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1. The Position of Aristotelian Philosophy
in Ashkenazic Culture

As the contributions gathered in this volume show, the study of Aristotelian sci-
ence and philosophy was an important and multi-faceted cultural practice in late
medieval Bohemia, one that found its expression in diverse institutional frame-
works, most prominently at the mendicant studia and the university founded in
Prague in 1348. Surviving manuscript copies and the glosses they contain show
that philosophical texts attracted readers from different intellectual and social
milieus. Literary works written for a popular audience also attest to the dissem-
ination of philosophical ideas in the vernacular. In short, studying the arts in late
medieval Bohemia was an established pursuit that shaped the local intellectual
and religious discourse, and tied it to contemporary debates taking place across
the whole continent.

What was the place of the Jewish community of Prague within this intellectual
landscape? Did the Jews living in late medieval Bohemia, and eastern Europe more
generally, participate in the flourishing study of philosophical and scientific disci-
plines in ways that at least to some extent mirrored the practices of their Christian
neighbors? More fundamentally, is it at all meaningful to speak of philosophical
interests of late medieval Jews living north of the Alps?

Traditionally, the answer offered by intellectual historians of Judaism to the
latter question has been negative. Unlike their Sephardic counterparts, who were
nourished by the philosophical and scientific traditions of Islamic culture and who
later passed their rationalistic lore to the Jewish rabbinic elites of Provence, Ash-
kenazic scholars of northern France and Germany throughout the Middle Ages
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showed very little interest in the study of philosophy and natural science. Medieval
Jews living under Christian rule and interested in philosophical knowledge were
mostly ignorant of both Arabic and Latin, and thus did not share a common tech-
nical language with their Christian counterparts, nor were Christian universities
open to Jewish students. While scholars have recently re-evaluated the degree of
interaction between medieval Latin and Hebrew learned cultures, the reception of
Christian scholastic thought in the Jewish milieu seems to have been limited to
a relatively small number of individuals who were active in specific socio-historical
contexts'.

Furthermore, medieval Ashkenazic Jews mostly lacked access to the corpus of phil-
osophical writings and translations produced by Jewish scholars of the south, including
perhaps the greatest work of medieval Jewish philosophy, Maimonides’s Guide of the
Perplexed®. In the rare instances of confrontation with the elements of “Greek wisdom”
or rationalistic “Gentile dialectics” within their own culture, Ashkenazic scholars per-
ceived philosophy as a threat to Jewish religiosity — a wasteful pursuit which not only
unduly nourished competitiveness, excessive intellectualism and religious negligence,
but also problematized the established interpretation of Jewish tradition and endan-
gered the process of halakhic thinking®. Thus, during the controversies surrounding
the study of the philosophical works of Maimonides in Provence in the 1230s, Jewish
scholars from northern France weighed in with their critical opinion and showed little
sympathy for the philosophically influenced allegorical interpretation of the Bible and
Talmud championed by adherents of Maimonides, although it seems that their attitude
to the interpretation of anthropomorphism in the Jewish canon was much less literal
and more nuanced than their rationalistic opponents insinuated*. Some Jews, especial-
ly those influenced by the metaphysical speculations of Ashkenazic Pietists (hasidei
Ashkenaz), appropriated philosophical motifs and terminology in their discussions of

See for instance the studies collected in Latin-into-Hebrew: Texts and Studies, A. FIDORA, H. J. HAMEsS,
Y. ScuwarTz (eds.), 2 vols, Leiden / Boston, Brill, 2013.

Ashkenazic scholars remained ignorant of, or uninterested in, the philosophical contents of the Guide.
The Tosafists who took part in the so-called Maimonidean controversy in the 1230s probably had some
access to the text of the Guide of the Perplexed or its parts, see J. SHATZMILLER, “Les tossafistes et
la premiére controverse maimonidienne: le témoignage du rabbin Asher ben Gershom’, in G. Da-
HAN, G. NaHON, E. Nicovas (eds.), Rashi et la culture juive en France du Nord au Moyen Age, Paris,
E. Peeters, 1997, p. 5582 (in particular p. 56-57). However, Ashkenazic scholars rarely cited the Guide,
with the notable exception of Isaiah di Trani, who was of Italian origin, but received his education in
Ashkenaz. See E. KANARFOGEL, The Intellectual History and Rabbinic Culture of Medieval Ashkenaz,
Detroit, Wayne State University Press, 2012, p. 515—518.

For apertinent example, see J. GALINSKY, “An Ashkenazic Rabbi Encounters Sephardic Culture:
R. Asher b. Jehiel's Attitude Towards Philosophy and Science”, in Jahrbuch des Simon-Dubnow-Instituts,
8 (2009), p- 191-211. “Gentile dialectics” is rejected in Sefer hasidim, ed. Y. WisTINETZKI, Berlin, Mekizei
Nirdamim, 1897, no. 752; see also I. M. TA-SHMA, “Mizwat Talmud-Torah ki-ve‘ayah datit we-hevratit
be-Sefer hasidim’, in Bar Ilan, 14-15 (1976), p. 98-113; reprinted in 1. M. TA-SHMA, Halakhah, minhag
u-mezi‘ut be-Ashkenaz, 1000-1350, Jerusalem, Magnes Press, 1996, p. 12-129 (esp. p. 119).

E. KANARFOGEL, “Varieties of Belief in Medieval Ashkenaz: The Case of Anthropomorphism’, in
D. FrRANK, M. GovpisH (eds.), Rabbinic Culture and Its Critics; Jewish Authority, Dissent, and Heresy in
Medieval and Early Modern Times, Detroit, Wayne State University Press, 2008, p. 117-159; E. KANARFO-
GEL, “Anthropomorphism and Rationalist Modes of Thought in Medieval Ashkenaz: The Case of R. Yosef
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Divine unity and the nature of prophetic vision®. They also turned to theological inter-
pretations of the natural world®. For most Ashkenazic scholars, however, philosophy
and natural science constituted a marginal intellectual interest. The rationalist impulse
remained, as David Berger has put it, “alien to the deeply embedded instincts” of Ash-
kenazic culture’.

However, the Ashkenazic reluctance to appropriate philosophical rationalism
as the primary hermeneutical device applied to the Jewish tradition does not mean
that Ashkenazic culture remained oblivious to the dissemination of philosophical
texts, or that the study of Aristotelian philosophy played no role whatsoever in late
medieval Ashkenazic religious practice. In 1972, Ephraim Kupfer suggested that
the cultural profile of Ashkenazic Jewry described above was transformed in the
late Middle Ages, and should be reinterpreted accordingly®. Discussing several in-
stances of the study of philosophy among Ashkenazic rabbis of the late fourteenth
and early fifteenth centuries, Kupfer posited “interest in philosophy among various
groups of Ashkenazic Jews” in the late Middle Ages®. Kupfer’s assertion has not
remained uncontested. In the last twenty-five years, historians of medieval Jewish
culture have offered more nuanced views of the place of philosophy in late me-
dieval Ashkenaz, arguing that the study of Maimonides’s philosophical texts and
the appropriation of rationalistic attitudes was much less systematic and more geo-
graphically and socially circumscribed than suggested by Kupfer'. Nevertheless,

Bekhor Shor”, in Jahrbuch des Simon-Dubnow-Instituts, 8 (2009), p. 119-138; E. KANARFOGEL, “Ha-om-
nam hayu ba‘alei ha-tosafot magshimim?”, in A. (Rami) REINER et alii (eds.), Ta-Shema’: Mehkarim be-
mada‘ei ha-yahadut le-zikhro shel Israel M. Ta-Shma, Alon Shevut, Hoza’at Tevunot-Mikhlelet Herzog, 2011,
p- 671-703; KANARFOGEL, The Intellectual History and Rabbinic Culture of Medieval Ashkenaz, p. 489-529.
J. DaN, Torat ha-sod shel hasidut Ashkenaz, Jerusalem, Bialik Institute, 1968, p. 130-143; J. DAN, “Ashke-
nazi Hasidism and the Maimonidean Controversy”, in Maimonidean Studies, 3 (1992), p. 29-47 (in par-
ticular p. 32-38); E. R. WoLFsoN, Through a Speculum That Shines: Vision and Imagination in Medieval
Jewish Mysticism, Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1997, p. 195-197.

D.I. SuyoviTz, A Remembrance of His Wonders: Nature and the Supernatural in Medieval Ashkenaz, Phi-
ladelphia, University of Pennsylvania Press, 2017.

D. BERGER, “Polemic, Exegesis, Philosophy, and Science: On the Tenacity of Ashkenazic Modes of
Thought”, in Jahrbuch des Simon-Dubnow-Instituts, 8 (2009), p. 27-39 (in particular p. 39).

E. KUPFER, “Li-demutah ha-tarbutit shel yahadut Ashkenaz we-hakhmeiha ba-me’ot ha-14-15”, in Tar-
biz, 42 (1973), p. 113-147.

KUPFER, “Li-demutah ha-tarbutit shel yahadut Ashkenaz we-hakhmeiha ba-me’ot ha-14-15”, p. 113.
For a summary of Kupfer’s thesis and the debate surrounding it, see D. B. RUDERMAN, Jewish
Thought and Scientific Discovery in Early Modern Europe, New Haven, Yale University Press, 1995,
p- 55-60; J. M. Davis, “Philosophy, Dogma, and Exegesis in Medieval Ashkenazic Judaism: The Ev-
idence of ‘Sefer Hadrat Qodesh’”, in AJS Review, 18-2 (1993), p. 195-222 (esp. p. 198—202). Israel Yu-
val has argued contra Kupfer that the influence of philosophy on late medieval rabbinic authorities
was minimal, see L. J. YUVAL, Hakhamim be-doram: ha-manhigut ha-ruhanit shel yehudei Germanyah
be-shilhei yemei ha-beinayim, Jerusalem, Hebrew University, 1988, p. 301. Joseph Davis and Joseph
Dan have suggested that the new interest in philosophy was driven by traditional Ashkenazic exeget-
ical concerns, approached with new emphases. See J. M. Davis, “R. Yom Tov Lipman Heller, Joseph
b. Isaac Ha-Levi, and Rationalism in Ashkenazic Culture, 1550-1650", Cambridge, MA, Diss. Harvard
University, 1990, p. 76-81, 91-94; J. DAN, “Hibur yihud ashkenazi min ha-me’ah ha-14”, in Tarbiz, 44
(1974), p- 204-206 (in particular p. 204-206). Interaction with non-Jewish culture has also been
suggested as a possible influence by Joseph Davis, as well as by Tamds Visi. See Dav1s, “R. Yom
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most agree that the material presented by Kupfer does suggest that by the end of
the fourteenth century, philosophical motifs and ideas were starting to penetrate
Ashkenazic religious discourse.

The focal point of this new development seems to have been located in Prague.
Here, a small group of Jewish readers and scholars interested in Aristotelian phi-
losophy, as mediated primarily through Maimonides, emerged at the turn of the
fifteenth century and spread further to the east in subsequent generations. These
Jewish readers were engaged in a focused study of philosophical texts of Jewish as
well as non-Jewish origin, including the works of Aristotle and his later commen-
tators. They studied these texts in Hebrew translations produced decades earlier,
for the most part in Provence. They discussed matters of philosophical exegesis
with each other and attempted to define the relationship between philosophical
and scientific knowledge on the one hand, and the knowledge received through
religious tradition, including the mystical and esoteric tradition known as the
Kabbalah, on the other. Last but not least, as we shall see, they were also eager
to disseminate philosophical knowledge among their contemporaries. At least
one member of this group - a Jewish scholar named Menahem ben Jacob Shalem,
whose writings I shall examine in more detail - even ventured to produce texts
dedicated to the detailed exposition of philosophical motifs and to the explora-
tion of the relationship between Aristotelian philosophy and traditional Jewish
religious practice.

Parts of the philosophical output of the members of this group have already
been studied by Kupfer, and more recently by Tamas Visi". However, a thorough
treatment of the contours of their philosophical outlook still remains a desideratum.
The following examination has a more limited aim, and is primarily concerned with
patterns of text transmission and the modes of their study, hopefully contributing —
albeit modestly — to the historical contextualization of this phenomenon.

What did it mean for late medieval Jews in Prague to devote their attention to
the writings of Aristotle and his Jewish followers? As I have argued elsewhere, late
medieval Ashkenazic Jews turned to the study of philosophical texts in order to
rectify the perceived shortcomings of the religious life of their communities'>. They
appropriated philosophical concepts primarily in order to shed light on traditional

Tov Lipman Heller, Joseph b. Isaac Ha-Levi, and Rationalism in Ashkenazic Culture, 1550-1650”,
p- 83-86; T. Vis1, “The Emergence of Philosophy in Ashkenazic Contexts: The Case of Czech Lands
in the Early Fifteenth Century”, in Jahrbuch des Simon-Dubnow-Instituts, 8 (2009), p. 213-243 (in par-
ticular p. 214-221, 227-234); T. Visi, On the Peripheries of Ashkenaz: Medieval Jewish Philosophers
in Normandy and in the Czech Lands from the Twelfth to the Fifteenth Century, unpublished habilita-
tion thesis, Palacky University, 2011, accessible from: https://www.academia.edu/2045530; T. Vis1,
“Plague, Persecution, and Philosophy: Avigdor Kara and the Consequences of the Black Death”, in E.
SHOHAM-STEINER (ed.), Intricate Interfaith Networks in the Middle Ages: Quotidian Jewish-Christian
Contacts, Turnhout, Brepols, 2016, p. 85-117.

See the notes above.

See M. Zonca, “The ‘Imagined Communities’ of Yom Tov Lipman Miihlhausen: Heresy and Commu-
nal Boundaries in Sefer Nizzahon”, in C. CLUSE, L. CLEMENS (eds.), The Jews of Europe Around 1400:
Disruption, Crisis, and Resilience, Wiesbaden, Harrassowitz, 2018, p. 119-143 (in particular p. 124-133).
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questions surrounding focal topics of religious metaphysical speculation, such as
the correct understanding of Divine unity and incorporeality, the nature of pro-
phetic vision and the immortality of soul. The Ashkenazic patterns of philosoph-
ical study were influenced by the practice of the esoteric transmission of mystical
texts, as well as by the accumulative, gloss-oriented modes of halakhic study. Anal-
ogously to their traditional approach to authoritative texts of Jewish religious law,
Ashkenazic scholars interested in philosophical study focused on a small number
of canonical texts produced by accepted authorities such as Maimonides and his
later interpreters, and disseminated these texts along with comments explaining
and elaborating on their contents.

As we shall see, they followed “radical Maimonidean commentators” such as
Moses Narboni, a fourteenth-century Provencal Averroist active in northern Spain,
in perceiving the Guide of the Perplexed as a repository of esoteric wisdom which,
like the Bible and the rabbinic literature as a whole, is “encoded” in an Aristotelian
key". While Maimonides himself tried to conceal the esoteric stratum of his work
from the uneducated masses by employing deliberate contradictions, the dissem-
ination of Aristotelian learning in later generations led Narboni and the commen-
tators who followed his suit to believe that such caution was no longer necessary'+.
The Ashkenazic students of philosophy in Prague, therefore, belonged to a group of
Jewish scholars for whom the study of Aristotelian science was more than a specu-
lative pursuit; it was rather an integral part of their Jewish religious practice, an
essential element of their interaction with sacred texts and authoritative tradition.
Furthermore, they believed that the study of philosophical truth was not only an
intellectual, but also a spiritual quest, aiming to secure Divine protection in this
world and survival of the soul after death. They acknowledged that this quest was
available only to the select few, but at the same time felt no need to conceal their
conviction that the knowledge acquired through the study of philosophy is superi-
or to knowledge received from other sources, including religious traditions™.

2. Maimonides and the Study
of the Guide of the Perplexed in Bohemia

The first dated Ashkenazic copy of the Guide of the Perplexed is an illuminated man-
uscript produced in 1349 by a certain Jacob ben Samuel Nahlif. The manuscript,
known as the “Norsa Codex”, contains elaborate calligraphy and seems to have been
illuminated in several stages in the German-speaking areas of Central Europe’s. In

On Narboni’s commentary on the Guide of the Perplexed, see G. HoLzMAN, “Be’uro shel R. Moshe
Narboni le-More nevukhim la-Rambam’”, in Da‘at, 74-75 (2013), p. 197-236.

A.RaviTZKy, “The Secrets of the Guide to the Perplexed: Between the Thirteenth and Twentieth Cen-
turies”, in I. TWERSKY (ed.), Studies in Maimonides, Cambridge, MA, Harvard University Press, 1990,
p- 159—207 (in particular p. 165-167).

70NCaA, “The ‘Imagined Communities’ of Yom Tov Lipman Miihlhausen”, p. 128-133.

On the “Norsa Codex”, see T. METZGER, “Le manuscrit Norsa. Une copie ashkenaze achevée en 1349
et enluminée du Guide des égarés de Maimonide’, Mitteilungen des Kunsthistorischen Institutes in Florenz,
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the colophon, the scribe mentions that he finished the manuscript in the year when
“light turned into darkness”, probably referring to the attacks that devastated Jewish
communities in Central Europe during the Black Death.

A breakthrough in systematic philosophical study seems to have occurred in
the second half of the fourteenth century. In the the late 1360s or early 1370s, an
otherwise unknown author named Solomon ben Judah ha-Nasi composed a com-
mentary on the Guide “after having spent two years in the land of Ashkenaz with
the esteemed master Rabbi Jacob, son of Rabbi Samuel””. The name suggests that
the addressee of the commentary may be identical with the scribe who copied the
Norsa Codex. The commentary was meant to serve as a study tool, a handbook for
a student interested in systematic philosophical study. According to the proclama-
tion of the author himself, he wrote it “as a reminder of the secrets contained [in the
Guide of the Perplexed], of its glosses, the connections between its chapters, and the
secrets of its terminology[...]"%.

As Michael Nehorai noted, Solomon ben Judah’s commentary is character-
ized by his tendency to identify philosophy with prophecy. For Solomon, phil-
osophical study was therefore a necessary part of the process of ascent towards
the divine:

[J]ust as anyone who climbs a ladder will need to ascend step after step if he wants
to get to the top of the ladder, so anyone who wants to reach God will have to attain
Him through an investigation of his actions which point to his true reality, step after
step, until he will apprehend Him who is above him*.

According to Solomon, the survival of soul is completely dependent on acquiring
the intelligibilia; however, the knowledge of truth must be received intentionally,
not only contingently from tradition or without analysis of empirical facts*.
Solomon’s commentary was probably not widely disseminated, and in fact, only
two manuscript copies survive®'. Nevertheless, it seems to have stimulated philo-
sophical interests among other Jewish readers in the area. In 1396, a manuscript of

46-1 (2002), p. 1~73; C. FARNETII (ed.), Il codice Maimonide e i Norsa. Una famiglia ebraica nella Man-
tova dei Gonzaga. Banche, libri, quadri. Catalogo della mostra, Roma, 2018. Menahem Schmelzer’s sug-
gestion that the manuscript originated in Krems, Austria, is unsubstantiated. See M. MOoSCONE, “The
‘Norsa Codex’ of Maimonides’s Guide for the Perplexed”, in C. FARNETTI (ed.), Il codice Maimonide
e i Norsa, p. 36-49 (p. 48, n.27).

MS Cambridge, University Library, MS Add. 303 [IMHM F 16311], fol. 3r. The translations from pri-
mary sources in Hebrew are mine unless noted otherwise. Verses from the Hebrew Bible are cited
according to the JPS Tanakh translation. On Solomon ben Judah, see M. Zvi NEHORATIL, R. Shlomo bar
Yuda ha-Nasi u-ferusho le-Moreh ha-nevukhim, Jerusalem, Diss. Hebrew University, 1978.

MS Cambridge, University Library, MS Add. 393 [IMHM F 16311], fol. 3r.

NEHORAL R. Shlomo bar Yuda ha-Nasi u-ferusho le-Moreh ha-nevukhim, p. 30; translation on p. 2 of the
English summary.

NEHORAL R. Shlomo bar Yuda ha-Nasi u-ferusho le-Moreh ha-nevukhim, p. 26-33.

MS Jerusalem, National Library of Israel, MS 38°7407 (formerly London, Rabbinic Seminary, MS s52)
[IMHM F 4722] and the Cambridge manuscript cited above (see n. 17).
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the Guide of the Perplexed was copied in Prague for a certain Simeon?. This could
have been Simeon ben Samuel of Regensburg, a writer who quoted from The Guide
in his Hadrat kodesh (The Splendor of Holiness), a mystical commentary on Maimon-
ides’s thirteen principles of faith written in 1400%. Simeon also corresponded with
Avigdor Kara, a scholar active in Prague and a member of the local rabbinic court,
who was also interested in harmonizing the philosophical doctrine of God’s unity as
defined by Maimonides with Kabbalistic ideas**. Yom Tov Lipman Mithlhausen, an
important Ashkenazic rabbinic authority of the late fourteenth and early fifteenth
centuries, and the author of the popular polemical text Sefer nizahon (The Book of the
Polemic), mentioned Solomon ben Judah in his philosophical work Sefer ha-eshkol
(The Book of the Cluster), written in 1413, and also used his commentary*. Lipman
sat on the bet din, the rabbinic court of Prague, together with Avigdor Kara and his
colleague and friend Menahem ben Jacob Shalem. The latter was also an avid stu-
dent of Maimonides and Aristotelian philosophy, and produced numerous glosses
on Maimonides’s Guide of the Perplexed, on Moses Narboni’s commentary on this
work, and separate treatises exploring philosophical themes in the Guide. It is to
Menahem’s work, its transmission and dissemination, that I now turn in more detail.

3. Menahem ben Jacob’s Background and Education
Asis often the case with medieval Jewish students of philosophy, very little is known

of Menahem ben Jacob®. In the following section, I summarize the information
available on his background, and evaluate different theories proposed regarding the

MS Hamburg, Staats- und Universititsbibliothek, MS Levy 16 [IMHM F 1562]. The colophon is
found on fol. 144r. See also KUPEER, “Li-demutah ha-tarbutit shel yahadut Ashkenaz we-hakhmeiha
ba-me’ot ha-14-15, p. 147. According to a note appended in a later hand, the manuscript was found in
a stone wall in the town of Nagyszombat, today Trnava in Slovakia.

On Hadrat kodesh and its use of Maimonidean philosophy, see Davis, “Philosophy, Dogma, and Exe-
gesis in Medieval Ashkenazic Judaism”.

In one surviving letter to Simeon, Avigdor Kara summarized to Simeon the contents of his (lost) trea-
tise titled Even sapir (The Sapphire Stone) dedicated to harmonizing the Kabbalistic doctrine of ten
sefirot (divine aspects or emanations) with the philosophically defined doctrine of God’s unity. Kara
claimed that the sefirot reflect the Aristotelian ten categories. See Y. HERsHKOWITZ, “Kitvei R. Avigdor
Kara’, in Yeshurun, 30 (2014), p. 53-87 (in particular p. 73-75).

Y. KAUFMANN, Rabi Yom Tov Lipman Mihlhoyzn: ba‘al ha-nizahon, ha-hoker we-ha-mekubal, New
York, Jewish Theological Seminary, 1927, p. 127, L. 11; p. 145, 1. 29. According to Nehorai, the philosoph-
ical ideas in Sefer ha-eshkol are taken almost exclusively from Solomon ben Judah’s commentary. See
NEHORATI, R. Shlomo bar Yuda ha-Nasi u-ferusho le-Moreh ha-nevukhim, p. s. Furthermore, one of the
surviving manuscripts of Solomon’s commentary contains a gloss that refers to Lipman’s Sefer nizahon
and may have been written by Lipman himself. See MS Cambridge, University Library, Add. 393,
fol. 41v. On Lipman’s attitude to philosophy, see also V. SADEK, “Yom Tov Lipman Miilhausen and His
Rationalistic Way of Thinking”, in Judaica Bohemiae, 24-2 (1988), p. 98-113; O. ELIOR, “Rabi Yom Tov
Lipman Milhoyzn hoker et kolot ha-galgalim”, in Mada'ei ha-yahadut, 49 (2013), p. 131-155.

On the difficulties of research tracing the lives and careers of medieval Jewish science, see for instance
Y. ScHwARTzZ, “Imagined Classrooms? Revisiting Hillel of Verona’s Autobiographical Records”, in
A. SpEER, T. JeSCHKE (eds.), Schiiler und Meister, Berlin, de Gruyter, 2016, p. 483-502 (p. 484-485).
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roots of his philosophical interests. I believe there is enough evidence to suggest
that Menahem ben Jacob Shalem was very likely born and spent the larger part of
his productive life in Ashkenazic lands, and more specifically in Prague.

Menahem ben Jacob’s identity is difficult to pin down in part because of the
fact that he appears in the manuscripts with different bynames. When signing his
glosses or longer texts, Menahem referred to himself as either “Menahem” (or “the
humble Menahem”), or “Menahem ben Jacob Shalem”. Ephraim Kupfer has argued
convincingly that “the divine philosopher” Menahem Agler (or Aglar) who wrote
areply to a query written by the Austrian rabbi Abraham Klausner (d. 1407/8) con-
cerning philosophical interpretations of Divine unity and prophetic vision, was
in fact Menahem ben Jacob Shalem®. Could the bynames “Shalem” and “Agler/
Aglar” reveal some information about the author’s background?

Kupfer has suggested that the byname Agler refers to the city of Aquileia in
northern Italy, and that Menahem adopted it during his stay there®. In contrast,
Robert Bonfil interpreted the sobriquet as a reference to the author’s origin rather
than place of residence, associating it with the city of Aguilar de Campoo in north-
ern Spain. According to Bonfil’s interpretation, Menahem ben Jacob may have been
among the Jews who left the community after its destruction in 1366 and settled in
Germany or Bohemia®. While Kupfer’s interpretation corresponds with the migra-
tion patterns of Ashkenazic Jews to northern Italy in the late Middle Ages, and also
seems to be corroborated by the fact that some of Menahem’s texts have been trans-
mitted in manuscripts of northern Italian origin, his heavy reliance on texts writ-
ten and commented by Moses Narboni (d. after 1362), who was active in northern
Spain in the mid-fourteenth century, makes Bonfil's hypothesis plausible as well*°.
Adding a further layer of complexity to the question, the byname “Shalem” has led
Moshe Idel to suggest that Menahem was either from Jerusalem or spent some time
there?. While the presence of a group of Ashkenazic scholars residing in Jerusa-
lem has been attested for the 1380s, the evidence adduced by Idel in support for
Menahem’s personal connection to the Land of Israel is not entirely convincing®.

KUPFER, “Li-demutah ha-tarbutit shel yahadut Ashkenaz we-hakhmeiha ba-me’ot ha-14-15", p. 124.
KUPFER, “Li-demutah ha-tarbutit shel yahadut Ashkenaz we-hakhmeiha ba-me’ot ha-14-15", p. 124.
R. BoNFIL, “Sefer ‘alilot devarim — Perek be-toldot he-hagut ha-yehudit ba-me’ah ha-arba‘ ‘eéreh”, in
Eshel Be'er Sheva’, 2 (1980), p. 229-264 (esp. p. 237, n. 38).

Narboni’s commentary was completed in Soria in 1362. See HoLzZMAN, “Be’uro shel R. Moshe Narboni
le-More nevukhim la-Rambam”, p. 200.

To the best of my knowledge, Moshe Idel never published his theory, but he seems to have mentioned
it in personal communication with a number of scholars. See E. REINER, ‘Aliyah we-aliyah la-regel le-
Erez Yisrael, Jerusalem, Diss. Hebrew University, 1988, p. 143, n. 93; Davis, “Philosophy, Dogma, and
Exegesis in Medieval Ashkenazic Judaism”, p. 201, n. 23; D. BERGER, “Judaism and General Culture in
Medieval and Early Modern Times’, in J. J. SCHACTER (ed.), Judaism’s Encounter with Other Cultures:
Rejection or Integration?, Northvale, NJ / Jerusalem, Jason Aronson, 1997, p. 57-141 (esp. p-122,n. 113).
Commenting on the Guide of the Perplexed (henceforth GP), I1. 40, where Maimonides discussed
the criteria which must be met by any true prophet, Menahem mentioned “the religion of those, who
were led to apostasy by Jesus. It was established in the church in the town of Latrun and it is called
‘the new religion’” (MWTN N7 MXIP? TWR XM NNOXD 1P 71770132 IWPIW 1W° *Tnwn 0T, MS Oxford,
Bodleian Library, Opp. 573 [IMHM F 22078], fol. 1521; cf. MS St Petersburg, Russian Academy of
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Another piece of evidence is presented by amanuscript thatis probably Menahem
ben Jacob’s autograph. It is a copy of the legal compendium ‘Amudei ha-golah (better
known as Sefer mizwot katan) by Isaac of Corbeil (d. 1280), supplemented by later
glosses by Perez of Corbeil and Moses of Zurich. The manuscript, which is now held
at the Biblioteca Palatina in Parma, was finished on 25" Tevet 5141 (22™ December
1380) and its scribe identified himself as Menahem ben Jacob®. He used an Ash-
kenazic semi-cursive script characteristic of the period and, more importantly, he
marked the Hebrew word shalom in numerous places throughout the manuscript,
a practice commonly used by scribes to identify themselves3+.

‘Amudei ha-golah was an extremely popular introduction to halakhic rules, origi-
nally intended for use among wider strata of Jewish society, including women. Giv-
en the fact that the scribe copied this manuscript for his own use, it is reasonable
to assume that he was a young man, not an advanced scholar®. In light of this ev-
idence, it seems probable that Menahem was born in the late 1350s or early 1360s.
The suggestion that he spent his youth in Bohemia is further corroborated by the
fact that Avigdor Kara, Menahemss later colleague at the bet din of Prague, who was
also born in the late 1350s or early 1360s, seems to indicate they studied togeth-
er in Prague®. Finally, in his correspondence with Abraham Klausner, Menahem
(Agler) mentioned the thirteenth-century Ashkenazic Tosafist Moses Taku and his
anti-philosophical polemical treatise Ketav tamim (The Upright Writing) — which
he heard being described as Ketav tame’ (The Unclean Writing) in his youth. This
could also suggest that he spent his early life in an area where this rather obscure
anti-philosophical text of Ashkenazic origin was accessible.

More importantly, when signing his glosses, Menahem always used the name
Shalem in conjunction with the name of his father. The sobriquet therefore did
not belong to himself, but to his father Jacob. As such, it could have been a refer-
ence taken from Maimonides’s Guide of the Perplexed, alluding to its bearer as an
“individual endowed with perfect apprehension” (“ha-ish ha-shalem be-hasagato”
in Samuel ibn Tibbon’s translation of the Guide), whose intellect is constantly oc-
cupied with God?”. If this is indeed the case, then it is reasonable to assume that
Jacob Shalem was also an active student of philosophical texts, and that he strove to

Sciences, C 47 [IMHM 69303, fol. 154v). While the reference to Latrun, a medieval crusader castle
near the ancient Emmaus Nicopolis, one of the places traditionally identified as the site of Jesus’s rev-
elation to his disciples after the resurrection, might betray Menahem’s knowledge of the geography
of the Land of Israel, the gloss could also be read as a reference to Lateran and the important church
councils held there in the Middle Ages. I would like to thank Tamés Visi for this suggestion. Further-
more, except for two brief glosses containing Arabic equivalents of individual Hebrew terms, there
is no evidence that Menahem knew Arabic. See MS Oxford, Bodleian Library, Opp. 585, fols 171, s1v.
On Ashkenazic Jewish scholars present in Jerusalem in the second half of the fourteenth century, see
E. REINER, “Bein Ashkenaz li-Yrushalayim”, in Shalem, 4 (1984), p. 27-62 (in particular p. 48-62).
MS Parma, Biblioteca Palatina, Cod. Parm. 3158 [IMHM F 13898], fol. 233r.

MS Parma, Biblioteca Palatina, Cod. Parm. 3158 [IMHM F 13898], fols 101, 111, 15V, 20V, 22V, 231, 47V etc.
Furthermore, he referred to his father using an honorific title indicating that he was still alive.

Visi, “Plague, Persecution, and Philosophy”, p. 111.

Moses MAIMONIDES, GP, III. s1. English translations from GP are cited from MosEs MAIMONIDES, The
Guide of the Perplexed, transl. by S. PINEs, Chicago, University of Chicago Press, 1963 (here at p. 624).
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achieve the ideal presented by Maimonides as the pinnacle of intellectual worship.
Given the fact that his son Menahem seems to have been acquainted with Solo-
mon ben Judah ha-Nasi’'s commentary on the Guide of the Perplexed, we could even
speculate that Jacob Shalem might have been the “master Jacob ben Samuel” who
studied the Guide with Solomon in the late 1360s, as mentioned above.

To come back full circle, it is even possible that Jacob Shalem did indeed have
the very ties to the Land of Israel which have previously been ascribed to his son
Menahem. This is suggested by the contents of two manuscripts which were copied
in Jerusalem by the same scribe during the 1380s for a certain Jacob ben Samuel*®.
One of them, now held in the Vatican Library, is a collection of miscellanea also
containing philosophical texts, such as the handbook on logic and its application in
biblical exegesis Zeror ha-kesef (Bundle of Silver) by Joseph ibn Kaspi (d. after 1332),
and Averroes’s Middle Commentary on Aristotle’s Metaphysics in the Hebrew trans-
lation of Kalonymos ben Kalonymos (d. after 1328)3°. While the larger part of this
manuscript was copied in Sephardic handwriting by a scribe named Moses, one
section, which could have been copied by the owner himself, is written in an Ash-
kenazic hand, and contains the treatise on scribal practice Barukh she-amar (Blessed
is He who spoke) written by Samson ben Eliezer, a scholar with ties to Prague*°.

While the evidence is by no means conclusive, it is tempting to see Jacob ben
Samuel, the Ashkenazic scribe who copied the Guide of the Perplexed in 1349 and
studied the text with Solomon ben Judah in “the land of Ashkenaz” in the late 1360s,
Jacob ben Samuel, the Jew residing in Jerusalem in the 1380s and interested in philo-
sophical texts, and Jacob, the father of Menahem ben Jacob “Shalem” as in fact one
and the same person. One could then speculate that Menahem obtained his Jewish
education, including education in philosophical texts in Hebrew, primarily from his
father Jacob “Shalem”.

4. The Purpose of Philosophical Study
according to Menahem ben Jacob

As already mentioned, the corpus of philosophical texts written by Menahem ben
Jacob Shalem is fragmentary and survives in several manuscripts. Furthermore,
some of his texts seem to have been lost*. In the following section, it is therefore

MS Cambridge, University Library, Add. 3112 [IMHM F 17554], copied in 1388; MS Vatican, BAY,
ebr. 283 [IMHM F 340].

For a description of this manuscript, see B. RICHLER, Hebrew Manuscripts in the Vatican Library: Cata-
logue, Citta del Vaticano, Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana, 2008, p. 208-210.

Samson ben Eliezer was an orphan raised in Prague, as he recounts in the introduction to his work. See
Kovez sifrei StaM, ed. M. M. MESHI-ZAHAV, Jerusalem, Mekhon ha-talmud ha-yiste’eli ha-shalem, 1981,
p- 15. In the 1380s, Samson ben Eliezer was also a teacher of Yom Tov Lipman Miihlhausen, see Kovez
sifrei STaM, p. 198.

In his letter to Abraham Klausner, discussed in more detail below, Menahem mentioned a treatise
which he had dedicated to the nature of God’s presence in the world and which he called Tokhnit ‘olam
(KuprER, “Li-demutah ha-tarbutit shel yahadut Ashkenaz we-hakhmeiha ba-me’ot ha-14-15", p. 141).
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not my ambition to present an exhaustive summary of Menahem’s thought; rather
I shall point to some important motifs that reappear in Menahem’s writings and
trace the transmission of his texts. In conjunction, these investigations should help
us find the answer to the question of why Ashkenazic scholars like Menahem stud-
ied philosophical texts at all.

In the article mentioned above, Ephraim Kupfer focused his attention on the
surviving correspondence between Menahem Agler/Aglar and Abraham Klausner,
aleading Austrian rabbi of the late fourteenth century. Since they had not been able
to meet for a long time, Klausner asked Menahem for written instruction on the
“deep secrets [ ...] concerning the main principles of [God’s] unity that a man must
know”#. Klausner’s specific query focused on the anthropomorphic language of
the Bible and on the nature of prophetic vision. His letter was motivated, he wrote,
primarily by his encounter with contradictory statements concerning the nature
of the form of God revealed to the prophets in various texts he had studied. In his
inquiry, Klausner quoted on the one hand the opinions of Se‘adyah Ga’on, Mai-
monides, the anonymous author of the liturgical poem Shir ha-yihud (The Hymn of
Unity), and Abraham ibn ‘Ezra, who advocated the created and incorporeal nature
of these visions, and on the other the more literal and anthropomorphic interpre-
tations of Elhanan ben Yakar of London and Moses Taku, two Ashkenazic scholars
who flourished in the first half of the thirteenth century*. Klausner seems to have
been particularly troubled by Se‘adyah’s unsparing condemnation of all adherents
of the doctrine that God communicates with people directly, and not through an
intermediary entity called the “Created Glory”, as heretics*+.

In his response, Menahem explained to Klausner some of the most crucial te-
nets of Maimonidean philosophy, such as the non-corporeality and non-affectivity
of God, sharply denying the literal interpretation of biblical anthropomorphism.
Many of his arguments were borrowed from Maimonides’s introduction to Part
Two of the Guide of the Perplexed, where Maimonides presented a summary of
twenty-six premises of Aristotelian science required to demonstrate the existence
and oneness of God. Menahem also offered philosophical proofs of the immortal-
ity of the soul, emphasizing that according to the philosophers no faculties of the
soul remain after death, except the intelligibilia acquired during life*.

In one of his glosses on the Guide, he also referred to a separate text he had written on the subject of
Divine providence (MS St Petersburg, Russian Academy of Sciences, C 47, fol. 187r): 1mxn 15 wram
AN N AT MY 12 AIRANT ANawna 1op.

KUPEFER, “Li-demutah ha-tarbutit shel yahadut Ashkenaz we-hakhmeiha ba-me’ot ha-14-15”, p. 134: IR
aw w1 onw S 1N 125,77 KA ROW 01 197K MMM 0N03 01T 5 m9ab 1S nana pinn
ny'r‘: 271 DIRW TIN™A P yn 0AaT.

On Elhanan ben Yakar, see G. VAJDa, “De quelques infiltrations chrétiennes dans I'oeuvre d’un auteur
anglo-juif du XIII° siécle”, in Archives d’histoire doctrinale et littéraire du Moyen Age, 36 (1961), p. 15-34;
J. DaN, “Hug ‘ha-keruv ha-meyuhad’ bi-tenu‘at hasidut Ashkenaz’, in Tarbiz, 35-4 (1966), 349-372 (in
particular p. 361-364); J. DAN, Toldot torat ha-sod ha-ivrit, Jerusalem, Merkaz Zalman Shazar, 2012, v1,
p. 750-791.

KUPFER, “Li-demutah ha-tarbutit shel yahadut Ashkenaz we-hakhmeiha ba-me’ot ha-14-15", p. 135.
KUPFER, “Li-demutah ha-tarbutit shel yahadut Ashkenaz we-hakhmeiha ba-me’ot ha-14-15", p. 143-14s.
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Throughout the text, Menahem quoted primarily from the works of Maimon-
ides, but also from Samuel ibn Tibbon’s Commentary on Ecclesiastes. Occasionally
he mentioned non-Jewish philosophers in general; however, the only non-Jewish
work referred to by name is Aristotle’s Posterior Analytics (Sefer ha-mofet). It was
in this text, Menahem noted, that Aristotle defined the concept of “demonstrative
knowledge”, i.e. knowledge based on deduction from premises, which is the highest
form of knowledge*S. However, it seems that Menahem felt that Aristotle’s authori-
ty would not be sufficiently convincing, and he therefore added that in the Talmud,
too, specific reasons are adduced for every legal ruling. According to Menahem, the
demonstrative knowledge of the metaphysical principles outlined by Maimonides
is the safest way to achieve the survival of the soul after death. He proclaims his
readiness to give further instruction to Klausner should he desire to ascend to this
level and acquire demonstrative knowledge of God’s unity. But he also - somewhat
grudgingly - acknowledges the other option: “[I]f you are satisfied only with tra-
dition and the strong faithfulness in your heart [...], there is no need for you to
trouble your intellect [with philosophy] and [you may] stay where you are*”.” For
Menahem, those who rely exclusively on knowledge received by tradition may still
hope to achieve personal salvation, however, the formulations throughout his letter
make it clear that he found the “philosophical path” safer, and therefore preferable.

Clearly, Klausner approached Menahem as an expert in esoteric knowledge,
asking for instruction regarding the “secrets” of the correct — philosophical - un-
derstanding of God. In his reply, Menahem summarized some basic elements of
the Maimonidean lore and offered further, more advanced guidance, if necessary.
A glimpse of what this advanced instruction in “philosophical ascent” might entail is
offered by a fragment of a treatise written by Menahem which has survived in a man-
uscript now located in Oxford*®. This treatise originally consisted of at least three
parts. The first two chapters of Part One are missing, but the content of chapters I.
3-5 suggests that the discussion followed the structure of one of the last chapters
of the Guide of the Perplexed, I11. s1. As Maimonides himself admitted, this chapter

is only a kind of conclusion, at the same time explaining the worship as practiced
by one who has apprehended the true realities peculiar only to Him after he has
obtained an apprehension of what He is; and it also guides him toward achieving
this worship, which is the end of man, and makes known to him how providence
watches over him in this habitation, until he is brought over to the bundle of life*°.

In this chapter, Maimonides presents his well-known parable of the palace, illus-
trating the different — mostly insufficient - ways in which human beings attempt
to approach God and acquire knowledge about Him. While acknowledging the

KuPFER, “Li-demutah ha-tarbutit shel yahadut Ashkenaz we-hakhmeiha ba-me’ot ha-14-15", p. 145.
KUPFER, “Li-demutah ha-tarbutit shel yahadut Ashkenaz we-hakhmeiha ba-me’ot ha-14-15", p. 146:
TIPRA TAYM o2 TR 12 TR PXRIR [ ... ] 7252 nppnn apmin namKkm 1A% m15apn 1 pav ox Hax.
MS Oxford, Bodleian Library, Opp. 585 [IMHM F 17390], fols 20r—s8r.

GP, 111 51 (transl. PINES, p. 618).
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essential role of an intellectual understanding of God, Maimonides claims that the
aim of human life is to achieve the “worship of the heart”, passionate love exercised
through exclusive concentration on God, perfectly apprehended*.

Menahem’s treatise seems to be have been conceived as a guidebook offering
a student of philosophy instruction in how to integrate the acquired knowledge
into one’s religious practice, transcend the intellectual dimension of the philosoph-
ical pursuit and achieve the benefits offered by God to those who acquire correct
knowledge about Him. Following the structure of the aforementioned chapter
from the Guide, the last three chapters of the first part of Menahem’s treatise ad-
dress guidance towards the correct, philosophically informed worship of God
(ch. 1. 3), the causes of Divine providence (ch. I. 4) and the immortality of the soul
(ch. I 5). The text is a pastiche of quotations taken primarily from the Guide and
from the commentary of Moses Narboni, occasionally elucidating their position on
the matters under discussion.

Menahem devoted particular attention to the relationship between philosoph-
ical knowledge and traditional religious practice. He emphasized that while Mai-
monides considered the practice of religious rituals like fasting or prayer to be sub-
ordinate to an intellectual knowledge of God, he nevertheless did not deny their
usefulness in leading the mind towards contemplation of God and an understanding
of His essence. Even animal sacrifice offered in the Jerusalem Temple was efficient
only because it induced separation that would enable the sacrifice’s mind to focus ex-
clusively on God*. The same effect can be achieved more reliably by the study of phi-
losophy. Menahem accepted Narboni’s idea that if a philosopher is unified with the
Active Intellect and receives the divine overflow, his body will become incorruptible
like the celestial bodies®. He claimed that the miracles of Daniel in the lion’s den
(Dn 6) and the three youths in the fiery furnace (Dn 3) prove that those who receive
prophetic inspiration are protected in a special way against bodily harm®.

Occasionally, Menahem introduced other sources as well - in the discussion of the
immortality of the soul in chapter I. 5, he included a summary of chapter I. 11 of the Wars

GP, 111 s1 (transl. PINEs, p. 621): “[A]fter apprehension, total devotion to Him [i.e., God] and the
employment of intellectual thought in constantly loving him should be aimed at”

MS Oxford, Bodleian Library, Opp. 585, fol. 44v: Dwn X N¥11 X1 777120 1722 KW NaAPnw TWH'K
WP IR/ DMwa R 5X 0793 5K 17125 Xw1 22 /0712 nawnnh 1HYN 121p0 nwyna mTmannn nnwa 1b90a
153p5 RN Sy nramn pawn nyaw i 15, “[Itis possible that the cult in the Jerusalem Temple was
favorable to the Heavens in general [i.e., to God - as opposed to merely influencing celestial bodies,
which is what ancient pagans believed —~ M.Z.], because as a result of its separation [from the objects of
sensation] (hitbodedut) during the act of sacrifice, the thought [of the sacrificer] would rise to the Holy
One, blessed be He, for [it is written:] ‘Let us lift up our hearts with our hands to God in heaven [Lam
3:41]’ Then He will do for us what we want, and the celestial influence will descend upon anyone who
is worthy to receive it.”

MosHE NARBONTI, Be'ur le-sefer More nevukhim, ed. J. GOLDENTHAL, Wien, K. k. Hof- und Staats-
druckerei, 1852, fols 64r—v (on GP, I1L. s1).

MS Oxford, Bodleian Library, Opp. 58, fols 24v—asr: ™11 5RYM 1M X 22 et 1y i
12X 72 11K 2NN WAnnn pIY 125 // 0omMan b nd »RI1a1 1y 1w 51207 KD 1 WRAWwR) Ina
XDIMIX D19 7201 72RO mOW mOX My nen XS / om 851 wx X515 P19 Sy Toam nMnn Yavn 1X. See
also Vis1, On the Peripheries of Ashkenaz, p. 220-223.
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of the Lord by Gersonides, and also quoted arguments taken from al-Ghazzali’s Inten-
tions of the Philosophers (translated into Hebrew as Kawanot ha-filosofim), a work for
which he also produced glosses that survive in the same manuscripts+.

In Part Two of the treatise, Menahem offered further guidance towards achieving
the worship mentioned by Maimonides in the Guide III. 51. In contrast to chapter
L. 3, where he only summarized Maimonides’s argument regarding the prerequisites
necessary for achieving philosophically informed worship, in this part Menahem
delved into more details, likening the relationship between his instruction and Mai-
monides’s instruction to the relationship between Ezekiel’s and Isaiah’s descriptions
of the divine chariot mentioned in GPIIL 6. According to Menahem, Isaiah’s descrip-
tion was brief because his contemporaries were “spiritual people” (anshei ruah), while
Ezekiel’s listeners, already living in exile, needed a more detailed description of the
divine chariot*S. Analogically, Menahem'’s generation would benefit from more de-
tailed instruction regarding the preconditions necessary for philosophical worship,
presumably because they lacked the ethical qualities of their predecessors.

The basis for Menahem’s outline of these preconditions was a rabbinic text
taken from the Mishnah (mSot 9:15), which quotes rabbi Pinhas ben Ya'ir, a sec-
ond-century Tannaitic sage. Rabbi Pinhas describes a sequence of virtues that grad-
ually bring about the second coming of Elijah and the resurrection of the deads’.
Menahem claimed that his attention was drawn to this text by his friend Avigdor
Kara, who suggested it might be identical to the text referred to in the Talmud as
Seder Eliyahu (lit. “the order of Elijah”), and that its instruction was relevant for the
philosophical worship discussed by Maimonides in the Guide, III. 517. Menahem

MS Oxford, Bodleian Library, Opp. 58s, fols 99r—199r.

MS Oxford, Bodleian Library, Opp. 585, fols 34r—v:11wpw TIX2 121 XA 77 12 57277 021X Dnan mx
fawnnn masd / Tmbm Sannn KM 125 270 1w 0K 1 11X KD DWW KIN TOXAN ponn wbwn raya
“1021N7MW AN A0 X1 A1 12012 TOX TIVNI WK 1WA IR IR // MTIDAM MTTA0 Mana
‘7NPTI'|’ TR DD 717Y 277 MWD NN O AT // RN wbwi 172P1 102 127D2TYW 1D NP i
D15 AR5 DY M WK PR KD YWY 171178 200 'AKW N // naoann pay mywr AX25 naomn ™y
/'R 05W N 7 7 pwr 0 / A1 0nb 737y v 930 121 X vaon. CE. bHag 13b.

“With the footprints of the Messiah presumption shall increase and dearth reach its height; the vine
shall yield its fruit, but the wine shall be costly; and the empire shall fall into heresy and there shall be
none to utter reproof. The council-chamber shall be given to fornication. Galilee shall be laid waste and
Gablan shall be made desolate; and the people of the frontier shall go about from city to city with none
to show pity on them. The wisdom of the Scribes shall become insipid and they that shun sin shall be
deemed contemptible, and truth shall nowhere be found. Children shall shame the elders, and the el-
ders shall rise up before the children, for the son dishonoureth the father, the daughter riseth up against her
mother, the daughter-in-law against her mother-in-law: a man’s enemies are the men in his own house [Mic
7:6]. The face of this generation is as the face of a dog, and the son will not be put to shame by his father.
On whom can we stay ourselves? — on our Father in heaven. R. Phineas ben Jair says: Heedfulness leads
to cleanliness, and cleanliness leads to purity, and purity leads to abstinence, and abstinence leads to
holiness, and holiness leads to humility, and humility leads to the shunning of sin, and the shunning of
sin leads to saintliness, and saintliness leads to [the gift of ] Holy Spirit, and the Holy Spirit leads to the
resurrection of the dead. And the resurrection of the dead comes through Elijah of blessed memory.”
English translation quoted from H. DANBY, The Mishnah, Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1933, p. 306.
MS Oxford, Bodleian Library, Opp. 58, fol. 34v: 77p1 NXMN2 *M2) 021 01 2pY” 172 DIN NIX
NP NTIAR 77 DT XD mHw Ty / Xon R0 oD Ay min X5 T 1OR 170 0nK Xim 57 Mata baoin
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then interpreted this rabbinic text as a philosophical allegory, which in its first part
describes the condition when the overflow of the divine intellect is blocked in po-
tentiality and not actualized, or when it affects only the human imaginative faculty
due to some defect in the rational faculty. The outpouring of the divine influence
on the imaginative faculty of the uneducated, who are described by Maimonides as
“legislators, the soothsayers, the augurs and the dreamers of veridical dreams”, can
produce “extraordinary visions, dreams, and amazed states”s®. Menahem claimed
that such people then believe that they communicate with Elijah and receive true
knowledge of science without study and the need for demonstrative proof*®. This
confusion is alluded to in the Mishnaic dictum by the images of destruction and
desolation. Menahem repeatedly emphasized that such dangers are not rare - he
recalled how he met “an innocent [also: simple-minded] and upright man, fearing
God, who told [him] how Elijah visited him and told him things which cannot be
true”®°. He also noted that he himself experienced wild visions when he was held
captive by Christians for eighteen weeks and ate only dry bread®..

According to Menahem, in order to direct the divine overflow properly, it is
necessary to achieve control over one’s desires and pursue philosophical study
hand in hand with practices of self-mortification. In the seven following chapters,
Menahem therefore explains the desirable qualities mentioned in the Mishnah that
a student of philosophy must acquire, linking them all to the text of the Guide. Ac-
cording to Menahem, to perform the true worship of God as stipulated by Mai-
monides, philosophical study must be accompanied by fasting, abstinence from
sexual intercourse, and intensive mental concentration on metaphysical topics:

A man of science who wants to guide himself towards this perfection [mentioned
by Maimonides] needs to accustom himself to acquire to his soul these eight qual-
ities explained above, namely heedfulness, cleanliness, abstinence, purity, holiness,
humility, shunning of sin and saintliness. The [common] root of all these qualities
is that he should strive to reduce his material needs, food, drink and the rest of the
bodily pleasures, and to remove the desires and control his heart so that he does not
even long for things which are allowed. He should bind himself to this by oaths and
solemn promises to make fences around this [i.e. to avoid activities that could lead
to temptation] - he should avoid gatherings [of people] around food and drink, so
that [in the end] he does not eat with anyone outside of his house, not even for the
purpose of obligatory festive meal. It is crucial that he should not pursue glory, that
he should turn his thought and desire from authority and rulership, which are not

MWHM K1/ 11 TP AR DY INIMY KON TR ADI0 /2010 MO NIW? MMwna X¥n Xoann / i
X7 RNDOINT 5 7IX12 725 Mawna PRKYn X9 mMawe mnaa.

Cf. GP, I1:37 (transl. PINES, p. 374).

MS Oxford, Bodleian Library, Opp. 585, fol. 36r.

MS Oxford, Bodleian Library, Opp. 585, fol. 36r: 5T 15X TX "5 Tam »m5X X7 2w 0N WX Mwin 72N
NNXT MO 11w 1019 Tam DR .

MS Oxford, Bodleian Library, Opp. 585, fol. 23r—v: "1 117022 1711 11 373 21373 785K 17X X ™1
7RIV MXDE 5 IR PNWN VYN N TY 725 w2 ond P71 NYIK RO AW WY nnnw nwp STana vy
1207 oY 12 YN AW HYR PO X Sax /1y XS prpno obna.
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real, namely from seeking to rule over other people and to make them acknowledge
his greatness, admire and serve him. Rather, he should see all people as animals and
not care to receive honors from them. He should consider the masses of uneducated
people as bad and dangerous animals, so much so that he would not socialize with
ordinary people except for the most necessary reasons. [ ... ] Finally, he should direct
his desire to know the secrets of the existence [of the world] and of its causes and of
the attributes of the Exalted one and of His holy names, and how to conduct himself
and act in the world, how things exist from their first beginning, how the causes and
the things which are caused are ordered, and how they all ascend to the one cause
of all causes, and especially the matters that we shall explain with God’s help in the
following third part [of this treatise]. He should accustom himself to study it often
so that he will concentrate on these matters very forcefully. In our time, most people
will not be able to accomplish this, except through great self-denial, eating of bread
and drinking of water or light drink and through mortification of flesh by lying on
a hard surface and staying in isolation and by constant reading of scientific books,
until the mind does not desire anything except divine matters. A man of such quali-
ties will undoubtedly be protected by great individual providence [...]%

For Menahem, the mystical and ascetic dimension was the focal point of the philo-
sophical pursuit and he seems to have consciously highlighted these motifs in Mai-
monides’s writings. This attitude is further underscored in the third part of the trea-
tise, which is devoted to the different names of God in Hebrew and their mystical
properties, which is a subject also discussed briefly by Maimonides in the Guide®.
This part originally contained six chapters, but only two chapters survive, and the
rest of the treatise is now lost.

In the first chapter, Menahem examines the Tetragrammaton and the “great se-
cret” that is, according to Maimonides, associated with this special Divine name®.

MS Oxford, Bodleian Library, Opp. 58s, fols 42r-v: MO0 AN 1MYY 17w D MINA WIRND YW M nam
DX TP TP N0 MWD ORI MY 0M / DX 0Tp WX M manwn wab mapb mxy Saw
PN DMIBAN MANPAT NI Awnn Saxnn i 1y 1onb STnwew mman nbx S wmwt / mron Xon
WY oD A Mwyb Sarw PX TN Apawa it oy bapn Yo mnmd ppinwe Xbw T 1225 paam nuknn
AP/ Myn NTYoa 7aR1 1D YN oTX oY Ry ROW TV Anwnm Saxnn by y1apn 1n mey pranw Xim
IX MY AWRA Y™ NMPANK DPRY MW AMwa? INpwm 1nawnn Huan /553 Masn ank ni XKOw i
o 11220 Sy Wi XHw 1Y mnnan ob ~waRn X XOX // MK DTy vOX oA Penm b oyn San
// X1 DPMN2 PO7N0 TNYS DX 2 M DTR DY ANNwT KD T MpT My Nrno paxX my nnn axan //
Haxwa1 / 502 Hw PRI X M0 1Y 12w / A1 Sw NNt Ri M YAR<A> DY Y 127 XDw n'n b X
AT M0 NPT PR PMPWN P XD 12T MO // M3pn 1B X 12w DX 171 00 5w nvpa Xin i my anwn 5
D™MIT MXYD MR/ D192 5P NANIM VTR PRIDWI N WRIT RN NP7 M2 NPT DIRYDn
TR TN/ MaPDR 52 2201 KIAW TNX SR DDy MaX1 0200nm MAd N0 MK MWK DN
DR SY TW W TY TN 12 Y5 MY DM /A1 K XW whwn PO N 1732 IR WK "rmpa
5P 19w IR 0 1MW BRD NDORA DT P02 DX 23 111 10T TR 15 05w XD 1N AR ATpwa onumpn
PPINW? X5W TP 1Nana Mamnn 71502 TR INXMPAT / 21 MTIDM M1 AWp 120WwA fan Mayuyng
AMIYY NPDID ANAWRA MWW PRD PX 1IRD AT IWR WX/ ordKa 27195 0511 anx 131 1nawnna.

GP, 1. 61-64.

GP, L. 62 (transl. PINES, p. 150): “The men of knowledge have transmitted this, I mean the mode of pro-
nouncing [the Tetragrammaton], but they did not teach it to anyone except once a week to a worthy
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According to Menahem, he had struggled for a long time to identify this secret,
until he realized that it must refer to the twenty-six premises of Aristotelian phys-
ics and metaphysics laid down by Maimonides in his introduction to Part Two of
the Guide. For Maimonides, these premises served as the basis for his proof of the
existence of God and his incorporeality. Because the numeric value of the Hebrew
letters forming the Tetragrammaton - yod, he, waw, he — is twenty-six, God’s true
nature, which is being revealed in this unique name, is according to Menahem
available only to those who have internalized the elementary axioms of Aristotelian
science®. The following chapter is therefore dedicated to a summary of Maimon-
ides’s twenty-six propositions, which is based primarily on Narboni’s commentary.
The chapters discussing further divine names taken from the Jewish tradition (the
names containing twelve and forty-two letters, the name “I am that I am’, Shaddai),
and presumably offering their philosophical interpretation, are unfortunately lost.
This brief summary makes it clear that Menahem ben Jacob Shalem approached
philosophical inquiry in a specific way. Menahem emphasized the mystical and as-
cetic elements of Maimonidean teachings and presented the pursuit of Aristotelian
science as a solitary, esoteric pursuit, the purpose of which is primarily to achieve Di-
vine protection and mystical union with God®¢. The Ashkenazic turn to philosoph-
ical material could therefore be seen as part of the process of the diversification of
esoteric currents in Ashkenazic culture after the Black Death, as described by Israel
Yuval and Tamés Visi®?. The tendency to blur the boundaries between rationalism
and mysticism, and the interest in new ways to interpret the established elements
of Jewish tradition, were characteristic not only of Menahem, but also of his con-
temporaries, such as Kara, Miihlhausen and Simeon ben Samuel of Regensburg®®.

5. The Transmission and Dissemination
of Menahem’s Texts

To conclude this brief survey, a closer look at the activities of the scribes who dis-
seminated Menahem’s works in the course of the fifteenth century will help us as-
sess the influence of his philosophical interests upon later generations of Ashkenazic
Jews. As we shall see, Ashkenazic manuscript owners and copyists who transmitted

scholar. I believe that the dictum ‘the sages transmit the name having four letters once a week to their
sons and pupils’ refers not only to their teaching the mode of pronouncing this name, but also to their
making known the notion because of which this name has been originated without any derivation.
Accordingly, there also would be in this notion a great secret.”

MS Oxford, Bodleian Library, Opp. 58, fols 45v—46r.

A. ALTMANN, “Das Verhiltnis Maimunis zur jiidischen Mystik”, in Monatsschrift fiir Geschichte und Wis-
senschaft des Judentums, 80-4 (1936), p. 305-330.

L J. Yuval, “Magie und Kabbala unter den Juden im Deutschland des ausgehenden Mittelalters”, in
K.-E. GROZINGER (ed.), Judentum im deutschen Sprachraum, Frankfurt am Main, Suhrkamp, 1991, p. 173-189;
Vis1, “Plague, Persecution, and Philosophy”, p. 90-9s.

Davis, “Philosophy, Dogma, and Exegesis in Medieval Ashkenazic Judaism”, p. 220-221; KAUFMANN,
Rabi Yom Tov Lipman Mihlhoyzn: ba‘al ha-nizahon, ha-hoker we-ha-mekubal, p. 36-44.
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Menahem’s texts were active in areas east of Prague, in Lesser Poland. While the sur-
viving manuscripts attest to the fact that interest in the study of the Guide of the Per-
plexed, accompanied by esoteric commentaries as well as other philosophical texts,
persisted during the fifteenth century, there is also evidence that its impact upon
“mainstream” Ashkenazic culture was much more limited than suggested by Kupfer.

Two manuscripts containing the larger portion of Menahem’s works, namely
a collection of various philosophical texts including the treatise discussed above
(MS Oxford, Bodleian Library, Opp. 585) and a copy of Narboni’s commentary on
the Guide with glosses by Menahem (MS Oxford, Bodleian Library, Opp. 573), were
copied by the same scribe, Yeruham ben Solomon Fischl. MS Oxford, Bodleian Li-
brary, Opp. 585 was copied between 1465 and 1467 in the towns of Jarostaw and San-
domierz, and apart from Narboni’s commentary accompanied by Menahem’s gloss-
es it also contains the latter’s glosses on al-Ghazzali’s Intentions of the Philosophers,
a text which gained popularity among Jewish scholars in the fourteenth century as
a handy collection of different philosophical opinions®.

Almost twenty-five years after finishing this collection of philosophical texts, in
1490, Yeruham ben Solomon copied Moses Narboni’s commentary on the Guide of
the Perplexed accompanied by numerous glosses, some (but not all) signed with the
name Menahem ben Jacob. In the meantime, the scribe had moved to the nearby
town of Hrubieszéw, where according to the colophon he copied the book for a cer-
tain rabbi Jacob, “may the Supreme [Lord] grant him to obtain the crown of wis-
dom and the understanding of secrets and may he see the wonders of his Torah™7°.
According to a note added to the colophon in a different hand, Jacob’s daughter Ra-
chel later sold the book to a certain Yehi’el ben Simeon. Since notes written by the
owners of the manuscript in the first half of the sixteenth century mention a certain
Eleazar of Hrubieszdw, it seems that the manuscript stayed in the area of its origin
for some time. It should be noted, however, that the manuscript contains few later
glosses, so the extent to which it was read and studied remains open to question.

When copying Menahem’s glosses to Maimonides and Narboni, Yeruham
ben Solomon seems to have used an older text. One older manuscript containing
Menahem’s glosses on Narboni’s commentary is now located in the Library of the
Russian Academy of Sciences in St Petersburg”. The St Petersburg manuscript con-
tains the text of the Guide, Narboni’s commentary, and a number of marginal gloss-
es, again both signed and anonymous. Some of the signed glosses are attributed
to an otherwise unknown Joseph “called the Intelligent” (Josef ha-nikra’ Maskil)7>.

The manuscript was clearly intended as a handbook for the study of the Guide of
the Perplexed. In addition to the text of the Guide and Narboni’s commentary on it,

S. HARVEY, “Why Did Fourteenth-Century Jews Turn to Alghazali’s Account of Natural Science?”, in
The Jewish Quarterly Review, 91-3/ 4 (2001), p. 359-376.

MS Oxford, Bodleian Library, Opp. 573, fol. 227v:1nmnn mxa5 ,mmbyn 1anb oanab byn 1mny’
WA MY KDY TV 1Y e 15nn51 naxanb owb nrnb mxbo.

MS St Petersburg, Russian Academy of Sciences, C 47 [IMHM F 69303].

MS St Petersburg, Russian Academy of Sciences, C 47 [IMHM F 69303], fols 7r-12v, 13v, 81v, 147v, 157V.
Joseph’s gloss on fol. 12r contains a summary of the contents of the Guide of the Perplexed.
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it contains the commentaries of Joseph ibn Kaspi (‘Amudei ha-kesef) and Shem Tov
ibn Falaquera (Moreh ha-moreh), Samuel ibn Tibbon's Explanation of Foreign Terms
(Perush milot zarot) and the Hebrew translation of Maimonides’s Treatise on Logic
(Milot ha-higayon), as well as parts of his Commentary on the Mishnah. Originally,
the manuscript also contained Ruah hen, a popular introductory handbook to the
study of Aristotelian science written by an anonymous Provencal Jewish scholar in
the thirteenth century, and several minor works of scientific and mystical nature,
including the Hebrew translation of Johannes de Sacrobosco’s De sphaera”. This
part was later bound with another manuscript; its colophon, however, still refers to
the manuscript as a copy of Narboni and Ruah hen’. It is thanks to this colophon
that we are able to identify the scribe, a certain Judah ben Jacob, and the date of its
production, 1457.

The scribe Judah ben Jacob copied philosophical texts for other owners as well.
In 1440, Judah copied Jacob Anatoli’s Hebrew translation of Averroes’s Long and
Middle Commentaries on Posterior Analytics for a certain Eliezer ben Joseph?. In
1446, he copied a whole collection of Averroes’s Middle Commentaries on Aris-
totle’s works of natural philosophy (De caelo et mundo, De generatione et corruptio-
ne, Meteorologica, Book IX of Historia animalium) for an owner identified as Yehi'el
Katz7¢. Notably, Yehi’el Katz’s name is appended to one of the glosses in the Oxford
manuscript Opp. 573; however, the same gloss appears without attribution in the St
Petersburg manuscript”.

The manuscript of Narboni and Ruah hen was copied for a certain Abraham
ben Solomon ha-Sefardi (“the Spaniard”). Abraham himself added glosses to Nar-
boni’s and Kaspi’s commentaries in his own hand’®. Furthermore, two folios writ-
ten in Abraham’s hand contain a number of verses and short poems containing the
name Abraham or Abraham ben Solomon in acrostic. One poem is a versed sum-
mary of the thirteen basic principles of faith of Maimonides. Another is particularly
enlightening, as it provides a glimpse of the life of someone who seems to have
been a Sephardic intellectual in Eastern Europe. In the poem, Abraham laments
the fate of a man, presumably himself, who was “blown about by the wind of time,
taken out from the sheath of scholars and thrown into the rugged climate of the
land called Rus”. He complains that

the wandering is heavy upon him [...], he resides among a nation that is full of ha-
tred toward him and wrath which is burning like a sudden flame. Their voices re-
semble [the voices of ] ostriches, their faces [the faces of ] wolves in the woods and

On Ruah hen, see O. ELIOR, Ruah hen yahalof ‘al panai: Yehudim, mada‘ u-keriah, 1210-1896, Jerusalem,
Mekhon Ben-Zevi, 2016.

MS Cambridge, MA, Harvard University, Heb. 38 [IMHM F 34447, fols sor-89r. For the colophon,
see fol. 68v.

MS Oxford, Bodleian Library, Opp. 143 [IMHM: F 22390].

MS Philadelphia, University of Pennsylvania, Schoenberg Collection, Ljs 453 [IMHM: F 4709],
fols 1r—250v.

MS Oxford, Bodleian Library, Opp. 573, fol. 48r.

MS St Petersburg, Russian Academy of Sciences, C 47, fol. 42v, 651, 101V, 231r.
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of apes. When they see among themselves an intelligent man, they become jealous
of him and ask him: “What is your business here???”

More importantly, Abraham clearly had access to Menahem’s writings, for he cop-
ied an excerpt from Menahem’s treatise discussed above in a marginal gloss®. It
seems, therefore, that at least some of the glosses attributed to Menahem ben Jacob
in the two manuscript copies of Maimonides and Narboni were excerpted from
his longer treatises by later students or copyists®. In other words, it is likely that
Menahem’s comments in his longer treatises, interwoven as they are with extensive
quotations from Maimonides and Narboni, were at a later stage rearranged to fol-
low the structure of the Guide and turned into marginal glosses. Such interaction
would show that Menahem’s texts were being used in the mid-fifteenth century as
a textbook of sorts for the study of Maimonidean philosophy.

One of the glosses written in Abraham’s hand refers to a teaching concerning the
Divine name which was received from “rabbi Hasdai of Barcelona”. It seems likely
that Abraham refers to an interpretation he received himself, but the identity of rab-
bi Hasdai is unclear - it seems unlikely that it could have been Hasdai Crescas, who
died in 1410%. In any case, the presence of Abraham, a Spanish Jew, in Eastern Eu-
rope gives evidence of intellectual transfer between Ashkenazic and Sephardic ar-
eas in the fifteenth century. However, as his poetic complaints clearly suggest, Abra-
ham’s intellectual pursuits were far from widespread in his newly adopted home.

Finally, one should also examine the possible connection between Ashkenaz-
ic students of Menahem’s texts and Maimonidean philosophy in general, and the
group of translators from Hebrew to Ruthenian who in the late fifteenth century
created a corpus sometimes labeled “the literature of the Judaizers”+. It is notewor-
thy that at least two texts translated to Ruthenian from Hebrew, namely Johannes
de Sacrobosco’s De sphaera and Maimonides’s Treatise on Logic, are included in
Judah ben Jacob’s manuscript containing Menahem’s glosses on Narboni, while

MS Cambridge, MA, Harvard University, Heb. 38, fol. 69r: 1721 122 3221 / pp1nn a1 m1 MR Max
MY 5 PRI THY TN TAM // 1970 AP 011 NNTRA / P YIva o5pra 1bwnb // 1mbw “oownn
D" / DAY 0P MT AWK // 190w Mpn WK OwR / 0PN KIw WK Opn o // 1wo 1 m1pha
// 1975 15 1R 121X // N2 P21 WK DMR1A // 19191 19 ART MnT.

MS St Petersburg, Russian Academy of Sciences, C 47, fol. sov. The excerpt in question concerns the
interpretation of the secret of the Tetragrammaton discussed above.

The passage cited above, n. §3, is reproduced as a gloss in MS Oxford, Bodleian Library, Opp. 573, fol.
225r. Similarly, Menahem’s polemical glosses against Kabbalah, cited by KUPFER, “Li-demutah ha-tar-
butit shel yahadut Ashkenaz we-hakhmeiha ba-me’ot ha-14-15", p. 122-123, are in fact excerpted from
alonger letter concerning the philosophical interpretation of sacrifices (MS Oxford, Bodleian Library,
Mich. Add. 25, fols 65r-8sr). See M. ZoNca, Difference and Intellectual Diversity in Late Medieval Ashke-
naz, 1350-1500, London, Diss. Queen Mary, University of London, 2015, p. 95-126.

MS St Petersburg, Russian Academy of Sciences, C 47, fol. 49v.

For this suggestion, see Vis1, “Plague, Persecution, and Philosophy”, p. 9s.

M. TauBE, “Transmission of Scientific Texts in 15%-Century Eastern Knaan’, in Aleph, 10-2 (2010),
p- 315-353; M. TAUBE, “Jewish-Christian Collaboration in Slavic Translations from Hebrew”, in V. I1z-
MIRLIEVA, B. GAsPAROV (eds.), Translation and Tradition in “Slavia Orthodoxa”, Ziirich, LIT Verlag,
2012, p. 26-45.
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al-Ghazzali's Intentions of the Philosophers, also partially translated into Ruthenian
from Hebrew under the title The Book Called Logic (Knuza zrazoreman Aozuxka,
cupeus Crosechuya, also known as The Logika of the Judaizers), can be found in
Yeruham ben Solomon’s Oxford manuscript with Menahem’s comments. Accord-
ing to Moshe Taube, the Slavic translator of the Logika probably used a “very close
ancestor” of the Oxford manuscript as his model®. As Taube has noted, the transla-
tor of the text known as the Logika of the Judaizers was alearned Jew with an impres-
sive knowledge of medieval philosophy, who often added explanatory glosses into
his translation®. Further examination of the Logika, which lies beyond the scope
of this article, should establish whether the text used by the Jewish translator also
contained Menahem’s glosses on the Intentions. This would in turn contribute to
a better understanding of the later reception of philosophical texts produced by
Ashkenazic Jewish scholars active in late medieval Prague.

85 Logika of the Judaizers: a Fifteenth-Century Ruthenian Translation from Hebrew: Critical Edition of the
Slavic Texts presented alongside their Hebrew Sources, ed. M. TAUBE, Jerusalem, Israel Academy of Sci-
ences and Humanities, 2016, p. 140.

86 TAUBE, “Jewish-Christian Collaboration in Slavic Translations from Hebrew”, p. 38.
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