Malmad HaTalmidim: A Suppressed
Medieval Provencal Groundbreaker

195

By: DAVID GUTTMANN

A Short Introduction
What is referred to as Provence in Jewish medieval writings is an area in
southern France, stretching from south of the river Rhone before it
bends southward to the Mediterranean coast, with Italy on the eastern
side and Spain on the western side. The Jewish communities in that area
date back to pre-Roman times possibly as far back as the early Second
Temple era.1 Very little is known about the community before the early
11th century, as for reasons unknown there is a dearth of writing that
survived from earlier times.2 At the start of the 11th century with the unrest brought about by the Reconquista in Spain and the persecutions of
Jews by the Almohads—the Arab rulers still present in Southern
Spain—there was an influx of refugees from Spain into Provence. Provence Jewish culture thus found itself caught between the influence
coming from the north, the great developments in learning and creativity
of the French and German Ba’alei Hatosafot and from the South, the
Spanish schools of traditional learning that developed there by the pupils of Rabbi Yitzchak Alfasi (Rif, 1013–1103)3 and the tradition of incorporating Jewish thought with secular Greek and Arab philosophy and
sciences.4 These Southern refugees were received with open arms by the
local intellectual elite and were encouraged to translate all the literature
both Jewish5 and secular that they brought with them, from the Arabic
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See R. Shmuel Mirsky’s introduction to Avraham Sofer’s edition of Chibur
HaTeshuva of Meiri pp. 3-4 available at http://www.hebrewbooks.org /41637.
See I. Ta-Shema, Rabbi Zerachyah Halevy Baal Hamaor Ubnei Chugo, Mossad
Harav Kook Edition 1992 pp. 32–57.
R. Zerachyah Halevy (1126–1180) wrote his Hama‘or commentary on Rif defending local halachic precedent against the Spanish tradition and Meiri’s
(1246–1306). Magen Avot addresses 24 halachic traditions that the Spanish
immigrants tried to change.
See R. Yehuda ibn Tibon’s introduction to his translation of Chovat HaLevavot
available in most traditional editions.
Jewish theological writings in Spain were both in Arabic (with Hebrew letters)
and in Hebrew.
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into Hebrew. Rabbi Meshulam ben Yaakov of Lunel (d. 1170), a wealthy
Provençal scholar, contracted with R. Yehuda Ibn Tibon (1120- after
1190) to translate the Chovat Halevavot of Rabbi Bahya ibn Pekudah6
while others supported the Kimchi family. These two families, the Tibon and Kimchi,7 were the most famous translators of that era and their
work, which spread over several generations, introduced secular
knowledge of the time into European Jewry. These same translators
were instrumental in bringing that knowledge to the general non-Jewish
intellectuals.
At the same time that the Tibon and Kimchi families migrated
north, other Spanish Jews migrated south to North Africa and from
there east to Egypt. That was the time when the Crusaders who had
conquered Jerusalem a generation earlier were starting to lose their grip
on the conquered land. With all that turmoil in Israel, immigrating there
was not practical, so Egypt with its large Jewish population in Cairo and
Alexandria was a practical alternative.
One of those families that ended up in Egypt was the Maimon family whose most famous member is “Rabbeinu Moshe,” the Rambam
(1135/38- 1204) the most important Halachik authority and Jewish philosopher of all times. Rambam wrote his first major work, the Pirush
HaMishna, while on his way from Spain to Egypt via North Africa and a
short stop in the land of Israel,8 finishing it at the age of 30.9 That work
as well as the following one, the Sefer HaMitzvot, and his last major one,
the Moreh HaNevuchim, were written in (Hebrew lettered) Arabic. The
only major work he wrote in Hebrew was his Mishne Torah. It is a testament to the greatness of his works that they arrived in Provence very
shortly after their publication, not an easy feat considering the state of
travel at the time. The second generation of the Tibon family, R. Shmuel
Ibn Tibon (1150–1230), was contracted by the elite of Provence to
translate the work into Hebrew. He translated the Moreh HaNevuchim
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R. Yehuda Ibn Tibon’s introduction to his translation.
Rabbi Yosef Kimchi (1105–1170) and Rabbi David Kimchi (1160–1235), better known as Radak, are the best-known members of the family for their Tanach commentaries.
Rambam’s Letters, R. Sheilat edition, pp. 228-229.
See the endnote on Seder Taharot in the Rav Kapach edition.

