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Venice, 1564

1 R.J. Zwi Werblowsky, Joseph Karo: Lawyer and Mystic (1980) pp. 7-8

The social impact of the Shulhan Arukh was unprecedented. Its reception by Jews everywhere...meant
that for all ordinary purposes one and the same manual was the de facto standard of reference. Even
more, the Shulhan Arukh came to represent the Summa of Jewish life; it was the valid formulation of
practical Judaism that henceforth dominated Israel...Few literary documents - apart from the Bible, the
Talmud, and perhaps the Prayer Book - have acquired such immense practical and symbolic social value
in Jewish history.
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8 Leon de Modena, cited in Yaacob Dweck, The Scandal of Kabbalah, p. 54.

After the printing of the Shulhan Arukh, my ears heard from an ignoramus, someone beloved to me,
peace be upon him, who used to say: “When | have the Shulhan Arukh underneath the joints of my
arms, | do not need a single one of you rabbis.”

9 Moses Gaster, The Origin and Sources of the Shulchan Aruch, in the report of the Lady Judich
Monteflore College, (1893), p. 29

the tood that had so skiltully been prepared.. As the bee

gathers from innumerable flowers the sweet honey, so did
R. Joseph Caro gather the sweet honey of learning from
numberless flowers which have grown in the field of Judah
over a thousand years, often watered with tears and blood.
And this is the famous Shulchan Aruch. This the reason
of its unrivalled authority and great reputation. It has
saved Judaism from dissensions and schism, it hasre-united
the separated members into one body, it has re-established
the threatened unity of worship, and entity of law. It will
remain as a model of the most perfect, world-embracing
code of laws, a code such as no other nation can boast of,
a monument of piety and learning, of penetrating intellect,

g e —

of skill and devotion, an everlasting glory.
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10 Amnon Raz-Krakotzkin, Persecution and the Art of Printing
The Shulban ‘arukh embodies many aspects associated with the advent of print,

such as unification, distribution, the rise of new codes, new communities of readers,
and the standardization of textual traditions and praxis. Karo was an obvious, albeit
exceptional example, of “a new author,” who was well aware of the advantages and
restrictions of print. The explicit purpose of the book was popularization—namely
to make the law available to both scholars and lay people—and the author was
well aware that it would be quickly disseminated throughout the Jewish world, and
hoped that it would bring unification and consensus.
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12 Elchanan Reiner, “The Ashkenazi Elite at the Beginning of the Modern Era:
Manuscript verus Printed Book

REMA AND THE SHULHIN ARUKNH

The book named Shnlfan arkh was written by R, Joseph Caro the Sefardi. in
Safed in the years 155563, and hirst printed in Venice in 1565, It was not the
author’s intention o write a mapor legal code for posebim——the very opposite,
Alongside s commentary Ben yosef om the drba’ak urim, in which he laid down
up-to-date rules of legal decision and filled in gaps remaining since the comple-
tion of the Tur—rthe last code completed before his time, in fourteenth-century
Spain—he had written the Shwlban arelk as 2 manual for laymen and students,
that is, for the less learncd strata ot society. ™ That the Shalban arwlh, contrary to

=% "The grear waork that | composed on the  drka ok tveow, which | have called 8eir peef, i which |
have included all the laws that may be foaund in (the works of] ol the posebem, new and old . T have
seen fit to collect its teachings in an abbreviated fashion . - . sothat the Tord's perfect Torah shall be
fluent in the mouths of all men of larsel . Moreover, the voung students shall stwdy it constanths
amd memorize its words, so that knowledge scquired in chibdhom shall be well ordered in their
mguths from a young age” (Joseph Caro, Shafban arodd, Orak Sy, intro.). On the printing of the
work, see B Margaliver, *The First Editions of the Shufbhan et (Hebl), in 1 Raphael ted ), Rabb:
Vasef Care lerusalem, 1ghg), 8- 100,



its author's intentions, became the most authontative legal eode of Jewry is due w
Rema. The edition of Shulfun arwkh printed in Cracow in 157880 included
glosses by Rema which—so he explained i the introduction-—were intended to
introduce Ashkenazi custom into the work of the Sefardi author. The fact that he
wove s comments into the main text as glosses mdicates—besides upholding
the tradhitional Ashkenazi attitude to a text—iuhat the work itself, meant to serve as
a texthook for laymen, had been accepted in Rema's veshiva at Cracow as a
students” reference-book . Instcad of the drba ek turie, the main text for the study
of paselem in the Ashkenazi veshiva up 1o Rema's day. he chose to use the new
book, which was free of accumulated lavers of glosses and emendanons, up 1o dare
and lucid, arranged along the same lines as the old Turen so that i was easily
ntroduced imto the veshiva curriculum. This was the crucial step in altering the
canonical status of the Skalban arulh. Thus the Turim became the second work of
the medieval Ashkenazi canon thar Rema had replaced with a new book.

Although it is generally accepted that Rema’s glosses were intended to supple-
ment the Sefardi text and adjust it to Ashkenazi usage, his work was actually far
mare comphcated. More than just introducing Ashkenazi practice at the appro-
priate place, he in fact edited and screened ir. Quite deliberately, his glosses dis-
carded rather than preserved the bulk of the corpus of Ashkenaz customs lefi
over from the Middle Ages. Because he incorporated only a small part of the
Ashkenazi practice into the Shulhan arwkh, the material that had not entered the
Shulhan arulh graduvallv disappeared from the consciousness and evervday life of
the Ashkenazi communmity, Rema thus narrowed the local basis of Ashkenaz
halakhah and produced a code whose ethnic boundaries were largely blurred. He
was therefore largely responsible for the canonization of Ashkenazi pracuce, having
transferred it from the oral realm and placed it on a level with the written
halakhah.

The Shulhan arukh proper was in fact never accepted by Ashkenaz society.
What was accepred was a new text, the outcome of Rema’s efforts. Rema took the
forcign text of R. Joseph Caro and mer its codificatory threat by treating it in the
traditional Ashkenazi manner, by adding layers of accumulated knowledge in
such a way that the borders berween them and the central text became gradually
vaguer. This blurred the primary status of the text, which was transformed from a
text meant to be read, henee absolute, 1o a text meant to be studied, and therefore
relanve.
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