
or a long time, conventional wis-

dom asserted that two geograph-

ically distinct and culturally dif-

ferent Jewries existed side by

side in Western Europe throughout the

Middle Ages. After the second hurban,

Palestinian Jewry’s influence was most

directly felt in Italy and, some time in the

tenth century, spread to Germany and

France. Around the same time, with the

rise of the Muslim caliphate in Baghdad

in the eighth century, Babylonian Jewry

developed as a strong center of power

in the Jewish world and, within a

century or two, influenced other

Jewries in the general Muslim

orbit, including those living in

the Iberian peninsula. By the

eleventh century, these two

Jewries— the Ashkenazim of Franco-

Germany and the Sephardim of Spain—

had developed into two independent reli-

gious and cultural groups no longer

dependant upon their centers of origin

and they continued as two separate and

distinct entities throughout the medieval

period into modern times.

The truth is that Sephardi and Askenazi

Jewries did not flourish in absolute isola-

tion of one another. It has long been

known, among other facts, that Sephardi

scholars had close connections with

Rabbenu Gershom, that the teachers of

the Ramban (Spain) were from Southern

France, that R. Avraham ha-Yarhi, author

of the Sefer ha-Manhig (Provence), and R.

Moshe of Coucy, author of the Sefer

Mizvot Gadol (Semag), traveled to Spain,

and that the Rashba (Spain) had students

in his yeshiva from Ashkenaz.
1

The life

story of Rabbenu Asher (the Rosh) alone

is enough to make this point, representing

a combination of the Ashkenazi world of 

the first half of his life and the Sephardi

world of the second.2 In recent times, a

large and growing literature has further

highlighted the connections between

these two Jewries.3

One remarkable example of this 

cross-cultural relationship between

Ashkenazim and Sephardim is

the matter of the number of can-

dles lit on the holiday of

Hannukah. The Talmud (Shabbat

21b) states that the basic require-

ment is to kindle only one light each

night of the holiday for all the members of

the household. However, it continues,

those more scrupulous in their obser-

vance (mehadrin) light a separate candle

for each member of the household each

night.4 Finally, those who are unusually

scrupulous (mehadrin min ha-mehadrin)

add one additional candle each night (we

follow the opinion of Bet Hillel).

For some reason, or set of reasons, the

standard of mehadrin min ha-mehadrin

has been deemed the normative require-

ment,5 but its exact meaning is the subject

of a dispute between Tosafot (Ashkenazi

authorities) and Maimonides (a Sephardi

authority). According to Tosafot (Shabbat

21b, s.v. ve-ha-mehadrin), the only variable

considered is the number of the night;

hence one candle is lit the first night, two

the second, and so on, until the eighth

night when, at most, eight candles are lit,

regardless of how many people are pres-

ent. For Maimonides (Hilkhot Hannukah

4:1–2), however, the mehadrin min ha-

mehadrin level considers the number of

the people present in addition to the num-

ber of the night; hence, the amount of

candles lit any given night represents the

multiple of the number of the night times

the number of people present. As

Maimonides writes, if ten people are pres-

ent the last night of Hannukah, eighty

candles are lit.

Within a few centuries, something

very interesting occurred. Not only was

one culture influenced by the other, but,

remarkably, each culture adopted the rul-

ing of the other as normative halakhah. In

the sixteenth century, Rabbi Joseph Karo

ruled (Shulhan Arukh, Orah Hayyim

671:2) like Tosafot, that no matter how

many people are present, the most can-

dles that could be lit on the last night of

Hannukah is eight, while Rabbi Moses

Isserles follows the Rambam and allows

for many more than eight candles to be lit

in a house on the last night of Hannukah;

each person present, he rules, lights

eight. The Sephardi Rabbi Karo follows

the Ashkenazi Tosafot while the

Ashkenazi Rabbi Isserles follows the

Sephardi Maimonides! In his commen-

tary on the Tur (Orah Hayyim 671), Rabbi

Yoel Sirkis (Bayit Hadash, s.v. ve-kamah)

notes that “our (Ashkenazi) custom is like

the opinion of the Rambam and the

Sephardi custom is like the opinion of

Tosafot.” His son-in-law, Rabbi David

Halevi, actually went so far as to add, “ve-

zeh lo matzinu be-sha’ar mekomot” (Taz,

ad. loc. 671:1). While it has been sug-

gested that this assertion is somewhat of

an exaggeration,6 the remarkable phenom-

enon of this cross-cultural criss-crossed

influence is certainly unusual and de-

serves particular attention.7
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