TRACES OF ESOTERIC STUDIES IN THE TOSAFIST PERIOD
EPHRAIM KANARFOGEL

The Tosafists of northern France and Germany were rabbinic scholars whose
academic orientation was clearly talmudocentric. Despite the Very full library of earlier
Jewish literature which they had at their disposal, the vast majority. of their time was
spent studying Talmud. The Tosafists.did not inherit a philosophical tradition, nor did
they have access to or interest in the intellectual changes and developments regarding
philosophy and religious thought that were occuning throughout cgontemporary
Christian society.! * -

Scholars who have studied the‘creativity and literature of the Tosafists have
assigned a very limited role to e$oteric studies as well. In their view, only the German
Pietists were involved in the study of zorar ha-sod.2 The Pietists’ interest in torat ha-sod
wds perhaps another reflection of their desire to return to the curriculum &nd edicational
values of the pre-Crusade’ Ashkenaz, where the study and transmission of mystical
teachings had been evident. This desire-has .been demonstrated in regard to initiatives
such as the expansion of biblical studies, the cultivation of liturgical poetry and its
interpretation, and the promulgation of talmudic, studies that would be geared more
toward the production of practical halakhic conclusions and less toward dialectical
exercises.’

Recent research has shown, however, ‘that aspects of the Pietists' educational
critique, theircurricular interests, and even their pietism were shared by ‘mainstream
northem French Tdsafists such as R. Moses of Coucy and the brothers of Evreux who
had no known geographic or tutorial link to Hasidei Ashkenaz.* There were additional
affinities between the German Pietists and prominent Togafists which can only be
alluded to here. I intend, in a larger study, to characterize these affinities ‘more fully and
to trace tlieir origins,"and to reassess the degreé to which Tosafists were interested in
esoteric studies. What follows is a partial treatment of some of the sources and issues
which will be considered in that sthdy.

-In order to properly appreciate the nature of mystical studies in the tosafist
period, it is necessary to look briefly at the state of this discipline in,the pre-Crusade
period.- Substantive forat ha-sod matenial, which was preserved almost exclusively: in
Mainz, can be found in piyyutim of R. Shim'on’ ha-Gadol (c.1000), in teachings and
customs df R. Eliezer ha-Gadol (990-1060), and in writings of R. Qalonymus b. Yizhaq
and his contemporary R. Meshullam b, Mosheh, who together fostered a resurgence of



EPHRAIM KANARFOGEL

interest in forar ha-sod in Mainz during the latter part of the eleventh century. This
material includes mystical analyses of Divine names and the completion of those names
through prayer, mystical motifs involving the feet of God, the sword of God and its
ability to thwart mazigin, and the interaction between the female Torah and the male
Deity, as well as descriptions of the names and functions of angels.

Rashi (1040-1105) displays familiarity with mystical traditions on Divine names
and with a number of rorar ha-sod texts and magical techniques.5 He explains, as did an
anonymous contemporary, that the creation of various beings by rabbinic scholars
descnbed in talmudic literature was accomplished by means of letter combinations
involving certain Divine names, as prescribed by Sefer Yezirah. While Sefer Yezrah is
mentioned in one of the talmudic passages upon which Rashi comments, the specific
methods advocated by Rashi, which reflect a mystical orientation and adumbrate
methods recorded‘by R. Eleazar of Worms, are not inherent in the talmudic passages
themselves. -Elsewhere, Rashi interprets that demut or parguf Ya aqov represents the
male aspect within the Godhead. This mystical formulation was espoused by both R.
Eleazar of Worms and members of the Hug ha-Keruv ha-Meyuhad.?,

To be sure, there are instances in which Rashi interprets a concept or passage in
a manner that is antithetical to mystical or kabbalistic teachings.8 Nonetheless, his
writings reflect a familiarity with and interest in torat ha-sod ma . Formulations in
Mahzor Vitry and other volumes of the so-called sifrut de-vei Rashi (found in sections
that represent traditions of Rashi or his immediate students) describe the ‘marital i .imagery
of the Sabbath in a manner !ata expanded upon by devosees of kabbalah, 9 adopt Bahir
imagery to explain the ‘efficacy of prayer against madgim, 10 analyze the, impact of the
qaddish in filling out the Divine name by mystical means,!! and insist that Divine and
angelic names and markings be included in mezuzot.12

The disposition of pre-Crusade scholars toward forar ha-sod was not shared,
however, by Rashi's descendants and successors in the first half of the twelfth century.
Rashbam was aware of the mystical powers of Shemot, and the existence and
parameters of forat ha-sod.!3 In at least tyo significant contexts, however, he distanced
himself from mystlcal inferpretation and symbolism. Rashbam's mi:rpzetatlon of the
Creation story was intended to bypass any possibility of cosmogonic or theospphic
speculation conceming Creation. In his commentery to Qohelet, -Rashbam -asserts that
only exoteric wisdom, which is absolutely ngoessary for mankind to master, be
pursued. Mankind need not pursue, however, hokhmah amuqqah Vi-yeterah, which
Rashbam identities as the wisdom contained in ma'aseh merkavah and Seﬁzr Yezdrah.14

Rashbam’s German conlempomrg R. Eliezer b. Nathan (Raban) also avoided
recourse to sod. Raban's introduction to his oommenhry on the prayers is very similar
in both style and‘ content to R. Eleazar of Worm's introduction. to his prayer
commentary, but there is one glaring difference. While R. Eleazar of Worms,ex maﬂ?ses
keen. .interest in elucidating sodot ha-tefillah and sod” ha—bemkhah, Raban no
mention of these subjects at all.!5 Moreover, Raban reports, in the, name of his brother
Hizgiyyah, a reason for why one must bow before a Sefer Torah which strongly
deflects the mystical approach.! 6
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R. Jacob Tam, the greatest of the early Tosafists, has been charactenzed as a
rationalist whose orientation was unswervmgly talmudocentric.!7 Only a handful of
passages attributed to him reflect rorar ha-sod in any, way. In one case conceming the
properties-of Divine | names, the €soteric ‘material was available to him without any
ideological commitment on hxspan.“‘ I two’ other plaoes, Rabbenu Tam cites the torar
ha:sod considerations as'hdving been transmitted By’his father R. Meir in the.qame of
hakhmei Lothaire of the pre-Crusade period. Rabbenu Tam makes no attempt to explam
or analyse therh, but accepts them simply as earher traditions or perceptiorls which' he
upheld as a matter of custom or respect.!? AS the leading scholar of his day; Rabbenu
Tam was lmked to esoteric fechniqués in three or four cases. All these texts ’appear,
howaver, to be inherently pseudeplgraphlb Rabberu Tam always interacts with other .
scholars in these texts, a furthér indicasion of pseudepigraphy. 20

In the middle of the twelfth oentury, R. Samuel he-Hasid of Speyer and his son
R. Yehudah he-Hasid (d.1217) rejivenated and greatly expanded the mystical teachings
that they teceived diréctly from their ancestors who had studied in' Mainz. Pérhaps the
lack of mierest in forat ha-sod ‘on the patt of Rashbam and Rabbenu Tayn was.related to
the fact that it was the exegetical methodology of the academy at Worms,-in the*last part
of the eleventh century, that adumbrated and, through their father R. Meir and others,
helped stimulate the development of tosafist, dialettic.2! The influence of pre-Crusade
Mainz was barely feltin the wly twelfth century Indeed, even Rabar, who studied and
taught in Mairiz, makes almost no reference to pre-Crusade material from Mainz.22

The dialectical method pioneersd by Rabbenu Tam ,and his oonlemporarm held
sway in northemn France apd Gemiany throughout the, tweifth and thirteenth centuries.
The influence of these scholars may also be present in those Tosafor texts that appear 1o
play down or modify torar hd-sod interpremtions that were proposed by’ Rashi and
others.23 At the same time, theze aré Tosafot texts.whose inberest in concepts such as
the function of thsg%yyot and ofannim and the use of Shemot to achleve heavenly
revelations transcends the realm “of pure sugya interpretation or the’ rmoluuon of
conflicting talmudic passages.24

Moreover, a number of Rabbenu Tam's 1€ading students in both fiorthern France
and Germany exhibited familiarify “with esoteric teachings even though they ‘appear to
have had no formal ‘ oonnecnon to Haside}. Ashkenaz An eschatological formulation b ?'
R. Isaac b. Samuel of Dampierre (Ri), which identifies a category of people who will
merit their reward in’gan eden but’ will not continue to exist in olam ha-ba andalso
describes the fates of complete nesha im and zaddiqim, is cited by R. Elttanan b. Yaqar
of London in his commentary to Sefer Yezirah.25 R. Elhanan, whq spent time, in
northem France witli fellow members of the miystical Hug ha-Keruv ha-Meyuhad,
indicates that he studied'Sefer Yezirah -with»an‘ unnamed scholar who' himself had
studied it with Ri.26 Ri is included among a list of Ashlenazic scholars who allegedly
received and transmitted tﬁystxcal méssianic' prognostications.’He is perhaps the only
rabbinic ﬁgum in that group who has not been associated with_the German’ Pietists,
although it is likely that he was visited in niorthern France by R. Yehudah he-Hasid. 27
R. Abraham b. Nathan of Lunel, author of Seﬁzr ha—Manhlg, studied with Ri. It was
within Ri's circle that R. Abraham observed certain pietistic and mystical practices in
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prayer which he attributes to ;cholars and pietists of northemn France.?8

Ri's approval of the magical summoning of shedim to divine the whereabouts of
lost objects or to cure illnesses, and his interest in the role played by the constellations
and other forces.in the. content of dreams, reflect more than an acceptance of popular
beliefs.2? Afiother leading stndent 'of Rabbenu Tam, R. Eliezer of Metz (1115-98), has a
lengthy discussion in his Sefer Yere'im about hasl)a at shedim and hashba'at malakhim.
He concludés that these techniques, which he notes are akin to methodologies, that are
found’ in Sefer Yezrah, are not prohibited as ma'aseh keshaﬁm When a person,
however, "creates an actual object or change§ a person's ‘mind through his own
actions,” that person is guilty of sorcery.30 The title of R. Eliezer's halakhic work and
its depiction of yir'at ha-Shem, as-well as its plirpose, format, and steted attitude‘toward
uncontrolled dialectic, all adumbrate teachings of hasidut Ashkenaz.3! Moreover, R.
Eliezer suggests that mystical names and marhngs quite similar tq those found in
Mahzor Vitry be included in mezuzot. Unlike Mahzor Vitry and perhaps in deference to
Rabbenu Tam, R. Eliezer writes that these are not absolutely required by Jewish law but
should be included for added protection.32

A contemporary of Ri and R. Eliezer of Mee, R. Ya'aqov of Corbeil, discussed
the number, of; words to be recited in Shema, and the effects of this recitation, in a
manner that modern scholarship has already noted reflects an esoteric or pleustlc bent. In
a fuller version of R. Ya'akov's formulation, extant in only one nianuscript, R. Ya'aqov
links the recitation of a precise number of words in Shema with protection from
maaqtm This nuance, which is not found in any other Ashkenazic source with the
exception of a citation from R. Yehudah he-Hasid-(who used the term shed), is found in
R. Yehudah b. Yaqarsoommemary to the prayers. R. Yehudah b, Yagar who studied
with northern French tosafists, as well as Spanish and perhap$ Provencal habbalists,
was a téacher of Nahmanides in both talmud and kabbalah. Although'R. ‘Yehudah also
transmitted- tzachmgs of Hasidei Ashkenaz to Ramban, his formilation in this case is
even closer to that of R. Ya'aqov of Corbeil than it is to R. Yehudah he-Hasid's 33

R. Isaac b. Mordekhai of Bohemia (Rlbam), another oted student of
Rabbenu Tam, responded to a question that was asked of him by R. Yehudah he-Hasid
of the role; of certain angels.34 Ribam's pietistic tendency i in regarfl to fasting on Rosh
Q?Shanah sumlar to R. Yehudah he-Hasid's view concerning fasting' two days for

om Kippur, lends credence to his role as a squrce of esoteric materigl for R. Yehudah
te-Hasid.35 Apothér student of Rabbenu Tam, R. Menahem of Joigny, is mentioned in
a manuscnpt as transmitting a sofei tevot formulahon in conjunction w1th arevelation of
Elijah. This Ijassige occurs in a section of the manuscnpt that is laden with references to
Hasidei Ashkenaz, and to their esoteric techniques and segullor. 36

R. Isaac b. Abraham (Rizba, d. 1210), the older brother of.R. Samson of Sens,
and one of Ri's niost important studenss, is s referred to in a kabbalistic formulation of R"
b. Yaqar There remains somé "doubt, however,-as to whether R. Yehtidah
his dwn kabbalistic interpretation to remarks made by ‘Rizba in the tourse of
an analysis of mlmudlg‘. passages, or whether Rlzba dlscussed, the esoteric matenal
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the Hug ha-Keruv ha-Meyuhad.3® Rizba also issued eschatological formulations which
have mystical overtones.3?

R. Yehudah he-Hasid was an almost exact contemporary of Rizba. His closest
student in pietistic-and mystlcal lore, R. Eleazar of Worms (who also studied with R.
Eliezer. of Metz), was responsible for the dissemination of R. Yehudah's teachings.
Other students and tosafist ‘colleagues of R. Yehudah in Speyer, -where he™spent his
earlier years, such as R: Yehudahb. Qalonymus (Ribaq), refer to"pieces of toran ha-sod
that they received from R. Yehudah. Ribaq's Sefer Yihusei Tanna'im va-Amora'im
contams a lengthy passdge which interprets the activities of R.Yishma'el Kohen Gadol
based on Hekhalot litecature as well as the'toraf ha-kavod of the*German Pietist. 40
Esoteric and pietistic dimensions 6f bas:dut Ashkenaz also itpacted on the thireenth-
century northern Frénch halakhist R: I(mac "of Corbeil.41

Two other prominent Tosafists, who studied in northem France and Gerimany
and were linked directly with Hasidei Ashkenaz, record torat ha-sod teachings. R. Isaac
b. Moses of Vienna, who studied with R. Yehudah he-Hasid, and with R. Abraham b.
Azriel among others, ‘begins “his ‘Sefer Or Zarua' with an analysls of the Hebrew
alphabet. This treatise makes reference to esoteric letier combinations, to gemarrior-and
sofei tevot utilized in-other Ashkenazic 504 literature, fo pietistic prayer practices that are
based on Helhalot texts, and to aspects of torat ha-malikhim. Or Zarua' als interprets
the talmudic accounts of R. Yishma'el Kohen Gadol. acoording to the ¢orar ha¥avod of
Hasidei Ashkenaz Material on shedimi found'in Sefer Or Zarua', citing R. Yehudah he-
Hasid, corresponds closely:to material found in esoteric texts of the German Pictis®
such as Sefer ha-Kavod.42

R. Meir of Rothenburg, -a student ,of R. Isaac Or Zarua' and other figures
associated with Hasidei Ashkenaz, exhibited affinities to the Pietists and to R. Yehudah
he-Hasid in- particular in areas- such-as‘conservatism in-halakhic* <‘1‘><:ision—making5§ the
conception of giddush ha-Shem biblical intérpretations characterized as ta'amei
massoret, the status of women, and attitudes toward, Erez Yisrael. He also followed the

esoteric teachings of R. Yehudah he-Has:d in régard ta nosah ha-tefillah.43 Tii terms of
torat ha-sod, R..Meir was involved in aspec® of magical and kabbalistic praxis through
the recitation of ,Divine names and mystical formulae,and possibly in she writing of
amulets involving letter combmations and the use of Divine .aames. His formulae are
recorded in several manuscripts'in close proximity to those of R. Yehudah he-Hasid, R.
Eleazar of Worms, and_other Ashkepanc figures mcludmg his own student, R. Dan
These formulae wexe intended_to achieve states of being or physml effects such as
petibat ha-lev or protection from harm, aims which' are found in parallel aiaserial from
the German Pietists. R. Meir ‘is also’ finked' with prognostication techniques such, as
she'elat halom and goralot. Some of the manuscripw which recérd* mystical maseial
attributed to R. Meir'dre of* Spanish provenance or dase from the later middle -ages,
raising the question of whether R. Meir “was in fatt'the author of these practices.
Nonetheless, a fumber of'the manuscript texts are of Ashlenazic provenande and are not
as late. In addition, two'tex of the thirteenth-centur ty Castilian Hug. ha-Iyyun identify
an unusual heavenly figure in the names of R. Meir of Germany and R. Peréz of France,
no doubt referring 40 R. Meir of Rothenburg and to:his student, R. Perez ‘of Corbeil.
Moreover, R. Meir's involvement in torat ha-sod ¢an be confirmed from passages that
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record the practices of his students and followers like R. Dan.44

R. Shelomoh Simhah b. Eliezer, author of the.lengthy treatise Sefer ha-Maskil,
also studied rabbinics and torar ha-sod with R. Meir of Rothenbusg 'and with R. Perez of
Corbeil, R. Shelomoh was thoroughly familiar with the forat ha-kavod of the German
Pietists and with a form of the doctrine of the ether that was similar to one’found in the
writings of the Pietists. He was also interested in uses of Divine names to achieve
certain effects and in the manipulation of demonic and angelic’ forces. ‘He mentions-as
the greatest authorities in these areas R. Yehudah he-Hasid, and Rabbenu Meir ha-
Gadol, referring to bis own direct teacher, R. Meir of- Rothenburg ‘In:a formulation
quite similar to gssages in Sefer OrZarua' and in the esoteric literature of the German
Pietists, Sefer ha-Maski] writes that the power of demons-and -the Divine names is
effective even when activated be-tum'ah, by those who do wrong in the-eyes of God,
because all is derived from God's power and the power of His six names. Recourse to
these names however, decreases yir'at shamayim. They should not-be used regularly but
teaching or studying them is permitted.45

R. Shelomoh refers to the prophetic hishuv ha-gez activities of R. Ezra ha-Navi
of. Moncontour. R.~Ezra studied in.:his youth with Ri and.was one of R. Meir of
Rothenburg's tosafist teachers during R. Meir's sojourn in northem France. R. Ezra
"ascended to heavep” using Hekhalot techniques,:apd was perhaps one of the mystical
prophets described by Rashba:as being active it Ashlenaz.4¢ The Torah commentaries
of another of R. Meir’s teachers, R. Avigdor Kohen Zadeq (or Katz, a student of R.
Simhah of Speyer) display marked similarities to esoteric material of Hasidel
Ashkenaz.47 Mention should also be made of R. Zidgiyyah hae-Rofe, author ' of
Shibbolei ha-Leget, whomtegated within his work kebbalistic themes such as the link
between. the Tetragrammaton and circumcision. 48

The late twelfth and thirteenth centuries in Ashkenaz see a renewed interest in
esoteric studies among Tosafists, some of which.cannot be attributed to the influence of
the, German Pietists. While the talmudic methodologies of Rabbenu Tam and Raban
dominated the period, their downplaying of other disciplines.including %orat ha-sod was
not accepted by all.4% Further research must be undertaken .to correlite these findings
with other developments in the intellectual history of the sosafist penod and to analyze
possible antecedents, but it appears that aspects of this history must be reconsidered.
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