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Lecture 4: Medieval Judaism (2): The later Middle Ages (1000 - 
1750) 

A. EARLY RISHONIM - were the leading rabbis who lived from 
approximately 1000 - 1300 

Rishonim (‘the early ones’) - The disAncAon between the rishonim and the geonim is meaningful 
historically; in halakha (Jewish Law) the disAncAon is less important. 
Rashi (1040 – 1105) – Rabbi Shlomo Yitzchaki, known by the acronym Rashi, was a medieval French 
rabbi and author of a comprehensive commentary on the Talmud and the Bible.  
Tosafot - Medieval commentaries on the Talmud. They take the form of criAcal and explanatory 
glosses, printed, in almost all Talmud ediAons, on the outer margin and opposite Rashi's notes. 
Rabbi Tam (1100 – 1171) - Jacob ben Meir Tam was one of the most renowned Ashkenazi rabbis and 
leading French Tosafists, a leading halakhic authority in his generaAon, and a grandson of Rashi. 
Maimonides (1138 – 1204) - Moses ben Maimon, commonly referred to by the acronym Rambam, 
was a medieval Sephardic Jewish philosopher who became one of the most prolific and influenAal 
Torah scholars of the Middle Ages. 
Nachmanides (1194 – 1270) - Moses ben Nahman, commonly referred to by the acronym Ramban, 
was a leading medieval Sephardic rabbi, philosopher, physician, kabbalist, and biblical commentator. 
Rabbi Meir of Rothenburg (1215 – 1293) - German rabbi, and one of the last contribuAng authors of 
the tosafot on Rashi's commentary on the Talmud. When imprisoned, he refused to be ransomed.  
Rabbi Asher ben Yehiel (the Rosh) (1250 – 1327) - eminent rabbi and Talmudist best known for his 
codifying of Talmudic law. Fled from Germany to Spain, hence an intellectual bridge between them  
Sephardi - A member of the occidental branch of European Jews se^ling in Spain and Portugal and 
later in the Balkans, the Levant, England, the Netherlands, America and finally in modern Israel 
Samuel HaNagid (993 – 1056) - Samuel ibn Naghrillah (HaNagid, prince) was a medieval Spanish 
Talmudic scholar, grammarian, philologist, soldier, a significant poliAcian, and an influenAal poet 
Shlomo ibn Gvirol (1221 – 1258?) - Outstanding figure of the Hebrew school of religious and secular 
poetry during the Jewish Golden Age in Moorish Spain. Also an important Neoplatonic philosopher. 
Yitzchak Alfasi (1013 – 1103) - Isaac ben Jacob Alfasi ha-Cohen and known as the Rif. Born in Algeria 
but migrated to Spain. One of the greatest of the early codifiers of Jewish Law.   
B. LATER RISHONIM - were the leading rabbis who lived from approximately 1300 - 1500 
Jacob ben Asher (1269 – 1343) – His codificaAon of Jewish law considered standard unAl the 
publicaAon in 1565 of the Shulcḥan arukh (“The Well-Laid Table”) by Joseph Karo. Jacob is best 
known for his code Arbaʿa ṭurim (“Four Rows”); published in 1475 and also known as Ṭur (‘the row’).  
Joseph Karo (1488 – 1575) - Author of the last great codificaAon of Jewish law, the Bet Yosef (“House 
of Joseph”). Its condensaAon, the Shulcḥan arukh (“The Prepared Table,” or “The Well-Laid Table”), is 
sAll authoritaAve for Orthodox Jewry. Went from Spain to Safed, PalesAne. Also a kabbalist.  
C. ACHARONIM (the later ones) – the leading rabbis amer 1500, All either the end of the 19th C. or 

All today (?) 
Isaac Luria (1534 – 1572) - Founder of the Lurianic school of Kabbala (Jewish esoteric mysAcism) 
Moses Isserles (1530 – 1572) - Polish rabbi and codifier who, by adding notes on Ashkenazic customs 
to the great legal digest, the Shulchan arukh of Joseph Karo, made it an authoritaAve guide for 
Orthodox Jews down to the present day; commentary enAtled Mappa (“The Tablecloth) 
Azariah de Rossa (1511 – 1578) - Italian-Jewish physician and scholar. Chiefly known for his book 
‘Light of the Eyes’ in which he used criAcal methods to test the literal truth of the Aggadah, the non- 
legalisAc and narraAve porAons of the Talmud. 
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Maharal of Prague (Judah Loew ben Bezalel, 1520 – 1609) -  Important Talmudic scholar, Jewish 
mysAc, and philosopher. A criAc of the narrow tradiAon of Talmudic learning, his teachings later 
came to be influenAal in some branches of Hasidic Judaism. 
Elijah Gaon of Vilna (The ‘Gra’, 1720- 1797) - the gaon (“excellency”) and the outstanding authority 
in Jewish religious and cultural life in 18th-century Lithuania. Founder of the Mitnagdim (opponents)  
Baal Shem Tov (1698 – 1760) - Rabbi Israel ben Eliezer, known as the Baal Shem Tov or as the Besht, 
was a Jewish mysAc and healer from Poland, who is regarded as the founder of Hasidic Judaism. 
Moshe Chaim Luzza;o (Ramchal, 1707 – 1746) - Prominent Italian rabbi, kabbalist, and philosopher 
who also wrote dramaAc works and literary criAcism. Eventually moved to PalesAne.  
PHILOSOPHICAL JUDAISM – In the medieval period, this was much influenced by Greek philosophy.  
Philo (15 BCE – 50 CE) - HellenisAc Jewish philosopher, lived in Alexandria, Egypt. Philo's deployment 
of allegory to harmonize Jewish scripture with Greek philosophy was the first documented of its kind 
Saadia Gaon (Saadia Ben Joseph, 882 – 942) - prominent rabbi, and exegete of the geonic period, 
known for his works on Hebrew linguisAcs, Halakha (Jewish religious law), and Jewish philosophy. 
The first to present a systemaAzed Jewish philosophy, 2,500 years amer the incepAon of the Jewish 
faith. He was also very acAve in opposiAon to Karaism. Gaon of the academy in Sura, Babylonia 
Solomon ibn Gabirol (1021 – 1050?) - 11th-century Andalusian poet and Jewish philosopher in the 
Neo-Platonic tradiAon. He published over a hundred poems, as well as works of biblical exegesis, 
philosophy, ethics and saAre. 
Gersonides  (Levi ben Gershon, RaLBaG, 1288 – 1344) - French philosopher, Talmudist, 
mathemaAcian, physician and astronomer. Wrote commentaries on Aristotle and Averroes 
Hasdai Crescas (1340 – 1410) - Spanish philosopher, Talmudic scholar, and along with Maimonides 
("Rambam"), Gersonides ("Ralbag"), and Joseph Albo, he is known as one of the major pracAAoners 
of the raAonalist approach to Jewish philosophy.  
Joseph Albo (1380 – 1444) - Philosopher and theologian of Spain who is noted for his classic work of 
Jewish dogmaAcs, “Book of Principles”, the classic work on the fundamentals of Judaism. 
D. KABBALAH - SomeAmes translated as “mysAcism” or “occult knowledge 
Sefirot – It means ‘emanaAons’, and they are the 10 a^ributes/emanaAons in Kabbalah, through 
which G-d reveals himself 
Moses Cordovero (1522 – 1570) – Italian physician who was a central figure in the development of 
Kabbalah, leader of a mysAcal school in 16th-century Safed. Known by the acronym, the Ramak. 
Isaac Luria (1534 – 1572) - Known as "Ha'ARI" or "ARIZaL" [the ARI, Of Blessed Memory], a leading 
rabbi and Jewish mysAc in the community of Safed. Ideas wri^en down by his student, Hayyim Vital 
E. MESSIANISM - The belief in the coming of the Messiah, or a movement based on this belief. 
David Reuveni (1490 – 1541)- Adventurer who evoked messianic expectaAon. At the age of about 40, 
he appeared in Venice in 1523 and was received by the pope in 1524. Travelled with Molcho 
Shlomo Molcho (1500 – 1532) - Portuguese Jewish mysAc and messiah claimant. When he met with 
Holy Roman Emperor Charles V to urge the creaAon of a Jewish army, the emperor turned him over 
to the InquisiAon and he was burned at the stake. 
Sabbatai Zevi (1626 – 1676) - A false messiah who developed a mass following and threatened 
rabbinical authority in Europe and the Middle East. 
Jacob Frank (1726 – 1791) - 18th-century Polish-Jewish religious leader who claimed to be the 
reincarnaAon of the self-proclaimed messiah Sabbatai Zevi and also of the biblical patriarch Jacob. 
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