Rishonim Series One
Stories from Jewish History
Dr. Tamar Ron Marvin

Contents
Title Page
Foreword
Rashi—R. Shlomo Yitzchaki
R. Avraham Ibn Ezra
About The Author
Foreword
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Rashi—R. Shlomo Yitzchaki
c. 1040-1105, Troyes, France
Meet Rashi


Rashi. We all hang out with Rashi, right? He's there for us on the daf, hanging over our shoulder, filling in that obscure Aramaic word, explaining the background behind the sugya. He's there for us, too, on the parsha, whether we're six years old or sixty, bringing down the famous midrash, guiding us through the text from the lens of Chazal. But do you really know Rabbi Shlomo Yitzchaki?
The date of Rashi's birth, c. 1040, is symbolically significant: he is said to have entered the world just as the light of the exile (Maor ha-Golah), Rabbenu Gershom of Mainz, left it. The Rhineland Valley, the heart of medieval Ashkenaz, was dotted then with yeshivot and had its own distinctive culture of learning. But Rashi was not from the Rhineland; he was born in Troyes, a market town in Champagne, definitely "out of town." (It would take a couple more centuries for the French Crown to consolidate enough power to reign over what we now think of as France.)


Rashi might have stayed in Troyes his whole life, tending to business and hampered in his studies. (Rashi almost never mentions his father, who appears not to have been able to acquire an advanced education.) Instead, he did something extraordinary.
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Image: Chumash with Targum Onkelos and Rashi, British Library Ms. Harley 1861 f. 57v




Rashi's Story
Around the age of 18, married and already with a young daughter, Rashi sought his fortune in the Rhineland. Northern France, known by medieval Jews as Tzarfat (from Ovadia 1:20), had no yeshivot; Rashi literally had to walk to Germany to get an education. We possess a rare mention of the hardships of his student days, the lean decade which he spent apart from his family in pursuit of Torah. He was often distracted, he wrote, by the need to make a living and the prolonged separation.
In Germany, among the students of Rabbenu Gershom, Rashi found a thriving intellectual culture. There remains much scholarly debate about the origins of the Ashkenazi community and its posited close relationship to the traditions of Eretz Yisrael (via Italy); R. Dr. Haym Soloveitchik has even suggested that the kernel of Ashkenaz descends from a "third yeshiva" in Bavel (in addition to the famed academies of Sura and Pumbedita). What is clear is that Rashi drank in nearly the sum total of Ashkenazi knowledge.
He carried back to France with him kuntresim (notebooks) enriched by the notes of several generations of students. These glosses and notes became the basis of Rashi's commentaries. Unfortunately, Rashi endured the anti-Jewish violence that followed the call for the First Crusade, perpetrated by unruly crowds upon the infidels in their midst, even before they reached the shores of the East. Rashi reports little about these events. However, their impact upon him is evident.
RASHI'S Big Jewish Idea(s)
Rashi and his illustrious grandsons (Rashi's three, possibly four, daughters all married and raised scholars) stepped into the cultural vacuum sadly created in the Rhineland Valley communities as a result of crusade violence. They founded yeshivot, created a new school of peshat (contextual) interpretation of Tanach, and produced voluminous piyyut commentary. Building upon his methods, Rashi's grandsons and their students created the Tosafot, which extended the back-and-forth of the Talmud in dialectical fashion.
Rashi also created the resources that he himself had lacked as a young student. His line commentary on the Tamud, the first of its kind, glossed the text in such a way as to make it accessible. He "opened up" the Talmud in a way no one else ever had, enabling even those without a teacher to continue to learn. In writing his commentary on Tanach, Rashi collected an entire library of rabbinic knowledge and threaded it onto the pesukim (verses) of the Mikra.
On page 29a of the printed Vilna Shas, the following note is found in the Rashi: עד כאן פירוש רש״י זצ״ל מכאן ואילך פירוש רבינו שמואל ב״ר מאיר ("Up to here is the commentary of Rashi of blessed memory, from here on is the commentary of Rabbenu Shmuel ben Rabbi Meir," Rashbam). The year was 1105. Nearly a thousand years later, we are still reading, learning from, and continuing Rashi's work.
Rashi Reads (and a Listen)
●        Avraham Grossman is among the foremost scholars of medieval Ashkenaz in general and Rashi in particular. His Rashi, translated from the Hebrew, is an outstanding introduction, the kind that I enjoyed reading even though I know pretty much everything in it, and use often for reference. (It doesn't seem to be available on US Amazon right now but you can buy it directly from Oxford University Press at the link.)
●        There are many colorful legends and folktales about Rashi's life. This one is translated from Gedalya Ibn Yahya's Shalshelet ha-Kabbalah by Prof. Matt Goldish: “Rashi and the Crusader: A Legend,” Jewish Review of Books, February 27, 2013.
●        To get a sense of the precursors to Rashi's commentaries as well as the way they were used and transmitted in the Middle Ages, I highly recommend this lecture by Rashi scholar Dr. Lisa Fredman.

R. Avraham Ibn Ezra
1089-1164, Spain, traveled throughout north Africa and Europe
Ibn Ezra Introduces Himself
His love of language, dark humor, penchant for astrology, personal bitterness, and dour personality, it’s all here in this four-line poem:
גַּלְגַּל וּמַזָּלוֹת בְּמַעְמָדָם / נָטוּ בְּמַהְלָכָם לְמוֹלַדְתִּי | לוּ יִהְיוּ נֵרוֹת סְחוֹרָתִי – / לֹא-יֶחֱשַׁךְ שֶׁמֶשׁ עֲדֵי מוֹתִי
אִיגַע לְהַצְלִיחַ וְלֹא-אוּכַל / כִּי עִוְּתוּנִי כּוֹכְבֵי שָׁמָי | לוּ אֶהֱיֶה סֹחֵר בְּתַכְרִיכִין– / לֹא יִגְוְעוּן אִישִׁים בְּכָל יָמָי
The spheres and constellations in their configuration / tilted wayward in their path at the time of my birth. Were my trade in candles / the sun would never set till I died. I weary myself trying to succeed and can’t / since the stars above lead me astray. Were I a merchant of shrouds, nobody would die my whole life long.
— גלגל ומצלות (בלי מזל)
Rabbi Avraham Ibn Ezra was born in Tudela, Spain in 1089.[1] For the first fifty years or so of his life, he never left the orbit of the Muslim world, and wouldn’t have wanted to; for the elites of glittering Sefarad, Christian Europe was an uncultured hinterland.
But even back home in Spain, Ibn Ezra was a square peg. Despite having an upper-cust education, he couldn’t quite hack it in one of the gentlemanly occupations of the day: physician, dayan (rabbinic judge), merchant, courtier. The life of a writer and educator was a viable, if unstable, career path. (Do I overrelate? Maybe.) Among the Judeo-Arabic intelligentsia, poetry wasn’t just for prestigious, unthumbed literary periodicals. It was a vital part of social life, like having a killer bio and a well-opened newsletter (ahem). People actually hired poets to write fancy letters, panegyrics, and overwrought eulogies for them.
Ibn Ezra was one of those poets. In want of patronage, he wandered from Tudela in the north to Córdoba, the New York of its day, then to Seville, where he raised his son, to Toledo, one of the earliest Muslim territories to fall to Christian forces, in 1085. (Ibn Ezra referred to it as Edom, identified in premodern Jewish ethnography with Christendom.) He also traveled through the Maghrib (northwestern Africa, encompassing what is today Morocco, Algeria, Tunisia, and Libya), home to populous Jewish communities. Among his poems are many piyutim (liturgical poetry), some of which survive in various nuschaot (prayer rites).
It couldn’t have been easy to have the celebrated, successful Rabbi Yehudah ha-Levi as his close friend and relative by marriage—Ibn Ezra’s son Yitzchak married Yehudah ha-Levi’s daughter. In his own way, which we’ll have to explore in another newsletter, Yehudah ha-Levi fit uneasily into the society of which he became such an exemplar. But ha-Levi was much more well-heeled, well-liked, and prosperous than Ibn Ezra. And then, when ha-Levi set sail for Eretz Yisrael, Yitzchak went with him. Though the evidence isn’t ironclad, it seems that Yitzchak Ibn Ezra then made his way to Bavel (Iraq), eventually converting to Islam. The stars, as Ibn Ezra would have said, aligned against him.

Image: The opening page of a Chumash with Targum in the inner column, Rashi’s commentary in the outer column, and Ibn Ezra’s commentary added in the outer margins. British Library Ms. Harley Ms. 5772, f. 1r.
The Misfit Who Won the West (of Europe)
The 1140s were rough in Muslim Spain. Political upheavals and increasing intolerance towards religious minorities by Berber Muslim dynasties impelled many Jews to seek new homes. These reluctant emigres became tradents of Judeo-Arabic culture, with its love of belles-lettres (adab), rationalist philosophy, and halachic codification. Ibn Ezra became, along with the Kimchis (as in Radak) and the Ibn Tibbons (the dynasty of Arabic-to-Hebrew translators), a primary vector of this cultural transmission.
Ibn Ezra first went to Rome. No one needed to hire a poet in Italy (the first buds of humanism wouldn’t blossom for some time yet), so Ibn Ezra took to tutoring the sons of the wealthy, primarily in Tanach. At their behest, he wrote down his lessons as commentaries. Ibn Ezra brought with him a generations-old Sefardi tradition of grammatical Bible commentary. Because Arabic and Hebrew are cognate languages, and Islamic culture places such high value on linguistic knowledge, Jews living in the Islamicate world made many philological discoveries that advanced their understanding of Hebrew. Most of the grammatical glosses on Tanach produced by Sefardi Jews have been lost to history, traces of them surviving, however, in Ibn Ezra’s Hebrew commentaries.
Ibn Ezra kept moving, you’re-only-as-good-as-your-last-picture style, first in Italy, to Lucca, Pisa, Verona, and Mantua, then through Provence (Béziers, Narbonne). He seems to have left his commentaries behind with his patrons (who’d paid for them), rewriting them twice, sometimes three times for new students. This is how we get the standard (“short”) Torah commentary alongside the “long” one.
Ibn Ezra also began accepting commissions to write and translate into Hebrew dozens of works of philosophy, grammar, science, calendrication, and applied astrology. (Yes, this means he made actual star charts, a.k. a. horoscopes, for people, some of which survive in manuscript.)
An Unlikely Ending


Towards the end of his life, Ibn Ezra made his way to Rouen in Normandy and then, though the evidence is inconclusive, probably to its satellite community in England. This was literally the ends of the Jewish world, and I shudder to think of him walking the banks of the Thames in a thick, frigid fog, so very far from sun-drenched Spain, perhaps feeling forgotten. (Don’t worry, he wasn’t.)
There are many legends about the place of Ibn Ezra’s death, c. 1164. My favorite places him back home, in his grudgingly beloved al-Andalus, though it’s fanciful and almost certainly untrue. The most colorful comes from the prickly Rabbi Moshe Taku, another medieval true original, who, about a century later, suggests that the deep believer in the powers of human reason was felled by…demons:
והנה אבן עזרא כתב בספרו 'ודאי אין שד בעולם’… והנה אבן עזרא טעה בשדים שהיו מלוין אותו תמיד… ואף על פי כן שדים הראו לו שישנם בעולם. ושמעתי מבני איגלאנט, ששם מת ביניהם, כי פעם אחת היה רוכב ביער ובא בין רוב כלבים שהיו עומדים ומעיינים עליו, וכולם שחורים. ודאי אלו הם שדים. כשיצא מביניהם אז נסתכן וחלה ומת מאותו חולי.
Here, Ibn Ezra wrote in his book, “there is certainly no demon in the world” and yet Ibn Ezra was mistaken about the demons that were always accompanying him…and even so, demons showed him that they are present in the world. I heard from people in England that there he died among them, when once he was riding in the forest and came upon a pack of dogs that were standing and threatening him, all of them black. Certainly these were demons. When he went out among them, then he was endangered, and became ill and died of that same illness.
— Moshe Taku, Ketav Tamim
Ibn Ezra soon came to sit opposite Rashi on the pages of Tanach, representing the great exegetical heritage of Sefarad in counterpoint to Rashi’s midrash-steeped Ashkenazi style. Today, it is usually in Ibn Ezra’s Bible commentaries that we encounter his philosophical and grammatical insights and his wacky ideas about brain function, numerology, and astral influence. We watch him fell his intellectual interlocutors with sardonic panache, convince us with his brilliance, and, when we’re lucky, stumble upon a great secret (sod) which, he says pointedly, he’ll merely hint to us, and if we’re smart, we’ll keep quiet about it.
These secrets for me are the distance between our postmodern subjectivity and his medieval confidence in the ability of reason to uncover truth. I have no doubt that Ibn Ezra had an actual secret in mind, and I want to know it. In the way that only timeless ideas can, his end up speaking to the present. Ibn Ezra’s secrets force me to jettison my desire to know and, instead, to live with the idea that there is an answer, just one that is inaccessible right now. Still, it’s out there.
Ibn Ezra Reads
●   The book on Ibn Ezra still waits to be written. In its stead, though it’s an academic volume (fair warning), I can heartily recommend Rabbi Abraham Ibn Ezra: Studies in the Writings of a Twelfth-Century Jewish Polymath, edited by Isadore Twersky and Jay M. Harris (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1993), which is freely available on academia.edu.
●        Ibn Ezra on Sefaria includes his Tanach commentary, Yesod Mora (his main philosophical work), and Iggeret ha-Shabbat (though the attribution, especially of the poem, is fraught with questions).
●       To get a flavor of the world from which Ibn Ezra came, as well as many beautiful renderings of his poems, get The Dream of the Poem: Hebrew Poetry from Muslim and Christian Spain, 950-1492 by Peter Cole, himself a poet (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2007).

[1] Historians prefer the term Iberia to Spain because it more accurately captures the diversity of regional cultures, languages, and polities that existed before the rise of the modern states of Spain and Portugal. I’m using Spain because that’s what most people think of where academics pedantically insist (guilty, btw) on “Iberian peninsula.” But it’s helpful to know that a Galego speaker in, say, 1200, would have had as little in common with a Castilian speaker as does a speaker of standard French today. They were in real ways different countries. (Contemporary Catalan politics have got nothing on in the Middle Ages.)
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