
ADDITIONAL RABBINIC FIGURES  - 16TH CENTURY POLAND

R. Shlomo Luria (Maharshal) (c1510-1573)

Maharshal was descended from a prominent rabbinic family which
traced its genealogy to Rashi. He was related to many of the prominent
rabbis of his era, including Rema and R. Meir Katzenellenbogen (Maharam
Padua). In his youth he studied under his father and under his maternal
grandfather. He became the son-in-law of the rosh yeshiva in Lvov and
Ostroh. When his father-in-law left to settle in Jerusalem, R. Shlomo
succeeded him in his post. He also served as rabbi and rosh yeshiva in
Brisk, and finally, in 1569, he officiated as rosh yeshiva in Lublin. This was
at the same time that R. Yisroel, son of R. Shalom Shachna, served as
rabbi.

Some of the greatest scholars of his generation considered themselves
to be his disciples. The Maharal of Prague himself studied under
Maharshal.

Mahardshal’s approach to halacha was unique in his generation. He
refused to accept the views of the old masters without first tracing each
subject to its source in the Talmud and commentary. He proceeded from
there to ascertain the correct view. Independent and strong-minded,
Maharshal did not hesitate to disagree with R. Yosef Caro, and even
Rambam, in cases where, in his opinion, they had not penetrated the
essence of the subject in making their decisions.

Maharshal opposed the method of pilpul used in the Polish yeshivas of
his day. Rather, he preferred the method of seeking to comprehend the
plain meaning of the Talmudic discussions. He was especially interested in
determining the correct text of the Talmud and poskim. He criticized R.
Yosef Caro for basing many of his decisions on inaccurate texts. His
Chochmas Shlomo is testimony to the pains he took to establish the correct



version in the Talmud and its principal commentaries - Rashi and Tosafos -
from existing manuscripts, and from the context itself.

Maharshal was also very critical of R. Yosef Caro for the method of
compromise he used in deciding the halacha - recognizing three
authorities, Rif, Rambam, and Rosh. In any controversy between these
three scholars, R. Caro decided in favor of the majority. Maharshal opposed
the designation of only these three as authorities and the complete
disregarding of any other halachic opinions, especially those of the
Tosafists. He also criticized R. Caro in not basing his decisions on an
independent evaluation of the merits of each opinion as a true
interpretation of the Talmudic texts.

Maharshal’s most important work was Yam shel Shlomo, a monumental
Talmud commentary implementing the above mentioned method of
Talmudic analysis. It is essentially a collection of discourses or essays on
the halachic points in each passage of Talmud, listing all the important
opinions with a discussion about their compatibility with the Talmudic text.
He then adds his own halachic conclusion based on the foregoing
discussion. Only seven tractates have been preserved over the years.
(Bava Kama, Chullin, Yevamos, Beitzah, Kiddushin, Gititn, and Kesubos.)

His glosses on the Talmud with Rashi and Tosafos, entitled Chachmas
Shlomo are today included in every edition of the Talmud. Many of
Maharshal’s proposed emendations have become the standard text now in
use. Maharshal had criticized vehemently the emendations introduced in
the earlier Talmud edition published in Lublin (1559-1568). These
emendations were based on the notes of the venerated R. Shalom
Shachna of Lublin and his son R. Yisroel.

Maharshal also authored responsa (Lublin, 1575), a super commentary
on Rashi’s commentary to the Torah (Prague, 1609) a commentary on
Smag (Basel, 1600), and a commentary on Shaarei Dura (Lublin, 1598).
He also wrote liturgical poems for the Sabbath, together with his own
commentary on these poems. He also wrote a kabbalistic interpretation of



Psalm 67, together with prayers to be said with it. He also included a
diagram in the form of a tree showing the configuration of the kabbalistic
sefiros.

A strong and independent personality, Maharshal had many halachic
controversies with his contemporaries. He did not hesitate to voice his
objections to the intricate method of pilpul, which was the hallmark of R.
Shalom Shachna’s yeshiva. This unfortunately resulted in much friction
between the students of the two yeshivas.

Rema was an exception to Maharshal’s critical assessment of his
colleagues. Mahashal was unstinting in his praise of this young kinsman.
However, he did criticize him for studying philosophy and secular subjects.
He also castigated him severely for not using proper grammar in his
writings. In their later years, the friendly relationship between these two
great sages became strained because of Rema’s criticism of Maharshal’s
decisions in matters of issur v’heter. Maharshal resented the strong and
continuous criticism directed at him, and castigated his younger kinsman.

Maharshal, however, was an extremely humble person. Even as the
rabbi of such outstanding communities as Ostroh and Lublin, he did not
hesitate to appoint a preacher whose duty it was to reproach him for any
wrongdoing. Whenever this preacher would enter his home, Maharshal
would immediately sit before him in a most humble manner and listen to his
exhortation as would any common person.

Maharshal’s view on the use of the Zohar as a source of halacha
illustrates his independence of thought and uncompromising devotion to
the truth as he saw it. He was a devoted follower of the kabbalah and
ranked the Zohar on the same level as other midrashic literature. He
reproached Rema for dividing his attention between the kabbalah and
philosophy. Nevertheless, when he was asked to rule upon the question of
whether tefillin should be fastened to the arm while sitting, in accordance
with the Zohar, Maharshal adamantly refused to entertain such a notion. He



cited the example of the sages  of previous generations who had not
changed their custom to accord with the Zohar in this matter.

R. Yosef Katz (c1510-1591)

R. Yosef, who was a brother-in-law of Rema (Rema’s second wife was
his sister), held the position of rosh yeshivah in Cracow for over fifty years.
He engaged in extensive halachic correspondence, and inquiries poured in
from such distant localities as Italy and Turkey. Even R. Shlomo Luria
requested his opinion on a halachic disagreement he had had with a
colleague, and R. Yosef did not hesitate to state his strong disagreement
with Maharshal’s viewpoint. Maharshal does not refer to R. Yosef in terms
of an older gaon writing to a young contemporary (as he does in his
correspondence with Rema), but as to an equal. Nevertheless, R. Yosef
who was older than Rema, refers to his younger brother-in-law’s glosses on
Shulchan Aruch in a number of instances, and treats them as an
authoritative halachic source.

R. Shlomo ben Yehudah Leib (c1591)

Known as R. Shlomo R. Leibush (or der younger R. Shlomo to
differentiate between him and R. Shlomo Luria), served as rabbi in some of
the most prestigious communities in Poland - Lemberg, Posen, and finally
(1587) his hometown of Lublin. He also served as a rosh yeshiva in Cracow
where the Shelah studied under him. R. Shlomo’s father was also an
outstanding scholar and rosh yeshiva in Lublin. R. Shlomo’s
contemporaries referred to him with great reverence. He was noted both for
his great erudition and his character, and is consistently referred to as
HaChassid (the truly pious).

R. Shlomo was a disciple of Maharshal and possibly also of R. Shalom
Shachna of Lublin. He was also one of the leading members of the Council
of Four Lands. R. Shlomo’s yeshiva produced many disciples; most notably
among them were the Bach and the Shelah. The Shelah refers to his



mentor very often, attaching great importance to his customs. Many of R.
Shlomo’s customs are still widely practiced today. For example, the custom
of removing the tefillin from the head with the left hand in order to show that
one does not want to get rid of the tefillin quickly. In addition, the custom of
not making kiddush on the first night of Shavuot before it is definitely night
time.

R. Shlomo did not publish any works. For centuries his name was
perpetuated only in the works of his distinguished disciples. In 1988 a
volume containing some of his rulings and responsa was published, based
on a manuscript and quotations in the works of his disciples. A short
treatise entitled Sefer Gittin, on the complicated rules for spelling personal
names in bills of divorce, is also included in this volume.


