
Judah Loew ben Bezalel, Called Maharal

Deeper interest in the fate of Maharal, today the most famous personality of Jewish

Prague, is not new – it can be proved already in the 18th century. However, the

great rabbinical scholar did not make it any easier for the subsequent generations to

learn more about his life. In his treatises, he never mentioned when or where he

had been born, where he had grown up, from what kind of family his closest rela-

tives came, where he had studied or who his teachers had been. As if he had pre-

ferred to hide behind his works – learn from my books if you like and leave me

alone, what is my privacy to you anyway? Such a stance was not uncommon among

scholars, and those who truly read the work of the great rabbi respected it.

Meir Perels and his Treatise Megillat Yuhasin

The impetus for writing down the traditions of Maharal came from his great-grand-

son Rabbi Isaiah ben Isaac Katz. At his instigation, Meir Perels (1666–1739) wrote

the Hebrew work Megillat Yuhasin (Scroll of Lineage) around 1718. Isaiah’s grand-

son, Rabbi Isaac ben Moses Katz, also cooperated during his stay in Prague on the

creation of this rabbinical biography complemented by genealogical lists, focusing

on the genealogy of the ascendants and descendants of Maharal’s son-in-law Isaac

ben Samson Katz. David Nahman Rotner has dealt with the problems of determin-

ing the shares of the individual authors.2

The treatise Megillat Yuhasin, which existed in several textual variants, was not

printed until 1745, which is credited to the above-mentioned Isaac ben Moses

Katz.3 The renown of the work, which became the ‘Bible of Ashkenazic geneal-

ogy’, however, can be attributed to the 19th-century editions, of which the earliest

were published in Lvov in 1863 and 1864.4 The Warsaw edition of 1864, from
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1 The article builds on joint research by both authors,
who share an interest in genealogy of Ashkenazic
rabbinical families and Bohemian Jewish families in
general. The text of the study has been written by
A. Putík, who also translated the quoted Hebrew
sources.

2 David Nahman Rotner, ‘He'arot li-Megillat Yuhasin’
[Notes on the Megillat Yuhasin], in: Kovetz Beit
Aharon ve-Yisrael, vol. 18, no. 2 (104), (763 [2002]),
pp. 170–175. It is not possible or necessary to
reproduce the complicated textological issue.
The authorship of the passages on Maharal can
undoubtedly be ascribed to Meir Perels.

3 Isaac ben Moses Katz published the Megillat Yuhasin
along with the treatise by his late father Moses ben
Isaiah Katz, Matte Moshe [Moses’ Rod], Zolkiew
(Żółkiew, Zhovkva) 5505 [1745], [26] fol., esp. fol.
[23a]–[26a.]

4 Meir ben Eleazar Perels, Megillat Yuhasin, Lvov
(Lwów, Ľviv) 5623/1863. [12] fol.; Joseph Kohen
Tzedek (ed.), ‘Akhsaniya shel Tora’ [A Hospitable
Place for the Torah], Ha-Nesher, 4, 5624 [1864],
no. 28, pp. 109–116.

1/ Synagogue Curtain of Eleazar Hayyim

ben Baer Perels, 1813. The donor was

a descendant of Maharal’s daughter

Gittele, wife of Simon Brandeis.

His ancestor in the male line was

Maharal’s biographer Meir Perels.
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which all of the translations in this article come, had the widest

distribution and most frequent reprints.5 A significant role in the

popularisation of the book was played by the German translation,

prepared by the Prague scholar S. H. Lieben in 1929.6

Meir ben Eleazar Perels (1666–1739), the sworn scribe of the

Jewish Community as well as of the Burial Brotherhood, a rab-

binical judge (dayyan) and writer, is considered as the guardian

of Maharal’s family tradition. This roundly educated man was

not himself a direct descendant of Judah ben Bezalel, neither

did he claim to be one. Despite that, he was a member of

Maharal’s family, namely through his Aunt Libla (a daughter of

Meir’s grandfather Moses Perels), who had married Judah’s

grandson Simon ben Samuel Brandeis.7 Meir did not forget to

emphasise this family relation (yihus) in the Megillat Yuhasin.

However, he tactfully passed over in silence the fact that he had

30

2/ Meir Perels, Megillat Yuhasin. First edition printed at the end of

the book by Moses ben Isaiah Katz, Matteh Moshe, Zolkiew 1745.

Jerusalem, National Library of Israel

C-1-3.korek-26-83-ANG-24.6.qxd:Sestava 1  6/25/09  5:54 PM  Stránka 30



Judah Loew ben Bezalel, Called Maharal

married Libla’s daughter (thus his cousin) Ruhama, who

later took the name Nehama.8 Meir’s children were thus

already direct descendants of Judah ben Bezalel.

Meir ben Eleazar Perels came from the famous dynasty of

kabbalists. He revealed only very little about his own ascen-

dants in his male lineage in the Megillat Yuhasin and thus

opened a way to the emergence of diverse speculations on

the origin of his family. For example, it is often incorrectly

mentioned that the Perels come from the descendants of

Maharal’s wife Perl. We begin the life story of Judah and his

next of kin with an account of the ancestors of his biograph-

er. It is no accident – the history of the Altschul-Perels family

contains a certain chapter which could have influenced Meir’s

relation to the man that he was to introduce and celebrate.

Meir’s father was the ‘Divine kabbalist’ (ha-mekubbal ha-

Eloki) Isaac Eleazar ben Moses Perels (1642–1695); his mother,

Matte bat Aaron (d. 1713) ,9 traced her lineage back to the

famous Rabbi Asher ben Jehiel, called Rosh (1250/59–1328).

The author of the Megillat Yuhasin did mention his grandfa-

ther Moses but did not disclose the name of this grandfa-

ther’s father, which complicated the work of many historians

and genealogists. Through the malice of fate, Moses’ grave-

stone was once misread and his family tree could not be re-

constructed. A revision of transcriptions of the epitaphs in

31

5 Meir ben Eleazar Perels, Megillat Yuhasin, Warsaw 5624 [1864], [1], 12 fol. (24 pp.).
This ‘edition’ was prepared by Noah Hayyim b. Moses Lewin of Kobryń (reprint:
New York 5713/1953.

6 ‘Megillath Juchassin Mehral miprag. Die Deszendenztafel des hohen Rabbi Löw
von Rabbi Meir Perels’, übersetzt und eingeleitet von S. H. Lieben, Jahrbuch der
Jüdisch-Literarischen Gesellschaft (JJLG), 20 (1929), pp. 315–336.

7 Megillat Yuhasin, Warsaw 1864, fol. 10a. Aunt Libla (Liebele) died already in 1674;
see Simon Hock, Die Familien Prags. Nach den Epithaphien des Alten jüdischen Friedhofs
in Prag, Pressburg 5642/1892, no. 9501, pp. 279b–280a. Archiv Židovského muzea
v Praze [Archives of the Jewish Museum in Prague] (hereinafter AJMP),
Dokumentace Starého židovského hřbitova v Praze [Documentation of the Old
Jewish Cemetery in Prague] (hereinafter Doc-OJC) N 664.

8 David Kaufmann, ‘Der Stammbaum des R. Eleasar Fleckeles, eine Ahnenprobe
Moritz Hartmanns’, Monatschrift für Geschichte und Wissenschaft des Judentums (MG-
WJ), 37 (1) (1893), pp. 378–392, esp. 388. Nehama bat Simon Brandeis is buried
in Dessau.

9 S. Hock, op. cit., nos. 4136 and 4156, pp. 75 and 280; AJMP, Doc-OJC, C 1006.

3/ Meir Perels, Megillat Yuhasin, Warsaw 1864.

Jewish Museum in Prague
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2006 revealed his name in the form containing also the fore-

name of Moses’ father – Moses ben Eleazar Perels (Moses is

referred to as mekubbal, his father Eleazar as ha-mekubbal ha-

Eloki). Moses, who also used the surname Kuskes, died dur-

ing the great plague on 18 Tammuz 5440 (15 July 1680).10

Eleazar can now be unequivocally identified as the famous

kabbalist and grammarian Eleazar ben Abraham Hanokh

Altschul-Perels (ca 1578–1639). The father of this kabbalist,

Abraham Hanokh, resided in Worms in his youth. The fa-

ther-in-law and teacher of Eleazar was the kabbalist and

grammarian Isaac ben Jekutiel Katz Kuskes (d. 1599), who

came into sharp conflict with Maharal and because of it had

to leave Poznań. The dispute ‘for the sake of Heaven and the

Torah’ most probably concerned popularisation of Kabbalah.11

The connection between Meir and Isaac Kuskes allows us to

elucidate some peculiarities in the Megillat Yuhasin.

The existing historiography has left out an important

moment of the professional life of Meir Perels – a significant

part of his official agenda was to determine family relations

for administrative purposes.12 Perels was in fact a professional

33

4/ Book of Psalms of the Klausen Synagogue. Manuscript on

parchment, Prague, 1706, scribe and illuminator Shabbetai

Sheftel ben Zalman Auerbach. The donors were among the

audience of the preaching of Meir Perels. Meir is apparently

one of the six men depicted in the lower part of the title page.

Munich, Bayerische Staatsbibliothek

10 The research and documentation of the gravestone was carried out by A. Putík. In
the 19th century transcripts of the epitaphs of the Old Jewish Cemetery in Prague
and subsequently in the literature (Hock, op. cit., no. 9497, p. 280), two lines with
the name of the deceased were inadvertently left out. Moses’ wife, Falkele bat Joshua
Falk (d. 1701), is in the edition by mistake referred to as Eleazar’s wife (ibidem, no.
9497b). See also AJMP, Doc-OJC, N 660. In the list of the victims of the plague epi-
demics from 1679–1680, the deceased is labelled as R. Moshe Kuskez, see JMP, MS 287,
inv. no. 42.801, fol. 29a.

11 On the early history of the family, see Isaac Satz, ‘Le-Toledot mh"r Yitzhak b"r
Yekutiel K"Tz Sh"Tz ve-Hotno mh"r Eleazar (Perels) Altshuler z"l’ [On the
Biography of Rabbi Isaac b. Jekutiel Katz and his Son-in-Law Rabbi Eleazar (Perels)
Altschuler], Tzefunot, 5 (5753–54/1993–94), no. 3(19), pp. 82–86; Elhanan Reiner,
‘A Biography of an Agent of Culture: Eleazar Altschul of Prague and his Literary
Activity’, in: Michael Graetz (ed.), Schöpferische Momente des europäischen Judentums,
Heidelberg 2000, pp. 229–247, esp. 233–35 and 240–43. A link of Meir’s father Eleazar
to the kabbalist Eleazar (a son of Abraham Hanokh) was supposed by D. Kaufmann
(see S. Hock, op. cit., p. 281), whereas Moritz Steinschneider questioned it, see
Catalogus Librorum Hebraeorum in Bibliotheca Bodleiana, Berlin 1852–60, col. 914.

12 M. Perels, like other sworn scribes, prepared documents for inheritance proceedings
and for the granting of marriage permits. This activity is documented by the so-
called attestation books: AJMP, inv. no. 120.176 Liber attestationum 1724–1736; inv.
no. 120.177 Liber attestationum 1727–1734. For his literary activity, see Rachel L.
Greenblatt, A Community’s Memory: Jewish Views of Past and Present in Early Modern
Prague, Thesis submitted for the degree of ‘Doctor of Philosophy’, Hebrew
University, 2006, pp. 377–386.

5/ Tombstone of Moses Meir ben Isaac Eleazar Perels (1739).

Old Jewish Cemetery in Prague
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genealogist, who had the Jewish archives at his dispos-

al and was well acquainted with the gravestone in-

scriptions and their transcriptions. Moreover, he was a

member of the society of circumcisors (mohalim, sg.

mohel) and had access to the book of the circumcised

(Sefer nimolim, Mohelbuch).13 Meir Perels was an expert

on the Prague family histories of the 17th century and

the first decades of the 18th century, and his reports on

the descendants of Judah and his brother Sinai, espe-

cially if they lived in Prague, are reliable, although not

complete. Perels’ treatment of the life story of Maharal

and the family history of his ancestors is surprisingly

bad. Meir made baffling mistakes and omissions,

which marred the subsequent historical writing. The

author of the Megillat Yuhasin was not only incapable

of a critical approach to the family tradition but in im-

portant points he ‘improved’ it with shameless mystifi-

cations. Considering that the scroll has attained the

standing of a hagiographic text, the likelihood of elim-

inating Perels’ mistakes and fabrications is slim.

There are several treatments of Maharal’s life story

available; the earlier include the works by Gutmann

Klemperer and Nathan Grün.14 One of the most de-

tailed biographic works is the Hebrew monograph

written by R. Abraham Obadiah Gottesdiener.

Attention to Maharal’s life story has also been paid

in the English monographs by R. Ben Zion Bokser,

Friedrich Thieberger and R. Byron L. Sherwin and in

the French work by André Neher.15 All of the men-

tioned works are, although to different degrees, de-

pendent on Perels’ book.

Important new knowledge on Maharal’s fate have

been brought by a study of his responsa by R. Isaac

Yudlov and the articles by R. Shlomo Sprecher and

R. David N. Rotner. The contributions of these schol-

34

6/ Tombstone of Isaac Eleazar ben Moses Perels (1694).

Old Jewish Cemetery in Prague
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ars have brought important corrections of the view of

Maharal created by Meir Perels.16

Names, Names, Names

The man the four-hundredth anniversary of whose death

we commemorate in 5769 / 2009 is known to the Czech

public under the name of Rabbi Löw, for the Anglophone

world as Rabbi Loew. Among the Orthodox Jews, he is

most often designated as Maharal. It is a certain paradox

that the mysterious-sounding name Maharal is well

known even to Czech children thanks to a popular film.

For that matter, another popular film from the middle of

the last century is responsible for the common knowl-

edge of the name Rabbi Löw in the Czech Republic.17

The question of the names connected with our pro-

tagonist deserves special attention. For the Czech town

officials of the 16th century, Judah Loew was rabi Lev or

35

13 Circumcision Register (Mohelbuch) 5460–99/1699–1739, Library of the
Jewish Theological Seminary, New York, MS 8480, 123 fol. (microfilm:
Institute for Hebrew Microfilmed Manuscripts, Jerusalem, F 53208).

14 Guttmann Klemperer, ‘R. Löwe ben Bezalel. Lebensbild eines
Oberrabiners’, Illustrierter israelitischer Volkskalender, Prag, 1873; Nathan
Grün, Der hohe Rabbi Löw und sein Sagenkreis, Prag 1885, 40 pp.

15 Abraham ha-Kohen Obadiah (Gottesdiener), Ha-Ari she-be-Hakhmei Prag.
Toledotav, Rabbanuto u-Mishnato shel Rabbi Yehudah Leva b"r Betzalel – ha-
MaHaRa"L mi-Prag [A Lion among Prague Scholars. The Life, Rabbinate and
Learning of Rabbi Judah Lewa b"r Bezalel – Maharal of Prague], Jerusalem
5762/2001, 269 pp. The study was first issued in a serial form already in 1938;
Ben Zion Bokser, Maharal. The Mystical Philosophy of Rabbi Judah Loew of
Prague, London 1994, 210 pp.; Friedrich Thieberger, The Great Rabbi Loew of
Prague, London 1955, 177 pp.; Byron L. Sherwin, Mystical Theology and Social
Dissent. The Life and Works of Judah Loew of Prague, Rutherford 1982, 253 pp.
(reprint: Oxford 2006), 253 pp.; André Neher, Le puits de l’exil. La théologie
dialectique du Maharal de Prague (1512–1609), Paris 1966, 246 pp.

16 Isaac Yudlov, ‘Teshuvot Maharal mi-Prag’ [Responsa of Maharal of Prague],
in: Sefer ha-Zikkaron li-Khvodo u-le-Zikhro shel Rabi Ya'akov Betzalel Zolti, ed.
Joseph Buxbaum, Jerusalem, 5747 [1987], pp. 264–296; Shlomo Sprecher,
‘»Be-Seter be-Tzel«: Kavim li-Demuto ha-Semuya shel hg"r Betzalel bno
yehido shel ha-MaHaRa"L mi-Prag ztz"l’ [In Secrecy and Shadow. The
Outline of a Hidden Personality of hg"r Bezalel, the only Son of the Prague
Maharal], Yeshurun, 2, 5757 (1997), pp. 623–634; D. N. Rotner, op. cit.
The literature on the issue of the alleged Davidic origin of the family will be
cited below.

17 Maharal – tajemství talismanu [Maharal – The Secret of the Talisman],
director Pavel Jandourek (2006); Císařův pekař a pekařův císař
[The Emperor and the Golem], director Martin Frič (1955).

7/ Tombstone of Moses ben Eleazar Perels (1680).

Old Jewish Cemetery in Prague
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mistr Lev. In a German period document, the rabbi’s name

appears in the form of Juda Leb Bezalles Sohn.18 His Hebrew

name, if we ignore the titles, was Yehudah ben Betzalel, i.e.,

Judah, son of Bezalel. Thus is he named even in his epitaph.

The name Löw, Leib or Lewa is often inserted immediately

after the name Judah. The name in the form of Yehudah Leva

ben Betzalel was probably the closest to its bearer – it is the

name that he used when he signed Hebrew documents.19

It may be useful to examine what the relation of the

names Judah and Leib (Lewa) is. We find the name Judah

in the Hebrew Bible, where its meaning is derived from the

verb yadah, to praise (cf. Genesis 29:35). Jewish naming cus-

toms were significantly influenced by the blessings which

the patriarch Jacob conferred upon his sons. To his fourth

son he said: ‘Judah, thou art he whom thy brethren shall

praise… thy father’s children shall bow down before thee.

Judah is a lion’s whelp: from the prey, my son, thou art

gone up: he stooped down, he couched as a lion, and as an

old lion; who shall rouse him up?’ (Genesis 49:8–9 KJV).

Due to this blessing, the name is linked with the image of

the lion. Hence, another name, meaning ‘lion’, is often

added to the biblical name Judah. For such names, coming

from the languages spoken by the Jews in the Diaspora,

the term kinnui (‘profane name’, ‘nickname’) is used.20 In

everyday practice, the original biblical name was often

dropped and only the profane, ‘translated’ name was

used. As kinnui for the name Judah, the Ashkenazic Jews

most commonly use the German and Yiddish names Löw,

Löb and Leib. The rare name Lewa21 is likewise considered

to be of German origin and is usually derived from the

forms Löwe, Leve.22 The traditional Hebrew transcriptions

using the letter alef at the end of the word, which signalises

a pronounced a, argue against this derivation. We believe

that the name Lewa, meaning ‘lion’, is of Old Czech origin

and was adopted from the Christian (aristocratic) population

of Bohemia. It is first evidenced in the middle of the 13th

century in the necrology of the Podlažice monastery; it also

appears in the Chronicle of the so-called Dalimil from the

beginning of the 14th century.23

The designation Maharal is an acronym formed from the

initial letters of the Hebrew honorary title and personal

name: Morenu Ha-Rav Rabbi Lewa (i.e. ‘Our teacher, master,

Rabbi Lewa’).

In the 16th century, the use of surnames in the present

sense was not yet completely widespread, particular families

can however be identified by their favourite first names.

Traditionally, Jewish families had several characteristic male

names. The preservation of this ‘basic stock’ was the result

of the observance of strict naming principles. Among the

Ashkenazic Jews, names were systematically inherited from

dead relatives. With men, preference was given to the names

of relatives from the father’s side of the family. At his circum-

cision, a boy usually received his name from a recently de-

ceased grandfather, uncle, great-grandfather or great-uncle

on his father’s side. The repertoire of family names, however,

was not entirely static, not infrequently being expanded by

the names of the most significant ancestors on the mother’s

36

18 Gottlieb Bondy – Franz Dworský, Zur Geschichte der Juden in Böhmen, Mähren und
Schlesien, vol. II, Prag 1906, p. 559.

19 Wien, Österreichisches Staatsarchiv, Haus-, Hof- und Staatsarchiv, Reichsarchive,
Judicialia, Alte Prager Akten 84–18.

20 Cf. Alexander Beider, A Dictionary of Ashkenazic Given Names, Bergenfield, New
Jersey, 2001, p. 1.

21 In 1546, only one bearer of this name lived in the Jewish Quarter of Prague,
namely Leva Sklenář (‘Lewa Glassman’), see Bondy–Dworský, op. cit., vol. I, p.
379. At the time of the Census of 1729, only one man of this name lived in
Prague: Lewa Eyseck Back, see: Národní Archiv [National Archives], Soupisy židů
[Lists of Jews] (HBS), Books, shelf mark 13, inv. no. 117, fol. 188. In the sec-
ondary literature, but not in the sources, we often encounter the form ‘Liwa’.
The erroneous pronunciation with ‘i’ was temperamentally opposed by Moritz
Stern, ‘Löw, nicht Liwa’, JJLG, 21, 1930, pp. 259–263; his opinion was, however,
ignored by most authors.

22 See A. Beider, A Dictionary, pp. 358–59.
23 ‘Vsta lewa jeden z Vlastislavova roda’ [Lewa, one of Vlastislaus’ lineage, rose], see

Jan Gebauer, Slovník staročeský [Old Czech Dictionary], vol. II [K–N], 2nd edi-
tion, Praha 1970, p. 240.

C-1-3.korek-26-83-ANG-24.6.qxd:Sestava 1  6/25/09  5:54 PM  Stránka 36



Judah Loew ben Bezalel, Called Maharal 37

8/ Cartouche with Maharal’s name on his and his wife’s tombstone

9/ Signature of Maharal, 1597. Vienna, Österreichisches Staatsarchiv
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side. If more relatives died before a boy’s birth, the name of

his grandfather or another direct ancestor was given prece-

dence in being chosen as the boy’s name. A significant ele-

ment of Ashkenazic naming practice was that the boy could

not be given the name of a still living grandfather at the cir-

cumcision.24

With women, the naming rules were not so strict; the

names were taken without evident preference from the fe-

male relatives of the father’s as well as mother’s sides.

Precedence was given to names of direct relatives – grand-

mothers and great-grandmothers. Women’s names were

subject to fashion, thus it was possible for a name that had

never been used in the family before to appear. Therefore,

the set of characteristic female names of particular families

is usually less pronounced.25

Among the male descendants of Judah and his brother

Sinai, the first name Bezalel (often appearing in the familiar

form Zolel) was very popular. The characteristic names of

Judah’s family included Judah-Löb and Samuel, with also

Jekutiel-Kauffman and Menahem-Mendel26 being repre-

sented. In Sinai’s ramified family, Gabriel and Hayyim

(Joachim) were among the most commonly used names,

followed by Sinai,27 Leib, Jeremiah, Berl, Lieber, Daniel,

Solomon and Baruch.28 In a lateral branch of the family,

which is likely to have separated from the main line at the

end of the 15th century, a commonly used name was

Mordecai.29 Frequently given female names among the de-

scendants of Judah and Sinai included: Perl, Hindel, Leah,

Zipora (Ziperl), Fögel (Fegel), Tilla and Gittel.30

After various adaptations, characteristic family first

names would become surnames. It was also that way in this

family, where we can encounter the last names Bezalels and

Zalels from the 17th century. Bezalel is also ‘hidden’ in the

acronymic surnames Rebatz or Robatz.31 From the name

Sinai, the surname Sines evolved. An exceptional surname

is Nuheles, derived from the female first name Nuhele.

Some members of the family took names according to their

occupations and functions – Hayyat (Chajat, Schneider),

Dayyan, Mesharet (Diener) – or according to their place of

birth or activity, e.g. Bumsla or Raudnitz.32

Lewa Called the Old

Meir Perels began his book Megillat Yuhasin in grand bibli-

cal style:

‘There was a man whose name was R. Hayyim Wermez who

lived in the holy community of Wermezia [Worms] and was

an upright man and famous zaddik. And at the beginning of

his family tree stood the father of his father, whose name was

Judah Lewa the Old. And on the stone slab of his tomb is en-

graved: mvhrr Judah Lewa; and this is for Judah, for instruc-

tion and witness. A sage knowing secrets, upturning the

mountains and the cedars, versed in all the six parts of the

Talmud […]. He was of the family of geonim, the descendants

of our Master David, son of Jesse. […] And he was called to

the heavenly yeshivah in 5200 according to the major era [i.e.

1439/1440]. The above-mentioned gravestone stands at the

Prague Jewish Cemetery to this day.’33

The proclamation of Lewa the Old and thus also Maharal

and his brother as descendants of King David had conse-

quences that were difficult to foresee – to this day, it plays a

role in the considerations of the messianic claims of some

personalities. For more than two hundred years after the first

edition of the book, no one attempted to examine the factu-

al correctness of Perels’ data critically until the greatest ex-

pert on gravestone inscriptions and prosopography of the

Prague Jews, Otto Muneles (1894–1967), stated in 1955 that

the text cited by Perels was strikingly similar to the grave-

38
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stone inscription of Rabbi Lewa (mhrr Leva), which howev-

er is dated to a period exactly one hundred years later, to

Heshvan 300 according to the minor era, thus to the autumn

of 1539. Otto Muneles had no doubt that it was the same

gravestone. He originally attributed the difference between

the wording on the gravestone and the text of the Megillat

Yuhasin to Perels’ having quoted from memory.34 In his

Hebrew work published posthumously in 1988, he returned

to the problem and demonstrated that Perels had used the

modified dating of the gravestone to evoke the false impres-

sion that the buried person was an ancestor of Maharal. Otto

Muneles also excluded that Perels’ alleged tradition would

have been known in the lifetime of David Gans (1541–1613)

and referred to the fact that the gravestone stands in an area

that did not yet belong to the cemetery in 1440.35

39

24 The name of the grandfather on his father’s side could be taken later. Meir Perels
sometimes used his name in the form Moses Meir ben Eleazar Perels. This practise,
however, was not very widespread.

25 The mentioned customs have been studied with the help of the genealogical
electronic database Yuhasin, put together by A. Putík as part of the research
of Prague Jewish families of the 16th–18th centuries.

26 Menahem was not among the traditional names of the Bezalels, it is a name given
at the time of messianic expectations.

27 The name Sinai is likely to have been adopted from the family of Bezalel’s wife.
It cannot be found among Maharal’s descendants.

28 With one of the families using the surname Rebatz, the first names Herschman,
Simha and Lesel occur frequently.

29 Mordecai, the father of Zallel Markus, could have been a brother or cousin of
Maharal’s father Bezalel. See the chapter ‘The Origin of Bezalel’s Family –
Worms or Prague?’

30 Further female names include i.a. Slova, Lipet, Haye-Kelle.
31 Standing for Rabbi Betzalel Tzalels (or Rabbi BeTzalels). Cf. Iveta Cermanová –

Michaela Scheibová, Hebrejské zkratky/Hebrew Abbreviations, Praha 2005, p. 14.
32 In some cases, it is impossible to determine from the sources whether the bear-

ers of the mentioned surnames were the descendants of Sinai or Lewa.
33 Megillat Yuhasin, Warsaw 1864, fol. 7a. Cf. S. H. Lieben, ‘Megillath Juchassin’,

pp. 320–21.
34 Otto Muneles – Milada Vilímková, Starý židovský hřbitov v Praze [The Old Jewish

Cemetery of Prague], Praha 1955, no. 37, p. 189.
35 Otto Muneles, Ketovot mi-Beit ha-Almin ha-Yehudi he-Atik bi-Prag [Epitaphs from

the Ancient Jewish Cemetery of Prague], Jerusalem 5748/1988. 508 pp., esp.
135–36. The gravestone D 726 is placed close to the Pinkas Synagogue. On the
designation of the sections of the cemetery and the numbers of the graves, cf.
Daniel Polakovič, ‘Documentation of the Jewish Cemetery in Prague’, Judaica
Bohemiae (hereinafter JB), 43, 2007–2008, pp. 167–192, esp. 167–178.
Localisation of the oldest part of the cemetery has been dealt with by Alexandr
Putík, ‘On the Topography and Demography of the Prague Jewish Town Prior
to the Pogrom of 1389’, JB, 30–31 (1994–1995), pp. 7–46, esp. 25–26 and fig. 4.

10/ Tombstone of Rabbi Lewa the Old (1539).

In the 18th century, the tombstone was intentionally damaged.

Old Jewish Cemetery in Prague
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The dating of the stone and the consequences arising

from it for the genealogy of the family have since been sub-

ject to the critical research of several authors, including

primarily Shlomo Englard, Neil Rosenstein, David N. Rot-

ner and Menahem Kraus.36 In the course of the research,

the wording of the epitaph was revised, which required

digging away the earth concealing the last lines of the in-

scription.37 The new reading revealed that Lewa had died

on Thursday, 25 Heshvan 300 according to the minor era,

i.e. on 6 November 1539. The unequivocal conclusion that

the inscription does not contain the least suggestion of the

claim that the dead would have come from the family of

King David is even more important.38

We have to ask question whether Perels was mistaken or

intentionally misleading when dating, reading and inter-

preting the epitaph (similar uncomfortable questions will

have to be raised more often in this work). Considering

the author’s education, occupation and experience, the

possibility of a mistake can be ruled out. Perels’ actions can

be explained and partially even excused with respect to

the possibility that he could have been convinced based

on family tradition that a person called Lewa had truly

lived in Prague in the 15th century. The possibility that the

ancestors of Maharal’s family lived in Prague at that time is

in no way unrealistic. These people, however, would have

been buried in the original cemetery in Prague’s New

Town, in the area of today’s Vladislavova Street. This

cemetery continued to be the main Jewish burial place in

Prague even after 1440, when the still extant cemetery in

the Old Town was established. The New Town Cemetery

had a sad fate – on the basis of the high-handed decision

of King Vladislaus II of Bohemia and Hungary (a.k.a.

Ladislaus Jagiellon), it was closed in 1478 and transformed

into building lots. The gravestones were used in building

the houses in the streets around.39 As a consequence of this

event, the genealogy of most Prague Jewish families from

the 13th to 15th centuries cannot be reconstructed.

There cannot be a serious dispute today about the fact

that Perels sneaked a falsification into his work, but the

question remains of the starting point of the legend of the

family origin with David. Was Perels recording earlier fami-

ly tradition or did he contrive it all himself? It is primarily

the fact that we do not encounter this presumptuous claim

on any other gravestone belonging to members of the fami-

ly that points to the family’s innocence in this respect. The

motivation of Perels’ mystification might have been diverse:

an attempt to reinforce family pride or messianic pretension

offer themselves. The latter of the two, however, is not very

likely. Meir Perels was strongly influenced by the period’s

acute messianism, which however connected its prospects

with a person who has nothing to do with Maharal’s family.

It is worth mentioning that Meir Perels was closely tied to

the messianic harbinger Judah Hasid.40 The attribution of a

famous ancestor may appear as a celebration of the family,

but it carried in itself the danger of disclosure from the very

beginning.

40

36 N. Rosenstein, ‘Englard’s Articles on Questions in Rabbinic Genealogy’,
Avotaynu, 12 (1996), no. 1, pp. 36–38; N. Rosenstein, ‘Maharal of Prague’s
Descent from King David’, Avotaynu, 22 (2006), no. 1, pp. 29–33; D. N. Rotner,
op. cit., pp. 172–73; Menahem Kraus, ‘Yihuso shel ha-MaHaRa"L mi-Prag le-
David ha-Melekh. Keri'ah Mehuddeshet be-Matzevato shel r. Leva ha-Zaken’
[The Kinship of Maharal of Prague to King David. A New Reading of the
Gravestone of Rabbi Loew the Old], Da�at, 60 (2007), pp. 113–119.

37 Research and documentation of the gravestone have been independently con-
ducted by Daniel Polakovič and Vlastimila Hamáčková.

38 Cf. N. Rosenstein, ‘MaHaRaL’s Descent’, p. 31.
39 Alexandr Putík – Eva Kosáková – Dana Cabanová, Jewish Customs and Traditions,

Prague, 1998, pp. 72–73, fig. 84; Václav Vladivoj Tomek, Dějepis města Prahy
[History of the City of Prague], VIII, Praha 1891, p. 157.

40 Cf. Alexandr Putík, ‘The Prague Sojourn of Rabbi Jacob Emden as Depicted in
his Autobiography Megillat Sefer’, JB, 42 (2006), pp. 53–124, esp. 111–13. On
the question of Judah Hasid’s relation to Sabbatianism, see Gershom Scholem,
Major Trends in Jewish Mysticism, 3rd edition, New York 1954, pp. 331 and 423.
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11/ Tombstone of Rabbi Lewa the Old (1539), detail of the last lines of the epitaph

12/ Fragment of a tombstone from Vladislavova Street in the New Town of Prague, 14th century (?);

discovered in the Gothic cellar of the house U Řečických, Vodičkova 10
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The Story of Hayyim and his Three Sons

According to the Megillat Yuhasin, the grandson of Lewa the

Old was Rabbi Hayyim Wermez. The treatise narrates his

family history in the following way:

‘The above-mentioned R. Hayyim had three very important

sons: R. Bezalel, R. Jacob and R. Helman. And their souls de-

sired to study in Poland with gaon Maharshal and other geonim

of the country. Thus he gave two of them – R. Jacob and R.

Helman – permission to travel to the Polish Land, whereas the

first son, R. Bezalel, was to serve his father, and so it happened.

And they returned completely filled with the Torah all the way

to the brim. And the first-born Bezalel cried like a crane why

had he [father] not let him go to the Polish Land, despite his

being far brighter than they [his brothers] were. And his father

gave him this blessing: »Because you have served me, may God

allow four Lights to arise from you.« And so it happened that

from him four geonim arose. The eldest of them was the gaon

mvhrr (our teacher and master, master rabbi) Hayyim,

President of the Rabbinical Court of the Holy Community of

Friedberg […], the second, the gaon mvhrr Sinai, who was the

head of the yeshivah here in Prague and who was later accepted

as the President of the Rabbinical Court of Mikulov and all of

the Moravian land, the third, the gaon mvhrr Samson, President

of the Rabbinical Court of the Holy Community of Kremenetz,

and the fourth, the youngest, gaon mvhrr Judah Lewa, President

of the Rabbinical Court of the Holy Community of Prague.’41

A critical reader might consider the moving story of the care

for an elderly father as somewhat improved for literary pur-

poses, but there seems to be nothing suspicious about the

described genealogical relations in the family of Hayyim.

Their confirmation can be found in the work Tzemah David

by the famous Jewish historian David Gans, which states:

‘Rabbi Jacob of Worms, the great rabbi, Head and President

of the Rabbinical Court for all of the Ashkenaz [...], blessed

be his memory, was the uncle, the father’s brother (ahi

avihem), of four brothers, geonim of world importance and

heads of yeshivot, namely mhrr Hayyim of Friedberg, mhrr

Lewa, mhrr Sinai, and mhrr Samson.’42

42
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Despite the testimony of the significant authority, the

composition of Hayyim’s family as described by Perels raises

doubts. These arise primarily from suspicious time rela-

tions.43 We now compare Perels’ data on the age of the indi-

viduals with some historical dates. According to the author

of the Megillat Yuhasin, Maharal was born in 1512 as the fourth

son of his father Bezalel, who thus must have been born no

later than the beginning of the 1490s. His younger brothers

studied with Maharshal, who was born in 1510. If Jacob and

Helman were at least five years younger than their teacher,

the age difference between Bezalel and his brothers would

have been a quarter century. The story acquires a comic

touch – the permission to study is requested by young boys

along with their somewhat overgrown brother.

A greater problem emerges with Hayyim of Worms, who

would have had to be born no later than around 1470. The

historically proved father of Jacob of Worms and Helman,

Hayyim of Issenheim, died not long before 1566.44 If he had

been Hayyim of Worms, he would have had to live roughly

one hundred years. The situation is not helped much even

by moving the birth of Maharal to the middle of the 1520s.

43

41 Megillat Yuhasin, Warsaw 1864, fol. 7a.
42 Sefer Tzemah David le-Rabbi David Ganz (Prag 352 – 1592), ed. Mordecai Breuer,

Jerusalem 743/1983, pp. 141–142.
43 Cf. I. Yudlov, op. cit., p. 264, note 2.
44 Moses Ginsburger, ‘»Le Rabbin de l’Empereur« Jacob de Worms et sa

famille’, Revue des Études Juives (REJ), 82 (1926), nos. 163–164, pp. 461–468,
esp. 463. On the person of Jacob, cf. also: Moritz Stern, ‘Der Wormser
Reichsrabbiner Jakob’, in: Festschrift Dr. Jakob Freimann zum 70. Geburtstag,
Berlin 5698/1937, pp. 180–192, and David Kauffmann, R. Jair Chajjim
Bacharach (1638– 1702) und seine Ahnen, Trier 1894, pp. 5-6.

13/ View of Worms. Wormatia [model: Sebastian Münster],

Cologne, Georg Braun – Frans Hogenberg 1593.

From the work Civitates Orbis Terrarum I, fol. 34. Prague,

National Library of the Czech Republic
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A serious problem in Perels’ narrative comes with the names of

Bezalel’s brothers – Jacob and Helman, which do not appear

among the given names of the Prague family of the Bezalels for

many generations.45

The above-indicated inconsistencies raise the question of whether

Jacob and Helman were really Bezalel’s siblings. What is clear is that

the mentioned family and time relations need to be subjected to

critical analysis, which will primarily rely on an application of the

knowledge of the naming customs and the age of marriage. The

most favourable age for marriage was considered to be eighteen for

men and sixteen for women.46 In many cases, especially with social-

ly weaker classes, the wedding was postponed; in the milieu of the

rabbinical and economic elites, however, the ideal time limit was

usually observed. The first children coming from the ‘ideal matches’

were normally born when their fathers were nineteen. The men-

tioned ideal age is derived from the opinion expressed in the Pirkei

Avot. As will be further elaborated in detail in the chapter ‘Maharal’s

Marriages’, Judah ben Bezalel advocated a slightly different opin-

ion and defended the marriage of men at twenty.

We do not have direct evidence of the dates of birth and death

of most of the members of the Bezalel family in the 16th century,

so we have to proceed from the dating of other events to infer the

missing data. The year 1595 can be taken as a solid starting point,

when Bezalel ben Leib, a son of Maharal, assigned one-third of

his house to his eldest son Markus (Menahem) before his wed-

ding.47 If the groom were eighteen, he would have been born in

1577. His name, however, reveals something else – Menahem is a

messianic name, which used to be given in periods of the expec-

tation of the imminent coming of the Messiah, who was longing-

ly expected in 5335/1575.48 This is the year where also the birth of

Maharal’s grandson has to be placed. At the same time, it is evi-

dent that the actual family marriage calendar followed Maharal’s

opinion as well.

If the family marriage customs were observed, Menahem’s fa-

ther Bezalel ben Leib could have married no later than in 1555.

45

45 With the members of the family from outside of Prague, the name Jacob
occurs with the third son of Hayyim of Friedberg. The descendants of
Zevi Helman used the epithet mi-geza Tzevi (‘of the seed of Zevi’]. See
Neil Rosenstein, The Lurie Legacy. The House of Davidic Royal Descent,
Bergenfield, New Jersey, 2004, p. 280.

46 See Jacob Katz, Tradition and Crisis, transl. by Bernard Dov Cooperman,
Syracuse, NY, 2000, p. 116.

47 Archiv hlavního města Prahy [Archives of the City of Prague] (hereinafter
AMP), MS 2169, Liber Judaeorum albus I, fol. 287a.

48 Cf. David Tamar, ‘Ha-Tzipiyah be-Italiya li-Shnat ha-Geulah [5]335’ [The
Messianic Expectations in Italy for the Year 1575], Sefunot, 2, 1958, pp.
61–85; Arye Morgenstern, ‘Dispersion and the Longing for Zion,
1240–1840’, Azure 5762/2002 (Winter), pp. 71–132.

14/ Hayyim ben Bezalel of Friedberg, Sefer ha-Hayyim,

Cracow 1593.

Jewish Museum in Prague
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Bezalel ben Leib was beyond all doubt named after his pater-

nal grandfather Bezalel. That grandfather, whose full name

was Bezalel ben Hayyim,49 must have, therefore, died in 1555

at the latest. In Maharal’s gravestone inscription, his father is

labelled as ‘aged’ (yashish). This designation was usually giv-

en to very old men.50 Should we proceed from the assump-

tion that Bezalel ben Hayyim lived to at least sixty years of

age, he must have been born before 1495. Finally, Bezalel’s fa-

ther Hayyim in keeping with the family traditions could not

have been born later than 1475. However, with the men-

tioned chain of data, we only achieve the extreme theoretical

time limit. In reality, Hayyim is most likely to have been born

several years earlier, probably between 1460 and 1470. The

latest possible date for this man’s death can be inferred from

the date of birth of his grandson who was named after him,

Hayyim ben Bezalel (R. Hayyim of Friedberg). Nevertheless,

the literature does not agree in the question of Hayyim of

Friedberg’s birth; according to Byron L. Sherwin, who analy-

ses the opinions of the earlier literature in detail, Hayyim was

not born later than 1520. Erik Zimmer sets the date of his

birth later, to 285–290 (1525–1530).51 For our considerations,

this difference does not have any significance, because it is

evident that Hayyim, the father of Bezalel and grandfather

of Maharal and his brothers, cannot be Hayyim of Issenheim,

the father of Jacob of Worms and his brother Helman. This

conclusion can also be proved by the fact that in the legal dis-

putes after the death of Hayyim of Issenheim only Jacob and

Helman act as the heirs to his entitlements.52 If Bezalel had re-

ally belonged to this Alsatian family, a son of his would have

participated in these proceedings in some form as well. The

conclusion is unambiguous, Bezalel ben Hayyim is not Jacob

and Helman’s brother. Perels’ creation Hayyim of Worms is

hence a so-called composite person. Fictitious personae of

this sort appear mainly in amateur genealogies but under cer-

tain circumstances penetrate even into professional literature.

For completeness’ sake, we add that Hayyim of Friedberg

had four sons, of whom the third, Zalel (Bezalel), bore the

name of his paternal grandfather.53 His older siblings had

thus been born already during the lifetime of this grand-

father. The approach of Hayyim of Friedberg in naming his

sons is still further proof that the family thoroughly observed

the Ashkenazic naming customs.

Meir Perels created his story on the basis of Gans’s data;

therefore, he cannot be accused of falsification. However,

the question remains whether with his education and occu-

pation he could have been aware of the author’s error.

Perels’ moving literary tale of the service to the aged father is

used to embellish the family history, while making it possi-

ble to explain Bezalel’s low level of education. In another

place, Meir records a contradictory-sounding tradition, ac-

cording to which Bezalel was educated. His son is supposed

to have been called to the Torah by the name ‘Rabbi Judah,

son of Rabbi Bezalel’.54 Here we encounter a problem – on

the title pages of many of Judah’s works, the usual abbrevia-

tion ‘R.’ for the title Rabbi in front of the name of the father

Bezalel is missing. It is thus uncertain whether the strict

Lewa, hating the unauthorized abuse of titles, accorded at

least the title of haver to his father. The title of Rabbi in front

of the name Bezalel is lacking very suggestively also on the

gravestone of Maharal. Meir Perels drew attention through

his fictitious story of the three brothers to the problem of the

education of Maharal’s father. We will be able to answer the

question of whether he did it inadvertently or on purpose in

the context of other accounts by the author.

Now, we will return to the source of the error, the text by

David Gans. The basis of his report, the close family rela-

tion of Maharal and his brothers to Jacob of Worms, cannot

be doubted – even Hayyim of Friedberg confirmed it when

he explicitly spoke of Jacob of Worms as his uncle.55 Jacob,

however, clearly could not have been the uncle on the fa-

46
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ther’s side of the mentioned brothers. The expression ahi

avihem (brother of their father) does not correspond to an

actual family relation, and it is possible that it slipped into

the text by mistake, but Jacob could have been the uncle

of the four brothers on their mother’s side – in other words,

the brother of Bezalel ben Hayyim’s wife. This hypothesis,

which would resolve the question of the origin of Maharal’s

mother and her sister, the wife of R. Isaac Klauber, needs

to be examined.

The Megillat Yuhasin contains a very long narration on

Maharal’s wife Perl; however, there is not a single word

mentioned of his mother. We do not even learn her name!

Such a thing should not happen in a biography.

Nevertheless, the omission is not accidental and must be

related to the unfortunate family affair connected with the

false accusation against Bezalel’s wife. Judah and his broth-

ers became the victims of malicious gossip, which accused

them of being illegitimate. It was the most important rab-

binical authority of the time, R. Solomon Luria, referred to

as Maharshal, who stood up in defence of the family’s hon-

our, proclaiming the accusation as false and publically con-

firming the legitimacy of the brothers. He reprinted his de-

cision in his collection of responsa.56 The accusation of

illegitimacy, so-called nadlerism, was one of the social nui-

sances of the time; Maharal, who had suffered from it him-

self, fought it stalwartly his entire life.57 Perels avoided

mentioning the affair directly, but by his reference to the

above-mentioned responsum (within his devotional praise

of the family) he spitefully drew attention to it.58

47

49 Evidence of the name in the form R. Betzalel b"r Hayyim comes in his work She'elot
u-Teshuvot Maharshal, Lublin 1859, fol. 2a. The above Bezalel is most probably iden-
tical with a Calel attested to in 1539 in Poznań, see A. Beider, A Dictionary, p. 97.
Consequently, Bezalel must have died between 1539 and 1555.

50 On describing age on Hebrew epitaphs, cf. Abraham Ohrenstein, Entzyklopediah le-
to'arei kavod be-Yisrael, vol. 3, Tel Aviv 722 [1962], p. 1382, and Jan Paweł
Woronczak, ‘Sposoby określania wieku w epitafiach hebrajskich na przykładzie
cmentarza w Kromołowie’, in: Żydzi i judaizm we współczesnych badaniach pols-
kich, vol. II, ed. Krzysztof Pilarczyk a Stefan Gąsiorowski, Kraków 2000,
pp. 179–188.

51 See B. L. Sherwin, Mystical Theology, pp. 187–189 and idem, ‘In the Shadows of
Greatness: Rabbi Hayyim Ben Betsalel of Friedberg’, Jewish Social Studies, 1975, pp.
35–60; Erik (Isaac) Zimmer, Rabi Hayyim b"r Betzalel mi-Fridberg, Ahi ha-Maharal
mi-Prag, Jerusalem 5747/1987, 126 pp., esp. 45.

52 M. Ginsburger, op. cit., pp. 449–461. Hayyim and the place of his family’s origin are
mentioned in Germania Judaica, III, p. 585.

53 The sons’ names were: Moses, Zadok, Zalel, Aaron and Jacob-Bezalel; the daugh-
ters’ Miriam and Sarah Binchen. See Cilli Kasper-Holtkotte, Jüdisches Leben in
Friedberg (16.–18. Jahrhundert), Friedberg (Hessen) 2003, p. 195; Erik J. Zimmer,
op. cit., p. 53.

54 Megillat Yuhasin, Warsaw 1864, fol. 8b.
55 ‘Be-Wermesa nohgin … ve-khen hinhig sham dodi ha-gaon Mohari’: Vikku'ah Mayim

Hayyim [A Dispute over the Water of Life], Amsterdam 1712, klal dalet, p. 10.

An example of the use of the name of Maharal’s father without the

rabbinical title. Detail of the title page of Derush Na'e [...] be-Shabbat

ha-Gadol (see frontispiece, p. 2).

56 Solomon ben Jehiel Luria, She'elot u-Teshuvot, Lublin [5]334/1574, no. 12 (in some
copies of this edition, the responsum no. 12 is ommited); N. Rosenstein,
Maharal’s Descent, pp. 32–33.

57 B. L. Sherwin, Mystical Theology, pp. 169–72.
58 Megillat Yuhasin, Warsaw 1864, fol. 7a.
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The Origin of Bezalel’s Family – Worms or Prague?

The first indisputable evidence concerning the residence of Bezalel

ben Hayyim’s family is linked with the town of Poznań (Posen in

German, Pozna in Hebrew) in Great Poland. Bezalel’s eldest son,

Hayyim of Friedberg, in his work the Vikku'ah Mayim Hayyim explicit-

ly states that he was born and spent his childhood in this town.59 We

do not have any more detailed information on the time of Bezalel’s

move there. The extant literature – influenced by the Megillat Yuhasin

– supposes that he came from Worms in the Rhineland, because it

was here that Perels had placed his fabricated story of the three broth-

ers. The family’s relocation is put in the context of the migration of

Jews from Germany to Poland in the 15th century.60 This is something

that needs to be examined.

As we know, the name Bezalel was typical for Maharal’s family; there-

fore, we could rightly assume that we will encounter it on the grave-

stones of the Worms cemetery and in the local book of the hazkarot,

which records the anniversaries of the deaths of members of the local

congregation. However, we do not find this name here.61 According to

Alexander Beider, the name Bezalel was very rare in Germany, whereas

it was more common in Central Europe, namely in Bohemia and

Moravia.62 This is an essential reason to reject the ‘Worms track’. On the

other hand, it opens the possibility to consider a Czech, or specifically

Prague, origin of Maharal’s ancestors seriously.

The destruction of the Jewish cemetery in the New Town of Prague

has made it impossible for us to reconstruct the exact kinship relations

of the family members living in the 16th century. Thanks to his very un-

usual first name, we can include in the family the Lewa, whose grave-

stone from 1539 was misused by Meir Perels in his deception. Lewa had

a high rabbinical title morenu ha-rav rabbi but did not hold an official

rabbinical function in Prague. Otto Muneles expressed the opinion that

he was a former rabbi who had moved to Prague from elsewhere.63 It is

impossible to find any evidence for this opinion. Lewa can be consid-

ered as a Prague native who was born sometime in the 1480s or 1490s.

This man appears in the tax payers’ register from 1528–1540 under the

48

15/ View of Poznań. Posnania elegans Poloniae in

finibus Silesiae civitas, Cologne, Georg Braun –

Frans Hogenberg 1617. From the work

Civitates Orbis Terrarum VI, fol. 46. Prague,

National Library of the Czech Republic
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name Rabe Leb (he paid 300 gr. in tax); the same list includes a fur-

ther unknown Czalel, who paid a mere 50 gr.64

In a document of 24th November 1577, a certain Zallel

Markusen Sohn65 is signed among the 51 most important members

of the community. We do not have any further reports on this

man included in the wider elite of the city. His son Mordecai ben

Bezalel died at an advanced age in 1609.66 More people must

have belonged to the family in the 16th century, but if they do

not have such an unusual characteristic name as Lewa or Bezalel,

they cannot be reliably identified. Bezalel ben Hayyim, whose

move to Poznań can be considered as a manifestation of the mi-

gration wave heading from Bohemia and Moravia to Poland,

must have undoubtedly been a member of the ramified family.67
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59 ‘Be-k”k Pozna, mekom moladti’: Vikku'ah Mayim Hayyim, Amsterdam,
1712, klal dalet, p. 10; Byron L. Sherwin, ‘In the Shadows of Greatness:
Rabbi Hayyim Ben Betsalel of Friedberg’, Jewish Social Studies, 1975, p. 36.

60 See B. L. Sherwin, Mystical Theology, pp. 25 and 196.
61 Stadtarchiv Worms, Die Epitaphien des alten Israelitischen Friedhofes

zu Worms, Bd. I–II, 1896. A copy is deposited in the Central Archives
for History of Jewish People (hereinafter CAHJP), inv. no. 3460 (HM
3591/a–d, 3520/s–j); Abraham Berliner (ed.), ‘Sefer Hazkarat Neshamot
Kehilat Wermaisa’, in: Kovetz al Yad, 3, 5647 [1887], pp. 4–62.

62 A. Beider, ‘The Influence of Migrants from Czech Lands on Jewish
Communities in Central and Eastern Europe’, Avotaynu, vol. 1, 2000,
no. 14, (August 13), pp. 150–164, esp. 154; A. Beider, A Dictionary, p. 289.

63 O. Muneles, Ketovot, no. 37, p. 136.
64 Jan Heřman, ‘Das Steurregister der Prager Juden aus dem Jahre 1540

(1528)’, JB, 1, 1965, pp. 26–58.
65 Bondy-Dworský, op. cit., vol. II, no. 772, p. 559. Mordecai, the father of

Zallel Markus, could have been a brother or cousin of Maharal’s father
Bezalel.

66 S. Hock, Die Familien Prags, p. 397; AJMP, Doc-OJC, C 1209. The names
Mordecai and Bezalel also occur in an unrelated Kohanic family of
Gersonides.

67 A. Beider, ‘The Influence’, pp. 162–163.
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Maharal’s Birth, Childhood and Studies

Whereas Maharal never mentioned his hometown and

place of study, his brother Hayyim of Friedberg was more

open – as we already know, the town that he denoted as

the place of his birth and childhood was Poznań. It is very

likely that also Judah Lewa was born in the same town.

We do not know the date of his birth – the year mentioned

by Meir Perels, 1512, is undoubtedly mistaken. When de-

termining a more realistic date, we have to start from the

assumed date of the birth of his brother Hayyim, which

can be placed to the middle of the 1520s (most probably

to 1524).68 According to Perels, Judah is supposed to have

been the fourth and youngest son of Bezalel, but accord-

ing to period witnesses, David Gans as well as Maharshal,

he was the second son.69 Thus, he could have been born

in 1525 or not long thereafter. More precise dating is im-

possible unless new sources are discovered.

Hayyim of Friedberg spoke of his twenty-year stay in

Cracow, where he must have studied as well, and also of

his previous stay with Rabbi Shakhna, who served in Lublin.

He reminded his famous classmate R. Moses Isserles (Rema)

of their study together under this rabbi in his polemical

treatise Vikku'ah Mayim Hayyim.70 It is possible that also

Loew studied in Cracow (and perhaps even in Lublin) for

some time, but we do not have any direct evidence of it.

His connection to Cracow is implied by his social contacts

with local figures (see below).

According to Meir Perels, Judah studied with Maharshal

in Przemyśl, Poland.71 This data is however incorrect, be-

cause there is not the slightest evidence that Maharshal

was ever active in this town. It cannot be proved either

that Maharal would have been a student of Maharshal.72

At this point, it is necessary to draw attention to the star-

tling connection between the real history of the Altschul-

50

68 We do not consider the wide timespan of Hayyim’s birth (1525–1530) sug-
gested by Eric Zimmer to be acceptable. The author proceeds from a correct
starting point, namely that Hayyim was in Cracow in 5305/1545 and that he
was single at that time. He further supposes, however, that he came to the
town when he was 17 or 18. This supposition, however, is not sufficiently jus-
tified. In 1545, Hayyim could have been older. As we know, Maharal support-
ed marriage at the age of 20 while Maharshal tolerated the age of up to 24
with his students. See the chapter ‘Maharal’s Marriages’ below.

69 According to some indications (the order of the signatures on the deed from
1577), Sinai could have been older than Judah. Sinai’s signature in the first
position among the witnesses might have been given by his higher rank in
the hierarchy of Prague rabbis. Cf. G. Bondy – F. Dworský, op. cit., vol. II,
no. 772, pp. 559.

70 Vikku'ah Mayim Hayyim, fol. 1 b.
71 See the following chapter.
72 See Isaac Yudlov, op. cit., p. 264.
73 N. Grün, op. cit., pp. 4–9.
74 B. L. Sherwin, Mystical Theology, p. 197, note 9.
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Perels family and Perels’ contrived fictitious history of the

Bezalel family – the actual stay of Abraham Hanokh in Worms

and his son Eleazar in Przemyśl on the one hand and the

fabricated activity of Bezalel and his son Lewa in the same

towns on the other!

Some authors consider the possibility that Judah studied

at a Prague yeshivah, but also here the proof is lacking in the

sources. The possibility that Judah could have been a stu-

dent of Jacob Pollak was convincingly refuted already by

Nathan Grün, who also claimed that Maharal was self-taught;73

this, however, needs to be clarified – no matter how much

Judah was indebted primarily to his own study for his deep

learning, he must have been at least formally the student of

a rabbi, otherwise he could not have received rabbinical or-

dination (smikhah). Byron L. Sherwin expressed the opinion

that Maharal’s silence concerning his teachers can be attrib-

uted to his aversion to their ways of teaching.74
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16/ View of Cracow. Cracovia metropolis Regni Poloniae [model:

Egidius van der Rye – Jakob Hoefnagel], Cologne,

Georg Braun – Frans Hogenberg 1617. From the work

Civitates Orbis Terrarum VI, fol. 45. Prague,

National Library of the Czech Republic
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17/ View of Przemyśl.

Premislia celebris

Russiae civitas,

Cologne, Georg

Braun – Frans

Hogenberg 1617.

From the work

Civitates Orbis

Terrarum, VI, 1617.

Prague, National

Library of the

Czech Republic
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Maharal’s Marriages

The story of Maharal’s marriage is the most impressive

and also the most problematic part of Perels’ book:

From my ancestors, I have heard that he married at the age

of 32 under unusual circumstances. He was engaged to the

daughter of the chief kmr [the esteemed rabbi] Samuel,

son of R. Jacob, who was a great man of his age for his

wealth, property and reputation and who was close to the

royal government and who was called the rich Shmelka.

And he sent him [Judah] at his own cost to study in

Przemyśl with gaon Maharshal. And the above-mentioned

Shmelka himself had a son in Przemyśl, a great leader,

whose name was Joshua Shmelkes,75 from whom the

Shmelkes family comes [...]. Meanwhile here in Prague,

four evil judges harmed him, which impoverished him un-

til he had nothing left but his very life. And that man was

already very old [...]. Hence he wrote to his son-in-law that

he could not keep his obligations but he did not want,

God forbid, to prevent him from marrying and gave him

permission to conclude another marriage as he wished [...].

And he [Judah] wrote back that if the father did not want

the daughter to remain unmarried, he could marry her off

as he wished according to his considerations. He himself,

however, would not betray his word and would hope in

God’s salvation. And the bride set up her own shop with

bread and other pastries to be able to feed her father and

old mother.76

Such self-sacrifice could not remain unrewarded, but it

could not all play out without a dramatic plot – during the

war, a hungry horseman rides through the ghetto, skewers

a loaf of bread from the girl’s shop with his spear and is

about to disappear, but the girl’s beseeching pleas soften

54

75 Joshua was in fact Samuel’s son-in-law and studied in Cracow. Cf. note 91 below.
76 Megillat Yuhasin, Warsaw 1864, fol. 7b, 8a. Cf. S. H. Lieben, ‘Megillath Juchassin’,

pp. 321–22.
77 Meir Perels did not understand the meaning of the word postav (roll) and believed

that it was a type of clothing. Surprisingly enough, the meaning of the word was
not understood by the translator into German, S. H. Lieben, either. Cf. Vincenc
Brandl, Glossarium illustrans bohemico-moravicae historiae fontes, Brünn 1876, p. 257.

78 Megillat Yuhasin, Warsaw 1864, fol. 8a. Cf. S. H. Lieben, ‘Megillath Juchassin’,
p. 322.

79 Masekhet Avot im Perush Rashi[...] ve-gam Hone saviv lo Be'ur Rahav be-Shem Derekh
Hayyim, ed. L. Honig, Jerusalem 1980, pp. 271–273.

80 Yebamot, fol. 80a.

18/ Baker’s. From the work by Johann Amos Comenius, Orbis

sensualium pictus, Nuremberg, Michael et Johann Friedrich

Endter, 1668. Prague, National Library of the Czech Republic
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his heart and he decides to pay for the bread. However, as

he does not have the right amount (two groschen) on him,

he pawns a roll of cloth (postav tukh), which he carried on

his horse. He sets the pawn redemption period at 24 hours.

As the mentioned rider – apparently an aristocrat – never

appears again, the pawn is rightfully forfeit. The story re-

quires a fairy-tale ending:

And after a long time, she opened that garment [ha-beged]77

and in every turn found a gold coin. Then he wrote and sent

for his son-in-law to come for the wedding, since he had

again become rich by a miracle. The bride was then 28, the

groom 32; her name was Perl, a veritable pearl without a

flaw.78

The story, which touched the hearts of many generations of

child as well as adult readers, must be analysed thoroughly.

The borrowed literary story can be left aside, and we can

focus on the perplexing ages of the engaged – such a high

age would be completely unthinkable for a first marriage in

the milieu of the rabbinical and economic elites at the time.

We can now examine closer what stance Lewa adopted

concerning the question of the age of the fiancés. His exe-

gesis of the classic passage from the Pirkei Avot 5:25, dis-

cussing the ages at which a person achieves life milestones,

offers itself directly on the topic:

‘Simon called the Small says: the age of five for the study of

the Scripture, the age of ten for the study of the Mishnah, the

age of thirteen for the observation of the commandments

[mitzvot], the age of fifteen for the study of the Gemarah, the

age of eighteen for marriage [le-huppah], the age of twenty

for pursuit, the age of thirty for full strength, the age of forty

for understanding, the age of fifty for giving counsel, the age

of sixty for old age [...].’

For the exegesis that he presented in his work Derekh

Hayyim,79 Maharal made full use of his knowledge of the

aggadic and halakhic sources as well as exegetic acumen.

When giving reasons for the limit of eighteen years for

marriage, he builds on the fact that at that age a man com-

pletes his physical growth. For his further development

and human ‘completion’, he needs a woman. If a man

does not marry, he is not a complete person. The number

eighteen plays an important role, because it corresponds

to the number of human ribs (through the joining with a

woman, the man obtains back the rib removed from Adam

to create Eve).

When explaining the words ‘twenty for pursuit’, he de-

velops an idea that the final completion of a person comes

in reality at age twenty, when his form (tzurah) fully devel-

ops and gets rid of its dependence on matter (homer).

Only then can a man rule over a woman. When explaining

why this completion happens precisely at the age of twenty,

he proceeds from the opinion that the most significant

milestones of human development come at decades. He

finds support for his conception in the correlation be-

tween the dimensions of the Temple and the length of the

stages of human life. Maharal’s subtle considerations but-

tressed by the aggadah lead to the conclusion that marriage

can be postponed until the age of 20. The culmination of

his argumentation is, however, of a halakhic nature.

According to Judah, an analogy with the Talmudic prob-

lem speaks for the possibility to shift the age of marriage

from eighteen to twenty, when a man who is sexually im-

mature is considered as a eunuch (saris). According to the

strict school of Shammai, it is at eighteen; according to the

more liberal school of Hillel, it is at twenty.80 Here, how-

ever, Maharal’s benevolence ends – a man who has not

married by the age of twenty will be pursued by the

heavenly court.

55
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The exceptional attention devoted to the problem dis-

closes the fact that it was not only a purely theoretical inter-

est that was at stake. As we already know, Judah’s grandson

Menahem married at twenty; therefore, we may assume

that in reality Maharal was defending a family custom.

Emphasis on the heavenly punishment for the man who

did not marry in time unequivocally negates the possibility

that he himself would have waited with marriage until thir-

ty-two! Isaac Yudlov81 already reached the conclusion of

the impossibility of so late a first marriage of Maharal.

Maharal clearly advocated a far stricter opinion than the

Maharshal, who determined the ultimate age for the mar-

riage of a Talmudic scholar to be twenty-four.82

It is obvious that there is something wrong with Perels’

account. When attempting to arrive at a more realistic pic-

ture of the situation, two approaches suggest themselves:

either to accept the existence of only one wife Perl and ques-

tion the data on the age of the betrothed or allow for the fact

that Perl was the second wife. With regard to a testimony of

Rabbi Jair Hayyim Bacharach (1638–1702), it is necessary to

lean unequivocally towards the latter. Rabbi Bacharach ex-

plicitly stated that his ancestor (great-great-grandfather)

Maharal had married a sister of Rabbi Isaac ben Abraham

Hayut (Chajes).83 Already David Kaufmann84 knew of the

existence of two wives, but, under the mesmerising influ-

ence of Perels’ moving account, monographs on Maharal

did not take the first wife into account. ‘Rehabilitation’ did

not come until contemporary authors, especially Isaac

Yudlov and David N. Rotner.85

The existence of two wives stands Perels’ fairy tale on its

head. If the story of the marriage preceded by problems has

any real basis at all, it concerned the first wife. We know

56

19/ Cartouche with the name of Perl, Maharal’s second wife, from their tombstone
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nothing about her fate, but we know the name of her father

– Abraham Hayut (Chajes). The Hayut family derived its

origin from the ‘pious of Provence’ (mi-geza hasidei

Provintza). According to Nathan Grün, Abraham Hayut

came from the Prague Altschul family; this claim may be

true but cannot be examined reliably.86 If we can trust Meir

Perels at least in the question of the bride’s place of origin,

it would support Grün’s claim. Unfortunately, we do not

have any proof of when or where the first wife died.87

Now we will deal with the second wife Perl and her fami-

ly. The ‘rich Shmelka’ of Perels’ narrative can easily be iden-

tified. Shmelka called Samuel ben Jacob Sax, who died on

24 October 1557, is buried in the Old Jewish Cemetery in

Prague.88 That he was truly one of the richest men of the

ghetto is evidenced by the entry in the tax register.89 On

the other hand, the sources mention absolutely nothing of

Shmelka’s impoverishment. We find information on Prague

Jewish families in a very reliable source from 1546 – the list

of safe conducts granted during the period of the expulsion

of the Prague Jews. This source records the names of a total

of nine hundred and seventy-six people. Obtaining a safe

conduct protected a family from eviction. Besides the head

of the family and his wife, primarily the children and their

partners were registered in this document. Also members of

the family who lived outside of Prague permanently or tem-

porarily were included. Registration in the safe conduct al-

lowed them to move to Prague in the future. The document

also protected servants. We will now look at the safe con-

duct issued for the family of our Samuel:

‘Samuel Sax, Selka.90 Children: Šťastný [»Happy«, Selig],

Abraham, Mendel, Shendel, Joshua her husband, born here,

his father and he in Cracow;91 Malka the cook; Daniel the

servant.’92

As can be seen, the safe conduct included also such distant

relatives as the father of the son-in-law living in Cracow,

but we have not even a mention of Perl! And what is more

– among the roughly five hundred women recorded in the

safe conducts, we can find only one Perl, a maid of a cer-

tain Isaac (Izák).93 The name Perl was practically unknown

in Prague in the middle of the 16th century. In the Prague

family of the Shmelkes, who truly come from the descen-

dants of the ‘rich Shmelka’, the name Perl was first given to

girls in the middle of the 17th century.94 The conclusion is

surprising but clear – Perl, Maharal’s second wife, is not a

daughter of the rich Shmelka. Even this popular chapter of

the family history is nothing but decorative fabrication. We

know far less about Perl than about Maharal’s first wife.

The only thing that seems to be certain is that Perl was not

from Prague. Her father is likely to have had the title haver

(Perl’s epitaph has the modest abbreviation ‘R.’ in front of

his name).
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81 I. Yudlov, op. cit., p. 270, note 4. The author builds on Maharal’s opinion
expressed in Netivot Olam (Netiv ha-Perishut 82). Cf. also D. N. Rotner, op. cit.,
p. 171 and Abraham Gottesdiener, op. cit., pp. 34–36.

82 See J. Katz, op. cit., p. 314, note 11.
83 ‘Ve- zikni ha-gaon Maharal"P[rag] hayta lo le-isha ahot MaharI"H ha-laz.’: Aaron

Jellinek, ‘Korot Seder ha-Limmud »1. Ha-Hilukkim u-Mitnagdim«’ in: Bikkurim
li-Shenat 5625, Wien 624/1864, pp. 1–35, esp. 5–6. Jair Bacharach himself was
a descendant of Perl. It is certain that this rabbinical scholar is a more reliable
witness than Meir Perels.

84 David Kaufmann, ‘Der Stammbaum des R. Eleasar Fleckeles’, pp. 378–392.
85 I. Yudlov, op. cit., p. 270; D. N. Rotner, op. cit., p. 171.
86 Abraham Hayut (Chajes) could be Abraham Altschul (d. 1556), whose name

appears in the tax registry from 1540 (the name of the father of this Abraham
was Isaac), see J. Heřman, ‘Das Steuerregister’, pp. 36 and 60.

87 I. Yudlov did not exclude the possibility that the marriage ended in divorce.
See I. Yudlov, op. cit., p. 266.

88 S. Hock, op. cit., no. 4392, p. 400; O. Muneles – M. Vilímková, op. cit., no. 74,
pp. 277–78; O. Muneles, Ketovot, no. 74, pp. 178–79; Doc-OJC, C 1127.

89 J. Heřman, ‘Das Steuerregister’, p. 38: ‘Samuel sun Jacob Sachs 2500’. See also ibi-
dem, p. 51.

90 Incorrect transcription, the correct form is Belka, see O. Muneles, loco citato.
91 Cf. note 75.
92 G. Bondy – F. Dworský, op. cit., vol. I, no. 526, p. 378. Shmelke Samuel ben

Jacob was identified as Samuel Sax by O. Muneles in: Ketovot, pp. 178–79
and pp. 411–412.

93 G. Bondy – F. Dworský, op. cit., vol. I, p. 383.
94 S. Hock, op. cit., nos. 4385, 8140, 8947, p. 369.
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With Meir Perels, the patented guardian of the family tra-

dition, experienced official genealogist, educated intellectual

and rabbinical judge all in one, the omissions and gross dis-

tortions of the basic facts from the life of Maharal, mistaken

identification of persons, ‘ignorance’ of the marriage cus-

toms and Maharal’s opinions on the age of the betrothed are

incomprehensible. In some complicated issues, he could

have become the victim of an error, but overall it is plain that

he intentionally distorts reality and plays a strange game with

Maharal’s reputation and with the reader. The possibility that

he would not have known of the existence of Maharal’s two

wives can be excluded. The idea that he himself would have

believed the fables about waiting fifteen years and the wild

rider with a loaf on his spear is preposterous.

Naturally, we have to ask why he did it all. Several possi-

bilities suggest themselves, one of which is the attempt to

enliven the boring genealogical sections with an interesting

story. ‘Literary’ explanation alone, however, will not pass

the muster. It is impossible to imagine that someone would

allow a rabbinical authority to be suspected of non-obser-

vance of religious customs merely for cheap literary effect.

What already seems to be closer to the reality is the explica-

tion that the faithful waiting for fifteen years is to fill the time

gap created by the incorrect determination of Maharal’s date

of birth. Even here though it is hard to imagine that this

need would justify the insult to the rabbi.

The captivating story in reality is to ‘hide’ the main intent,

specifically to obliterate the memory of the first wife. This

activity would have made sense if the first marriage had

been connected with some kind of unpleasant matter such

as a divorce.95 The intent is, however, implemented so obvi-

ously and naïvely that it arouses the suspicion that the au-

thor did actually not want to conceal the unpleasant issue

but maliciously draw a critical reader’s attention to it indi-

rectly, like he had done in the case of Loew’s mother.96 Meir

could have even wanted to arouse suspicion which was un-

founded. Today, we cannot determine the exact state of

these things any more.

Isaac Hayut’s sister was neither the first nor the last person

highhandedly cut out of Maharal’s family by Perels. The

same fate awaited also the male descendants of Maharal’s

beloved grandson Samuel Bezalels.97

‘Mistr Lev’

Meir Perels can hardly be trusted in anything, but if he was

at least right that Maharal’s first wedding actually took

place in Prague, it would open the attractive possibility of

identifying one person that we find in the list of safe con-

ducts from 1546. There we find an entry: ‘1. Mistr Lev, Sára.

Markvart.’98 Only a mere five among almost five hundred

Prague Jewish men could boast the title ‘mistr’, marking a

rabbi conferred the title of morenu. Mistr Lev (Rabbi Lion,

i.e. Loew)’s serving in the menial position of a ‘guarding

person’ in a Jewish hospital strikingly contrasts with his

high rabbinical title. The surprising disparity can be ex-

plained by the fact that the ‘office’ protected the mentioned

rabbi, probably lacking resources, from expulsion from

Prague.99 The rabbi must have been, as he had only one

child, a young man. He thus could have been Maharal,

who was around twenty in 1546. This possibility is support-

ed by the first names used: Markvart = Mordecai is among

the family names of the Bezalels and Sara is one of the

favourite names of the Hayuts. On the other hand, the fact

that the name Lev (Loew) is, unlike the variant Lewa, very

wide-spread and thus not very specific is an argument

against the identification. There were many Rabbi Loews in

the Ashkenazic world. The identification of Mister Lev and

Rabbi Judah ben Bezalel must, therefore, remain only on

the level of hypothesis until further sources are discovered.
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Maharal’s Children

It is not possible to determine the precise dates of birth of

Maharal’s children, but it is very likely that most of them

were born before or during his residence in Moravia in

1553–1573. Since we do not know when the first marriage

ended, it is impossible in some cases to determine with cer-

tainty which child belonged to which mother. By speaking

only of Perl, Meir Perels indirectly claims that she was the

mother of all of Maharal’s children. There are few resources

available to verify this, the most important of which is the

analysis of the first, especially women’s names, used in the

families of Maharal’s descendants.

Meir Perels explicitly states that Maharal had only one

son, Bezalel.100 In the text above, we came to the conclusion

that Bezalel (d. 1599) could not have been born after 1555.

What is key for resolving the problem of from which mar-

riage he came is that the name Samuel, i.e. the name of

Perl’s father, appears frequently among his descendants.

This is how Bezalel named already his second son. The

name of Bezalel’s only daughter was Lipet. Bezalel had four

granddaughters, all of whom were daughters of the Primas

Samuel ben Bezalel (d. 1655).101 With three of them, their

names can be seen on the epitaphs, namely Bella, Yittel and

Hindel.102 The gravestone of the fourth daughter has not

been identified thus far, but we know that she married

Jacob Ashkenazi (d. 1639),103 who proudly referred to him-

self as a son-in-law of Samuel Bezalels. From Jacob’s mar-

riage, a daughter Mirl (d. 1680) was born, who married

Mora Yerushalmi. The daughter coming from this marriage

was named Perl.104 Since the name Perl had never appeared

in the Yerushalmi family before, it can be concluded that it

comes from the Bezalels’ side of the family. It may be as-

sumed that Perl Yerushalmi (d. 1688), married to Simha

Rofe, inherited her first name from her grandmother, the so
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95 See the interpretation by I. Yudlov above.
96 It can in theory be considered that Meir’s denying the existence of the first wife

might be related to the rivalry between Maharal and Isaac Hayut concerning the
post of the Chief Rabbi of Prague.

97 See note 156.
98 G. Bondy – F. Dworský, op. cit., vol. I, no. 526, p. 381.
99 Mistr Lev probably did not have the means to pay for the safe conduct.
100 Megillat Yuhasin, Warsaw 1864, fol. 9b. Cf. S. H. Lieben, ‘Megillath Juchassin’,

p. 323.
101 Koppelmann Lieben, Gal-Ed (Grabsteinschriften des prager isr. alten Friedhofs), Prag,

5616/1856, no. 43, p. 31 (German section), p. 18 (Hebrew section); O. Muneles,
Ketovot, no. 182, p. 273; Doc-OJC, H 2, G 426. Bezalel’s third son was Jekutiel
Kauffman. The individual members of Maharal’s family are listed in the memorial
book (Memorbuch) of the Old-New Synagogue, see Otto Muneles, ‘Die Rabbiner
der Altneuschul’, JB, 5 (1969), no. 2, pp. 92–107, esp. 106–107.

102 O. Muneles, Ketovot, no. 182, p. 273; S. Hock, op. cit., no. 6852 (erroneously 5852),
p. 46b, no. 6891, p. 46a, no. 6853, pp. 46a, 53b; Doc-OJC, L 343, L 383, L 345.

103 S. Hock, no. 1020, pp. 25a, 46a; AJMP, Doc-OJC, J 5.

20/ Tombstone of Rabbi Bezalel ben Judah Loew

(1599). Jewish Cemetery in Kolín
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far anonymous daughter of Samuel Bezalels. The appear-

ance of the names Samuel and Perl supports the conclusion

that Bezalel ben Leib was the son of Perl.

Meir Perels lists the names of a total of five of Maharal’s

daughters: Fegla, Gittele, Reichel, Tilla and Realina. Another

daughter, Lea, the wife of Isaac ben Samson Kohen, died

at a young age without children in Moravia according to

the Megillat Yuhasin. The widowed Isaac married her sister

Fegla.105 According to D. N. Rotner, their mother was a sister

of Isaac Hayut. This conclusion, relying on the way R. Jair

Bacharach referred to Menes Hayut,106 is however disputable.

We do not have any certain data on Leah, so we cannot con-

firm or refute the hypothesis. The judgement is easier with

Fegla (d. 1629): her son Naphtali ben Isaac fathered Mrs Perl

of Zolkiew.107 According to R. Neil Rosenstein, Perl was mar-

ried to Samuel Zanwil Zolkiew.108 In 1612, Samuel ben Isaac

Bacharach, husband of Hava, daughter of Isaac Katz, also

gave his daughter the name Perl. The double appearance of

the name among the closest relatives proves that Fegla was

the daughter of Perl. Therefore, the opinion of D. N. Rotner

does not apply in Fegla’s case.

Maharal’s daughter Gittele (d. 1634),109 was married to

Simon Brandeis ha-Levi (d. before 1622).110 What is surpris-

ing is the fact that among their numerous offspring it is im-

possible to prove any Perl for several generations. The first

known exception comes only with their great-great-grand-

daughter – the daughter of the author of the Megillat Yuhasin,

Meir Perels! No less bewildering is that the female first name

Perl had not been used for generations even by the family

of Perels itself. The name was ‘returned’ to the family by

Meir Perels himself! The likelihood that precisely Gittele

could have been the daughter of the first wife of Maharal

deleted by Perels is however slim. The fact that the name

Samuel was abundantly used in the family argues in favour

of Gittele’s being a daughter of Perl.111

Other daughters of Maharal, Reichel and Tilla, can be

considered to be daughters of Perl on the basis of the nam-

ing customs of their families. Reichel (d. 1632), married to

Abraham Wallerstein, gave the name Perl to her daughter

(d. 1656), later married to Moses Tausk.112 Tilla (d. 1613)

had only sons with her husband Hirsh, the son of Samuel

Sobotka. The eldest of the sons, Meir, named his daughter

Perl, undoubtedly in honour of her great-grandmother.

Perl, who became the wife of Solomon Joseph Zoref de

Herz, died in 1713.113

According to the testimony of Meir Perels, the descen-

dants of the last daughter of Maharal, Realina (d. 1639),114

married to Hayyim ben Abraham Wahl, moved from

Prague, so we cannot examine their names. Considering

the late date of Realina’s death, her mother is very likely to

have been Perl.

With respect to Perels’ tendency to manipulate the facts

and blot out inconvenient people, the question arises

whether he may have suppressed the existence of some

other children of Loew; a reliable answer can be provided

by future detailed research. Here we can limit ourselves to

a few hypothetical considerations.

In 1593, the earliest Jewish White Book (Liber Judeorum

albus) mentions Abraham Němec (Ashkenazi?), a son-in-

law of Rabbi Loew. Otto Muneles identified this man as

Abraham Wallerstein, but this conclusion is uncertain, be-

cause in 1591, we encounter in the same book an entry con-

cerning Abraham Němec, whose wife was named Sarah

(Sára). This couple had a son Isaac (Izák), who was already

married.115 If the entries from 1591 and 1593 refer to one

and the same person, Sarah would be another of Maharal’s

daughters. Since she had a married son, she could have

been born around 1550. If she really was a daughter of

Maharal, she would very likely have come from the first

marriage.
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If it were proved in future that Mistr Lev who appears in

the safe conduct from 1546 really is Maharal, then his first

son would be the mentioned Markvart. Unfortunately, we

know nothing of the fate of this boy. There is no Markvart

(Mordecai), son of Rabbi Lev (Loew), buried in Prague

and therefore must have died somewhere else.

It is necessary to warn explicitly that it is impossible to

combine both hypotheses without certain difficulties, be-

cause Sarah, the wife of Abraham Němec, would have

borne her mother’s name, which would only have been

possible if the girl had been orphaned very early. If it had

truly been so, it would refute the suspicion foisted upon us

by Perels that Maharal’s first marriage ended in divorce.

We shortly remind the reader that also other families

claimed to be part of Maharal’s family, including e.g. the

descendants of Rabbi of Lvov, Zechariah Mendel.116

Maharal’s Career Path

Lewa’s professional career is definitely better mapped out

than his study years, but even here there are several blank

spots. We do not know how he spent his time before he ac-

quired his first important rabbinical post. Adepts for the

rabbinical function – the most capable and persistent grad-

uates of the yeshivot – usually assumed teaching positions at

these educational institutions. Jewish communities could

entrust them with the offices of associate judges of the rab-

binical courts or some less important rabbinical posts.

Despite being labelled as a ‘guarding person’, Mister Lev

from the safe conduct from 1546 is most likely to have been

the rabbi of the Jewish hospital.

Valuable testimony on Maharal’s first important offices

is provided by David Gans in his chronicle Tzemah David:

‘He was the head of the yeshivah and president of the rabbini-

cal court over all the Moravian land for twenty years. Then in

333 [1573] he came here, to the Holy Community of Prague,

and had many students, and founded a meeting place for

scholars, a house of study [beit ha-midrash], called Klaus.

And he taught the Torah there for eleven years, and later for

another four years. And now, on Thursday 4 Iyar 352 accord-

ing to the minor era [16 April 1592], he set off in carriages for

the Holy Community of Poznań and there became for the

second time the head of the yeshivah and president of the rab-

binical court, over all of the Diaspora of Poland.117

From Gans’ words, it directly arises that Maharal acceded

to the Chief Rabbinate of Moravia in 1553. It is also evident

that in 1573–1584 and again in 1588–1592, he was the head

of the Klaus college in Prague. It can also indirectly be in-

ferred that he was Chief Rabbi of Poznań for the first time

sometime between 1584 and 1587.
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104 S. Hock, no. 2497, pp. 173a, 345a; Doc-OJC, G 309, D 109.
105 Megillat Yuhasin, Warsaw 1864, fol. 10a, 11b. Cf. S. H. Lieben, ‘Megillath

Juchassin’, pp. 325–27, 330. The account on Leah is likely to have been written
by Isaiah Katz.

106 K. Lieben, Gal-Ed, no. 91, pp. 50 pp. (German section), 43–44 (Hebrew section);
Doc-OJC, G 488; D. N. Rotner, op. cit., p. 171. The author’s interpretation is con-
tradicted i.a. by the fact that Jair Bacharach explicitly speaks of Maharal as his
forebear but does not say anything like that about Maharal’s wife, the sister of
Isaac Hayut, cf. Aharon Jellinek, ‘Korot Seder ha-Limmud’, p. 5.

107 Megillat Yuhasin, Warsaw 1864, fol. 12a.
108 Neil Rosenstein, The Unbroken Chain, vol. I, New York–London–Jerusalem

1990, p. 450.
109 S. Hock, no. (191)/5162, pp. 52a; Doc-OJC, K 231.
110 Doc-OJC, G 318.
111 Meir’s daughter Perl (d. 1719), the wife of Bendit Ashkenazi, is buried in

Hamburg. See M. Grunwald, Hamburgs deutsche Juden bis zur Auflösung der
Dreigemeinden 1811, Hamburg 1904, 357 pp., esp. no. 3369, pp. 286. See
http://www.steinheiminstitut.de:50580/cgibin/epidat?
function=Ins&sel=hha&inv=3619 (accessed 2008-12-01).

112 S. Hock, no. 190/5161, p. 104b; no. 9881, p. 105a; no. 9905, p. 140a; Doc-OJC,
K 232, N 1046.

113 Hock, no. 1332, p. 392b; no. 4289, pp. 232b, 297b; Doc-OJC, H 56, C 1221.
114 K. Lieben, Gal-Ed, no. 139, p. 60–61 (Ger.), 71 (Hebr.); Doc-OJC, J 185.
115 AMP, MS 2169, f. 238, see Muneles, Ketovot, p. 470.
116 Louis Lewin, Geschichte der Juden in Lissa, Pinne 1904, 401 pp., esp. 192f.
117 Sefer Tzemah David le-Rabbi David Ganz (Prag 352–1592), ed. Mordecai Breuer,

pp. 145–46.
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21/ Map of Moravia. Moraviae, quae olim

Marcomannorum sedes corographia, a d. Paulo

Fabritio medico et mathematico descripta

[model: Paulus Fabritius – Johann Krafft].

From the work Theatrum Orbis Terrarum,

Antwerp, Abraham Ortelius 1572.

Prague, National Library of the Czech Republic

C-1-3.korek-26-83-ANG-24.6.qxd:Sestava 1  6/25/09  5:55 PM  Stránka 62



Judah Loew ben Bezalel, Called Maharal 63

C-1-3.korek-26-83-ANG-24.6.qxd:Sestava 1  6/25/09  5:55 PM  Stránka 63



Alexandr Putík – Daniel Polakovič

Moravian Rabbinate, 1553–1573

Maharal’s longest lasting position is the Chief Rabbinate of

Moravia. Relatively few details on his activities there have been

preserved. It is not entirely clear whether he resided in one or

more places during the twenty years. It is necessary to remark

that the residence of the land rabbinate had not yet been sta-

bilised in the 16th century. A student of Maharal’s yeshivah, R.

Samuel ben Eleazar of Opatów (Apta), writes in the preface to

his book, the Hiddushei Gemarah, about his teacher that he was

the president of the rabbinical court and head of the yeshivah

in Mikulov (Nikolspurg).118 On the other hand, evidence ex-

ists that some of the rabbis in charge of all of Moravia lived in

Prostějov (Prossnitz, Prostiz), therefore it cannot be ruled out

that also Maharal could have lived here, at least for a part of his

twenty years of service.119

In Moravia, like in other places, Judah devoted himself espe-

cially to instruction and writing books; he paid particular at-

tention to codifying the statutes of the land Jewry, later known

as Shay takkanot (Three Hundred and Eleven Ordinances).120

He wrote some of the special ordinances himself. The sophisti-

cated system of regulations made it possible for the Jewish self-

administration to function effectively. One of the features of

the statutes which could have been the result of Maharal’s ef-

forts was the emphasis on the financing of Jewish education.

Judah’s Moravian stay was negatively affected by a dispute

over non-kosher wine.121 The rabbi, who advocated a very rig-

orous stance in this matter, attempted to put through a strict

prohibition on the use of such wine but was unsuccessful.

Uncompromising by temperament, Maharal, who considered

the dispute as a question of prestige, took his failure very hard.

The only result of his attempt was the introduction of a bless-

ing for those who observed the prohibition.122 His disappoint-

ment in the dispute over wine may be one of the reasons that

Loew abandoned his rabbinical position.
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118 I. Yudlov, op. cit., p. 268. In the archival sources, however, his presence
is not documented, see Marie Buňatová, ‘Die Nikolsburger Juden 1560
bis 1620. Wirtschaftliche Prosperität unter adeligem Schutz’, in: Sabine
Hödel – Peter Rauscher – Barbara Staudunger (eds.), Hofjuden und
Landjuden. Jüdisches Leben in der Frühen Neuzeit, Berlin–Wien 2004,
pp. 333–61.

119 Cf. Isaac Zeev Kahana, ‘Ha-Maharal mi-Prag be-Mehren’ [Maharal of
Prague in Moravia], in: Be-Mishor, 2 (5701/1941), no. 76, pp. 11–13.

120 Israel Halpern (Halperin), Takkanot Medinat Mehren (410–508)
(Constitutiones Congressus Generalis Judaeorum Moraviensium, 1650–1748),
Jerusalem 5711/1951 (reprint: Brooklyn, 5753/1993).

121 See the study by Byron L. Sherwin in this catalogue. On the importance
of viticulture for the local Jews, cf. Helmut Teufel, ‘Of Wine Growers,
Vintners and Wine Dealers. Jews in Agriculture and Viticulture in
Moravia During the Sixteenth and Seventeenth Centuries’, Review of the
Society for the History of Czechoslovak Jews, 6 (1993/94), pp. 119–131; Haym
Soloveitchik, Ha-Yayin bi-Yemei ha-Beinayim (Wine in Ashkenaz in the
Middle Ages, Yeyn nesekh, a study in the history of Halakhah), Jerusalem
5768/2008, 469 pp.

122 I. Halpern, Takkanot medinat Mehren, p. 89, no. 272.

22/ Work in the Vineyard. A miniature from the Grace

after Meals, Blessings, and Recital of the Shema on the Bed.

Illuminated manuscript on parchment, Moravia, 1st half

of the 18th century.

Jewish Museum in Prague
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23/ View of Mikulov (Nikolsburg).

Franz Wohlhaubter – B. Denner, Vera Effigies Miraculosae Nicolsburgensis Beatissimae

Virginis Mariae Lauretaniae (detail), copper-plate engraving, Vienna, 1671.

The Jewish Quarter is in the bottom right behind the town walls.

Regional Museum in Mikulov
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24/ Sermon in the Synagogue.

Woodcut illustration from

the work by Moses Alshekh,

Shoshanat ha-amakim,

Prague 1617–1618.

Jewish Museum in Prague
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Work in Prague, 1573–1584

Many opinions have been expressed as to the reasons for

Maharal’s leaving his high position as Chief Rabbi of

Moravia and departure for Prague. Besides his dissatisfac-

tion with the situation in Moravia, it can especially be as-

sumed that he considered settling in a significant cultural

centre and concentrating on teaching there. The Klaus

college, where he was teaching, was a private institution,

but it cannot be expected that Maharal would have be-

come a purely private person. It is proved by his signa-

ture under the election regulations set in the 1530s by the

rabbis with Meir of Padua at their head. The validity of

this document was confirmed by the rabbinical and lay

leadership of the community on 24 November 1577.123 It

may be assumed that during his stay Maharal also held

the position of a rabbinical judge (dayyan).

Traditionally, religious services took place in the Klausen,

and Judah ben Bezalel certainly did not miss the opportu-

nity of regular Saturday preachings, which were a chance

for his radical opinions to spread not only among students

but also among other visitors. Maharal, released from the

common concerns of rabbinical office, had more time for

writing. In Prague, a centre of Jewish book printing, he

even issued his first work, Gur Aryeh, in 1578.

The weddings of most of Maharal’s children fall into

the period between 1573 and 1584. Their partners mostly

came from Prague or had settled there permanently.

The Rabbinical Election in 1584 and its Prelude

Judah Loew ben Bezalel was undoubtedly the most educated

figure of Jewish Prague, and it could be rightfully expected that

he would succeed Isaac Melnik as Chief Rabbi of Prague. After

Isaac’s death on 11 Iyar 5343 (3 May 1583), Maharal assumed

several of his functions. He was entrusted with giving the

sermon on Shabbat Teshuvah in 5344 (24 September 1583).

This task has traditionally been among the rights of the chief

rabbis. Maharal’s impressive homily, which placed emphasis on

not disturbing religious services by talking, on showing respect

to scholars and caring for the poor, was issued in print. A part

of the memorable service was also a public ban on persons us-

ing the curse nadler (i.e. accusing others of being illegitimate).

The subsequent election did not turn out well for Judah: his

rival (and brother-in-law) Isaac ben Abraham Hayut (Chajes)

acquired the post of Chief Rabbi of Prague. The reason for this

decision has been the subject of diverse considerations and

speculations. The literature contains for example the opinion

that Hayut had been aided by the fact that he was from

Prague.124 His advantage, however, lay rather in that he had

fewer relatives in the town and was not associated with the lo-

cal disputes. Some authors see the reason in Maharal’s rejec-

tion of the instructional method called pilpul. Isaac Hayut, on

the other hand, was one of its advocates.125 The possibility that

some rabbis were afraid that Maharal would radically reform

the instruction and therefore did not wish him to be elected is

realistic, but they could not influence the election, at least not

directly. The election of the chief rabbi was then the incontro-

vertible right of the lay leadership of the community.

When judging the reasons for Maharal not having been

elected, we have to focus on the composition of the electorate

and its motivations. We do not have direct testimony on the

election rules in 1584, so we have to proceed from analogy

with 1604, when the election of the chief rabbi (Ephraim
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123 G. Bondy – F. Dworský, op. cit., vol. II., no. 772, pp. 558–560.
124 B. L. Sherwin, Mystical Theology, p. 31f.
125 Menahem Mendel Adler, Toledot ha-Mehabber [The Life of the Writer], in: Isaac

ben Abraham Hayut, Penei Yitzhak – Apei Ravreve [Isaac’s Face – Great Face],
Jerusalem 5757/1997, p. 5f; cf. I. Yudlov, op. cit., p. 266, note 10.
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25/ Judah Loew ben Bezalel, Derush Na'eh [...] be-Shabbat Teshuvah, Prague 1584.

Jewish Museum in Prague
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Luntschitz) was carried out by the elders in the name of

the community.126 At that time, the prior elders and com-

munity elders were ten in total. The electorate in 1584 was

probably also of the same number. Both categories of the

council of elders were naturally dominated by members of

the richest families, but even representatives of the middle

class are likely to have been there.

The most obvious reason for Loew’s failure with the lay

leadership appears to be his stark criticism of the social situa-

tion. Diatribes against the rich and speeches in support of

the poor certainly did not help the rabbi but on their own

are not enough to explain the election defeat. Judah’s pro-

nounced political opinions, namely his ideas on the role of

the rabbi in the life of the community, can be considered as

a more significant factor. He published his theories later but

had undoubtedly spread them long before in the form of

sermons. According to Maharal, a rabbi was to be not only a

scholar, teacher and halakhic authority but also a leader who

was to rule in his community like a king.127 What is certain is

that with such opinions, which are referred to as ‘rabbinical

monarchism’,128 he must have aroused discomfort and fears

among the elders, which were multiplied by the living mem-

ory of the unfortunate political events of 1579.

According to the election rules, elections of dignitaries of

the community, the prior elders, communal elders, rabbis129

and rabbinical judges were held annually. The election was

to be conducted by the community (dass die Gemein ihre

älteste, Gemeinälteste, Rabies und Richter ausklauben mogen).

Nevertheless, the results of the election were subject to the

approval of the ruler.130 Elections were indirect – eligible

voters (taxpayers) voted for electors, who then elected the

dignitaries and officials.

Strange things were happening in Prague in spring 1579.

The election of the elders and the Jewish magistrate was

conducted by six rabbis at their will. They then petitioned

the Royal Bohemian Chamber for confirmation of their

election. The stunned incumbent elders, legally elected in

1578, naturally protested. Both parties then sent the author-

ities their statements in March. The Royal Bohemian

Chamber began to investigate the complicated issue and

heard evidence from both parties as well as the officials who

were familiar with the legal situation and administrative

practice. The lengthy proceedings in which the authorities

sought to reach a compromise ended with the renewal of

the traditional way of election by the entire community.131

The rabbis concerned probably did not intend to carry out

a ‘constitutional coup’, and they justified their intervention

into politics by the fact that the original elders were related

by marriage. Their public display, however, was undoubt-

edly a demonstration of the importance of the rabbinical

elites. The ill-considered action, however, irritated most of

the ‘political class’ and could hardly find support among

taxpayers, whom it excluded from the political game. The

effort of the rabbis to increase their prestige led to the exact

opposite. The hypothesis can be expressed that the lay elders

took their revenge by introducing the election of the chief

rabbis of Prague for a definite time.

The sources mercifully do not give the names of the six

rabbis, but they must have been persons in official rabbinical

posts, most likely members of the rabbinical courts.

Naturally, the most interesting for us is the delicate question
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126 G. Bondy – F. Dworský, op. cit., vol. II, p. 786. On the composition of the elec-
tion collegium in 1646, see: Tobias Jakobovits: ‘Die Erlebnisse des Oberrabiners
Simon Spira Wedeles in Prag (1640–1679)’, Jahrbuch der Gesellschaft für Geschichte
der Juden in der Čechoslovakischen Republik (hereinafter JGGJ), 4 (1932), pp.
253–96, esp. 254–57.

127 B. L. Sherwin, Mystical Theology, pp. 165f.
128 On the issue, cf. Joseph M. Davis, Yom-Tov Lipmann Heller. Portrait of a

Seventeenth-Century Rabbi, Oxford–Portland–Oregon 2004, pp. 129–30.
129 The annual election did not concern the chief rabbi. Isaac Melnik held the post

for approximately 30 years (he was appointed for life). Cf. O. Muneles, ‘Die
Rabbiner der Altneuschul’, JB, 5 (1969), pp. 92–107, esp. 101.

130 G. Bondy – F. Dworský, op. cit., vol. II, p. 558.
131 Ibidem, pp. 578–590, 592–593.
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26/ Map of Poland. Poloniae finitimarumque locorum descriptio. Auctore Wenceslao

Godreccio Polono [model: Wacław Grodecki]. From the work Theatrum oder

Schawplatz des Erdbodems, Antwerp, Abraham Ortelius 1572.

Prague, National Library of the Czech Republic
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of whether even Maharal could have been among them.

There is no direct evidence whatsoever, but considering his

pronounced opinions on the supremacy of the rabbis over

the lay leaders, his participation in the problematic enter-

prise can be considered as likely. Indirect evidence for this

inference is precisely the fact that Maharal was not elected

as chief rabbi.

The Poznań Rabbinate and Prostějov Episode,

1584–1587

On the basis of David Gans’ report, most authors draw the

conclusion that Loew was Chief Rabbi of Poznań for the first

time in 1584–1587. This opinion was opposed by Bernhard

Wachstein, who claimed that he was then Chief Rabbi of

Moravia for a second time.132 Maharal’s presence or absence

in Poznań was inferred using complicated deductions on

the dating of one responsum. The question is resolved by a

source whose existence was known already to Marcus Brann

and Louis Lewin but which was ignored by the subsequent

literature. The daily records of a student of Paracelsus’, the

prominent astronomer, pedagogue and town magistrate

Bartholomäus Schulz (Scultetus)133 reveal that Maharal trav-

elled through Zhořelec (Görlitz) where he stayed at the inn

At the Blue Lion (zum blauen Löwe) on 6 March 1585. Rabbi

Loew delivered a speech there to Scultetus on the Jewish cal-

endar. According to the opinion of Marcus Brann, Maharal

was on his way to assume his rabbinate.134 This interpreta-

tion, however, is questionable. It was more likely a short

journey during his rabbinical activity (e.g. from the wedding

of some of his daughters). Rabbi Judah probably had a three-

year contract for 1584–1587.135

On 24 Elul [5]347 (27 September 1587), Maharal signed

the statutes of the Jewish Community of Prostějov (in

German Prostitz).136 In the document, he is not mentioned
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132 N. Grün, op. cit., pp. 22–23; A. Gottesdiener, op. cit., p. 287. Bernhard Wachstein,
‘Zur Biographie Löw b. Bezalels’, in: Festschrift zu Simon Dubnows siebzigstem
Geburtstag, Berlin 1930, pp. 172–79, esp. 176.

133 This scholar is paid particular attention by David Gans (Sefer Tzemah David,
ed. M. Breuer, pp. 406 and 408). A translation is provided by: André Neher,
Jewish Thought and the Scientific Revolution of the Sixteenth Century. David Gans
(1541–1613) and his Times, transl. by David Maisel, Oxford 1986, 285 pp., esp. 57.

134 Marcus Brann, ‘Die Familie Frankel’, MGWJ, 45 (1901), p. 195, note 7; Ernst
Koch, ‘Scultetica’, Neues Lausitzisches Magazin, 92 (1916), pp. 20–58, esp. 28;
Louis Lewin, ‘Jüdische Briefe aus dem Jahre 1588’, Jahrbuch für Geschichte und
Literatur, 30, (1937), pp. 173–186, esp. 180.

135 If it were the case that he held his office already from 1584, it can be considered
that his rabbinical contract had been signed for three years. On the Jewish
administration in Poznań, cf. A. Michałowska-Mycielska, ‘Institutions of Jewish
Self-Government in Greater Poland (Wielkopolska) in the 17th and 18th
Century’, Kwartalnik Historii Żydów (Jewish History Quarterly) (2006), no. 4
(200), pp. 598–606. Cf. also Adam Teller, ‘The Laicization of the Early Modern
Jewish Society: The Development of the Polish Communal Rabbinate in the
16th Century’, in: Michael Graetz (ed.): Schöpferische Momente des europäischen
Judentums in der frühen Neuzeit, Heidelberg 2000, pp. 333–49.

136 CAHJP, CS/29, Prostitz, Pinkas of the Old Synagogue;
cf. B. L. Sherwin, Mystical Theology, p. 198, note 29.

27/ View of Prostějov (Prossnitz, Prostitz). Woodcut by Johann

Willenberg from the work of Paprocký of Hlohol and Paprocká

Vůle, Zrcadlo Slavného markrabství moravského (Mirror of

the Famous Margravate of Moravia), Olomouc 1593.

Prague, National Library of the Czech Republic
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as Rabbi of Poznań. According to Wachstein, this supports

the opinion that Judah was at that time the Chief Rabbi of

Moravia for a second time and resolved local matters from

his residence in Prostějov. In our opinion, Maharal could

have assumed some rabbinical post in Moravia for a short

time,137 but it is not necessary to assume that he would have

lived there long term.

Prague Residence, 1588–1592. The Audience before

the Emperor

We do not know the precise date of Maharal’s return to

Prague, but he definitely resided there in the autumn of

1588. It can be proved based on a letter, dated 11 Tishri 349

(2 October 1588), which was sent by one of the leaders of

the Cracow Jewish Community, Leizer Morawczyk, to his

son Moses in Prague. Leizer i.a. sent greetings to Rabbi

Judah.138 According to the cited report of David Gans, Judah

again served in the Klaus college. During his second stay in

Prague, he published one of his most important works,

Derekh Hayyim (Path of Life), in 1589.

By far the most famous event of this chapter of Loew’s life

was his audience before Emperor Rudolph II, on which

David Gans reports with these words:

‘352 [1592]

Our Lord, Emperor, righteous, great light, praised Rudolph,

may his Majesty be raised, in his abundant grace and earnest-

ness, summoned and invited to himself the gaon mhrr Lewa,

son of Bezalel, and received him kindly and merrily. And

spoke to him face to face as a person speaks to his friend. And

the nature and quality of this event, which took place here in

the Holy Community of Prague, on 13 Adar 352 [26 February

1592], are hidden, sealed and unknown.’139
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28/ Letter from Leizer Morawczyk of Cracow to his son Moses in Prague

with greetings to Maharal, Tymbark, 2 October 1588. Wroclaw University Library
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No other authentic source on this meeting exists.140 It is

evident from Gans’ suggestions as well as known facts of

Rudolph’s interests that the reason for the rabbi’s invita-

tion was the Emperor’s interest in the Kabbalah and occult

sciences.141 Reception at the Prague Castle was perceived as

an exceptional honour, but the rabbi himself was probably

not overly enthusiastic. To converse with the laity on mystic

secrets is forbidden to kabbalists, and Maharal could not

answer some questions. At the same time, however, he had

to act so as not to incur the Emperor’s disfavour.

Sometime in the winter or early spring of 1592, the assign-

ments of two important rabbinates, those of Prague and

Poznań, were being decided. We do not know what the cir-

cumstances of the elections were, but it is likely that the lay

leaders in these two large communities coordinated their

approach. Even the main candidates could have been in

some kind of contact. The Prague elders elected Mordecai

Jaffe; their Poznań colleagues Judah. The motivation for this

‘elegant’ solution was most probably the continuing anti-

pathy of the Prague political elites towards Maharal. Never-

theless, he did not find himself in the unenviable position

of the rebuffed candidate as he had in 1584. Still, because of

his strong tie to Prague, where his children, sons-in-law and

grandchildren lived, he could not have left for Poznań with

great happiness. It is not clear whether the two competing

rabbis met in person; Judah Lewa left the city on 16 April;

David Gans reports that Mordecai Jaffe arrived in Prague in

the month of Iyyar, i.e. between 13 April and 11 May.142

The Second Poznań Rabbinate, 1592–1595 (1596)

Maharal began his public activity with the sermons on the

festival of Shavuot, in which he defended his programme of

teaching reform. Whether he managed to implement his vi-

sions during his rabbinate is disputable.143 What was success-

ful here was his writing activity – in 1593–1595, he wrote his

work Netivot Olam, which was issued in 1595 in Prague. We

do not know when precisely Judah left Poznań, but it is cer-

tain that he was serving in Prague already in 1596. Special at-

tention should be paid to the fact that Poznań was the place

of residence of Rabbi Mordecai Jaffe at the very least from

summer 1596.144 If it is the case that Judah had a rabbinical

contract for three years, he could have left Poznań already in

the spring of 1595.145 On the other hand, also Mordecai Jaffe

could have arrived here at the same time, as his Prague rab-

binical contract was most likely signed for the same period.

Prague Chief Rabbinate, 1596–(1604) 1609

On 1 January 1597, Maharal issued an official document on

the matter of guardianship of orphans in Prague, in which he

is mentioned as the chief rabbi (Raby Lew Jüd, der gantzen

Jüdischheit zu Prag Obrister Raby).146 It can be reasonably as-

sumed that he had finally received the long denied honour –

appointment to the office of the president of the rabbinical

court and head of the yeshivah (av bet din ve-resh ha-metivta)
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137 According to one of the Megillat Yuhasin manuscripts, Maharal was rabbi in
Prostějov, see Joseph Kohen Zedek (ed.), ‘Akhsaniya shel Tora’, Ha-Nesher, 4,
5624 (1864), no. 28, p. 113.

138 Wrocław, Biblioteka Uniwersytecka, Codex Rehdiger 248 (=Klose 166), fol.
163–169. Cf. Bernhard Weinryb, ‘A pekl briv in yidish fun 1588 (Private Letters
in Yiddish of 1588)’, in: Historishe shriftn fun YIVO (YIVO Studies in History), 2,
1937, pp. 43–67, esp. pp. 55–59; Franz Kobler, A Treasury of Jewish Letters. Letters
from the Famous and the Humble, Philadelphia 1953, vol. 2, pp. 373–377.

139 Sefer Tzemah David, ed. M. Breuer p. 145.
140 We consider the detailed account, reportedly penned by Isaac Kohen, to be a

forgery, cf. Hillel J. Kieval, Languages of Community. The Jewish Experience in the
Czech Lands, Berkeley–Los Angeles–London 2000, p. 100 and 255, note 14.

141 See the article by Ivan Purš in this catalogue.
142 Sefer Tzemah David, ed. M. Breuer, p. 146.
143 B. L. Sherwin, Mystical Theology, p. 34.
144 See his haskamah (approbation) for the treatise Em ha-Yeled by Joseph ben

Elhanan Heilpern: ‘R. Mordekhai nikra Yafe b"r Avraham, Poznań, 26 menahem av
[5]356’ [20 August 1596].

145 On time-delimited rabbinical contracts in Poznań in the 17th century, cf. A.
Michałowska-Mycielska, op. cit.

146 Wien, Österreichisches Staatsarchiv, Haus-, Hof- und Staatsarchiv, Reichsarchive,
Judicialia, Alte Prager Akten 84–18.

C-1-3.korek-26-83-ANG-24.6.qxd:Sestava 1  6/25/09  5:55 PM  Stránka 73



Alexandr Putík – Daniel Polakovič74

147 The complete text of the inscription
is published in K. Lieben, Gal-Ed,
no. 8, pp. 3–4; O. Muneles, Ketovot,
no. 182, pp. 272–73.

148 G. Bondy – F. Dworský, op. cit.,
vol. II, no. 995, pp. 786.

149 E. Koch, ‘Scultetica’, Neues
Lausitzisches Magazin, 92 (1916),
p. 28.

150 Alexandr Kisch, Das Testament
Mordechai Meysels, Frankfurt A./M.
1893, 45 pp., esp. 38; G. Bondy –
F. Dworský, op. cit., vol. II, no. 967,
pp. 750–755.

29/ Rabbi Loew, Chief Rabbi

of the Jews of Prague, and

Rabbi Gabriel Günzburg,

assessor, appoint the

guardians of the minor

orphans of Isaac the Jew

from Mikulov,

Prague, 1 January 1597.

Vienna, Österreichisches

Staatsarchiv
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– the previous year, in 1596. Judah’s gravestone inscription

says, ‘More than ten years, he reigned as the head of teachers’

(yoter me-eser shanim malakh be-rosh morim).147 The data on the

number of years only relates to the office of the head (rector)

of the yeshivah, which Maharal held until his death. He per-

formed the function of president of the rabbinical court only

until 1604, when the Prague elders elected Rabbi Ephraim

Luntschitz to that position. It arises from the text of the ap-

pointment decree of the new chief rabbi, signed by Emperor

Rudolph II himself, that Judah did not manage ‘to perform

the sentences’ and resigned: ‘now that the same chief rabbi

was past his years and could not perform the requirements of

the work and requested release.’148 It is interesting that despite

his advanced age, Maharal did not cease to travel; on 15 April

1600, he visited (perhaps on his way to Poland) his friend

Scultetus in Zhořelec (Görlitz).149

Maharal occupied his time in Prague mainly with teaching

and writing activities. The most important treatises issued in

this last period of his life included Be'er ha-Golah (The Well of

the Exile), Netzah Yisrael (The Eternity of Israel) and Tif 'eret

Yisrael (The Glory of Israel). Maharal, who was by virtue of the

office of chief rabbi also the rabbi of the Old-New Synagogue,

regularly preached and attempted – as he did everywhere he

served – to convince the public of the necessity of the renewal

of religious life as well as the need to help the poor.

Judah Lewa acquired significant influence over the aging

Jewish Primas (i.e., Lord Mayor) and rich banker Mordecai

Maisel, whom he supported in his charitable works. On 1 and

2 March 1601, Maharal was the first witness during the writing

of Maisel’s last will, which i.a. provided large amounts for the

Polish Jewish Congregations of Poznań and Cracow. Under

the influence of Judah, Maisel bequeathed his private syna-

gogue to the Jewish Community of Prague.150 Whether there

were closer relations between the two men already from

Judah’s arrival in Prague in 1573 is not known.

The post of chief rabbi did not bring Maharal much peace.

The cause of his most drastic personal experience were not

the rich, whom he had criticised all his life, but people from

the opposite end of the social scale. Upon his denouncement

by practised miscreants, the servants Shiml and Moses Trantík,

Maharal was arrested on 9 Av 5362 (27 July 1602) and im-

prisoned at the Old Town Hall for more than two months

(his fate was shared by his son-in-law Hayyim Wahl and by

Manis Schick). They were released only after 11 Tishri (26

September 1602) on a high bail.
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30/ Maharal’s seat in the Old-New Synagogue, current state
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31/ Hebrew Chronicle from

Prague, ca. 1615, passage

on the imprisonment

of Maharal in 1602.

New York © Courtesy of

The Library of The Jewish

Theological Seminary

< >
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To increase the effectiveness of the prayers for the rabbi and

others imprisoned, fasts took place ‘in all of the Diaspora’

(be-khol tefutzot) and a second day was even added to Yom

Kippur in Prague (in other words, a 48-hour fast was an-

nounced).151 It is characteristic that Perels did not waste a

word of his reputedly flattering biography on this excep-

tional event demonstrating the solidarity of the Jewish

world and Prague congregation with Maharal.

Less than seven years after his release, Rabbi Judah Lewa

ben Bezalel, the most important figure of Jewish Prague,

died on 18 Elul 5369 (17 September 1609). The gravestone

of the man more than once harshly treated by the city be-

came a pilgrimage site.

Epilogue

The book Megillat Yuhasin contains a passage concerning

Loew’s son Bezalel, which sums up all the characteristics of

the book:

‘Be it known that he had only one son, who was called R.

Bezalel Harif and was a wonderful gaon. And for jealousy, they

did not want to allow him to fill the place of his father here

in Prague and accepted gaon mhvrr Ephraim Luntschitz, the

author of the book Olelot Efraim, as the head of the yeshivah

still in the lifetime of Maharal. And the above-mentioned mhrr

Bezalel became angry, for it is a hundred times better to die

than be struck by jealousy, and left for the Holy Community of

Kolín and founded a yeshivah there. And there he was called in-

to the Heavenly Yeshivah in 360 according to the minor era.’152

At first glance, it is apparent that the text contains gross

anachronism and factual error. Bezalel ben Judah died on 8

Heshvan 5360 (27 October 1599); Ephraim was not elected

until four years later. The claim that Luntschitz was named

the head of the yeshivah during Maharal’s lifetime is not

true. As we already know, Judah retained precisely this of-

fice, unlike the function of the president of the rabbinical

court. Again the question arises of whether the author, a

well-informed sworn scribe with access to the registries and

archives of the Jewish community, was only mistaken.

Another fact, however, is far more serious. The reader,

taken in by the popular motive of the jealousy of genius, is

not aware of the unfounded nature of the report, because

the prospective acceptance of the son as the successor of the

father would create a situation which could in its conse-

quences lead to the legal claims of the Bezalels family to the

hereditary rabbinate in Prague.

The introduction of the hereditary rabbinate in Prague –

a traditional place of meeting (and competitive encounters)

of the most eminent authorities of the Ashkenazic rabbinic

world – could have had immense consequences. Even a very

little educated individual might have become chief rabbi

there in future. The Jewish communities of that time were
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151 Kronikah Ivrit mi-Prag me-Reshit ha-Me'ah ha-Y"Z [A Hebrew Chronicle from
Prague from the beginning of the 17th century], Abraham David (ed.), Jerusalem
1984, pp. 18–19; A Hebrew Chronicle from Prague, c. 1615, edited by Abraham
David, transl. by Leon J. Weinberger with Dena Ordan, Tuscaloossa and London
[1993], pp. 55–56.

152 Megillat Yuhasin, Warsaw, 1864, fol. 9b. The cited text is followed by a mysterious
sentence, which is likely to be a later addition: ‘Because of R. Israel Sarug and
one matter.’ This text is to evoke the impression that the problems of R. Bezalel
(or rather his father) were linked with conflicts on the Kabbalah. See Shlomo
Sprecher, ‘Be-Seter be-Tzel’, pp. 623–632. The cited text is included neither in the
1745 edition nor in the version issued in Ha-Nesher, 4 (5624/1864), no. 28. If the
mentioned postscript came from a manuscript unknown today, its second part
could be an allusion to the dispute between Maharal and Isaac Kuskes. It is worth
mentioning that Isaac Kuskes died on 9 Heshvan 360 (28 October 1599), thus
one day after the death of Maharal’s son Bezalel, see Isaac Satz, op. cit., p. 82. This
circumstance might have invited various speculations.

153 Cf. Simon Schwarzfuchs, ‘The Inheritance of the Rabbinate Reconsidered’, Jewish
History, 13 (1999), pp. 25–33; Shaul Stampfer, ‘Inheritance of the Rabbinate in
Eastern Europe in the Modern Period – Causes, Factors and Development over
Time’, ibidem, pp. 35–57.

32/ Tombstone of Maharal and his wife Perl, in the foreground the

tombstone of their grand-son Samuel
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33/ Prayer for Maharal and

his wife Perl in Memorial

Prayers (Mazkirbuch) of

the Old-New Synagogue

in Prague. Manuscript on

parchment, Prague, before

1599, later additions.

Jewish Museum in Prague
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aware of some unclear aspects of Jewish religious law in this

area and prevented such situations from arising.153

An attempt to push his son through as his successor at that

time would have discredited Loew. The aversion to the in-

heritance of the rabbinate was strong in Prague. The attempts

of Wolf Wedeles at the end of the 17th century to acquire

the office of the chief rabbi there on this basis were met

with general animosity. Meir Perels knew that very well

from his own experience.154 We have to understand his re-

port on Bezalel’s (and Loew’s) ambition as mystification

and defamation.

Perels pays attention to Maharal’s favourite grandson,

Bezalel’s son Samuel (ca. 1580–1655), who held the post of

Primas (Lord Mayor) of the Jewish Community of Prague.

With a sense of detail, he reminds us of how a place for his

grave was miraculously vacated at the side of his famous

grandfather, while not leaving out an ‘innocent’ comment

that he was ‘a tall and stout man’ (ish gedol-komah ve-ba'al

basar).155 Of the children of this man, he mentions only

two daughters. He completely omits Samuel’s son Leib

(1630–1706) and his sons Berl (ca 1655–1727) and Samuel

(ca. 1660–ca. 1720),156 the last of whom was a minor official

of the Jewish Community of Prague and Meir’s colleague.157

Why these men were erased is not entirely clear – perhaps

for their low social status or differing opinions on the person

of the Messiah.

A final assessment of Perels’ writing cannot be avoided.

A celebratory text for Maharal’s family to remember their

famous ancestor was expected from the author. He fulfilled

this task for the sake of appearance; in the ostensibly devo-

tional text, however, not only are negative facts from the

life of the great rabbi – that he had a poorly educated fa-

ther, the accusations raised against his mother, the ques-

tions of the legitimacy of his birth – provided, but even

false allegations of his not having observed the wedding

customs and having attempted to usurp the rabbinate are

slipped in. Meir wilfully removes various persons from the

biography including Judah’s mother, wife, great-grandson

and great-great-grandsons. He neglects important events

and fabricates others. He brings confusion into the genealo-

gy and biography of Maharal, apparently making fun of

gullible readers.

We have to ask the question of why he did all this. The

speculation suggests itself that Meir Perels’ unfriendly

stance towards Maharal can be motivated by the old dis-

pute ‘for the sake of Heaven and the Torah’ between Judah

ben Bezalel and Meir’s great-great-grandfather Isaac ben

Jekutiel Kuskes.158 It can only be stated that Isaiah Katz

made an incomprehensible mistake when choosing the

author for Maharal’s biography.

It is an irony that a text written with ill intent was under-

stood as Maharal’s glorification. The overcredulity of the

subsequent generations must have played a part in this.

What is more important, however, is that the fame of the

truly great and holy man will not be threatened by anything.
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154 For some time, Meir Perels was Samson Wertheimer’s secretary, who himself
sought the Rabbinate of Prague. Cf. David Kaufmann, Samson Wertheimer, der
Oberhoffactor und Landesrabbiner (1658–1724) und seine Kinder, Wien 1888, p. 56;
Tobias Jakobovits, ‘Das Prager und Böhmische Landesrabbinat Ende des
siebzehnten und Anfang des achtzehnten Jahrhunderts’, JGGJ, 5 (1933), pp.
79–136, esp. 83–84, 94–98, 133; and Alexandr Putík, ‘The Prague Jewish
Community in the Late 17th and Early 18th Centuries’, JB, 35 (1999), pp. 40–140,
esp. 78–79, 81–82, 90.

155 Megillat Yuhasin, Warsaw 1864, fol. 9b.
156 S. Hock, no. 1336, 8402, p. 46b.
157 See the court roll of 1708 in the CAHJP, shelf mark CS 189 (inv. no. 4951).
158 It is worth mentioning that Meir Perels did not hold any prejudice against the de-

scendants of Sinai ben Bezalel, who had nothing to do with the Kuskes’ affair, and
spoke of them with esteem. He is likely to have had a confidential relation with
Sinai’s great-grandson Hayyim Todres, with whom he occasionally performed cir-
cumcisions, see the Library of the JTS, MS 8480, Prague Mohelbuch, fol. 4b.
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34/ Tombstone of Rabbi Menahem ben Bezalel (1602).

Old Jewish Cemetery in Prague

35/ Tombstone of Lipet, daughter of Bezalel, wife of Rabbi Pinhas the Levite (1613).

Old Jewish Cemetery in Prague

36/ Tombstone of Rabbi Samuel ben Bezalel (1655).

Old Jewish Cemetery in Prague

37/ Tombstone of Fegla, daughter of Maharal, wife of

Rabbi Isaac Katz (1629). Old Jewish Cemetery

in Prague

38/ Tombstone of Rabbi Judah Loeb ben Samuel (1705).

Old Jewish Cemetery in Prague
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39/ Tombstone of Rabbi Isaac ben Samson Katz

(1624). Old Jewish Cemetery in Prague

40/ Tombstone of Gittele, daughter of Maharal, wife of Rabbi

Simon Brandeis (1634). Old Jewish Cemetery in Prague

41/ Tombstone of Rabbi Simon ha-Levi Brandeis

(1622). Old Jewish Cemetery in Prague

42/ Tombstone of Reichel, daughter of Maharal, wife

of Rabbi Abraham Wallerstein (1632). Old Jewish

Cemetery in Prague

43/ Tombstone of Tilla, daughter of Maharal, wife of

Rabbi Hirsch Sobotka (1613). Old Jewish Cemetery

in Prague

44/ Tombstone of Realina, daughter of Maharal, wife

of Rabbi Hayyim Wahl (1639). Old Jewish Cemetery

in Prague
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Lewa the ‘Old’
* ca 1480/1500 Prague?
� 1539 Prague

Hayyim
* ca 1460/1470 Prague?
� before 1525 Prague? Poznań?

Bezalel
* before 1495 Prague?
°° daughter of Hayyim of Issenheim?
� ca 1550 (before 1555) Poznań?

Hayyim Friedberg
* ca 1524 Poznań
°° 1. ?; 2. daughter of Aaron Schlackenwerth; 3. Gutlin bat Israel
� 1588 Friedberg

Moses
* after 1545 Cracow?
� 1621 Friedberg

Mordecai
* before 1545 Prague
� ?

Menahem – Mendel (Markus)
* 1575 Prague
°° 1. Gittel (� 1600); 2. Sarah (� ?)
� 26. 5. 1602 Prague

Gittele
* ca 1596 Prague?
� ? Prague

Yittel
* ca 1600
°° Meir Gloga
� 1651 Prague

Bella
* ca 1600/1610 Prague
°° Hayyim ben Isaac Katz
(� 1635)
� 1677 Prague

Hindel
* ca 1600/1610 Prague
°° Geršon Brandeis SGL
(� 1663)
� 1676 Prague

Perl?
* 1610/1620 Prague
°° Jacob Ashkenazi
(� 1639)
� ?

Judah Leib
* ca 1625/1630 Prague
°° Bella (� 1680)
� 1706 Prague

Samuel
* ca 1660 Prague
°° ?
� ca 1720 Prague?

Berl
* ca 1665 Prague
°° ?
� 1727 Prague

Bezalel Dayyan
* ca 1620
°° ?
� 1661 Linz

Samuel
* ca 1580 Prague
°° Roza bat David Josiah (� 1652)
� 14. 1. 1655 Prague

Lipet
* ca 1585 Prague
°° Pinchas Horowitz
� 1613 Prague

Jekutiel Kauffman
* ca 1595 Prague
°° 1. yittel bat Moses SGL (� 1618); 2. elisheva; 3. Libl bat Jechiel Schlesinger (� 1649)
� 1657 Prague

Sarah
* ca 1550 Prague?
°° Abraham Němec (Aškenazi) (� ?)
� after 1591 Prague?

Leah
* ca 1550/1555 Moravia?
°° Isaac ben Samson Katz (� 1624)
� ca 1575 Moravia?

Bezalel Harif
*before 1555 Moravia?
°° Michla
� 27. 10. 1599 Kolín n. L.

Fegla
* ca 1555/1560 Moravia
°° Isaac ben Samson Katz (� 1624)
� 1629 Prague

Gittele
* ca 1560 Moravia
°° Simon ben Meir Brandeis
(� 1622)
� 1634 Prague

Samuel Brandeis
* ca 1580 Prague
°° Gitl – Dobra
� 1628 Prague

Simon Brandeis
* ca 1610/1620 Prague
°° Libla bat Moses ben eleazar Perels (� 1674)
� 1665 Prague

Ruhama – Nehama
* ca 1760/1765 Prague
°° Meir ben eleazar Perels (� 1739)
� 1745 Dessau

Reichel
* ca 1565 Moravia
°° Abraham Wallerstein
(� before 1632)
� 1632 Prague

Tilla
* ca 1565 Moravia
°° Hirsch ben Samuel Sobotka (� ?)
� 1613 Prague

Realina
* ca 1570 Moravia?
°° Hayyim ben Abraham Wahl (� 1631)
� 1639 Prague

Zadok
* ca 1550 Worms?
� 1607 Frankfurt am Main

Jacob Bezalel
* ca 1555 Worms?
� ?

Aaron
* ca 1555/1560 Worms?
� after 1610 Friedberg?

Miriam
* ? Friedberg?
� ? Friedberg?

Sarah Binchen
* ? Friedberg?
� 1635 Friedberg

Bezalel
* ca 1560 Prague?
°° 1. Regina bat Joseph Kolin;
2. Golda bat Refael (� 1603); 3. ?
� 1622 Roudnice n. L

Hayyim
* ca 1565/1570 Prague?
°° Krasna (Rozina) bat Karpl (Kapřík)
� 1614 Kolín n. L.

Solomon
* ca 1570 Prague
°° Golda
� after 1602

Baruch
* ca 1575 Prague
°° Belle
� after 1622

Abraham Bodenkish
* ca 1570
°° ?
� ?

Manasseh
* ca 1570
°° ?
� after 1600 Bila Cerkva

daughter
* ca 1570/1580
°° Pesach Koritzer
� ?

Judah Lewa
* ca 1525 Poznań
°° 1. Sarah? bat Abraham Hayut; 2. Perl bat Samuel
� 17. 9. 1609 Prague

Sinai
* ca 1535 Poznań?
°° Hannah bat Hanokh Weisel
� ca 1600 Mikulov?

Samson
* ca 1535 Poznań?
°° daughter of Gaon Samuel?
� after 1597 Kremenetz?

Mordecai Markus
* ca 1490/1500 Prague?
� ca 1540/1550 Prague?

Bezalel – Tzalel
* ca 1520/1525 Prague?
� after 1577 Prague?

Mordecai
* ca 1545/1550 Prague?

°° ?
� 1608 Prague

?

?

?

THE GENEALOGICAL TREE OF THE BEZALEL FAMILY*

Key:
* = born,
°° = husband/wife, � = died;
bat = daughter, ben = son;
people whose inclusion in the
family tree is hypothetical are
given in italics.

Design: Alexandr Putík* From the fifth generation on, the family tree focuses mainly on the male descendants of the Maharal.

priloha-RODOKMEN-ANG-vnitrek-4.7.:priloha-rodokmen-vnitrek/4.7.  7/6/09  8:53 PM  Stránka 1



THE INSCRIPTION ON THE TOMBSTONE OF THE MAHARAL
AND HIS WIFE PERL

TRANSLATION OF THE INSCRIPTION ON THE TOMBSTONE
OF MAHARAL AND HIS WIFE PERL

[FRONT PANEL]

[NORTHERN LOWER PANEL]

cogent and conclusive; with novel interpretations of all six orders [of the Mishnah], of the Gemara, Rashi and the Tosafot,

in which his power was manifest; with perceptive and exquisite interpretations for those who seek knowledge of God and

man. He brought light to the eyes of the blind and not only was he themost distinguished of the wise, but he imparted wis-

dom to the diligent and cautious; he weighed, explored and introducedmany provisions for the protection of the Torah and

the decrees of rabbis. The words of sages are like tent pegs, and he laid siege to the city for all generations. The pious and

the humble answer and say:

[BACK PANEL]

Thursday 18Elul [5]369.

The Great Gaon in Israel, Rabbi Judah ben Bezalel

‘In perfect awe and purity, zeal and vigilance no man is his equal.’ One should praise him in silence, for there is no one who

can tell all his great and just deeds. Hewas a faithful shepherd to the scattered lambs, for more than ten years he reigned at the

head of the teachers – in our lands and in the city of Prague, the mother of cities. And his wife was to him as friend to friend,

her piety is known in the gates, she stretched out her hand to the poor, she reached forth her hands to the needy. She girded

her loins with strength, with genuine charity of every kind, which cannot be counted or told in words. And their souls are

bound in the bundle of the living, they were salvation for the generation of this people. They did not abandon

Thursday 18 Elul 369.

The Great Gaon in Israel, Rabbi Judah ben Bezalel.

A powerful lion in the [world] above and below. He en-

tered freely and without restriction into every enclosure

in heaven; he entered and departed unhurt. He was wise

above all who teach and interpret; he overlooked nothing,

gathering the great and the small. He wrote an endless

number of books and the harvest of his field is more than

fifteen works – a comely string of pearls around his

cheeks. The written and oral teachings are joined in the

folds of his robe, he excelled in every kind of wisdom

and scholarship, he nourished his contemporaries with

the bread of angels: with answers to questions that were

Wednesday 12 Iyar 370 according to the minor era

The righteous woman whom he chose, Perl,

daughter of Rabbi Samuel.

A virtuous woman, the crown of her husband,

his heart trusted her to run the household,

her deeds were pleasing like incense,

may she be blessed with splendour among the women in

the tents, like Sarah and Rebecca a cloud protected her,

when she made dough it was blessed,

her light burned from Sabbath to Sabbath,

like Leah and Rachel she was mistress in her home,

serving Him, who has meted out

heaven with the span.

Wednesday 12 Iyar 370 according to the minor era.

The righteous woman whom he chose,

Perl, daughter of Rabbi Samuel

[SOUTHERN LOWER PANEL]

the God of their fathers in anything they undertook all the days of their lives; blessed is the generation in

which they lived. Their merit will be a help to their brethren forever and in every age it will protect them

and save them from all enemies and from all who would do them harm. We will drink their water and

depend on their righteousness forever and ever and may we be worthy to behold with them the beauty of

the face of the Lord.

[NORTHERN UPPER PANEL]

And this is for Judah, the teacher of all the sons of the Diaspora. During the expulsion [506, or 1746], they

rose up and destroyed this monument. And Judah’s family assembled [in 512?] according to the minor era

[1752] and they repaired what was broken, piece by piece they put the fragments together from the bottom

up. May his tabernacle above rest in peace under the wings of divine providence.

[SOUTHERN UPPER PANEL]

This stone previously collapsed to its very foundations and was restored by the members of his [the Ma-

haral’s] family and benefactors of the nation in the year 484 according to the minor era [1724]. And now,

when for our sins the cemetery wall fell on it and broke it into pieces, even when the fragments were re-

assembled the inscription carved in stone was no longer what it used to be. Therefore a new one was made

in the year 575 according to the minor era [1815] by the leaders of the charitable Burial Society.


