
RABBINIC GREATS OF LATE 17th CENTURY POLAND (Cont.)

R. Aharon Shmuel Kaidanover (Maharshak) (1614-1676)

R. Aharon most likely was a native of Vilna. His name Kaidanover is
based on the Lithuanian town of Kaidan and was his family name. As a
young man he married a daughter of one of the local dayanim. He then
studied under R. Yaakov of Lublin and his son, R. Yehoshua Heshel of
Cracow. He also served in the bais din of Vilna together with the Shach and
R. Ephraim HaKohen. During the Cossack invasion of Vilna in 1655, he fled
to Lublin. There he had the misfortune to be overtaken by the Cossack
invasion of that city, and in the ensuing invasion his two daughters were
killed. His son R. Hirsh narrowly escaped death. R. Aharon Shmuel himself
was wounded, and the family fled to Austria.

In Austria R. Aharon served as rabbi of a small town. Afterwards he
served successively in the rabbinates of Fuerth, Germany, Nikolsburg,
Moravia, Glogau, Germany, and Reisha, Poland. He then returned to
Germany to serve as rabbi of Frankfurt am Mein, but he soon answered the
call of Brisk to serve as rav in his native Lithuania. After 1671 he was
elected to Poland’s most prestigious rabbinate of those days, that of the
capital Cracow, and there he remained till the end of his life.

R. Aharon Shmuel had a strong, independent character, and he looked
with disdain at the prevailing trend to accept without reservations the
opinions of such contemporary Shulchan Aruch commentators as the
Shach and Taz. He felt that instead of relying on the works of the
Acharonim, one should concentrate on the writings of earlier poskim and
the Sages of the Talmud. He wrote: “The Acharonim confuse one’s logic
and memory. Study instead the four Turim and the Beis Yosef.”

R. Aharon Shmuel wrote and published Birkas HaZevach (Amsterdam.
1669), chiddushim and emendations to the difficult and little-studied Seder



Kodashim. He also wrote chiddushim on the related sections in Rambam.
This work is considered to be one of the most important works in this field
and is often quoted by the Magen Avraham. It was later reprinted by the
Chofetz Chaim in his drive to rekindle interest in the study of Kodashim.

R. Aharon left numerous well known descendants. His son R. Tzvi Hirsh
was the author of the popular devotional and ethical classic, Kav HaYashar
(Frankfurt am Main, 1705). The Maharshak’s son-in-law was R. Nachum
HaKohen, the Shach’s brother. And a later descendant, R. Gedalyah
Moshe was the author of Chemed Moshe, a commentary on Shulchan
Aruch Orach Chaim (Fuerth, 1769).

R. Ephraim HaKohen (1616-1678)

R. Ephraim was a grandson of R. Ephraim Fishl ben Moshe Yehudah,
the first rabbi of the Ashkenazic community in Jerusalem. Some believe
that this grandfather had previously been the rabbi of Brisk, plus other
European communities, and was a son-in-law of the Maharshal.

R, Ephraim was a disciple of R. Moshe, the Chelkas Mechokeik. He was
appointed dayan in Vilna in 1636, and served in that capacity for almost 20
years. During the Cossack invasion of Vilna in 1655, R. Ephraim fled to
Moravia where he served as rabbi of Trebitsch, and then of Braude. After
six years of tranquility, R. Ephraim moved on because of military strife in
the region. He settled first in Prague and then in Vienna. Finally in 1666 he
was appointed rabbi of Ofen (Budapest), one of the most prominent
communities in Hungary which was then under Ottoman rule.

R. Ephraim engaged in widespread halachic correspondence which
reached as far as Turkey and Jerusalem. Even R. Moshe Galant and R.
Moshe ibn Chaviv sought his opinion on halachic matters. At the end of his
life he was offered the Chief Rabbinate of the Ashkenazic community of
Jerusalem which his grandfather had previously held. He accepted the
offer, but unfortunately died before being able to make the trip.



R. Ephraim authored a work of responsa called Shaar Ephraim
(Sulzbach, 1729). Among his pupils was his son R. Aryeh Yehudah Leib
who published his father’s work, and his grandson R. Zvi Ashkenazi, the
Chacham Zvi.

In the year 1678 a plague raged in Ofen and claimed the life of R.
Aryeh’s older brother, R. Chiskiyahu. During the seven days of mourning,
the younger son, R. Leib, was also infected with the plague. Upon hearing
of this, R. Ephraim enveloped himself in his tallis and prayed that his own
life be taken instead of his young son’s. Immediately the great sage’s
prayer was answered. The son became well, and the father took sick and
died shortly thereafter. Just before his death, R. Ephraim called his son and
enjoined him to edit and publish his two works, his responsa Shaar
Ephraim and a book of Torah sermons, Machaneh Ephraim. R. Yehudah
Leib eventually settled in Jerusalem in 1685. There he compiled and edited
his father’s work Shaar Ephraim which he printed along with some of his
own notes and responsa. While on a trip to Europe he had this work
published. Machaneh Ephraim, however, was never published.

R. Moshe ben Avraham MiGeza Tzvi (c1681)

R. Moshe was a grandson and disciple of R. Yehoshua Heshel of
Cracow, and was raised in his grandfather’s house. His father, R. Avraham,
was martyred as a result of religious persecution. R. Moshe always refers
to him as HaKadosh, a moniker reserved for martyrs. R. Moshe lived his
early years in Brisk where he instructed young men in Torah learning. Later
he became rabbi of Horodno (Grodno), and in 1681 he was invited to
become rabbi in Cracow. For unknown reasons, he declined that post.

R. Moshe composed Tiferes LeMoshe, an important work on Shulchan
Aruch Yoreh Deah (Berin 1776). The sages of later generations cite this
work extensively, especially R. Akiva Eiger. The noted gaon, R Yechezkel
Landau of Prague, in his introduction to this work called R.Moshe ‘a gaon
among geonim’ and states that he was unique in his generation. R.Moshe
also wrote a work on Shulchan Aruch Even HaEzer, but this was never



published. In addition his notes on the Talmud can be found in the Vilna
edition of the Gemara (1880).

R. Avraham (Abale) Gombiner The Magen Avraham
(1634-1682)

Turbulent times marked R. Avraham’s youth, during which his father was
murdered by the Cossack mobs in Lithuania in 1655. He thereupon left
Gombin and settled in Lissa, where he studied under his relative, R.
Yaakov Yitzchak Gombiner. After completing his studies, R. Avraham
moved to the city of Kalish, becoming a teacher of young children. In 1660
the Shach, who was visiting Kalish on the occasion of the marriage of his
son to the daughter of one of the lay leaders of the community, held a
Talmudic discourse. He raised a difficult problem which none of the great
scholars of Kalish could answer.

One of R. Avraham’s young students related the problem to his teacher,
who immediately advanced a satisfactory reply. When this was reported to
the Shach, he was greatly impressed with the clarity of R. Avraham’s
thinking. The two rabbanim met and discussed additional Talmudic
problems for many hours. The scholars in Kalish were suitably impressed
with the young rav in their midst, and the rabbi of the town, R. Yisroel
Shapira, son of R. Nassan Nata Shapira, appointed R. Avraham as moreh
tzedek. He was then responsible for rendering halachic rulings on matters
relating to daily life - Shulcahn Aruch Orach Chaim and Yoreh Deah. Later
he came to fill the post of dayan.

R. Avraham is most known to Torah scholars for his monumental
Shulchan Aruch commentary, Magen Avraham (1692), on the entire section
of Orach Chaim. Completed in 1671 and originally titled Ner Yisroel, R.
Avraham decided to publish it as early as 1673. He sent the manuscript to
Amsterdam together with his brother, who unfortunately soon passed away.
The manuscript was returned to R. Avraham who further redacted it and
made some further revisions over the next 10 years. When the Magen
Avraham was finally published, this work together with the Taz (Turei



Zahav) commentary Magen David became the standard Orach Chaim
commentaries. The two commentaries were printed together under the joint
title Maginei Eretz. The Vilna Gaon himself refers to the Taz and the Magen
Avraham in virtually every paragraph of his own Shulchan Aruch
commentary.

R. Avraham was an eminent Kabbalist, and stressed the views of earlier
kabbalists, especially the Ari, in his various halachic decisions. In most
cases, the rulings of Magen Avraham are considered authoritative against
the opinions of other commentators. Because of his terse language and
great profundity, many commentaries have been written upon Magen
Avraham. R. Avraham also composed Zayis Ra’anan (Dessau, 1704), a
short commentary on the midrash Yalkut Shimoni. Excerpts from it were
printed in the margin of the Yalkut edition, published in Warsaw, 1878. It is
considered today to be the standard edition. R. Avraham also wrote
Shemen Sasson (Dessau, 1704), a series of pilpulistic discourses on the
Torah, until the parsha of Toldos.

R. Nassan Nata Hanover (c1600-1683)

Born in Ostroh, Poland, R. Nassan Nata was a disciple of the Maharsha,
R. Nassan Nata was an eyewitness to the horrible persecutions of the
Cossack uprising. He then wandered from city to city, narrowly escaping
death and torture. He first went to Prague, and then to Venice where he
wrote a historical account of the entire Cossack devastation. His Yevein
HaMetzulah (1653) gives a brief description of the Polish government of his
time and its relationship to the Cossacks. He also wrote about the origins of
the uprising and all its gruesome details. R. Nassan Nata painted a very
vivid picture of Jewish life in Poland, and of the various yeshivos. His work
was so popular that it was later translated into Yiddish, German, and
English.

R. Nassan Nata studied kabbalah in Venice, and he became rabbi of
Leghorn (Livorno). He remained there only a short time before taking up
positions in Iasi and then Pascani, both in Romania. He thereafter accepted



the rabbinate of Ungarisch-Brod, Moravia where he was killed by a stray
bullet while at his prayers.

R. Nassan Nata composed Taamei Succah (Amsterdam, 1652), a
homiletic explanation of the festival of Sukkot, Sefer Berurah (Prague
1660), a dictionary of Hebrew words translated into German, Italian, and
Latin, and Shaarei Tzion (Prague 1662), a collection of prayers and
customs gleaned from kabbalistic works.

R. David Lida (1625-1694)

Born in Zwolen, Poland, R. David was a disciple of R. Yehoshua
Heschel of Cracow, and also learned under his uncle R. Moshe Rivkah.
Following his marriage he settled in Lemberg (Lvov), and he later he
served in various rabbinical posts throughout Poland and Lithuania, among
them the town of Lida. He was then called to be rabbi of Mainz, Germany,
and afterwards was invited to head the Ashkenazic community in
Amsterdam.

Soon after arriving in Amsterdam in 1681, he was opposed by some
members of the congregation who accused him of being a follower of the
false messiah Shabsai Tzvi. As a result, he was removed from his position.
However, upon his return to Poland, he appealed his case to the Council of
Four Lands who exonerated him of all suspicion, and reinstated him as
rabbi of Amsterdam. R. David even printed a pamphlet called Be’er Eisek
(Lublin 1688) in which he explained his side of the controversy. However,
his stay in Amsterdam was not a happy one, and once his contract expired,
the community refused to renew it. In 1684 he returned to Poland and
settled in Lemberg where he lived out his years.

R. David published several works, including Ir Miklat (1690), which was
a listing of the 613 commandments with references to various
commentaries on them. He also wrote a book of sermons, a collection on
the laws of Shabbos, and one in 1680 on the laws of circumcision, together



with prayers for the mohel and the sandek. In 1693 he wrote a
supercommentary on Rashi’s Chumash commentary.

R. Yosef HaDarshan (1601-1696)

Born in Posen, Poland R. Yosef studied in eastern Poland and then
settled there for a time. He was a witness to the Cossack uprisings of
1648-1649, but he managed to escape and return to his native town of
Posen. There he held the position of preacher for twenty years from 1676
to his death. R. Yosef is known for writing a popular book of mussar called
Yesod Yosef (Frankfurt an der Oder, 1679). He also wrote a book of
sermons arranged according to the weekly portions of the Torah.

R. Shmuel ben Uri Shraga Feivush (1640-1700)

Born in Wodzislaw, Poland, R. Shmuel was a disciple of R. Yehoshua
Heshel of Cracow. Following the latter’s death, he continued his studies
under R. Aryeh Leib Fischel who had succeeded R. Heshel as rabbi of
Cracow. R. Aryeh later gave his own daughter in marriage to R. Shmuel.

R. Shmuel’s first rabbinic position was at Shidlow. There he wrote Beis
Shmuel (1689), his classic commentary to Shulchan Aruch Even HaEzer.
In his preface he bemoans the fact that in Shidlow he was not afforded the
opportunity to be able to discuss the intricate laws dealt with in his work
with fellow scholars and disciples.

In 1691 he became the rabbi of Fuerth, Germany where he was given
the chance to review the laws of Even HaEzer with knowledgeable
disciples. He then prepared an upgraded edition of his Beis Shmuel with
additional material from Turei Zahav, not yet published. This improved
edition was published in Fuerth in 1694, together with Chelkas Mechokeik
by R. Moshe of Vilna. These two works are the two most important
commentaries on this section of the Shulchan Aruch and have been
studied by scholars ever since their publication. In 1698 he returned to
Shidlow and apparently spent the rest of his life there.




