
R. OVADIAH Mi BARTENURA

(1440-1516)

R.Ovadia was probably born in the small town of Bartenura, Italy, a town
in the north of Italy. He later became a disciple of R. Yosef Colon, the
Maharik. After serving as rav in various Italian communities, he set out for
the Holy Land in 1486. His journey lasted for two years and took him
through many Jewish communities where he disseminated Torah
knowledge among the inhabitants.

Arriving in Jerusalem in the spring of 1488, R. Ovadiah found the
community to be in a deplorable economic condition. He was soon
accepted as the head of the community where he dreamed of establishing
a yeshiva where the younger generation would be able to pursue halachic
and Talmudic studies. To aid the impoverished community he succeeded in
obtaining money for the poor from his connections in Italy. In addition he
helped abolish many of the unjust taxes which the Arab pashas had
imposed upon the Jewish populace.

In 1490 he officiated for a short span of time as rav of the fledgling
Jewish community of Hebron. But even at this time he considered himself
to be an inhabitant of Jerusalem.

R. Ovadiah’s dream of establishing a Talmudical academy was realized
after 1492 when many Spanish refugees reached the Holy Land. Because
they were superior in learning to the native inhabitants, they were most
anxious to find a place of learning for their young men. R. Ovadiah’s
academy steadily grew in numbers.

R. Ovadiah’s is most famous for his Mishneh commentary which printed
in most standard editions of the Mishneh. He also wrote a
supercommentary to Rashi’s commentary on the Torah. In addition he
composed several piyutim and also wrote a kabbalistic commentary to the
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Book of Ruth. The letters which he addressed to his family describing all of
his travels are today of much historical interest. They contain first-hand
information concerning the social, economic, and intellectual conditions of
the Jews of Sicily, Greece, Egypt, and Eretz Yisroel, including many of their
unique customs.
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