the
Venetian war effort in the opening of Socrate pales in comparison to del Bene’s
gushing enthusiasm. This is more than simple political strategy; it is an authentic
expression of the internalization of Catholic attitudes by a seventeenth-century
Jewish writer who is still proud of his unique heritage and committed to its lin-
guistic and doctrinal purity,”® but who nevertheless considers his Jewish identity
intimately linked to the spiritual and political fate of his Catholic neighbors. He
sees their faith as almost identical with the Jewish one; he sees their mission to
“the far-off islands” as a form of teaching Torah to the world; he views their
enemies as his own; and he is even envious of the way they educate themselves
and produce their culture. Bonfil has further noted the parallel between del
Bene’s mind-set and that of the Jesuits: “In a sense,” he writes. “rabbis such as
Del Bene accomplished a function within Jewish society similar to that accom-
plished by Jesuits among Christians. They strove to cope with the inception of
modernity and secularism without causing any damage to religious faith. They
even acted as vehicles of modernity and secularism within Jewish society.”®

The above summary of del Bene’s chapters on monastic education and on the
spiritual mission of the discoveries should dispel any doubt about his “Jesuit”
mentality. We might take Bonfil’s notion a step further by specifically consid-
ering the unique Jesuit commitments to the study of nature and the sciences
and their possible applicability to del Bene and to other Jews like him. In recent

years, Jesuit science has received considerable scholarly attention$' The Jesuits,

59. 1 refer to del Bene’s concern for maintaining standards of Hebraic literacy among
Italian Jews in Kissot le-Veit David, 2:9.

60. Bonfil, “Preaching as Mediation,” p. 84.

61. See esp. W. B. Ashworth, Jr., “Catholicism and Early Modern Science,” God and Nature:
Essays on the Encounter between Christianity and Science, ed. D. C. Lindberg and R. L. Numbers
(Berkeley and Los Angeles, 1986), pp. 136-66; R. Feldhay, “Knowledge and Salvation in Jesuit
Culture,” Science in Context 1(1987): 195-213; R. Feldhay and M. Heyd, “The Discourse of
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especially in Italy, were the most scientifically oriented group among Catholics
but were hardly the most prominent contributors to the scientific revolution.
In Rivka Feldhay’s words, they offer a context where the new science was dif-
fused and propagated rather than created and advanced.? Their significance lay
in creating a new discourse, a rhetoric of theological justification, that enabled
traditional Catholicism to reformulate its teachings in light of the new sciences.
There were also obvious limitations to their scientific pursuits: the constant need
to reconcile observation and experiment with a traditional, even mystical meta-
physics; their methods of educational control in organizing knowledge; their
often indiscriminate eclecticism; and a distrustful reticence on larger theoretical
questions. Scholars have offered a number of suggestions as to why the Jesuits
were particularly drawn to scientific activity. They include the ideal of apos-
tolic spirituality, which sanctified the values of labor and learning in this world,
and the significance attached to experiment and collaboration. These religious
values in turn are strikingly parallel to the Puritan ideals of diligence and utility
already noticed by students of Protestant science. They also offer interesting
parallels to Jewish ideals.

Of course, del Bene’s scientific concerns and knowledge are quite limited,
especially in relation to those of several of his more erudite contemporaries,
such as Delmedigo, Luzzatto, and Tobias Cohen. But even his narrower interest
suggests several obvious parallels with the Jesuits. He too viewed nature as a
reflection of God’s providential design. He, like the Jesuits, saw the new dis-
coveries as divine promise and opportunity to missionize the world. He strongly
admired the methods of learning and collegial collaboration of the Jesuit model.
Most significantly, he could integrate scientific progress, along with the new
economic and political realities, into his own traditional way of thinking.

When one looks beyond del Bene to other Jewish religious thinkers of this
era, the parallels with the Jesuit approach abound: a this-world orientation, an

esteem for learning, an effort to diffuse and popularize scientific culture, a prac-

Pious Science,” Science in Context 3 (1989): 109-42; and S. Harris, “Transposing the Merton
Thesis: Apostolic Spirituality and the Establishment of the Jesuit Scientific Tradition,” Science
in Context 3 (1989): 29-65.

62. Feldhay and Heyd, “The Discourse of Pious Science,” p. 110.
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ticality and eclecticism eschewing larger theoretical questions, and a preference
for unsystematic exposition in the context of biblical commentary. There are
obvious differences, chief among them the lack of institutional support, par-
ticularly on the university level, to carry out advanced scientific activity in a
supportive spiritual environment. As we have seen, the few structures, chiefly
among Paduan students, where Jewish and scientific studies could be integrated
were hardly comparable to the enormous success and diffusion of the Jesuit col-
leges. Nevertheless, it is fair to conclude that just as del Bene, Modena, Luzzatto,
and countless other Italian Jews admired some of the ideals of the Counter-
Reformation Church, particularly those of the Jesuit order, they could similarly
identify with doctrines that viewed nature as a cherished source of spirituality
and promoted the study of mathematics, the biological, and physical sciences

as a vital part of a religious education.

In turning from Judah del Bene’s esoteric tome to Azariah Figo’s more popu-
lar sermons, another kind of question needs to be addressed. No doubt, as
we have already seen, the most intense interaction between Judaism and the
new sciences was felt primarily by Jewish intellectuals, particularly rabbis and
physicians. This situation mirrored that of the Christian community, where sci-
ence was nurtured essentially by political and church leaders. To what extent,
however, were scientific matters the concern of the many within the Jewish com-
munity rather than the few? The cultural historian faces a daunting challenge
in estimating the wider impact of ideas béyond the elite circles described by
the extant sources. A search through expository texts, scientific handbooks, bib-
lical commentaries, and philosophical and kabbalistic writing leaves no doubt
that there was a restricted public which was both sufficiently motivated and
capable of reading and digesting such esoteric and complex materials. How
many Hebrew readers could comprehend the long excurses on mathematics and
astronomy in Joseph Delmedigo’s Sefer £fim, or even the more simplified expla-
nations of the heavens and the earth in David Gans’s Nehmad ve-Na’im? Even
Tobias Cohen’s and Jacob Zahalon’s handbooks of contemporary medical prac-

tice, despite the intentions of the authors, could hardly be called “popular”

63. To be considered in chap. 8 below.
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compendia in the sense that Dr. Spock’s volumes on baby care are today. No
evidence suggests that such Hebrew textbooks were to be found in the libraries
of many Jewish households.

The voluminous literature of Jewish sermons preached in this era in every
community might enable us to identify a wider audience interested in scientific
accomplishment. As Marc Saperstein has argued, “for scholars concerned with
the development of Jewish thought, sermons containing philosophical or kabbal-
istic teachings removed from their technical sources and addressed to ordinary
congregations provide a crucial means for measuring the impact of ideas not
merely on a small circle of original minds but also on a whole community.”%
The central place assigned to questions of scientific import in the sermons of
Christian preachers, especially in England, is well known and has allowed his-
torians to draw distinct connections between the practitioners of science and
both religious radicals and religious establishments.® No such undertaking has
ever been attempted with respect to Jewish sermons, a source still relatively
untapped by Jewish historians, as Saperstein’s discussion makes clear.

Sermons reveal less than one would like to know. The printed sermon is never
identical with the oral original. There is little sense of who heard the sermon,
how the congregation responded to it, and whether the preacher succeeded in
communicating his message.® Many printed sermons appear so convoluted and
dense that one wonders how they could have been delivered in the first place,
let alone understood by a laity, even a highly educated one.” And in the case
of scientific subjects, what preacher would be moved even to introduce such a

topic when exclusively preoccupied with religious and spiritual matters?

64. M. Saperstein, Jewish Preaching, 1200~1800: An Anthology (New Haven and London,
1989), p. 1.

65. See, for example, R. S. Westfall, Science and Religion in Seventeenth-Century England (New
Haven, 1958); M. C. Jacob, The Newtonians and the English Revolution (Ithaca, N.Y., 1976);
C. Webster, The Great Instauration: Science, Medicine, and Reform (London, 1975); and chaps. 11
and 12 below.

66. These issues are discussed by Saperstein in the introduction to Jewisk Preaching. See
also the essays in D. B. Ruderman, ed., Preachers of the ltakian Ghetto (Berkeley, 1992).

G67. This is especially the case for Figo’s contemporary, Judah Moscato. See Moshe Idel’s
judgment on his corpus in his essay in Ruderman, Preachers of the ltalian Ghetto.
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Figo, though renowned as a preacher, was hardly known for his scientific
interests or accomplishments. At first glance, he appears to be the most unlikely
candidate to teach “science” in the course of his religious homilies. But this is
precisely why his sermons are intriguing. If I can make a case for the penetra-
tion of scientific attitudes into the domain of his seemingly traditional and even
“antirational” teachings, the likelihood of finding other candidates with similar
attitudes seems high.

Azariah Figo (or Picho), the rabbi of Pisa and later Venice, is primarily known
through his two major printed works: his commentary Giddule: Terumah (Venice,
1643), an extensive commentary on the Sefer ha-Terumot of Samuel Sardi (1185/
90-1255/56), the first comprehensive code of Jewish law devoted exclusively
to civil and commercial law; and his collection of sermons entitled Binak le-
Irtim, printed in Venice in 1648, a year after Figo’s death, and republished some
fifty times.®

In recent years, Figo’s claim to fame as a preacher (at least the academic
kind) has been largely due to the sympathetic portrait painted by Israel Bettan
in his classic work on Jewish preachers.’ Bettan placed Figo in the company of
such luminaries as Isaac Arama, Jonathan Eybeshitz, and Figo’s contemporary
Judah Moscato. But even without Bettan’s stamp of approval, Figo undoubtedly
commanded the attention of many readers of sermons, especially Jews in eastern
Europe. Figo’s sermons still evoke interest among traditional Jews, as evidenced
by the attractive new edition published in Jerusalem as recently as 1989.7

68. A number of Figo’s sermons were published in Samuel Aboab’s Devar Shemuel (Venice,
1702).

69. 1. Bettan, Studies in Jewish Preaching (Cincinnati, 1939), pp. 227-72.

70. Sefer Binah le-Ittim (Jerusalem, 1989), 2 vols. My citations below are from this volume.
It is worth noting that among all the Italian preachers of his age, Figo was surely the most
popular. While the more colorful and prolific Leone Modena published a single volume of ser-
mons that was never reprinted after his death, Figo’s own collection went through some fifty
editions. Such extraordinary popularity as a preacher, particularly among eastern European
Jews, requires a historical explanation. Part of the answer is obviously related to the elegant
simplicity of Figo’s style, the relevance of his ethical messages, and his effective affirmation
of traditional Jewish concerns. Part of his effectiveness and popularity might also be due to

the language of science he adduces in conveying his message. Surely the message resonated
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Figo’s image as a traditionalist, antirationalist, and renouncer of “Gentile
wisdom” is reinforced by Bettan’s assessment of him as a man who “violently
wrenched himself away from the intellectual pursuits of an earlier day and
calmly retreated within the four ells of the law.””' Bettan’s portrait is virtually
the same as the earlier descriptions of Abba Apfelbaum and Israel Zinberg’
The latter even labeled Figo a typical preacher of the old Franco-German type
who wished to know nothing of secular matters. Harry Rabinowicz offered a
similar appraisal of Figo’s fundamentalist image: “[He] leaned toward a strict
interpretation of Jewish law. He opposed the establishment of a theater in the
ghetto of Venice and criticized the members of his community for usury, flaunt-
ing their wealth, internecine wrangling, laxity in ritual observances, and sexual
irregularities.””® Finally, Isaac Barzilay devotes an entire chapter of his book to
Figo, underscoring his critique of rationalism as a danger to Jewish uniqueness
and his consciousness of exile and longing for national redemption.™

One important piece of information that appears to challenge this stan-
dard evaluation of Figo’s intellectual leanings is his close relationship to Leone
Modena. Figo had composed a sonnet to adorn Modena’s Hebrew collection
of sermons published in 1602, and Modena had actually listed Figo among
his students.”> Modena had again enlisted him in 1624 to flatter Joseph Hamiz
through his poetry in celebration of Hamiz’s completion of his medical studies.”®
Figo’s participation in this event not only suggests his ongoing relationship
with Modena but also points to his identification with Modena’s long-felt com-

mitment to the study of medicine and the sciences among Italian Jews. That

among eastern European congregations of the nineteenth century, as well as among Italian
ones of the seventeenth.

71. Bettan, Studies in Jewish Preaching, p. 228.

72. A. Apfelbaum, Rabbi Arariak Ficcio [Fichio] (Drohobycz, 1907); 1. Zinberg, A History of
Jewish Liserature (Cincinnati and New York, 1974), 4:175-77

73. H. Rabinowicz, “Figo, Azariah,” Encyclopedia Judaica, 6:1274. See also his Portraits of
Jewisk Preackers (in Hebrew) (Jerusalem, 1967), pp. 150-58.

74. Barzilay, Between Reason and Faith, pp. 192-209.

75. See Apfelbaum, Rabbi Azariak Ficcio, pp. 87-91.

76. See Leibowitz, Seridim Mikitvei ha-Pilosof ha-Rofe ve-ha-Mekubbal R Yasef Hamiz (Jeru-
salem, 1938), pp. 50-51; and chap. 3 above.
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Figo never refers to the kabbalah in any of his sermons (unlike his contem-
porary Judah Moscato, but like del Bene) also suggests his tacit agreement
with Modena’s emphatic criticism of the place of mysticism in Jewish culture.””
Figo’s aversion to the kabbalah also stands in sharp contrast to Joseph Hamiz’s
subsequent passionate embrace of it, Modena’s disapproval notwithstanding.

The characterizations of Figo’s spiritual proclivities mentioned above are
based on a reading of Figo’s sermons, and especially on his introduction to Gid-
dulei Terumah, where he wrote: “I went . . . after the vanity of a love of ‘the
children of strangers,” secular studies of various kinds. But immediately upon
reaching the beginning of the harvests of the time of my adolescence, the Re-
deemer had compassion on me. . . for the eyes of my ignorance were opened. . ..
So I beheld and recognized the shame of my youth, whereby I had made the
principal thing unimportant and the unimportant the principal thing. I was ex-
ceedingly ashamed that my hands were weakened from the essential words of
the Torah, the study of the Gemarah and all related 1o it.”7®

By Figo’s own account, then, he had once involved himself in secular pur-
suits but soon realized their vanity and turned to the exclusive study of rab-
binic sources. All of the historians mentioned above plainly accepted Figo’s
declaration at face value. They apparently never considered that such an ac-
knowledgment may have been no more than a literary device in the sixteenth
century and that such a standardized opening made good “political” sense in
winning the favor of readers of an original commentary on a relatively unstudied
legal text”® Both Bettan and Barzilay reluctantly acknowledged traces of Figo’s
earlier pursuits of the “children of strangers” in his later sermons, and particu-
larly his preoccupation with the essence and method of philosophy vis-a-vis
Judaism and his frequent use of medical analogies. Bettan even admitted that

77. On Modena’s attitude to the kabbalah, see Moshe Idel, “Differing Conceptions of
Kabbalah in the Early Seventeenth Century,” Jewish Thought in the Seventeenth Century, ed. 1.
Twersky and B. Septimus (Cambridge, Mass., 1987), pp. 137-200.

78. Azariah Figo, Sefer Giddule: Terumah (Zolkiev, 1809), p. 3b.

79. Compare, for example, the introduction to Abraham Portaleone’s Shilte Gibburim (Man-
tua, 1612), where he similarly acknowledges and renounces his youthful sins in studying the
secular sciences. Yet any reader of his book will readily notice that this renunciation was
hardly complete!

202



BETWEEN HIGH AND LOW CULTURES

Figo’s “grand renunciation” of his secular interests was either made too late or
was not quite complete enough to affect the essential character of his preach-
ing® Commenting on Bettan’s description, Yosef Yerushalmi considered this
inner contradiction an “oscillation between attraction and resistance to gentile
wisdom” that was also typical of other thinkers of Figo’s day.®!

Yet acknowledging the paradoxical coexistence of attraction and resistance
to secular pursuits in the thought of a Jewish preacher is not the same as ex-
plaining it. To what degree Figo renounced his intellectual past and retreated
into Talmudic studies remains an open question and invites a fresh reading
of his sermons. Moreover, it behooves the historian to ask which intellectual
pursuits Figo considered legitimate, why he was offended by certain rational
involvements while apparently approving of others, and how it is possible to
understand Figo as a consistent (as opposed to “oscillating”) religious thinker
with a clear pedagogic agenda for the Jewish constituency he served. In an-
swering these queries about Figo’s thinking through a study of his sermons,
one is also offered the rare opportunity to characterize more broadly the mental
universe he shared with members of the Sephardic congregation of Venice who
listened to and may even have been moved to concur with the message of his
skillful homilies.

I begin an examination of Figo’s sermons with one delivered in Venice on
a Rosh ha-Shanah that happened to fall on the Sabbath. After quoting a mi-
drashic passage about God’s raising his voice on the New Year, he opens with

the following remark:

The human being was given intelligence by [God] . . . who endowed him
with great strength . . . until He filled his heart on numerous occasions with
the capacity to make artificial inventions analogous to the actions of nature.
Because of the weakness of matter or the deficiency in its preparation . .. man
tries to correct and replace it by some discovery or invention drawn from
his intelligence, to the point where he will not appreciate what is lacking in
nature. We have indeed noticed weak-eyed persons who, out of a deficiency

of the matter of their eyes, were unable to see at a distance or [even] close

80. Bettan, Studies in Jewish Preaching, p. 230.
81. Y. H. Yerushalmi, from Spanish Court to ltakian Ghetto (New York, 1971), pp. 373-74.
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up and were thus very nearsighted. Yet human intelligence was capable of
creating eyeglasses placed on the bridge of the nose which aid in magnifying
the strength of vision for each person, depending on what he lacks, either a
little or a lot. This was similarly the case for the eyeglass with the hollow
reed [the telescope] of Rabban Gamaliel [where it is stated] in chapter 4 of

Eruvin: “Whereby as soon as I looked, it was as if we were in the midst of
the [Sabbath] boundary.”®

One wonders what a congregation of worshippers might have thought of so
bizarre an opening for a sermon on the first of the high holy days. But Figo
must have appreciated the mental universe of his audience, so he chose to begin
with something familiar to them. He would introduce his lesson on Jewish reli-
gious values by espousing an ideal which he and his congregants apparently
shared: that of the human mandate to replicate, intervene in, and improve upon
nature. The products of nature often appear deficient or unfinished; they in-
vite human craftsmen and inventors to correct and improve God’s handiwork.
The examples of eyeglasses and the telescope (which Figo explicitly claims
as an originally Jewish invention that long preceded the invention of Galileo)
unambiguously place the rabbi’s remarks in their seventeenth-century context
of scientific invention and discovery, especially in the fields of optics and as-
tronomy. By beginning in such an unconventional manner, Figo undoubtedly
assumed that he would gain the attention of his audience more readily than by
plunging into a more typical rabbinic discourse.

Figo pauses to illustrate his point about correcting inadequate vision with
two illustrative biblical phrases® But then he proceeds to enlarge upon his
original insight: “One can draw analogies to other deficiencies like lameness
and broken legs. Not only such cases but even that which is lacking from one’s
intelligence can be repaired, as in the case of enhancing one’s memory. One

can make an effort to remember things, as is well known from the invention

82. Binah le-Ittim, 1:72-73. On the “telescope” of Rabban Gamaliel and Galileo, see D. B.
Ruderman, Kabbalah, Magic, and Science: The Cultural Universe of a Sixteenth-Century Jewish
Physician (Cambridge, Mass., 1988), p. 98. Figo refers to B. T. Eruvin 43b.

83. Binak le-Ittim, 1:73.
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of spatial memory [memory systems].” He illustrates this invention by refer-
ence to Joseph’s request to the cupbearer to remember him to Pharoah (Genesis
40:14). According to Figo, Joseph asked him “to engrave the impression in his
imagination . . . so that he will conceive and relate the thought of Joseph to that
of some well-known object that often occurs to him. By visualizing the object,
he will remember Joseph.” Of course, the cupbearer “did not employ [the tech-
nique] of spatial memory on his behalf. Accordingly, he forgot to mention him
to Pharoah.”®

Where Figo is leading his curious listeners with this unusual slant on the
familiar biblical story is now made clear: “It follows that if by natural means
related to material things, a person can try to correct his deficiencies by sub-
stitutions, by exchanging one thing for another, what might one do regarding
spiritual things and with matters related to the perfection of one’s soul depen-
dent on the fulfillment of the divine commandments? With the latter example, a
person is obliged, in any respect, to make signs and inventions in order not to
forget them, as in the case of ziziz, about which it is stated: ‘And you shall see
them and remember.” ”# If the fringes on the prayer shawl can be perceived as a
technique of enhancing memory, the need to create an artificial sign to remember
the sound of the shofar on a sabbath day, when it cannot be sounded, might
logically follow: “God gave our hearts something to replace the sounds of the
shofar on this holy day of Shabbat and Rosh ha-Shanah . . . but the command-
ment was not completely abolished since the memory evoked by the biblical
verses that speak about the shofar . . . is sufficient to cause an impression of
replacement exemplifying the commandment of the sounding itself.”¥

Such a strategy of stimulating his listeners to conjure up the memory of the
sound of the shofar on a day when they needed to hear it but could not, might
be dismissed as a clever rhetorical device if not for the fact that the preacher

was taking for granted something that the historian cannot take for granted.

84. Ibid. On memory systems in the sixteenth century, see J. Spense, The Memory Palace of
Matreo Ricchi (New York, 1987).

85. Binah le-Itnim, 1:73.

86. Ibid., 1:73-74.

87. Ibid., 1:75.
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What was familiar to and what appealed to his congregation was the notion of
human beings gaining mastery over the natural world. Illustrating this notion
by reference to the manufacture of eyeglasses and telescopes, to the creation of
artificial limbs and memory systems, and finally to zizit and the biblical passages
that recall the sound of the shofar, might appear to be a convoluted way of
making his point, but to Figo’s mind he was teaching his Jewish message by
appealing directly to the immediate cultural context of his listeners. He was not
teaching contemporary science to his coreligionists; rather, he assumed that this
knowledge was a commonplace in their experience of the world. As any wise
preacher would do, Figo appropriated that experience to make his point about
the religious message of the Jewish holy day. His assumptions about what his
congregants knew and liked offer us some sense of the impact that “scientific”
modes of thinking were having on rabbi and congregation alike.

Bettan and Barzilay have noted Figo’s frequent employment of medical analo-
gies to convey his spiritual message. Barzilay concluded that such references
do not warrant the inference of an intimate acquaintance with either science or
philosophy; rather, they should be attributed to “the impact of the spirit of the
time.”® Of course, Figo’s sermons do reveal a particular spirit or mentality—a
scientific one—characteristic of his age. But Figo’s preoccupation with the func-
tioning of the body and human illness, in light of his connection with Modena,
Hamiz, and Padua, suggests more: an informal or even formal contact with
medical education. Be that as it may, it is apparent that he proudly displayed his
medical knowledge and was fond of utilizing it when preaching.

A good example of Figo’s utilization of medical analogies is in a sermon
delivered on Shabbat Teshuvah (the sabbath falling during the high holy day
period). Figo opens by referring to the line in Jeremiah (3:14, 3:22): “Turn back
O rebellious children, 1 will heal your afflictions.”® The connection between
repentance and healing in the verse and in a rabbinic elaboration on it offers
Figo the appropriate opportunity to descant on the treatment of a sick patient.
Following a conventional Galenic therapy, Figo suggests two approaches to

healing a person overtaken by “the evil humor which sickens the body and

88. Barzilay, Berween Faith and Reason, p. 193.
89. Binah le-Itim, 1:81.

206



BETWEEN HIGH AND LOW CULTURES

brings a person to the danger of death”™: either by natural means, “whereby he
will fortify himself to fight with his illness and defeat it,” or by artificial means,
that is, “evacuations and bloodletting and the like.” Echoing his point in the
sermon described above, he adds: “Thus a person will try by human industry
to help nature and to gain what it lacks.”®

The connection between healing the body and healing the soul is now made
explicit: “This evacuation is none other than the essence of repentance that dis-
charges and removes all sin and guilt and crime and restores a person to health.”
Just as there are two avenues of healing the body, so there are two avenues of
repentance: “repentance out of love, whereby the strength of one’s intelligence
will grow by itself . . . or repentance out of fear, which is truly an external
healing.”%!

Although artifical healing is licit, it is inferior to natural healing in at least
three ways. First, artifical remedies are uncertain, since the physician can only
estimate the proper dosage to be offered the patient. Often he misdiagnoses,
evacuating insufficiently or excessively and causing more harm than good. Sec-
ond, artificial remedies such as bloodletting weaken the body and diminish the
patient’s strength, for good humors are eliminated along with the evil one.
Finally, artificial remedies are usually administered under coercion, often caus-
ing pain or other discomfort. In contrast, natural evacuation transpires pleas-
antly without undue agitation. All three advantages of natural healing correlate
with the realm of the spirit. A repentance out of love is always superior to one
gained through the fear of chastisements. Like the doctor who misdiagnoses and
causes his patient harm, a person might repent solely out of fear of punishment
while ignoring the sin which is the principal cause of his moral deficiency. Just
as evacuation might cause the elimination of good humors along with the bad,
so too the removal of a bad quality by external means might also encourage a
person to distance himself from a good quality. Finally, repentance out of love is
never accompanied by the stress and inner turmoil that accompany repentance

out of fear.”?

90. Ibid., 1:81-82.
91. Ibid., 1:82.
92. Ibid., 1:84-87.

207



BETWEEN HIGH AND LOW CULTURES

Figo adds a fourth and most significant advantage of natural over artificial
healing: healing that is dependent upon external drugs is usually not totally
effective; the bad humor is not completely removed and the illness eventually
returns. This is not the case with natural healing, where the body is cured con-
clusively. The distinction between voluntary repentance and that effectuated
under duress can also be correlated in this respect”

In other sermons, Figo similarly favors such comparisons between moral
and medical therapy. In one passage, he differentiates between an immoral per-
son who can still repent and one whose condition is hopeless by drawing an
analogy between a patient who still feels pain, even excruciating pain, and
one whose limb is dead and insensitive to pain, and whose condition is hope-
less.?* In another passage, he enumerates four steps in maintaining a regimen
of good health and demonstrates how moral sin can virtually be prevented by
the same prescriptions.” Once he compares the gradual increase of dosage to a
sick patient with the gradual educational process of teaching Torah.? He even
expresses his uncertainty about whether to make a funeral oration long or short
by reference to the analogy of a doctor who finds contradictory symptoms in
his patient, making his diagnosis extremely difficult”” None of these analogies
exhibits highly specialized knowledge of medicine or the biological sciences.
They are easy to comprehend, appropriately for the forum in which they were
meant to be presented. They do reveal, however, an intimate sense of the prac-
tice of medicine, the dilemmas the doctor faces daily, the uncertainty of his
cures, and the dangers and inadequacies of standard medical treatment. In sum,
they suggest the perspective of a person who fully appreciated the meaningful
connection between the medical and rabbinic professions—that is, of a physi-
cian who also happened to be a doctor, a common coincidence in the Italian
Jewish community that Figo served.

Barzilay has pointed out Figo’s constant emphasis on the dangers of ratio-

nalism and its corrosiveness to the Jewish community’s faith in its unique reve-

93. Ibid., 1:87.

94. Ibid., 1:90-105.

95. Ibid., 1:105-24.

96. Binah le-Ittim, 2:16-23.
97. Ibid., 2:388-97.
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lation.”® In a fully conventional way, Figo seeks to demonstrate the inadequacy
of human reason in contrast to revealed truth on two counts: it is inaccessible to
the majority of people and it lacks moral concern. In the first place, since only
the few have the capacity to acquire natural knowledge, a belief in miracles and
divine intervention in the natural order is necessary, since miraculous occur-
rences impress the uninitiated more than the mere uniformity and regularity of
nature.” In the second place, the Gentile astronomer who searches the heavens
does so merely to fulfill the needs of his intellectual appetite, not his moral or
spiritual one.'® For the Jew who masters astronomy, his knowledge leads him to
perform divine commandments and to serve his Creator. Such arguments sug-
gest for Barzilay a fundamental antirationalism, which he perceives as part of
an emerging mentality of “Jewish nationalism” in the late sixteenth century.”

There is no doubt that Figo’s utterances reflect an antagonism to philosophi-
cal speculation and a deep belief in the superiority of the revealed wisdom of
the Jewish sages (though not necessarily kabbalistic ones). But Barzilay’s analy-
sis remains deficient in ignoring the language and conceptual underpinnings
of Figo’s defense of Jewish revelation and in failing to appreciate the scientific
context informing his criticisms of philosophy.

Figo’s sermon on the second day of Shevuot offers a convincing illustration
of the preacher’s underlying assumptions.'”? His theme is precisely the differ-
ence between the knowledge of the philosophers and the revelatory experience
of Sinai. “It is well known,” he writes, “that the sciences based on foundations of
learning and built on rational assumptions are dangerous and unreliable, since
human intelligence is limited, small, and weak.” They are liable to error and
omission and lack the assurance of complete truth. In contrast, “those things to
which the senses and experience testify are truthful; no doubt will arise regard-
ing them or fear of error or false knowledge. . . . Regarding the latter, the sage
in Ecclesiastes [7:23] stated: ‘All this I tested with wisdom: I thought I could

fathom it but it eludes me.”” Figo interprets the line to mean that all that was

98. Barzilay, Between Faith and Reason, esp. pp. 195-202.
99. See esp. Binah le-frtim, 1:267-75.

100. Ibid., 2:110-27, esp. 110-14.

101. Barzilay, Berween Faith and Reason, p. 197.

102. Binah le-frtim, 2:85-94.
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acquired ‘through experience which I gained through the experiential faculty
of knowledge” can be known truthfully. But “theoretical knowledge denuded
of sensual knowledge is certainly far from me.”'® The student of seventeenth-
century culture will recognize this distinction—between the scholastic philoso-
pher and the natural philosopher and empiricist—as a commonplace which we
have already noted in del Bene. One can know the heavens and the earth only
by observation and experiment, not by a theoretical construct of their apparent
reality in the mind’s imagination.

For Figo, the epistemological basis of the new empiricism is equivalent to
that of the Torah: “The Divine Wisdom [God] understood that the holy Torah
would not be accepted by the Israelite nation on the basis of knowledge stem-

ming from investigation and research . . . but rather with things felt and familiar

through seeing and hearing. . . . No man can acquire an idea except by way
of the senses. . . . The Torah gives strength and vitality to what the senses
acquire.” %

Figo’s argument regarding the superiority of the experiential knowledge of
the Torah to the theoretical and inevitably finite knowledge of the philosophers
patently echoes Judah Ha-Levi’s medieval critique of Spanish Jewish philosophy
and that of earlier thinkers.!®® Equally unoriginal is his argument that although
the knowledge of the Torah is complete and stands on its own, that of the secular
sciences is interdependent: “Someone cannot be an astronomer without prior
knowledge of mechanics and mathematics, nor a doctor without prior knowl-
edge of natural philosophy. Nor can a person acquire any knowledge unless
he is accustomed to logic. . . . It happens that one [field] justifies and prepares
for the other, for without the prior one, the latter would have no reality. But
our Torah does not require any other wisdom nor any external knowledge, for
everything is in her; she guides and informs herself with her own conclusions,
principles, and ideas.” 1%

I have quoted at length in order to propose that Figo was more than a

103. Ibid., 2:85.

104. Ibid., 2:85, 88.

105. See, for example, Judah Ha-Levi, Sefer Ha-Kuzari, 2:56, 63-66; 3:53, 4:24-25.
106. Binah le-Irtim, 2:88.
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mere borrower of Ha-Levi’s classical antiphilosophical arguments. His descrip-
tion of the interrelatedness of all sciences betrays an unmistakable familiarity
with these arguments. He leaves the distinct impression that he knows what
it takes to be an astronomer or a physician and that he has studied the fields
he enumerates. More important, although he argues for the insufficiency of the
sciences, he clearly does not dismiss their validity altogether. What he finds
reprehensible is a knowledge lacking empirical foundations, based solely on
intellectual constructs, and arrogantly claiming to perceive of reality and of the
truth. It is no mere coincidence that the language of “hearing and seeing” of
the Torah and the rabbis was also the hallmark of his own era, the railying cry
of Galileo, Bacon, and other virtuosi. I contend that Figo was fully aware of
the seventeenth-century associations of this language when he evoked it, and,
more important, that the convergence of its traditional and modern meanings
resonated unmistakably in the ears of his listeners. By couching his advocacy of
Torah learning in the contemporary language of experience and empiricism, he
was clinching his argument for the relevance of Judaism in a way Ha-Levi never
could have achieved. In Ha-Levi’s time, such language was surely perceived as
anti-intellectual, fundamentalist, and conservative. To an audience fully attuned
to seeing and hearing rather than cogitating, Figo’s defense of Judaism must
have sounded modern and up-to-date.

A succinct description of Figo’s intellectual style based on a correct read-
ing of his sermons would thus emphasize a clear and consistent understanding
of the relationship between Judaism and the larger cultural space he inhabited.
Figo did not oscillate whimsically between rationalism and irrationalism, be-
tween study of the Talmud and of the secular sciences. His sermons, written
after his apparent renunciation of the sciences in the introduction to his halakhic
commentary, bespeak a man supremely cognizant and confident of his knowl-
edge of medicine and the sciences. They are unmistakably part of his universe
of discourse and that of his congregants, and he boldly appropriates their con-
ceptual framework in teaching Judaism. Figo deplored the useless speculations
of philosophers of the old scholastic style, and particularly their pretensions to
understand the world better than those who placed their trust in divine revela-
tion. But such criticism was not synonymous with antirationalism. For him and

those he addressed, the value of empiricism, a firm reliance on the senses, and
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the human mandate to create and improve upon nature were to be taken for
granted.

Figo’s position—a kind of “mitigated or constructive scepticism,”'” which
he shared with del Bene, the Maharal, and others—was becoming extremely
fashionable among Jews and Christians alike by the middle of the seventeenth
century. In the new discourse of pious science as articulated by such lumi-
naries as Mersenne and Gassendi,'® science was a hypothetical system based
on and verified through experience alone. It never claimed to possess absolute
truth, but merely to describe the appearance of things, and thus it did not com-
pete with the sacred, indubitable verities of divine revelation. By separating
physics from scholastic metaphysics, and by establishing a legitimate “division
of labor” between the natural sciences and Judaism, Figo had fashioned a for-
midable argument by which to defend the legitimacy of Jewish revelation in his
day. By skillfully incorporating this argument into the rhetoric of his sermons,
he had discovered an effective strategy to project the compelling image of “a
wise and discerning people”!® into the minds and hearts of his discriminating

congregation.

107. The term is Richard Popkin’s, as discussed in his History of Scepticism, chap. 7.

108. Besides Popkin’s work, see P. Dear, Mersenne and the Learning of the Schools (Ithaca
and London, 1988) and L. Sumida Joy, Guassendi the Atomist: Advocate of History in an Age of
Science (Cambridge, 1987). Cf. R. Bonfil’s similar conclusions regarding David del Bene in his
“Preaching as Mediation.”

109. See Deut. 4:6.

212



7

Kabbalah, Science, and Christian Polemics

THE DEBATE BETWEEN SAMSON MORPURGO AND

SOLOMON AVIAD SAR SHALOM BASILEA

Well into the first half of the eighteenth century, the issues re-
garding the place of the kabbalah in Jewish culture, argued so
vigorously by Leone Modena against Joseph Hamiz and Joseph
Delmedigo a century earlier, continued to evoke acrimonious de-
bate among Jewish intellectuals of the Italian ghettos. As in the
case of Modena’s rigorous assault, the matter of the kabbalah was
never considered in isolation but was often interlaced with other
intellectual and social concerns, not the least being the emerging
prominence accorded the study of the sciences, and especially
medicine, within the Jewish community.

In this chapter I will consider another controversy between
two distinguished Italian rabbis and writers of the late seven-
teenth and early eighteenth centuries, Samson Morpurgo of
Ancona (1681-1740) and Solomon Aviad Sar Shalom Basilea of
Mantua (c. 1680-1749).! By examining the complex web of issues

1. On Morpurgo, see E. Morpurgo, La Famigha Morpurgo de Gradisca
sull Tsonzo 7585-7885 (Padua, 1909); M. Benayahu, “R. Samson Morpurgo:
Some Information and Sources of His Life” (in Hebrew), Sinai 84 (1978~
79): 34-165; idem, Sefer Ez ha-Da’at of R. Samson Morpurgo” (in Hebrew),
Alei Sefer 6-7 (1978-79): 129-44; idem, “The Polemic of R. Samson Mor-
purgo with the Priest Benetelli” (in Hebrew), Alei Sefer 8 (1979-80): 87—
94. On Basilea, see S. Simonsohn, History of the Jews in the Duchy of Mantua
(Jerusalem, 1977), index.
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raised by the rabbis’ disagreement, their larger social and intellectual contexts,
and their common assumptions, I hope not only to iocate the role of scien-
tific discourse within their cultural world but also to underscore its symbiotic
relationship to other primary expressions of Jewish religious thought: to phi-
losophy, to Jewish-Christian dialogue and debate, to messianic heterodoxy, and
especially to kabbalistic theosophy.

At first glance, the disagreement between the rationally inclined Morpurgo
and Basilea, “the great eighteenth-century apologist of the authenticity of kab-
balistic tradition,” as Gershom Scholem once called him;? appears to be a case
of déja vu. Once again we appear 1o be confronted by the rational philosopher
crossing swords with the traditional kabbalist over the definition of spirituality
in Judaism. In 1704 Morpurgo, a twenty-three-year-old rabbi and recent medi-
cal graduate of the University of Padua, published a modest commentary on the
popular ethical work Sefer Behinat Olam (The Book of the Examination of the
World) by Jedaiah ben Abraham Bedersi ha-Penimi (c. 1270-1340).3 Morpurgo’s
commentary, £z ha-Da’at (The Tree of Knowledge), attempted to elucidate this
small lyrical treatise on the futility and vanity of the world and on the rewards
of the intellectual and religious life. On the surface Bedersi’s work seems to
contain little to upset even the staunchest traditionalist. It had been published in
Italy as early as the late fifteenth century and had been republished frequently,
accompanied by a variety of commentaries.! Bedersi, of course, was well known
as an apologist for Maimonidean philosophy, but only in the last lines of Sefer
Behinat Olam does his allegiance to the sage of Fustat become overt’ Most of

Bedersi’s text commendably nurtures ethical and religious sensibilities.

2. G. Scholem, Sabbatai Sevi: The Mystical Messiah (Princeton, 1973), p. 517.

3. Sefer Eg ha-Da'at (Venice, 1704); on Bedersi and his writing, see A. Halkin’s essay in
Encyclopedia Judaica (Jerusalem, 1971), 9:1308-10 and the bibliography he cites.

4. The work was first published in Mantua by Estellina, wife of Abraham Conat, be-
tween 1476 and 1480. Morpurgo, in his introduction, mentions the commentaries of Moses
ibn Habib and Jacob Frances. Other commentators include Yom Tov Lipmann Heller, Isaac
Moncon, Jacob (of Fano?), Leone of Mantua, and Immanuel Lattes the Younger. (See L
Broydé, “Bedersi, Jedaiah Ben Abraham,” The Jewish Encyclopedia (New York and London,
1907), 2:626.)

5. I quote from the English translation of Broydé, “Bedersi,” p. 626: “Finally, turn neither

to the left nor to the right from all that the wise men believed, the chief of whom was the
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Nevertheless, Basilea denounced Morpurgo’s work some twenty-six years
later in Sefer Emunat Hakhamim (The faith of [or in] the Sages), published in
Mantua in 1730.% He was particularly infuriated by Morpurgo’s introduction, ex-
tolling philosophical investigation in general and in particular the achievements
of Abraham ibn Ezra and Maimonides; and by the inclusion in Morpurgo’s trea-
tise of a poem by the notorious seventeenth-century Hebrew poet Jacob Frances
criticizing the excessive study of the kabbalah by Italian Jews.”

The publication of Frances’s poem was surely Morpurgo’s most provocative
gesture in Basilea’s eyes.® Morpurgo was undoubtedly aware of the controversy
his action was bound to stir up among the many devotees of the kabbalah: he
published the £z 4a-Da ‘at anonymously, although other writers alluded to him
by his first name at the end of the work.” The brothers Jacob and Emanuel
Frances were well known for satirizing the movement surrounding the mes-
sianic figure of Shabbatai Zevi. Jacob not only opposed the Sabbatian movement
but appeared uncompromisingly hostile to all students of the kabbalah, mes-
sianic enthusiasts or not. In 1661 he published the satirical poem against the
kabbalah which immediately aroused the anger of the Mantuan rabbis, espe-
cially the kabbalist Solomon Formigini, who tried to confiscate all copies of the
poem. Having evaded the rabbis’ recriminations by moving to Florence, Jacob
died in 1667—a sure sign of divine justice in the mind of his enemies. Although
Emanuel lived until the end of the century, Jacob’s death quieted one of the
most vociferous voices against the kabbalah in seventeenth-century Iraly.® In
republishing Jacob’s obnoxious poem in 1704, Morpurgo must have been aware
that he was reviving painful memories among a rabbinic establishment that was

committed to the study of the kabbalah cleansed of the antinomian and hereti-

distinguished master Maimonides, of blessed memory, with whom no one can be compared
from among the wise men who have lived since the close of the Talmud.”

6. Sefer Emunat Hakhamim (Mantua, 1730), pp. 16b, 17a, 22a, 27a, 29b-31b.

7. See esp. ibid., pp. 29b-31b.

8. Sefer £z ha-Da'at, pp. 35b-36a

9. Ibid., pp. 36b, 37a.

10. On the Frances brothers, see G. Scholem, Sabbatai Sevi: The Mystical Messiak (Prince-
ton, 1973), pp. 516-18; S. Bernstein, Diwan le-Rabbi Emanuel ben David Frances (Tel Aviv, 1932);
P. Naveh, Kol Shirei Ya'akov Frances (Jerusalem, 1969); and see the strong criticism of Naveh’s
work by E. Fleisher in Kiryat Sefer 45 (1969-70): 177-87.
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cal tendencies of the previous century. The nasty controversy had long been
over, so why not let Jacob Frances’s satire remain buried with its author? But
Morpurgo went ahead impetuously, so it seemed, and republished the despised
poem. Even as late as 1730 Basilea could not forgive Morpurgo for maligning
the sacred traditions of Judaism, just as Jacob Frances had done some seventy
years earlier.

What then meets the casual eye of the twentieth-century observer is a classic
confrontation between a rationalist disciple of the “infidel” Frances and a kab-
balist committed to defending the centrality of mysticism within Jewish culture.
Yet a closer examination of Morpurgo’s composition and Basilea’s condemna-
tion reveals certain anomalies. In the first place, there exists the cordial, even
friendly relationship between Basilea and Morpurgo, even at the time of Basilea’s
stinging critique. Basilea opened his condemnation of Morpurgo’s work by em-
phasizing the good character of the author, who “is known as a sage, a fearer of
heaven and an expert in the books of the Torah.”!! And throughout his caustic
remarks he refrains from mentioning Morpurgo by name. Even more reveal-
ing is a legal query that Basilea had addressed to Morpurgo some fifteen years
earlier. Despite Morpurgo’s “indiscretion” in publishing Bedersi and Frances,
Basilea was obviously not averse to consulting Morpurgo as a rabbi and medical
specialist on the legality of using a certain medicine for curing heart patients
that consisted of wine of questionable religious sanctity.?

Furthermore, although Morpurgo had no interest in the kabbalah, he was not
hostile to it. In fact, he married the daughter of an illustrious kabbalist of his day,
Joseph Fiametta—a fact not overlooked by Basilea, who mentioned Fiametta in
his defense of the moral character of the kabbalist leaders of his generation.?
Morpurgo’s'good relations with Basilea and Fiametta, despite their seeming
adversarial positions, invites comparison with those of several other contem-
poraries who were supposedly engaged in bitter ideological dispute. Simon
Bernstein was surprised to discover a cordial relationship between the kabbalist
R. Mahalel Haleluyah, Morpurgo’s predecessor in the Ancona rabbinate and an

11. Sefer Emunat Hakhanum, p. 30a.

12. Samson Morpurgo, Sefer Shemesh Zedakah (Venice, 1740) on Yoreh Deak, n. 28, pp.
78a-79a.

13. Sefer Emunat Hakhamim, p. 31a.
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acknowledged follower of Shabbatai Zevi, and Jacob Frances, the arch-enemy
of the Sabbatians in Italy." Jacob Frances was also on good terms with the kab-
balist Moses Zacut, and Emanuel Frances apparently held a positive view of
the kabbalah throughout his life.”* How often the historical evidence conspires
against our neat categories of who should be antagonistic to whom and gives
the lie to the notion that rationalists and kabbalists usually dislike each other.
Even the normally judicious Gershom Scholem categorically proclaimed that
Jacob Frances’s rationalism was “sufficient explanation for his uncompromising
rejection of Sabbatian messianism.” ¢ Yet were all “rationalists” (a term which
Scholem never carefully defined) automatically anti-Sabbatians? And should
we automatically call such formidable “rationalists” as physicians Benjamin
Mussafia or Benedict de Castro irrational simply because they enthusiastically
endorsed Sabbatian messianism?!” Again we are confronted with seeming para-
doxes that require close scrutiny and utmost caution in interpretation.

When we turn to the content of Morpurgo’s commentary and Basilea’s cri-
tique, this conventional wisdom about rationalism and irrationalism is further
exploded. To be sure, Basilea would have liked his readers to believe that his
position and Morpurgo’s were irreconcilable. He enlists the homily of his men-
tor Moses Zacuto on the distinction between “wise /hakham/ and “discerning”
[navon] as they appear in two biblical passages: Genesis 41:39 and Deuteronomy
4:6. In the first passage describing Pharoah, the adjective “discerning” precedes
“wise,” while in the second passage, referring to the Jewish people, “wise” pre-
cedes “discerning.” According to Zacuto, the position of the two words teaches
the absolute difference between a Jew and a non-Jew regarding the acquisition
of knowledge. The latter “understands why a thing is like this or that, compre-
hends something from something else, and afterwards from these assumptions,
he acquires knowledge; and if the assumptions are true, then the inferences
[based on these assumptions] will be true. But for the children of Israel, all their

wisdom is received from tradition, and from the latter they comprehend some-

14. See S. Bernstein, “The Letters of Rabbi Mahalel Halelujah of Ancona,” Hebrew Union
College Annual 7 (1930): 513.

15. Naveh, Kol Shirei, p. 34; Bemstein, Diwan, pp. xxiv—xxviii.

16. Scholem, Sabbatai Sevi, p. 517.

17. On Benedict de Castro, see chap. 10 below.
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thing from something else . . . for ‘wisdom’ fhokhmak/ is what a person learns
from his teacher, and ‘discernment’ /bina#/ is what he understands by himself.”
In Basilea’s view, this fundamental difference explains the fallibility of “Gen-
tile” wisdom in contrast to that of the Jewish kabbalistic tradition. Because the
Gentile philosophers relied exclusively on their own intellectual resources, their
rational assumptions were eventually proven wrong. Hence by the time of Mor-
purgo and Basilea, all of Aristotle’s pronouncements about the universe have
been rejected, contemporary philosophers “have completely denied” his entire
cognitive system, and philosophy in these times “has become something else
never anticipated by Aristotle in the first place.” Thus to resurrect Bedersi’s out-
moded philosophical ruminations for a present generation of Hebrew readers,
and to extol the flawed insights of such students of the discredited Aristotle as
Maimonides and ibn Ezra, as Morpurgo had seemingly done, was to ignore a
fundamental existential reality of the eighteenth century, according to Basilea.!®
Basilea’s persuasive rhetoric notwithstanding, Zacuto’s stark contrast be-
tween wise kabbalists and discerning philosophers did not faithfully répre-
sent the positions of Morpurgo or Basilea at all, as the latter well knew. In
reality, Morpurgo’s “philosophy” showed little appreciation for Aristotelian
metaphysics and Basilea’s kabbalah was hardly reducible to the mere transmis-
sion of a sanctified tradition. When one identifies their real positions, it is the
remarkable confluence of their views that is striking. '

Let us examine more carefully the intellectual posture of Samson Morpurgo.
What was the nature of his “rationalism” and how would he have defined himself
in relation to his philosophic forebears—Aristotle, Maimonides, and Bedersi?
From the opening of his introduction, it is clear that he seeks to locate a median
between the excesses of philosophic speculation that have led to heresy, and
a Jewish intellectual life absorbed in mystical theosophy. He excoriates those
“evil and sinning men” among the philosophers who have deviated from tradi-
tional beliefs.!” Yet he is unwilling to discard the baby with the bathwater; there
remains a tradition of honest and faithful philosophical speculation in Israel

18. Sefer Emunat Hakhamim, pp. 30a-30b.
19. £z ha-Da’as, pp. 3a-3b.
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exemplified by Maimonides and ibn Ezra. And it is that tradition he seeks to
defend and perpetuate. “If the divine kabbalah is precious, so too is philosophy,”
he contends?® He has no objection to the kabbalah per se, despite his inclusion
of Frances’s satire; he merely pleads for coexistence for both streams of Jewish
spirituality.

Morpurgo also has in mind a particular emphasis in espousing the virtues of
the philosophical quest. His primary concern, from the beginning to the end of
his work, is “natural philosophy”—exploring the secrets of the natural world,

the wonders of the heavens and the earth. He writes:

In every direction man turns, he will comprehend and be enlightened with
wisdom, understanding, and intelligence. . . . If he turns his face to the west
to see the sun setting in its majesty . . . he will understand the secrets of
wisdom. If he gazes to the sky to count the stars and to know the laws of
heaven and their constellations, he will . . . be made wise in everything. If he
looks in the depths of sheol to fathom what is in the water under the earth . ..
even there his eyes will observe that the ordinances of God are just. . . . In
everything where [God’s] spirit dwells, man will go until his intelligence and
the spirit of his discernment will carry him easily among all creatures above
and below, from one extremity to the other, so that from everything, he will

learn intelligence and acquire understanding?!

Morpurgo also refers specifically to the quality of discernment, approaching
the definition Moses Zacuto had used but giving it a more focused meaning in
relation to investigating the physical world: “A discerning heart /lev navon/”,
Morpurgo writes, “has no limit to its movements by which a person may wan-
der the way of the earth to its length and breadth. For he loves and desires to
investigate and trace the roots of his existence whence he was hewn.”? For
Morpurgo, such an ideal investigation is the one he plans and enthusiastically
shares with the readers of his introduction: a treatise on the laws of ritual purity

of beef and fow! based on the science of surgery and medicine?? It is also ex-

20. Ibid,, p. 3a.
21. Ibid,, p. 5b, commenting on Bedersi’s text, chap. 2, pt. 1.
22. Ibid,, p. 5a.
23. 1bid,, p. 3b.
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emplified by his learned responsum to R. Joseph Cases, another physician from
Mantua, in 1716, on feeding an ill person snake meat. His learned analysis of
the various types of medical remedies, including that of serpent meat, according
to the views of the “ancient doctors” as well as the “modern doctors,” is based
throughout on a thorough empiricism.*

Morpurgo’s naturalism reflects a commitment to the new sciences of his day
and stands in direct opposition to the dogmatic metaphysics of Aristotle and his
commentators. In a striking departure from his previous reverence for Maimo-
nides, he openly disputes Bedersi, who had called for full adherence to all of the
philosopher’s positions. Morpurgo would countenance his views on religious
law but nothing more. A new generation of researchers of nature had emphati-
cally rejected Maimonides’ notion of the Active Intellect based on Aristotle,
of formless matter, of forms and accidents, of the four elements and the fifth
essence, and of heavenly motion, as well as his medical know-how.? For Basilea,
Morpurgo’s negation of Maimonides’ philosophical assumptions was sufficient
proof (“as a hundred witnesses”) of the emptiness of all philosophical investi-
gation? But he had surely missed Morpurgo’s point. The specific answers that
philosophers provided were not at issue. Each generation investigates nature
through its own devices and discloses something its predecessors missed. What
was critical was the search itself, the process of disclosure, the commitment to
using one’s discernment to penetrate the divine mystery as deeply as possible.
For Morpurgo, self-discovery was surely of greater value than mere acceptance
of revealed truth.

If Morpurgo’s empiricism informs his philosophical commitments, a similar
empiricism informs Basilea’s kabbalistic commitments A short Latin compen-
dium on the rules of geographical measurements strangely appended to Basilea’s
Hebrew defense of the kabbalah is as good a sign as any of his passionate inter-
est in the processes of nature. But Basilea’s entire Emunar Hakhamim offers an
even more eloquent testimony of how the study of nature, unencumbered by

the assumptions of Aristotelian metaphysics, could be properly integrated with

24. Sefer Shemesh Zedakah on Yoreh De'ch, pp. 80a-81b, n. 29; H. ]. Zimmels, Magicians,
Theologians and Doctors (London, 1952), pp. 122-24.
25. Sefer Eg ha-Da’at, p. 34b.
26. Sefer Emunat Hakhamim, p. 30b.
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kabbalah. It is not the kabbalist, claims Basilea, but the Aristotelian philosopher
who remains blinded by his own metaphysical dogmas.
Take the following remarkable anecdote about an old man from Mantua who

taught in the yeshivah:

[He was considered a great scholar] in the wisdom of the Torah, philosophy,
and medicine, and was one of the leaders of our congregation. Because of
his great knowledge, he would categorize as impossible anything which his
intelligence deemed so, since he could not fathom its cause. One day he sat
and taught “the enlightened” of our people, wearing eyeglasses on the bridge
of his nose as old men were accustomed to do. I said to him: “Master, the
spectacles on your nose can make people appear so that their heads are below
and their feet are above; that they extend their heads to the ground and their
lower extremities toward heaven, so that when a person walks to the east,
it will appear to him that he goes to the west. So all things might appear to
be opposite of what they actually are.” All the “enlightened ones” standing
there laughed; all of them readily agreed that this is certainly not true and
anyone who so believes is counted among the fools. The wise old doctor
declared: “You ‘astronomers’ [naturalists, scientists] say nothing more than
nonsense, because such a thing is impossible.” He wanted to make his words
compelling by offering clear proofs, taken from philosophy and appropriate
to the intelligence, which I will not enlarge upon here. I then asked him to
hand me his glasses and I placed them far from his eyes at the point where
the image breaks up [the focal point] and beyond it. He then observed along
with the others standing there what was impossible for them to believe. This
was because he had not studied the science of optics even though he was a
great scholar, and he did not understand how the lens works and how the
rays [entering] the eyes or any rays are bent. . . . On the contrary, he always
imagined the opposite to be the case, for with the spectacles on his nose he
read a book and perceived everything to be in order. Maimonides’ case is
similar, since he learned only the doctrines of Aristotle in these matters and
could not understand that our voice from below works above; thus he denied

the power of using God’s names?’

27. Ibid., p. 17a.
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Like the Mantuan scholar, Maimonides had understood the world through
the lens of a scholastic conceptual scheme. Despite his intellectual accomplish-
ments, Maimonides could not be expected to understand the cultural and scien-
tific world of the eighteenth century, a world where the potency of forces not
understood by the intellect was deemed possible and even regularly observed.
It wasn’t that “the great eagle” was dead wrong; he was simply wearing the
wrong lens.

Having disclosed the myopia of the Aristotelian philosophers limited by their
own metaphysical dogmas, Basilea could champion the scientific knowledge
of rabbinic and kabbalistic sages once thought to be tragically out-of-date, as
Maimonides himself had admitted® The empirical study of nature could now
become a tool to subvert the rational orthodoxies of the past while reconfirming
the previously discounted sapience of ancient Jewish traditions.

Basilea’s commitment to experimentalism in substantiating rabbinic opin-
ions on nature is best revealed by two marvelous examples he supplies. In the
first instance, he upbraids the Aristotelian philosopher Gersonides for question-
ing the rabbinic understanding of a biblical verse (1 Kings 6:4), assuming the
rabbis lacked a precise understanding of Basilea’s obviously favorite science of
optics. He proceeds to offer his readers a long discourse on the refraction of
light rays, explains how light is dispersed through a wide aperture and shines
more brightly through a narrow one, and closes his discussion by describing an
experiment he performed with the aid of a rabbinic colleague. The scenario of
the kabbalist Basilea, crouched in a darkened room with one of Venice’s most
distinguished rabbis, R. Jacob Aboab, examining the effect of light rays through
a narrow opening in the window, performing a scientific experiment to reaffirm
the truth of their sacred tradition, is as revealing a snapshot as any regarding
the complexity of the Jewish intellectual ambiance in the Italian ghettos in the
eighteenth century and the place of science in that setting.?

In the second instance, Basilea attempts to defend a seemingly odd position
of the rabbis in the Talmud (B.T. Rosh ha-Shanah 24b), where two witnesses

contend that they saw the old moon in the morning sky in the east and the

28. See chap. 1 above.
29. Sefer Emunat Hakhamim, p. Ga.
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new moon in the evening sky in the west. Although R. Johanan ben Nuri had
declared such testimony false, since the old moon could never be visible twenty-
four hours before the appearance of the new one, Basilea was not prepared to
dismiss this observation out of hand. He enlists the evidence of recent explorers
of the New World, even mentions the writing of Johann Kepler, and then at-
tempts to calculate the course of the moon in relation to the earth as it might
appear in Jerusalem. Uncertain of his own tentative conclusions, he turns to two
Christian astronomers in the city of Bologna, including the well-known Eusta-
chio Manfredi (1674~1739). Both men confirm his judgment and the testimony
of the Talmud; Manfredi even writes a long responsum with many proofs, ac-
cording to Basilea. No doubt testimony confirming rabbinic sapience from so
unlikely a source would have fully justified Basilea’s exhilaration in proclaiming
the words of the psalmist (Psalm 144:15): “Happy the people who have it so;
happy the people whose God is the Lord.”*®

Recent scientific information thus became for Basilea both a formidable ally
in denigrating dogmatic philosophy and a conceptual framework in which to en-
hance and elevate the esoteric dimension of his Jewish identity. He offers a most
elaborate testimony of how nature study unrelated to Aristotelian metaphysics
could properly be integrated with the kabbalah. He frames his remarks within
a critique of Maimonides’ classical definition of the rabbinic esoteric pursuits
called Ma’aseh Bereshit and Ma’'aseh Merkavah, which Maimonides had labeled
physics and metaphysics, respectively. For Basilea, however, Maaseh Bereshit is
divided into two parts: “The first includes what human investigation can evalu-
ate and the second is that which is only known by the tradition of the prophets.”
In the first category, Basilea places the legitimate and praiseworthy occupations
of the naturalists, who observe, describe, and classify the multitude of natural
things. In the second category, the naturalist is provided an understanding of
the actual causes of natural occurrences by reflecting on the higher power that
generated them. Thus, plants grow up by “what Plato called an idea . . . and
what naturalists did not know and therefore called an occult quality . . . and

these are the secrets of the Torah.” In the final analysis, Basilea concludes, “a

30. Ibid., pp. 8b-9a. On Manfredi, see G. Tabarroni, “Eustachio Manfredi,” Dictionary of
Scientific Biography (New York, 1974), 9:77-78.
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person will understand the natures of created things in their root causes through
the kabbalah and not through doubtful [human] investigation . . . and these
two inquiries, that which is known by human investigation and that known by
the kabbalah of our forefathers, is called inclusively Ma’aseh Bereshir.” What
remains is Ma’aseh Merkavah, the ultimate reflection of the kabbalists on the
divine world, the diety, and his celestial hosts. By disassembling physics from
Aristotelian metaphysics and reassembling the former with kabbalistic meta-
physics, Basilea not only promoted the study of the natural world in Judaism

but underscored the supreme importance of kabbalistic revelation.!

Accordingly, the positions of Morpurgo and Basilea were indeed closer than
either of them might have admitted. Morpurgo appreciated the kabbalah even
though he was no kabbalist. And he, like Basilea, had repudiated Aristotelian
philosophy firmly and unambiguously. Both enjoyed the startling insights of the
new sciences and each, in his own way, embraced the new mood of Baconian
empiricism. The scientific revolution of the seventeenth century had engendered
a full restructuring of the relationship between what was rational and what was
not, and the intellectual responses of these two rabbis were surely products of
that realignment.

If the two men had more to agree than to disagree on, why was there a con-
troversy? Why so emotional an outburst against Morpurgo from Basilea more
than a quarter-century after Morpurgo’s modest book had appeared? Why did
Morpurgo reopen the wounds of the Sabbatian controversy in the first place with
the republication of the Frances poem, and why did he conceal his identity if he
believed his small publication would attract such little notice? Morpurgo usually
shunned controversy, as his modest letters to the fanatical defender of the faith
against heresy, R. Moses Hagiz, reveal® To act consciously in so provocative
manner was surely out of character for him.

I would argue that the debate had to do less with substance than with appear-

31. Sefer Emunat Hakhamim, pp. 20b-21b.

32. See L. Sonne, “An Exchange of Letters between R. Moses Hagiz and R. Samson Mor-
purgo Concerning Nehemiah Hayon and His Faction {1703-05]” (in Hebrew), Kovez al Yad 2
(12) (1937): 157-96. On Hagiz, see E. Carlebach, The Pursuit of Heresy: R. Moses Hagiy and the
Sabbatian Controversies (New York, 1990).
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ances—that is, the fear of a Jewish leadership projecting an image of communal
weakness, of intellectual and moral depravity in the eyes of the non-Jewish
world. Morpurgo’s provocation and Basilea’s belated outburst reflect a deep-
seated anxiety and insecurity about the viability of Jewish communal life, the
authority of the rabbinate, and the ability of the Jewish community to withstand
the continual social, economic, and intellectual pressures exerted by the Chris-
tian majority. Certainly the internal debate over the messiahship of Shabbatai
Zevi had taken its toll in dividing the community into antagonistic factions.
But, as we have seen, a semblance of mutual respect and tranquility between
individuals in both camps still prevailed. By the beginning of the eighteenth
century, the controversy over Nehemiah Hayon, the disciple of Abraham Car-
doso, and his public pronouncements about the nature of Jewish belief engen-
dered new acrimony and mutual recriminations from all sides.’ But the main
issues of the Hayon debate, as recent scholarship has shown, had little to do
with Sabbatian messianism and much to do with upholding rabbinic authority,
containing heresy, and maintaining the proper public profile of the Jewish com-
munity within Christian Europe® In the many documents of the Hayon affair,®
the pervasive need to maintain the correct public face of the Jewish minority is
the major concern of the writers, including the peace-loving Morpurgo.
Upholding the proper image of Jewish life was an obsession shared by Mor-
purgo and Basilea, and it seems to have set them on a collision course despite
their shared religious and intellectual values. Both had something else in com-
mon: a long and bitter encounter with Christian missionaries and polemicists.
A large portion of each rabbi’s intellectual output was devoted to defending the
faith and good name of Judaism. At about the same time that £z Aa-Da’ar was
published, Morpurgo became entangled in a bitter polemic with the friar Luigi
Maria Benetelli. In 1703 Benetelli had published a highly learned treatise against

33. The most recent treatment of the Hayon debate is found in Carlebach, Pursuit of Heresy.
On David Nieto’s critique of Hayon, see chap. 11 below.

34. In addition to Carlebach, see Y. Liebes, “The Ideological Foundation of the Hayon
Debate” (in Hebrew), Proceedings of the Eighth World Concress of Jewish Studies, Division C
(Jerusalem, 1982), pp. 129-34; and see chap. 11 below.

35. See esp. M. Friedman, “Letters Relating to the Nehemiah Hiya Hayon Controversy”
(in Hebrew), Sefunot 10 (1966): 482-619.
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the Jews, citing an enormous variety of classical and contemporary Hebrew
sources. In 1705 he published a summary of the responses of two rabbis, one
of whom was Morpurgo, with his own rejoinder¢ Among the most critical
points made by the rabbis against the Christian, two stand out: that the kab- .
balah was not essential to Jewish faith and that it does not describe the Christian
God” Morpurgo’s attitude toward the kabbalah was undoubtedly shaped by
such Christian manipulation of Jewish sources. There was nothing wrong with
the kabbalah per se; only when it rose to dominate and stifle other expressions
of Jewish spirituality, Jewish faith became unbalanced, irrational, and subject to
the kind of Christian missionizing in which the shrewd Benetelli excelled. And
when Nehemiah Hayon arrogantly revealed kabbalistic secrets reminiscent of
Christian dogma, the trinity in particular, the dangerous excesses of kabbalistic
enthusiasm, the loss of rational anchors of Jewish faith, and the undermining
of traditional rabbinic authority became blatant. The sanity and healthy skepti-
cism of Bedersi’s lyric message were surely appropriate to such a situation, and
even the sarcasm of Jacob Frances was in place in countering the too powerful
influence of the kabbalists, who had exposed a vulnerable Jewish community to
dangerous enthusiasts like Hayon and to persistent missionaries like Benetelli.
Basilea’s encounter with Christian polemics was no less intense. His teacher
and fellow Mantuan rabbi Judah Briel had long engaged in debates with Chris-
tians, and Basilea too composed a treatise defending the sanctity of the Jewish
Passover against Christian aspersions.® Yet the encounter for which he became
a cause célebre of the Mantuan ghetto occurred only three years after Sefer Emu-

nat Hakhamim appeared. As he was making his regular visit to the Mantuan

36. On Benetelli, see Benayahu, “The Polemic of Samson Morpurgo”; F. Parente, “1l Con-
fronto ideologico tra ’ebraismo e la chiesa in Italia,” /talkia Judaica, vol. 1 (Rome, 1983), pp.
359-62. The two works of Benetelli are: Le Saette di Gionata scaghiate a favor degli Ebrei da padre
lettore F. Luigi Maria Benetelli Vicentino dellordine de’ Minimi (Venice, 1703) and 7 Dardi rabbinici
infranti dal padre lettore F. Luigi Maria Benetelli Vicentino dell ordine de’ Minimi (Venice, 1705).

37. I Dardi rabbinici, pp. 8-9. This follows Benetelli’s “Breve trattato della cabbala degli
Ebrei.”

38. On Basilea’s work, see Simonsohn, History of the Jews of the Ducky of Mantua, p. 84; on
Briel’s, see Encyclopedia fudaica (Jerusalem, 1971), 4:1372-73, and W. Horbury, “Judah Briel
and Seventeenth-century Jewish Anti-Christian Polemic in Italy,” Jewish Studies Quarterly 1
(1993-94): 171-92. Briel is also mentioned in chap. 9 below.
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prison on a Friday afternoon in May 1733, he bent over to put money in the
alms box, as was his custom, when suddenly a Christian hooligan painted a
large cross on his rear. As he left the prison, he was mocked by the commoners
of the neighborhood, to whom he retorted angrily: “You should not Jaugh if you
notice where the cross has been placed.” His response so infuriated the Church
authorities that he was thrown into prison and held for almost a year despite his
failing health. Even after his release, he remained under house arrest until 1739
and was restricted to the ghetto until his death in 17433

The incident of the rabbi’s defiant rear end and the publication of his Sefer
Emunat Hakhamim are surely both related to Basilea’s profound sensitivity to
Judaism’s beleaguered status in the mind of an often hostile Christian majority.
It was certainly not the time for Jews to be seduced by the blandishments of
scholastic philosophy that undermined their sacred calling. He scolds Morpurgo
for extolling philosophy as a means of gaining favor in the Christian world and
quotes Joseph Delmedigo about the dangers of exposing Jewish youth to the
corrosive intellectual atmosphere of Paduan university life. How inappropriate
to publish Frances’s criticism of Jewish sages and communal leaders when their
authority is challenged and undermined daily! Rather it is a time to reaffirm
“the faith in the sages” (my emphasis), in the unique teachings of Judaism, and
in the blessed legacy of kabbalistic tradition.*! So formidable a tool as science
can reconfirm the relevance and reliability of the kabbalists and their teachings.
Basilea’s spirited defense of the kabbalah and its teachers, including his cutting
remarks about Morpurgo’s writing, were surely motivated by the emphatic need
to bolster the image of the kabbalistic scholar both within the Jewish community
and outside of it, to demonstrate anew, in Moses Zacuto’s words, the superiority
of Jewish “wisdom” to mere Gentile “discernment.”

In sum, a relatively minor series of events, the endorsement of the ideal of
philosophizing by one Italian rabbi and the displeasure it evoked in another,

tells us a good deal about the intellectual world of Italian Jewry at the begin-

39. Simonsohn, History of the Jews, p. 158.

40. Sefer Emunat Hakhamim, pp. 30a, 30b; cf. chaps. 3 and 4 above.

41. Compare Carlebach, Pursuit of Heresy, p. 482; S. Rosenberg, “Emunat Hakhamim,”
Jewish Thought in the S h Century, ed. 1. Twersky and B. Septimus (Cambridge, Mass.,
and London, 1987), pp. 285-341.
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ning of the eighteenth century. What at first appears to be the familiar jousting
between a philosopher and a kabbalist reveals instead a more nuanced and dy-
namic cultural environment, one in which Jewish intellectual life was deeply
affected by new attitudes toward nature and science, but also one in which the
stark reality of Christian belligerence and intolerance still intruded oppressively
into the enterprise of Jewish self-reflection and self-affirmation.
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On the Diftusion of Scientific Knowledge
within the Jewish Community

THE MEDICAL TEXTBOOK OF TOBIAS COHEN

Padua’s most distinguished Jewish medical graduate, with the
possible exception of Joseph Delmedigo, was Tobias Cohen. Cer-
tainly, his Ma’aseh Tuviyyah was the most influential early mod-
ern Hebrew textbook of the sciences, especially medicine. First
published in Venice in 1707 after a delay of some six years, it
was reprinted in the same city in 1715, 1728, 1769, and 1850,
in Jessnitz in 1721, in Lemberg in 1867 and 1875, in Cracow in
1908, in Jerusalem in 1967 and 1978, and in Brooklyn in 1974. No
other Hebrew work dealing exclusively with medical and scien-
tific matters, and unrelated directly to concerns of religious law,
was so widely read and appreciated.! A close examination of the
text, its author, and their cultural context is in order.

Tobias and his book have not gone unnoticed by earlier schol-
ars.2 On the basis of several documents published in the last

1. 1 refer to other Hebrew texts comparable to this work later in this
chapter.

2. Some of the earlier studies of Tobias include M. Bersohn, 7obis; Kokn
lekarg polski (Cracow, 1872); D. Kaufmann, “Trois docteurs de Padoue,”
Revue des études juives, 18 (1889): 293-98; idem, Dr. [srael Conegliano und seine
Verdienste um die Republik Venedig bis nach dem Frieden von Carlowity (Budapest,
1895); L. Lewin, “Die jiidischen Studenten an der Universitit Frankfort
an der Oder,” Jahrbuch der jiidisch-literarischen Gesellschaft 14 (1921): 217-
38; A. Levinsohn, Ziviyyah ha-Rofe ve-Sifro Ma ‘aseh Tuviyyah (Berlin, 1924);
E. Carmoly, Histoire des médecins juifs anciens et modernes (Brussels, 1844), pp.
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century, the outline of Tobias’s biography has been told and retold. Born in
Metz in 1652, Tobias Cohen grew up in the home of a physician-rabbi who had
fled from Narol, Poland, in 1648, during the Chemelnicki persecutions. Tobias
studied in a yeshivah in Cracow before entering the University of Frankfurt an
der Oder in 1678. Tobias and his close companion, Gabriel Felix of Brody,’ were
among the first Jews to be allowed to study medicine at the university. Their
exceptional status was the result of the intervention of the Great Elector of
Brandenburg, Friedrich Wilhelm, who even supplied both of them with an un-
precedented governmental stipend. But even the Great Elector’s extraordinary
efforts were insufficient to overcome the mounting opposition to their presence
at the university on the part of the faculty, who were unwilling to authorize
Jews to practice medicine by awarding them university degrees.

Gabriel and Tobias subsequently traveled south to the more tolerant sur-
roundings of the University of Padua, with its long-established custom of wel-
coming Protestants and Jews into its nominally Catholic medical school. Joining
the significant number of Jewish students already enrolled at the university,
the two Ashkenazic Jewish students found substantial support from Solomon
Conegliano, himself a distinguished graduate of Padua’s medical school and a
rabbi, who offered them tutorial work to supplement their formal coursework
and rabbinic studies to enrich their spiritual lives.* Both students matriculated
with doctorates in philosophy and medicine in 1683.

Upon his graduation, Tobias’s medical career apparently flourished. He was

247-51; D. Margalit, Hakkme Yisrael ke-Rofim (Jerusalem, 1962); J. O. Leibowitz, “Tobie
Cohen: Auteur medical de langue hébraique (1652-1729),” Revue d'histoire de la médecine hé-
braigue 17 (1964): 15-24; and D. A. Friedman, Ziviyyak ha-Cohen (Jerusalem, 1940). The late
William W. Brickman of the University of Pennsylvania had begun a major research project on
Tobias before his death, which included plans for an English translation of Ma asek Tuviyyah.
He graciously shared with me some of his preliminary research notes written in 1982.

3. On Felix, see R. Briel, “Une Lettre de Gabriel Felix Moschides,” Revue des études juives
32 (1896): 134-37.

4. On the importance of Padua as a center for training Jewish medical students and on
Conegliano’s school in particular, see chap. 3 above and my essay “The Impact of Science on
Jewish Culture and Society in Venice,” in Gl Ebrei e Venega, ed. G. Cozzi (Milan, 1987), pp.
417-48.
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called to the Ottoman Empire, where he served as a personal physician to several
sultans in Adrianople and Constantinople. He composed his medical encyclope-
dia in Turkey and arranged for its publication in Venice through the good offices
of Conegliano, who lavishly praised his former student in a lengthy foreword
to the work. Tobias lived in Jerusalem from 1715 until his death in 1729.

The above outline hardly illuminates the many faces of this fascinating author
and medical practitioner. From Poland to Germany to Italy, the Ottoman Em-
pire, and Jerusalem, Tobias’s life and career appear to embody an enormous and
variegated cultural landscape. Regrettably, the life cannot be fully and amply
described. Besides a few documents located at Frankfurt and Padua, and several
other insignificant writings of Tobias, we are left only with the author’s own
modest account of his struggles and good fortunes in the pages of Ma ‘aseh Tuviy-
yah. Like that of Joseph Delmedigo, his older contemporary, to whom he should
inevitably be compared,” Tobias Cohen’s peripatetic career can be only faintly
reconstructed from the extant sources of his life, primarily his own writing.

Previous scholars have summarily described the contents of Tobias’s major
work, with its traditional divisions dealing first with matters of the divine world,
the heavens, the earth, and the human species, and then with medicine: physi-
ology, pathology, and therapy. They have readily pointed out that the most
significant part of the book, both in size and in sophistication, is that dealing
with medicine. The earlier chapters on God, divine providence, cosmography,
the contemporary subjects of Copernican astronomy and the possibility of mul-
tiple worlds, on strange creatures and physiognomy, the elements, and even the
seemingly misplaced discussion of the notorious false messiah, Shabbatai Zevi,
all provide a broad introduction and backdrop for the critical essays on medi-
cine that follow. Although Tobias has been considered relatively conservative
and traditional for having labeled Copernicus “the firstborn of Satan,”® he has
fared better as a medical writer, particularly for his able description of Harvey’s

discovery of blood circulation’ and for his own observations on the Polish skin

5. See chap. 4 above.

6. See, for example, A. Neher, “Copernicus in the Hebraic Literature from the Sixteenth
to the Eighteenth Century,” Journal of the History of Ideas 38 (1977): 219-21.

7. See ]. O. Leibowitz, “Harveian Items in Hebrew Medicine,” Ha-Rofe ha-fri 2 (1957):
74-79 [Hebrew]; 134-38 {English].
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disease, Plica Polonica® Yet despite a sizable bibliography on specific subjects of
the book, there exists no overall evaluation of the author’s goals in writing the
work, no accurate sense of his scientific knowledge, and little appreciation of
his ultimate accomplishment.

To understand the novelty of Tobias’s composition, we would do well to
compare it with a similar work of his older Jewish contemporary, Jacob Zahalon,
the Ogar ha-Hayyim, published in Venice in 1583, the year of Tobias’s gradua-
tion from Padua. Although Tobias never refers to it explicitly, he could hardly
have failed to take notice of this ambitious text, written by an illustrious Jewish
physician and rabbi, a graduate of the University of Rome and an eye-witness
to the horrendous plague of 1656 that swept through the city’s neighborhoods,
including the ghetto itself? It too is a massive textbook covering all the main
fields of medical knowledge and purporting to provide therapeutic advice to
doctors and laymen alike. Zahalon, like Cohen, was a highly educated doctor,
not a boorish magical healer or a charlatan of the sort that Tobias caustically
debunked for claiming to possess sophisticated knowledge available only to
university graduates like himself.®® Zahalon’s compendium lacked the elabo-
rate ruminations on the metaphysical and physical worlds which accompanied
Cohen’s work, but this deficiency was apparently the result of lack of funds
alone. The Ozar ha-Hayyim seems to have been only part of a much more com-
prehensive undertaking—an encyclopedia of all knowledge, including a discus-
sion of divine matters. But it was never published and, except for one section

that exists in manuscript, was either lost or left incomplete.!!

8. See D. Sadan, “Plica Polonica,” in The Field of Yiddish: Studies in Language, Folklore, and
Literature, 4th Collection, ed. M. I. Herzog et al. (Philadelphia, 1980).

9. On Zahalon and his work, see ]. O. Leibowitz, “R. Jacob Zahalon, Man of Rome and
his Poem in Honor of the Sabbath of Hanukah 1687” (in Hebrew), in Scritti in Memoria di
Enzo Sereni, ed. D. Carpi et al. (Jerusalem, 1970), pp. 167-81; H. Friedenwald, The Jews and
Medicine, 2 vols. (Baltimore, 1944), 1:268-79; H. A. Susland, 4 Guide for Preachers on Composing
and Delivering Sermons: The Or ha-Darshanim of Jacob Zahalon (New York, 1987).

10. On Tobias’s debunking, see Ma aseh Tuviyyah (Cracow, 1908; repr. Brooklyn, 1974),
p- 82b. All page references are to this edition.

1), Ozar ka-Hayyim (Venice, 1683), title page: “Sefer Ozar Ha-Hayyim on the profession of
medicine, which is part Il of Sefer Ozar Ha-Hokhmot . . . .” See also MS Budapest-Kaufmann
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Although Zahalon and his writing have been the subject of a number of recent
essays, the work merits further scrutiny, particularly to elucidate the author’s
motivation in composing the text and in seeing it printed.”> We shall pause to
consider the book here only to compare it with Tobias’s work, but even this
cursory examination might allow us to enrich our appreciation of Zahalon’s
achievement as well as that of Cohen’s.

The Roman physician opens his work with a theological and legal justifica-
tion of the practice of medicine in Judaism. Having demonstrated to his satis-
faction that “the science of medicine is a commandment and a value,” Zahalon
elaborates on the utility of his medical dictionary. In a city where no doctor
lives but where there is a “wise and enlightened student,” apparently one of
rabbinic law, the student will be able to comprehend the methods of healing
the sick by utilizing this guidebook. When a doctor is located far from the city
and temporary advice is required, or where a medical controversy arises among
local doctors, the book can provide support, Zahalon claims. Even where no
controversy exists, any physician will find the book useful as a kind of Shulban
Arukh, “an ordered table,” obviously analogous to the authoritative code of Jew-
ish law of the same name, written by Joseph Karo more than a century before.
As Zahalon puts it: “One is able to understand with this book the accepted and
correct view . . . a Shulhan Arukh before them [the disputing physicians] without
any disagreement regarding what is written in medical works, for I have written
in the most correct, accepted and tried manner.” Finally, Zahalon adds that the
book will be useful to those indigent (Jewish) sick who are unable to pay for
the services of a “Gentile doctor.” Any such person can “easily” master the art
of healing using his handbook."

The strongest impression one receives from this introduction, and from the
entire book, is one of self-assurance, of the absolute certainty with which
Zahalon tenders his medical prescriptions. There is no sense of hesitation, no

unresolved therapy, no disagreement or proposal of alternatives about the cor-

A 293 (Institute for Microfilms of Hebrew MSS, National and University Library, Jerusalem,

n. 14715), entitled Sefer Ogar Ha-Shamayim, apparently another part of this larger work.
12. See n. 9 above.

13. Ozar ha-Hayyim, introduction.
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rect physiology or pathology. There is simply “the most correct, accepted and
tried manner,” and it is sufficient that both the doctor and the patient consulting
this book know it and nothing more.

This unwavering confidence in classical medical therapy is consistent
throughout Zahalon’s text. He unhesitatingly quotes Galen, Hippocrates, and
Aristotle on almost every subject treated. He is seemingly oblivious to alter-
native theories of matter other than the four elements of Aristotle.'* From the
latter, he conventionally derives the four primary qualities, four temperaments,
and four humors.”> His pathology is thoroughly Galenic, appealing to humoric
balance as critical to good health and approving of evacuation of excessive
humors through bloodletting.! He defines fever by paraphrasing the standard
definition of Avicenna as heat contrary to nature (preternatural heat), extrane-
ous to the innate heat of the body, kindled in the heart, and diffused through
the arteries and veins by means of the spirit and the blood.!” There is not even a
faint echo of the well-publicized discussions of the subject among seventeenth-
century physicians.!® The ancients regularly have the last word on this topic and
on others. Occasionally, Zahalon offers a fresh insight or refers to more recent
sources. He is fond of quoting the physicians Abraham Zacutus and Amatus
Lusitanus, perhaps because of their Jewish ancestry;"” he also refers to Joseph
Duchesne (Quercetanus), to Pietro Castelli’s Antidotario romano, and to Giro-
lamo Calestini.?® But such occasional references to contemporary sources never
serve to undermine standard treatments; on the contrary, they bolster previous
positions. Zahalon’s textbook vividly demonstrates the hold that classical medi-
cal procedures had on a respected university graduate and clinical physician
well into the seventeenth century. In the light of such traditionalism Zahalon
could pronounce, with full sincerity and innocence, that his medical handbook
was authoritative, without the slightest hint that a storm of controversies was

14. Ibid., p. 28b.

15. Ibid., p. 29a.

16. See, for example, ibid., pp. la, 29a-32b, 37b.

17. Ibid., p. a.

18. On Tobias Cohen’s discussion of fever, see below.

19. See, for example, Ozar ha-Hayyim, pp. 15b, 17a, 19b, 56b, etc.; and see chap. 10 below.
20. Ibid., pp. 38b, 58a.
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dramatically threatening and overturning the normative medical concepts to
which he still subscribed.

What was entirely novel, however, was Zahalon’s bold initiative in com-
posing and circulating an accessible handbook for medical treatment. Zahalon’s
textbook was the first original work published in Hebrew to provide a general
orientation to medicine' The author’s interest in reaching a general public,
including the indigent poor and rabbinic students who might administer medi-
cal treatment in the absence of a qualified physician, suggests a nonelitist view
of his profession and its specialized knowledge. By writing in Hebrew and by
cloaking his message on proper hygiene and medical care in the language of
religious texts, Zahalon was directly appealing to the Jewish community in Italy,
and even more so, to communities in eastern Europe where Hebrew was still
the primary language of instruction. We should recall that Zahalon not only
opened his work with a rabbinical responsum advocating the active role of the
physician in the community but also penned a religious prayer to be recited by
the physician, underscoring the religious dimension of his professional role.??
Displaying a state of mind in which religious and medical authority were still
securely entrenched, this Jewish doctor-rabbi of Rome and Ferrara had no cause
to fear that the book’s sophisticated treatment of the subject would be misused

or misinterpreted by the lay practitiooners for whom it was intended.

How radically different is the medical and religious world observed through
the pages of Tobias Cohen’s medical compendium! Written only some twenty
years after Ozar Ha-Hayyim, it reveals a mental universe fraught with con-
troversy, ambiguity, and uncertainty. On the surface, the purpose of Ma asek
Tuviyyah appears to be similar to that of Zahalon’s book: to present medical
information to doctors and laypersons in a succinct and simple manner, to break
down the barriers of specialized knowledge by communicating it clearly to a
wider audience through print and even through the use of diagrams and pic-
tures. Yet Tobias’s motivation for composing his textbook noticeably diverges

from that of Zahalon. He writes with a deep-seated feeling of cultural inferiority,

21. So states Liebowitz, “Jacob Zahalon,” p. 172.
22. On the prayer, see esp. Friedenwald, Jews and Medicine, 1:273-77.
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nurtured especially by unpleasant experiences of anti-Jewish hostility during
his student days in Frankfurt. He is obsessed with the need to respond to the
Gentiles “who vex us, raising their voices without restraint, speaking haughtily
with arrogance and scorn, telling us that we have no mouth to respond, nor
a forehead to raise our heads in matters of faith, and that our knowledge and
ancient intelligence have been lost, as I heard the slander of many from the
surrounding den during the days of my youth. The truth of the matter is that
because of our many sins men of learning are lost and we have no one who
knows how to answer [the doubters who abuse us] with an appropriate winning
response.”?

Tobias passionately relates his vow never to rest until he has completed “a
general text including several sciences and fields of knowledge to respond to
those abusers and to demonstrate to them that they were not the only beneficia-
ries of these sciences, that even though we are presently living in the darkness
of this bitter exile, God is still a light unto us and we still have among us wise
and righteous men, mathematicians [scientists].”? The security and tranquility
of Zahalon’s text are nowhere to be found, rather, a sense of urgency and even
desperation informs Tobias’s effort. Jews have been made to feel more inferior
and insecure than ever; the Gentiles and their learning have overtaken this be-
leaguered minority. Tobias will demonstrate to the world that the Jews are not
as ignorant as it perceives them to be.

Tobias’s clarion call to the vexing Gentiles could be taken at face value if
not for the fact that his work was meant to be read only by Jews literate in
Hebrew. What he really meant was that his compendium, containing the latest
and most serious scholarship in the medical sciences, would serve to demon-
strate to Jews themselves that they had not fallen so far behind, that at least
some educated Jews like the author could overcome the limitations of their un-
fortunate ancestry to produce a tome equal to and even excelling any among
the languages of European civilization. Given Tobias’s broad acquaintance with
several European languages, especially Latin, he could have opted, like several

of his Jewish contemporaries, to write in a more conventional language of Euro-

23. Ma'asek Tuviyyah, p. 2a.
24. Ibid., author’s introduction, p. 25.

236



THE DIFFUSION OF SCIENTIFIC KNOWLEDGE

pean academic discourse.”> Yet he chose to write in Hebrew, to underscore his
link to his cultural past, and to encourage his coreligionists to believe that they
still remained full-fledged participants in the exciting scientific culture emerging
throughout the Continent.

On the other hand, Tobias wrote in a rich Hebrew style rather than in Yid-
dish. Unlike the popular medical manual of Issachar Teller, the Be'er Mayyim
Hayyim, published about 1650, or even the highly condensed Hebrew compen-
dium called the Sefer Dimyon Ha-Refu ot, written by Abraham Wallich, Tobias’s
fellow student at Padua, published in 1700, Ma asek Tuviyyak remains a dense,
challenging text to the uninitiated. Despite the didactic features of the text—its
clear introductions, headings, and subheadings and its splendid diagrams and
illustrations—it could hardly be studied by the indigent poor or by the untutored
yeshivah student, as Zahalon had hoped. Tobias’s compendium, with its exhaus-
tive references to new and old scholars, to conflicting theories of knowledge,
and to conflicting medical procedures, reads more like a Talmudic discussion
than a Shulhan Arukh, a simplified code of prescribed procedures.

In fact, Tobias, in contrast to Zahalon, exhibited little sympathy for the
“masses” and little confidence in their ability to acquire a discipline that had
taken him a lifetime to master. The first words of his introduction to the medical

sections of his textbook transparently reveal his true feelings on the matter:

The field of medicine seems habitual and easy in the mouths of fools, yet
how difficult it really is in the eyes of the true doctor. . . . The masses
are mistaken in this notion that the [untutored] physician with experience
alone is the best doctor who lacks analogic reasoning and reflection and
who does not see the light of the Torah and science. . . . If there were no
need for this [that is, for such academic credentials], why would a [Jewish]

25. I refer to such specialized medical writings of Marrano doctors as Amatus Lusitanus
and Elijah Montalto or to the encyclopedia of Isaac Cardoso. See chap. 10 below.

26. Issachar Teller, Be’er Mayyim Hayyim, published with the Hebrew translation of Hip-
pocrates’ Aphorisms by Joseph Solomon Delmedigo, photocopied from Prague edition, ca. 1650,
with introduction by ]. O. Liebowitz (Jerusalem, 1968).

27. Abraham Wallich, Sefer Dimyon Ha-Refu’st (=Harmonia Wallichia Medica) (Frankfurt,
1700).
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physician waste his time and his finances to inflict his body with pain and
to endanger himself through studying in the universities of the Gentiles,
who abuse Jewish students? It would be sufficient accordingly for such a
person to remain in his house or to serve [as an apprentice] for some state-
appointed doctor . .. as is the custom in this land [Turkey]. . . . But don’t the
unintelligent realize that a person is not called a scholar without knowledge,
nor a doctor without a doctorate, nor distinguished or ordained without
rabbinical ordination? Moreover, no Jew in all of Italy, Poland, Germany,
and France would ever consider studying the science of medicine without
first stuffing himself with the written and oral Torah as well as the other
sciences, as is the case for the large number of students of my teacher . . .
Solomon Conegliano, as I can personally testify, among them those who
become rabbis and physicians to kings and great nobles. And among all of
them, I am the least significant.®

Tobias proceeds to lambaste those who claim to offer a variety of medical
cures but who have never studied academic medicine and end up irresponsibly
endangering their patients. To be a successful physician, for Tobias, involved
years of painful devotion to study, intense exposure to rabbinics as well as to the
secular sciences. And Tobias would be the last to claim, like Zahaloh, that this
kind of well-rounded education could be reduced to a single medical manual.
On the contrary, a student utilizing Tobias’s textbook would come to appreciate
how imposing the field of medicine actually is, how complex and uncertain its
findings, and how awesome the task of functioning as a good physician. The per-
spective of Maaseh Tuviyyah, in striking contrast to Ogzar Ha-Hayyim, is elitist
to the core. It is meant to extol and elevate the Jewish physician educated in the
mold of the author himself, to castigate those who would presume to be doctors
without proper qualifications, and to demonstrate the formidable challenges of
mastering the discipline, but to argue, in the end, that Jewish students, with the

proper training and commitment, can still rise to the top of their profession.

How might we explain the differences in perception between Zahalon and

Cohen? Are they attributable only to differences of personal experience or out-

28. Ma'aseh Tuviyyah, p. 82b.
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look, or are other social and cultural factors decisive in shaping their individual
attitudes and the contents of their respective handbooks? Tobias’s book offers
additional clues in clarifying their diverging concerns.

Cohen’s deep-seated sense of inferiority and insecurity appears to be shaped
by forces larger than his unpleasant experiences as a student in Frankfurt. In the
first place, he presents a revealing portrait of the theological challenges posed to
Jewish faith in his era. He was fully aware of the potential dangers of pantheism

or materialism brought about by the new sciences:

There exist weak-minded men of deficient intelligence and understanding,
not only from among the Gentile nations, who never observed the light of
the Torah, but also among the members of our people, the nation that walks
in the darkness of the exile, although the light of the Torah shines on them.
Some of them deny God’s existence completely in their hearts, thinking that
the world has no originator, creator, or leader but only that everything is
determined by nature and its custom. Some of them are skeptical of this posi-
tion and remain uncertain and vacillating, since they lack true knowledge of
it. For how can they believe something they do not know? Still others among
them, although they believe that there is a God who created the world, do
not understand what they believe. This is because they lack knowledge and
intelligence to sketch and imprint God’s reality in their own minds—as well
as His unity, eternity, and essence—on a truthful basis, but rather do so on

the basis of tradition alone, which they received from their forefathers.”

That Tobias’s concern is not just a standard pronouncement about the corro-
sive effect of philosophy in general but reflects a specific problem of his own era
is strongly suggested by two related discussions in the introductory sections of
his book. First is his treatment of Copernicus and the arguments both in favor
of and against the theory of heliocentricity and its ramifications for religious

faith Second is his consideration of the notion of infinitely inhabited worlds

29. Ibid,, pp. la-1b.

30. Ibid., pp. 42a—44b. This section has been discussed by Neher, “Copernicus,” and by
H. Levine, “Paradise Not Surrendered: Jewish Reactions to Copernicus and the Growth of
Modern Science,” in R. S. Cohen and M. W. Wartofsky, eds., Epistemology, Methodology, and
the Social Sciences (Boston, 1983), pp. 210-12; M. Panitz, “New Heavens and a New Earth:
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and its implications for Jewish faith regarding the unique status of the earth,
mankind, and the singular revelation of the Torah to the Jewish people’ On
both issues, Tobias is expansive enough to present both sides of the argument.
There is no doubt that he is impressed by the refreshingly consistent and utterly
simple arguments of Copernicus against the Ptolemaic universe. And although
he labels Copernicus “the first-born of Satan” and is unwilling to accept his
view because it literally contradicts the biblical verse, Tobias offers no more than
a tepid defense of the traditionalist position. Similarly, his counterarguments
against an infinite universe are neither rationally satisfying nor empirically com-
pelling. It is sufficient to maintain a traditional position in order to conform with
“the religion of our Torah.”*

Despite Tobias’s sincere effort to present himself as a staunch traditional-
ist, the evidence indicates that his exposure to the new sciences had affected
his understanding of God and divine revelation. As we might expect in a book
describing nature, the argument from design figures prominently among his
proofs of God’s existence. He waxes eloquent about the interconnected universe
designed to serve human needs and about nature’s harmonious order, which
is synonymous with that of the Creator® Elsewhere he dismisses the assump-
tion of the eternity of the world because “almost no one in our day among
all the nations could believe in the earth’s eternity; rather, all acknowledge its
creation [out of nothing].”** Moreover, Tobias typically places less credence in
demonstrating the truth of religious belief through miracles than in the pub-

Seventeenth- to Nineteenth-Century Jewish Responses to the New Astronomy,” Conserva-
tve Judaism 40 (1987-88): 37-38; and Ruderman, “The Impact of Science,” pp. 436-37, and
idem, Science, Medicine, and Jewish Culture in Early Modern Europe, Spiegel Lectures in European
Jewish History 7 (Tel Aviv, 1987), pp. 20-21. My translation of Tobias’s statement in both
essays (p. 437 and p. 21, respectively): “These are the proofs . . . according to Copernicus’
view . . . ; however, the counterarguments are easily confusing etc.” should be corrected to
read: “however, the counterarguments are easily proven etc.” My thanks to Prof. David Berger
for pointing out the error.

31. Ma’aseh Tuviyyah, pp. 58a~5%a; and see Panitz, “New Heavens,” pp. 31-32; Ruderman,
Science, Medicine, and Jewish Culture, p. 21; idem, “The Impact of Science,” p. 437.

32. Maaseh Tuviyyah, p. 59a.

33. Ibid., pp. 3a, 4a—4b.

34. Ibid., p. 58a.
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lic attestation of God by an entire people.® Neither formulation is particularly
original, but each recalls the arguments frequently employed by religious think-
ers of the seventeenth century, particularly the argument de consensu gentium.
Among contemporary Jewish writers on nature, David Nieto had explained his
belief in God along similar lines

One might be tempted to disregard the significance of such theological affir-
mations, surely unspectacular in the broader contexts in which they are located.
Yet before doing so, we might consider one other statement of Tobias that stands
out for its seeming boldness and potential unorthodoxy. It emerges as a re-
action to Maimonides’ firm position that the Torah can never be changed. Tobias
is unwilling to accept this categoric statement unless it represents a revealed

tradition. But if it is not, Maimonides’ formulation appears dubious to him:

According to straight logic, we do not observe any proof for his argu-
ments based on the verse [Deuteronomy 13:1]: “You should not add to it nor
diminish from it.” [Compare Maimonides, Guide, 3:41, 2:39.] That he cites . ..
this verse only warns us not to add or subtract regarding the commandments
on the basis of our own intelligence. But who would object to the Holy One,
blessed be He? Can He never add or subtract? Regarding [Maimonides’ argu-
ment] about the equibalance and perfection [of the divine commandments],
all this relates to something which is equibalanced in the mind, that is, what
a person’s intelligence conjures up to be equibalanced. It is still possible that
it can change according to the understanding of those who receive [the com-
mandments]. An example of this is food, which is equibalanced for a baby
as milk but for a young man as bread, meat, and wine. Similarly, the divine
commandments need to change according to the times, as in the case of the
command forbidding the consumption of meat from a living animal by the
first man which was later allowed to Noah and his sons. . . . From this one
learns that although the divine religion is never changed nor modified re-
garding everything, it is possible for one part to change from being forbidden
to being permitted and vice versa.’’

35. Ibid., pp. 7b-8a.

36. On Nieto’s use of this argument, see chap. 11 below.
37. Ma‘aseh Tuviyyah, pp. 8b-9a
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Cohen concludes by noting the number of biblical and rabbinic passages uti-
lized by those who scoff at Jews and Judaism and refers the reader to a short
bibliography of appropriate defenses of the Jewish faith that focus on such mis-
understood passages, including the works of Saadia, Ha-Levi, Kimhi, Isaac of
Troki, Abravanel, the Maharal, and even Azariah de’ Rossi® Defending Israel’s
good name while rebuking Maimonides and calling for moderate changes in
Jewish law makes an interesting juxtaposition. Was Tobias actually suggesting
modest “reforms” in Jewish law? Why was he raising the subject in the first
place in his textbook of the sciences? And did he believe that Israel’s good name
and the proper defense of its sacred literature required certain alterations in
Jewish law? Whatever the answers to these questions, one might argue that his
unusual statement was shaped in part by his concern to present as rational and
enlightened an image of Jews and Judaism as possible to his readership.

More than any other factor, however, Tobias believed that the image of Jews
was degraded in the Gentile world by his coreligionists’ pathetic obsession with
false messiahs. A discussion of the messianic idea in Judaism, and of Shabbatai
Zevi in particular, might appear out of place even in the theological sections of
Tobias’s compendium. That the author devotes so much space and displays so
intense a reaction to this phenomenon should not be overlooked in evaluating
his motives in composing the entire volume.¥

Elisheva Carlebach has recently discussed the vindictive references to Sab-
batianism by the close of the seventeenth century in Christian polemics against
Judaism and the consequences of apostasies to Christianity on the part of indi-
vidual Jews whose hopes were shattered by Shabbatai Zevi’s own apostasy.®
Several of Tobias’s Jewish contemporaries fully appreciated the vulnerability
of Jews to Christian missionizing in the wake of the Sabbatian debacle and
forcefully pointed out the dangers of Jewish communal disintegration in their
anti-Sabbatian writings. Tobias joined this group in underscoring the havoc that
false messianic figures had wrought within the Jewish community both in the

past and in the present. He especially noted the exploitation of Jewish messianic

38. Ibid,, p. a.

39. See ibid., pp. 15b-19b.

40. E. Carlebach, “Sabbatianism and the Jewish-Christian Polemic,” Proceedings of the World
Congress of Jewish Studies, Dvision C 2 (1989): 1-7.
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frenzy by Christian polemicists. In the context of the despair evoked by the
failed Sabbatian movement, the Christians triumphantly argue: “And why do
you continue to dream that [the messiah] will surely come and not tarry when
in fact several false messiahs led you astray in your foolishness? . . . And now
in this exile you already remain lowly and despised among the nations for so
long a time, and you have become a proverb and a byword [compare Deut.
28:37 and elsewhere] among all of them. You have no king, no ruler, and no
government, and this is only because of the great sin you committed regarding
the true messiah . . . in killing him. He is Jesus Christ who came to this world
to redeem you, but you killed him and did not accept him.”*!

This messianic deception, Tobias adds, “gave our enemies an opportunity
to make fun of us and to defame us, almost providing a sword in the hands
of the Gentiles to kill us.”#? After reviewing the history of messianic delusion,
especially the recent episode of Shabbatai Zevi, Tobias again expresses his bit-
ter despair over the dire ramifications of messianism and the sullied image of
Judaism it projected in the eyes of the non-Jews.

Such an extraordinary outburst on the calamity of false messiahs allows us to
appreciate most vividly the connection between medical and scientific discourse
and feelings of cultural and religious inferiority in the mind of Tobias. Zahalon
had also experienced the first phases of the Sabbatian movement in his own
lifetime, but his medical work bears no reference to it. In the ensuing years, the
negative consequences of Sabbatianism had dramatically left their imprint on
Jewish life, as the writings of Moses Hagis, David Nieto, Jacob Sasportas, Isaac
Cardoso, and several others testify*®> As we have seen in the case of Samson
Morpurgo and Solomon Basilea, Jewish leaders and thinkers at the turn of the
eighteenth century had become increasingly preoccupied with the weakened
state of European Jewry, its susceptibility to Christian missionary pressures,
and the conspicuous erosion of their own traditional authority** Tobias too felt
acutely the crisis of Jewish communal life in his era and the sense of despair and

insecurity it had engendered. His response was to direct his energies to restor-

41. Maasek Tuviyyah, p.17b.
42. Ibid., p. 19b.
43. See chap. 11 below and the references to Sabbatianism listed there.

44. See the previous chapter.
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ing the intellectual image of the Jews by writing a sophisticated and updated
scientific and medical textbook. Like Nieto, Morpurgo, Cardoso, and others,
Tobias believed that a knowledge of contémporary science could profitably be
employed to bolster and rehabilitate Jewish culture in an age of intellectual and

religious turmoil exacerbated by frenetic messianic enthusiasm.

Ma’aseh Tuviyyah not only reveals an altered cultural perspective; it also dis-
closes a radically transformed intellectual attitude on what constitutes the medi-
cal sciences. We have observed how Jacob Zahalon’s Ozar ha-Hayyim presents
a thoroughly traditional portrait of medicine based almost exclusively on clas-
sical sources. Upon opening the pages of Tobias’s compendium, the contrast
is immediately evident. The basic organizational structure of the two tomes is
roughly equivalent. With minor variations, both works are constructed along
the lines of similar seventeenth-century textbooks, often called “Institutions of
Medicine,” divided into the following sections: a definition of medicine, physi-
ology, pathology, symptomology or semiotics, pharmacology, and finally ther-
apy.* However, when one examines the content of the parallel sections of the
two books, the differences are remarkable.

Tobias, at least initially, presents the views of Galen, Aristotle, Hippocrates,
or Avicenna on the various topics he treats, but then he shifts openly to contem-
porary sources and opinions, often those that directly contradict the standard
therapies of the field. Most prominent is his enthusiastic endorsement of the
new chemical philosophy associated with the Paracelsian school. The Paracelsi-
ans, or iatrochemists, affirmed the union of chemistry and medicine; they were
contemptuous of ancient medical authority, especially Galen and Aristotle; they
advocated a new theory of disease that denied the Galenic system, based on the
four humors and cure by “contraries,” and replaced it with a cure by “simili-
tude.” Most important, they vigorously searched for chemical analogies in the
biological realm. By regarding chemical processes such as decomposition and

distillation as keys to understanding nature as a whole, the Paracelsians offered

45. On the fivefold division of these textbooks, see N. G. Siraisi, Avicenna in Renaissance
Traly: The Canon and Medical Teaching in ltalian Universities after 1500 (Princeton, 1987), p. 101;
L. King, The Road to Medical Enlightenment, 1650~7695 (London and New York, 1970), pp. 15,
181-83.
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a revolutionary perspective for understanding physiology and pathology as
well as a flood of new medical remedies, chemically derived from minerals and
plants.#

There is no doubt, from the frequent remarks of Tobias about the flowering
“of a new medicine which dwells in the bosom of the physicians of our time,”#
of his enthusiasm for iatrochemistry, particularly its medical applications. In
fact, his interest in sharing his knowledge of chemical medicine with his Hebrew
readers was undoubtedly a primary motivation for composing his textbook in
the first place. To appreciate fully the extent of his indebtedness to this new
school, as well as his selective utilization of its assumptions and discoveries, we
need to consider more closely the sources upon which he relied.

Paracelsus is nowhere mentioned in Tobias’s text, and for good reason.®®
The founder of the new chemical philosophy had not only vilified Jews; he had
sought especially to negate the idea that the Jews possessed a particular talent

for medicine superior to that of Christians:

As regards medicine the Jews of old boasted greatly, and they still do, and
they are not ashamed of the falsehood [involved); they claim that they are the
oldest and first physicians. And indeed they are the foremost among all the
other nations—the foremost rascals, that is . . . . He [God] also put a curse
on those who protect the Jews and who mix with their affairs, and yet they
vindicate for themselves all praise of medicine. Let us pay no attention to all
that, for if the Jews achieve anything in medicine, they have not inherited it
from their forefathers but have stolen it from others, from strangers by rob-
bery as it were . . . . Medicine has been given to the Gentiles, and therefore

we revere and praise the Gentiles as the most ancient physicians.*

46. On the new chemical philosophers, see A. G. Debus, The English Paracelsians (Lon-
don, 1965); idem, The Chemical Philosophy: Paracelsian Science and Medicine in the Sixteenth and
Seventeenth Centuries, 2 vols. (New York, 1977); ]. R. Partington, 4 History of Chemistry, 4 vols.
(London and New York, 1961-70); W. Pagel, Paracelsus: An Introduction to Philosophical Med:-
cine in the Era of the Renaissance (Basel and New York, 1958); idem, Joan Baptista Van Helmont:
Reformer of Science and Medicine (Cambridge, 1982).

47. Ma’aseh Tuviyyah, p. 82b.

48. On p. 124a, however, he refers to the “sect of Paracelsus.”

49. Quoted by H. Friedenwald, The Jews and Medicine (Baltimore, 1955), 1:55, from Paracel-

sus’s Labyrinthus medicorum errantium, 1553. See also F. Kudlien, “Some Interpretative Remarks
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Whether or not Tobias was familiar with Paracelsus’s calumnies against Jew-
ish physicians, such views would surely have irked him, given his sensitivity
about the seeming decline of Jewish culture. He would have been uncomfort-
able with the Christian overtones of Paracelsus’s chemical philosophy as well.
Paracelsus’s search for natural knowledge was colored throughout by a reli-
gious quest for God. For him, the search for divine “signatures” in nature, the
unraveling of analogies and correspondences, was connected intimately with
understanding the divine mystery of creation. He had also promoted the notion
that the physician’s calling was divine, for in his chemical search throughout
the natural world, the Paracelsian physician-magician performed the pious duty
of demonstrating to mankind the infinite love of the Creator to his creatures?®
Although so elevated a ministry was conceived only for pious Christians, the
fusion of medicine, magic, and scientific inquiry with mystical theology might
potentially appeal to some contemporary Jewish physicians. Yet it held little
attraction for the more rational and pragmatic Tobias.

Tobias’s reluctance to quote Joan Baptista Van Helmont, the most impor-
tant jatrochemist after Paracelsus, was probably motivated by the same factors.
Despite Van Helmont’s own reservations regarding Paracelsian symbolism, his
original chemical and medical innovations, especially his new notion of diseases
that gain possession of the body like parasites, and his quest to understand the
specificity of nature rather than the relational patterns of the ancients, must have
made him appear bizarre to a Jewish physician like Tobias. He too was con-
sumed with mystical spirituality, with the union of his mind with divine light,
and with the notion that the truths he unveiled about nature were the result of

his direct communication with God. Such prophetic claims of Helmontian medi-

on the Antisemitism of Paracelsus,” in Science, Medicine, and Society in the Renaissance: Essays in
Honor of Walter Pagel, ed. A. G. Debus (New York, 1972), 1.121-26.

50. Besides the references in n. 46 above, see W. Pagel, “Religious Motives in the Medical
Biology of the Seventeenth Century,” Bulletin of the Institute of the History of Medicine 3 (1935):
97-128, 213-31, 265-312.

51. Compare, for example, the parallel reflections of the sixteenth-century Jewish physi-
cian, Abraham Yagel, in D. B. Ruderman, Kabbalah, Magic, and Science: The Cultural Universe
of a Sixteenth-Century Jewish Physician (Cambridge, Mass., 1988), although Yagel never refers
to Paracelsus.
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cine, as in the case of those of Paracelsus, were just as unappealing to Tobias
as the enthusiasm of Shabbatai Zevi and his prophets.?

By the beginning of the seventeenth century, however, the iatrochemists had
essentially split into two distinct groups: those like Roger Fludd who continued
to link their observational data with a quest for religious truth, in order to con-
struct a universal chemical philosophy of nature; and those like Sylvius de le Boe
and Thomas Willis who exhibited little interest in the religious dimensions of
the chemical philosophy, stressing instead the significance of chemical innova-
tions in the field of medicine.>® The latter group virtually secularized Paracelsian
and Helmontian tendencies, trying to explain medical phenomena almost exclu-
sively by the chemistry of the day, without recourse to metaphysics, Christian
or otherwise. It is this group which attracted Tobias Cohen’s attention. Indeed,
among the many references he cites in Ma’aseh Tuviyyah, Sylvius and Willis are
the most frequent and prominent.

Sylvius (1614-72) and Willis (1621-75) were the two most influential iatro-
chemists of the late seventeenth century. Sylvius practiced medicine at Leiden
and Amsterdam and became professor of medicine at Leiden University. He
openly rejected the mystical philosophy of Helmont, was one of the earliest
proponents of Harvey’s theory of the circulation of blood, and consistently at-
tempted to explain medicine through the chemistry of his day. Thus he described
digestion as a process of fermentation, explained disease in terms of an excess of
either acid or alkali, and understood fever to be the result of an abnormal com-
position of lymph, pancreatic juice, and bile. Sylvius was neither a philosopher
nor an experimentalist. His positions were based on conjecture and inference
gained from the new discoveries of anatomists, physiologists, and chemists.>*

Willis was the most important member of the Oxford circle of physiological
chemists, a community of researchers deeply affected by Harvey’s discovery of
circulation who attempted to apply new modes of thinking influenced by atom-
ism and the new chemical philosophy to the remaking of physiology. Willis’s

52. On Van Helmont, see esp. Pagel, Joan Baptista Van Helmont.

53. See Debus, Chemical Philosophy, 1:205.

54. On Sylvius, see esp. Partington, History of Chemistry, 2:282-86; King, Road to Med:-
cal Enlightenment, pp. 93-108; Debus, Chemical Philosophy, 2:526-30; A. B. Davis, Circulation
Physiology and Medical Chemistry in England, 1650-80 (Lawrence, Kan., 1973), pp. 74-81.
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first publication, De fermentatione, was published in 1659 and immediately left
its impact on the field. It consisted of two parts: a theoretical discussion of
the process of fermentation and a practical one of its application in explaining
fevers. Willis rejected the Aristotelian notion of the four elements in favor of
the iatrochemists’ five principles: three active [spirit, sulfur, and salt] and two
passive [water and earth]. For Willis, all change of natural phenomena could be
reduced to the process of fermentation, which he defined as the internal motion
of the particles or principles of any body, a kind of corpuscular rearrangement.
All diseases were perversions of natural fermentation; fever was the result of
the effervescence of sulfur and spirit in the circulating blood. The physician had
to function like a vintner; like wine, blood and the humors had to be kept in
well-tuned fermentation.”

Besides Sylvius and Willis, Tobias referred frequently to several other chemi-
cal physicians. He was fond of citing Michael Ettmiiller (1644-1683), profes-
sor of medicine and botany at Leipzig, whom he often places together with
Sylvius, although Ettmiiller had reservations regarding Sylvius’s acid-alkali
theory. Nevertheless, he consistently prescribed chemical remedies and his writ-
ings were well known throughout Europe 5 Tobias also quotes Daniel Sennert
(1572-1637), a professor of medicine at Wittenberg. Sennert’s massive /nst-
tutionum medicinae, first published in 1611, was a standard seventeenth-century
textbook. Sennert clearly represented a middle-of-the-road position, attempting
to harmonize Paracelsus with Aristotle and Galen. He adopted the three chemi-
cal principles of sulfur, salt, and mercury but also retained the four elements
in a system where both principles and elements intermingle” Other signifi-

55. On Willis, see esp. Debus, Chemical Philosophy, 2:519-26; R. G. Frank, Jr., Harvey and
the Oxford Physiologists (Berkeley, Los Angeles, and London, 1980), pp. 164-69; H. Isler, Thomas
Willis (1621-1675): Doctor and Scientist (New York and London, 1968); Davis, Circulation Physi-
ology and Medical Chemistry, pp. 81-90, 154-58; L. ]. Rather, “Pathology at Mid-Century: A
Reassessment of Thomas Willis and Thomas Sydenham,” in A. G. Debus, ed., Medicine in
Seventeenth-Century England (Berkeley, Los Angeles, and London, 1974), pp. 71-112.

56. On Eutmiiller, see Partington, History of Chemistry, 2:298-300; L. Thorndike, A History
of Magic and Experimental Science, vol. 7 (New York and London, 1958), p. 237, and vol. 8
(New York and London, 1958), pp. 153-63.

57. On Sennert, see esp. Partington, History of Chemistry, 2:271-76; Debus, Chemical
Philosophy, 1:191-203; L. King, “The Transformation of Galenism,” in Debus, Medicine in
Seventeenth-Century England, pp. 7-31.
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cant chemists and anatomists cited by Tobias include Johann Hartmann (1568-
1631), the first professor of iatrochemistry at Marburg and throughout Europe;®
Thomas Bartholinus (1616-80) of Copenhagen, the discoverer of the thoracic
duct and the lymphatic system;> Gaspare Aselli (1581-1625) of the University
of Pavia, the discoverer of the chylous vessels;® Rembert Dodoens (1516-85)
of the University of Leiden, a distinguished botanist and physiologist;*! and
Adriaan Van Den Spiegel (1575-1625) of Brussels and Padua, well known for
his contributions to anatomy and embryology.2

It is clearly beyond the scope of this chapter to identify all of Tobias’s medi-
cal sources.®® What should be sufficiently clear from this brief profile is, first,
Tobias’s wide erudition in some of the most recent literature of his profession,
and second, his particular interest in the therapies of chemical medicine. How
he acquired such sophisticated learning and why he was so attracted to the
chemists he studied still require further elucidation. Before suggesting an expla-
nation, I would like to offer one good illustration of Tobias’s utilization of the
sources he read.

I already have mentioned Jacob Zahalon’s traditional treatment of fevers, re-
ferring specifically to his paraphrase of Avicenna’s definition.% In this, Zahalon
was following the important part of standard university courses based on the
fourth book of the Canon, where Avicenna first defined fevers, differentiated
them into three types, and then presented a full exposition of the causes, diagno-
sis, and treatment of each type and subtype. According to this definition, fever

was “heat contrary to nature” or “preternatural heat,” as distinct from innate

58. See Partington, History of Chemistry, 2:177-81; R. Schmitz in Dictionary of Scientific
Biography (DSB), vol. 6 (New York, 1972), pp. 145-46.

59. See C. D. O’Malley in DSB, 1 (New York, 1970), pp. 482-83.

60. See L. Premuda in DSB, 1 (New York, 1970), pp. 315-16.

61. See M. Florkin in DSB, 4 (New York, 1971), pp. 138-40.

62. See G. A. Lindeboom in DSB, 12 (New York, 1975), pp. 577-78.

63. For a recent evaluation of Tobias’s sources on physics and mechanics, see S. Bolag, “A
Selection of Scientific Sources in Hebrew Compositions from the 17th and 18th Centuries”
(in Hebrew), Koroth 9 (1987): 137-40.

64. See n. 17 above.
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heat, which was vital and natural to bodily functions. Galen further regarded all
fevers, whether continuous or intermittent, as having a periodic pattern, each
form depending upon the putrefaction or decomposition of a particular humor.
In sum, this traditional view considered febrile heat as a substantial entity and
causal agent in its own right, not as the consequence of physiological changes
in the body.$ .

Van Helmont had already criticized this understanding of fevers. In the seven-
teenth century, the subject was a central issue for a large number of medical
writers, especially the chemists. Willis and Sylvius both began their publishing
careers with treatises on fevers. As we have seen, both rejected the traditional
humoral physiology and explained fever as the result of physical and chemical
processes. For Sylvius in particular, an abnormal composition of lymph, pan-
creatic juice, and bile gave rise to excessive effervescence and agitation that
produced the febrile heat. The chemists’ view was still transitional and indebted
to classical analysis. Nevertheless, their position exemplified a shift from the
Galenic physiology of humors and the definition of fever as substance to a new
vocabulary of Cartesian corpuscles, chemical constituents, and Harveian cir-
culation that facilitated an understanding of fever as an effect of physiological
processes rather than as a causal agent.

Anyone reading Tobias’s discussion of fever immediately senses his struggle
to reconcile the controversy between the ancients and the moderns. He begins
conservatively by attributing fevers to excessive humors and presents their tra-
ditional categories. But he soon indicates “that the opinion of the latest doctors

is not the same as the ancients’”

since the former “consider [the cause of fever]
to be dependent on ferments and digestion of the spirits in the body.” Upon
faithful investigation, Tobias “chooses Sylvius and those who follow him, and

especially the great doctor known to me,” Ettmiiller, who follows in his foot-

65. For a comprehensive study of the theories of fever in this period, see W. F. Bynum
and V. Nutton, eds., Theories of Fever from Antiquity to the Enlightenment, supplement 1 of Medical
History (London, 1981), esp. the essays of 1. M. Lonie, “Fever Pathology in the Sixteenth Cen-
tury: Tradition and Innovation,” pp. 19-44, and D. G. Bates, “Thomas Willis and the Fevers
Literature of the Seventeenth Century,” pp. 45-70. Further discussions are also found in the
literature on Sylvius and Willis mentioned above.

66. Ma'aseh Tuviyyah, p.112a.

67. Perhaps Tobias meant by this that he had met Ettmiiller.
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steps . . . [all of whom] are possessed by a different spirit in attributing fever
to boiling of the blood, that is, in Latin, /de/ fermentatione . . . which [is called]
in the Gemara# fermenting wine /yayin toses/.” The moderns, he adds, recognize
two kinds of ferments which result in continuous and intermittent fever®
Before proceeding with his description of the moderns’ view of fevers, Tobias

inserts the following revealing lines:

I would not be inclined, loving reader, to press your legs against the wall of
my studies, to force you to follow in the path or in the steps of the latest doc-
tors, without deviating to the right or to the left; however, the truth follows
its own course. Those moderns, by virtue of perseverance and investigation
by way of surgery, labored to make new discoveries in addition to those
gained by iatrochemistry, through investigation by cooking, boiling, and the
fermentation of wine and other liquids, and through the acidification of all
acidy substances. [Accordingly], they established the correct way and en-
lightened our eyes, and in our generation they discovered the straight and
easiest path for doing medicine. Moreover, the patient does not disdain or

refuse to take [their medicines].®

Such enthusiastic support of the moderns against the ancients should not
be taken for unreserved endorsement in all cases. In contrast, after present-
ing Thomas Willis’s five principles as a “modern alternative” to the standard
Aristotelian four causes, Tobias responds much more conservatively: “Since my
only purpose is to select words from the philosophers that are appropriate for
our holy Torah and that agree with the blessed sages, I will enlighten and in-
struct you with a definite proof and with true arguments that the elements are
indeed four, not less and not more.” Even “the noble one of the doctors,” as
he calls Willis, was capable of erring when matters of sacred tradition are con-
cerned.”® And even with respect to the controversial use of bloodletting in the
treatment of fevers, Tobias is more circumscribed. He carefully points out that

the ancients “placed their trust in bloodletting for any fever,” while the moderns

68. Ma‘aseh Tuviyyah, pp. 112a~112b.
69. Ihid., p. 112b.

70. Ibid., p. 71a. For an example of the moderns confirming a Torah view opposing Aris-
totle on the question of whether “women produce seed,” see ibid., p. 118a.
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(Sylvius, Ettmiiller, and their followers) “distanced their path from bloodletting
except when in great need.””! In this instance, and in other places as well, he
appears more ambiguous and tentative. The new learning was in the process of
overtaking the old, but the latter had not been completely vanquished. It stood
side by side with the new, transparently revealing this physician’s difficulty in

absolutely repudiating the one in favor of the other.

Having described Tobias Cohen’s extensive background in contemporary
medical literature, especially that written by the iatrochemists, we might finally
ask how he acquired this impressive knowledge and what led him to pursue this
particular line of inquiry in so conscientious and thoughtful a manner. The easi-
est way of answering the first question would be to attribute his broad mastery
of books and authors to the invention of the printing press. No doubt, the wide
diffusion of printed medical and scientific textbooks accounts in part for Tobias’s
vast and up-to-date knowledge. Moreover, the ability of the press to disseminate
knowledge quickly and effectively most certainly accounts for Tobias’s desire
to publish his book and for its clear and coherent format, including the efficient
use of diagrams and illustrations.

Tobias could have also mastered what he did by simply being a good stu-
dent at Frankfurt or Padua.” Although the study of the profession of university
teaching in this period is still in its infancy, recent work suggests that Tobias’s
sophisticated medical knowledge was not so unusual. At Padua, for example,
the traditional university statutes obliged professors to convey a cleatly defined
and unchanging body of knowledge to their students by presenting a standard
group of classical texts with traditional commentaries. Thus professors of medi-
cal theory taught a three-year course consisting of the works of Hippocrates,

Galen, and Avicenna* However, as Nancy Siraisi has recently demonstrated,

71. Ibid., pp. 114a-b.

72. Cf. E. L. Eisenstein, The Printing Press as an Agent of Change, 2 vols. (Cambridge, 1979),
vol. 2.

73. Note that the majority of his medical sources are northern European; he may have
familiarized himself with several of them even before entering the University of Padua.

74. See B. Dooley, “Science Teaching as a Career at Padua in the Early Eighteenth Cen-
tury: The Case of Giovani Poleni,” History of Universities 4 (1985): 117-18.
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Avicenna’s Canon was not seen as the last word on the subject; on the contrary,
it provided a mere framework for introducing new medical notions and proce-
dures.” Lorenzo Baccetto, for example, the humble third extraordinary professor
of theoretical medicine at Padua in 1687, met his obligations in teaching the
Canon with extensive references to Gilbert, Bacon, Boyle, Gassendi, Harvey,
Van Helmont, Mayow, and other modern authors”¢ And even the less radical
but better-known G. Battista Morgagni, teaching medical theory at the univer-
sity in the early part of the eighteenth century, successfully integrated modern
approaches to physiology and pathology by lecturing on the classical texts.
Thus he openly rejected Aristotle’s four elements and four primary qualities,
exposed his students to more recent work on blood, the lymphatic system, di-
gestion, reproduction, and embryology, and frequently quoted the iatrochemical
physicians. Among the authors he refers to in his lecture notes, Willis, Syl-
vius, Ettmiiller, Van Diemerbroeck, Sennert, Dodoens, and Van Helmont figure
prominently.”” Although the first chair in chemistry at Padua was not established
until 1749, the opportunities to acquire specialized knowledge of the latest litera-
ture in chemical medicine and in other more recent fields were readily available
well before that date, and certainly during Tobias’s student years.”®

Such a method of learning had limitations as well as advantages, as Siraisi
points out. The university medical student was expected to master his discipline
by first familiarizing himself with a classical literature and with the historical
contexts of disagreement over ancient theories; only then could he move on to
acquire more detailed knowledge, more experience, and even new approaches.
Such an educational arrangement fostered “a mental climate where syncretiza-
tion and attempted reconciliation of the old and new” were more typical than

any thorough or absolute repudiation of the past.”” Tobias Cohen’s textbook

75. Siraisi, Avicenna in Renaissance ltaly.

76. Ibid., p. 122.

77. Ibid., pp. 213-17. Morgagni’s lectures on Galen, Hippocrates, and Avicenna are avail-
able in a modern edition of his Opera postuma, 7 vols. to date (Rome, 1969-), with modern
introductions and indices of sources.

78. See V. Giormani, “I Precedenti dell’istituzione di un insegnamento chimico all’Uni-
versita di Padova,” Quaderni per la storia dell'Universita di Padova 18 (1985): 43-91.

79. Siraisi, Avicenna in Renaissance ltaly, p. 355.
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reflects the level of scientific knowledge as well as the syncretistic and har-
monizing climate of his university training. No doubt he was a more diligent
and committed student than most,® overcoming severe hardships to reach his
level of expertise. Nevertheless, it would be wrong to exaggerate his intellectual
achievements. As Ma'aseh Tuviyyah amply testifies, he took full advantage of
his educational surroundings to attain an understanding of his field available
to the most willing and able of his classmates. Contrary to his own claims, his
Hebrew manual was as good as, but not necessarily better than, similar medical
textbooks written by non-Jews.

Yet Tobias Cohen’s medical and scientific textbook was still unique among
Hebrew books published in early modern Europe. As we have seen, other
contemporary Jewish scholars attempted to write similar scientific compendia.
Joseph Delmedigo and David Gans produced sophisticated and learned intro-
ductions to mathematics, physics, and astronomy. Joseph Zahalon, Abraham
Wallich, and Issachar Teller wrote medical handbooks. Wallich, Cohen’s class-
mate, similarly displayed his knowledge of chemical physicians like Ettmiiller
and Willis;*! so did Isaac Cantarini, another distinguished Jewish graduate of
Padua®? And there were, of course, recent printed versions of medieval Hebrew
textbooks on astronomy and medicine, such as those of Abraham Bar Hiyya,
Meir Aldabi, Isaac Israeli, and Moses Maimonides; and Hebrew translations of
Latin texts, such as those of Avicenna and Peurbach. Yet the relatively limited
impact of any of these works underscores the significance of Tobias’s effort.
Gans’s astronomical text was never published in his lifetime and only once
in 1743, while Delmedigo’s was published in 1629 and only once more in
the nineteenth century. Moreover, both were comprehensible only to the most
sophisticated student of the sciences. The handbooks of Zahalon, Wallich, and
Teller were also published only once and had limited readership. The mod-
est achievements of the last two are hardly comparable, in any case, to the

more massive undertaking of Tobias. Cantarini was probably the most erudite

80. On the lack of student interest in university study at Padua, see Dooley, “Science
Teaching as a Career,” pp. 120-22.

81. See, for example, Wallich, Sefer Dimyon ha-Refir'ot, pp. 47, 48, 73.

82. See M. Osimo, Narragione della strage compiuta nel 1547 contro gl ebrei d'Asolo e cenni
biographi della Farmiglia Koen-Cantarini (Casale Monferrato, 1875), p. 74.
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physician among Italian Jews in the seventeenth century, yet he wrote consiia,
not a textbook® And the earlier texts were proving to be hopelessly out of
date, reflecting a retrograde body of knowledge and mental outlook, of serious
interest primarily for their perceived intrinsic value as sacred literature. In con-
trast, Tobias’s work was both readable—well organized and illustrated, filled
with up-to-date and pragmatic information—and attractive, in a spiritual sense,
in bolstering Jewish cultural pride. Its multiple editions testify to its enduring
popularity.

Thus, by composing a medical textbook in Hebrew, Tobias took full advan-
tage of his university training to address an educational and psychological need
he keenly felt. He had discovered in seventeenth-century chemical medicine a
body of information that was intellectually appealing and practically useful. By
eschewing the mystical enthusiasm, the Christian coloring, and the hermetic
and alchemical features of the Paracelsians for a didactic textbook; and by as-
piring to train Jewish minds to identify knowledge with the layout of words
on the printed page, rather than the divine hieroglyphics of the mysterious
natural world, Cohen fully identified himself with an emerging field of study, a
chemistry to be studied, methodized, and employed for purely utilitarian pur-
poses rather than one to be experienced or religiously celebrated # In this sense,
Tobias had fully imbibed the secular and scientific spirit of his age.

83. The consilia are no longer extant. On Cantarini, see Osimo, Narrazione, pp. 76-93;
H. A. Savitz, “Dr. Isaac Hayyim ha-Cohen Cantarini,” The Jewish Forum 43 (1960): 80-82,
99-101, 107-8.

84. On the emergence of chemistry in the seventeenth century and its break from iatro-
chemistry, see O. Hannaway, The Chemists and the Word: The Didactic Origins of Chemistry
(Baltimore and London, 1975).
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Contemporary Science and Jewish Law in the Eyes of
Isaac Lampronti and His Rabbinic Interlocutors

The Jewish community of Ferrara in the first half of the eigh-
teenth century, like the rest of Italian Jewry, was dominated by
physicians and rabbis, who in most cases were the same persons.!
No Jew better exemplified this fusion of Jewish legal and scien-
tific expertise than Isaac Lampronti (1679-1756), Ferrara’s most
illustrious Jewish citizen, a “medico teologo tra i dotti celebratis-

simo,” as a later generation of his fellow citizens once called him2

1. See D. B. Ruderman, “The Impact of Science on Jewish Culture and
Society in Venice,” in G. Cozzi, ed., Gi Ebrei ¢ Venegia secoli XIV-XVIIT
(Milan, 1987}, pp. 41748, 540-42; idem, Kabbalah, Magic, and Science: The
Cultural Universe of a Sixteenth-Century Jewish Physician (Cambridge, Mass.,
1988); and esp. chap. 3 above.

2. “A most celebrated physician-theologian among the learned.” The
reference is found on a stone tablet affixed by the citizens of Ferrara on
April 19, 1872, to the house which he once occupied. On Lampronti and his
work, see B. J. Levi, Della Vita e dell'opera di Isaaco Lampronti (Padua, 1871);
also published in Hebrew (Lyck, 1871); 1. Lampronti, Pakad Yizhak, ed. S.
Ashkenazi, 5 vols. to date (Jerusalem, 1961-86), esp. the bibliography cited
in 1:1, n. }; L. Sonne, “Building Stones for the His