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I 
DIGESf 

The subject of thts thesis 1-, R. \ toshe ben ;\ lordechai Basola'" acwunt nt 
his travels in the Hol) Land in 1 'i21-152..1 

Basola'-. aLcount was examined \\'ith regard toke) feature~ of thL• genrl' 
derived from the stud) of Christian pre-modern travel literature; 1) narrative 
form, 2) the d1scove?") of lhe other, 3) the presence of the narrator (balanced 
against) objective descnpbon. In addition, this -.tud) sought lo understand the 
writer's moti, ahuns for creating such a work, a'> \, ell ha-. how the te"\t was used 
by later generativn,. 1 "o other tra\'elogues ,ffilten b) Jew..,, the accounb of 
l\teshullam of Yulterra 0481) Jnd Ovadiah of Hertinoro (1487-1490), ,,·ere u-.l'd a'
point~ of companscm \ full translation c,f Bac:c)la'.., account is included m the 
thesi:.. 

Basola', account ,,·a-; found to ~hare its narrati\'(? form, de-,cnption" c1f 
sites vic.ited, and accounls of rniraculou" occurrences ,,·ith its contcmporanes. 
th,,, t•vt•r, Basola'c. narrative wa!- much weaker in recounting the e"\perience of 
othemes.., and in reflecting lht• author', personal e'\perience. \dditionally, it wa" 
dominated b, nb1echv(' de..,cnptwn, much of it et:cmClm1c and commercial 111 
nature. 

Ba..,ed on these idio..,,·ncra ... 1e-;, lhC' ..iuU1or c::ugges~ that rather than coming 
to the Land o( Israel on pugnmagc, Basola may have been sponsored by a patron 
..,eeking information on immigralion or economic opportumties. Circumstantial 
support is found for Isaiah Zonne's sugge-.tion that the patron may have been 
\sher ~ l<."ihullJ.m. 

La"tly, a compari.,on 1s made bet\\ een the published manuscript and the 
version published in 178'i. Revisions included changing Italian words into 
Hebrew, deleting aesaiptions of places visited enroute to the Holy Land, 
deleting economic, commercial and travel infonnation, and a further diminution 
of the experience of otherness. 11-te resulting document was a more conventional 
description of a pilgrimage wluch readers could experience vicariously. Since 
the discovery and publication of the original manuscript in 1938, usage of 
Basola's account has shifted as it became a source of data for reconstructing 16th 
century Israel. Thus, Basola's travel account has proved his most enduring 
,._Titing, providing generations of readers with the information they desire on the 
Land of Israel. 
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\ . . CHAPTERt 
\.. 

· Litera~ a,eview and Background of the Text .. 

In recent years, scholarly writing on travel literature has flourished. A 

search of the Modem Language Association's (MLA) 1963-1980 data base 

revealed. 35 works on the topic of ''Travel Literature," six of which were included. 

in a single volume of essays. 1 A second search covering the years 1981-

November, 1995, revealed.1113 entries.2 Also of note is the growth in the 
- , 

interpretation of tra7 literature as a means of shaping and promoting colonial 

and imperialist ideology. While there were no articles with this perspective 

recorded in the 1963-1980 MLA data base, a content analysis of the titles of 112 

of the articles in the 1981-1995 data base found that 22% of the works on travel 

literature discussed the topic in a colonial/ imperialist context. 

It is likely that Edward Said's seminal book Orientalism was highly 

influential in creating this outloo½c- Said defines Orientalism as a composite of 

both an-%ademic tradition and "a style of.thought.based on an ontological and 

epistem?logical distinction made betw~ 'the Orient' and (most of the time) 'the 

Occident'" l Said reasons that this distinction is the starting po~t for "a very 

latge mass of writers, among whom are poets, novelists, philosophers, political 

1luyashi-Tetsumaro. Steinbeck's Travel Llterature {Ball State University, 1980) . 

• 2 The Modem Language Association's data base is di~ed into two sections, 1963-1980 

and 1981-November, 1995, which can not be searched as one unit. 

3 Edward Said, Orientalism (New York: Random House, Inc., 1978), 2. 
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' theorists, economists, and imperial administrators" who have created "elaborate 

theories, epics, novels,. social descriptions, and political accounts concerning the 

Orient, its people, customs, 'mind,' destiny, and so on."4 While Said does site 

medieval travel writers, including Marco Polo and John Mandeville, as 

contnbutors to the literature from which the West's view of the Orient was 

shaped,5 he sets the "keynote" of the relationship between the Near East and 

' Europe as the Napoleonic invasion of Egypt in 1798. 6 Tellingly, Said notes the 

influence of a travel narrative on Napoleon's aspirations: 

• His (Napoleop' s) idea was to build a sort of living archive for the 
expedition, {n the form of studies conducted on all topics by the 
members of the Insitut d'Egypt, which he founded. What is perhaps 
less well known is Napoleon's prior reliance upon the work of the 
Comte de Volney, a French traveler whose Voyage en Egypt et en Syrie 
appeared in two volumes in 1787. Aside from.a short personal preface 
informing the reader that the sudden acquisition of some money (his 
inheritanre) made it possible for him to take the trip east in 1783, 
Volney's Voyage is an almost oppressively impersonal document ... 
For Volney after all was a canny Frenchman, and - like Otateaubriand 
and Lamartine and quarter century after him - he eyed the New 
Orient as a lijcely place for the realization of French colonial 
ambition.7 

Th~, for Said, travel literature is a ~y contributor to the creation of the West's 

conception of "the Orient," a concept which is inherently colonial. 

This understanding of t:(avel writing as colonial in nature is taken up by 
I 

: 
other writers as well Tzvetan Todorov is a fine example. While Todorov does 

• Said, pg. 2. 

SSaid, pg. 58. 

( Said, pg. 42 . 

7 Said, pg. 81. 
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aocnowledge pre-modem travel, h.e defines the first great wave of modem 

journeys as taking place at the end of the fifteenth and in the sixteenth. ~nturies. 

Prior to the this time, Todorov writes, the narratives th.at the public favored were 

fanciful ones such as Marco Polo's Book of Marvels and John Mandeville' s 

Travels.8 

In a~P.ting to define the nature of contemporary expectations of travel 

- literature, Todorov arrives at three ctiteria: 

1. A tension between the observing subject and the observed 
-' object th.at results in a balance between personal narrative and objective 

descriptio¢'" 
2. The situation in time and space of the experiences reported 
by the narratives. A utrue" travel narrative describes the discovery of 
"others." . 
3. A certain distance between the author and reader- a boundary of at 

.. least one generation - but not so distant that the author and reader are 
different too different 9 

These criteria lead Todorov to limit the genre to the writings of Europeans from 

the period of the Renaissance to 1950. While he is willing to stretch this 

definition a bit to include. Matto Polo, Todorov's definition sees travel writing as 
C. 

a pheilJmenon of the Colonial Period. 10• 
. ... 

A minority of scholars do consider pre-modern travel literature. Unlike 

Todorov, who sees travel narratives a p,henomenon arising irt the Age of 

' Tzvetan Todorov, "'The Journey and Its Narratives," The Morals of Histocy 
(Minneapolis; Univei;sity of Minnesota Press, 1995), 60. It should be noted that while 
Mandeville's Imm is generally acknowledged to be a composite work drawn from other,traveJ 
narratives arid purely fictional works, Marco Polo's work is generally ackntwledged to be a 
retelling of events in the autllor' s life. · .. 

, 
I 

9 Todorov, pg. 67. 

'° Todorov, pg. (IJ. 
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' Discovery, Paul Zumthor identifies the genre in the Arab world as early as the 

tenth cenh,lry. 11 Interest in these texts continued in Islamic culture UI)_t:il the . 
• 

seventeenth century, giving rise to the most famous, the narrative of Ibn Battuta 

which recounts his journeys in Africa and Asia in the 14th century. In the 

Christian world, the appetite for these sorts of texts was sparked by the curiosity 

about the Orient that resulted from the Crusades and the Mongol invasions of 

the 13th century. The Turkish threat of the 14th century, and the new ' . 

commercial needs of the 15th and 16th centuries, continued to buoy interest. 
,... 

After this point, interest in narratives waned because of what might be termed 

the "Jmpartmentaliza6on" of knowledge created by the growth of specialities 

such as geography, history, and 

cosmography. 12 

While it is possible to trace the interest in travel narratives through 

history, Zumthor notes that they do not comprise a discreet genre. 13 The texts 

include ·pilgrimages, missionary narratives, ambassador's reports, ships' logs, .. 
letters, and merchants' travel books. What does provide unity to the aa:ounts is 

1 

• the experience of "otherness."· Zumthor describes this as "a striving toward a 

rhetoric fit to aa:ount for displacements of the body and the particular emotions 

those displacements arouse." 14 As a resul'"7 every travel narrative is comprised 

} 

.. 

11 Paul Zumthor, "'The Medieval Travel Namtive," New Literary Histoiy 25 (1994): 809. 

12 Zumthor, pg. 809. 

13 Zumthor, pg. 811. 

14 Zumthor, pg. 812. 
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J 
of a double acoount; a narrative which is personal, and a description of what is , 

' ·•. ------
experienced. 15 

Lastly, Mary Campbell has written on "exotic" or pre-modern travel 

writing, which she sees as implicitly a history of Europe's rQ}.ations with "the 

Orient'' and the New World. 16 Campbell traces the development of travel 

writing beginning with the Peregrinations of E&eria in 400 CE. and ending with 

Sir Walter RaleghVt the 16th century. Ralegh's Discoverie of the•Large, Rich, 

and Bewtiful Empire of Guiana becomes the first work to represent travel 

literature as it is known today: a work that is ,UY narrative as opposed to an 

itiRerary, 17 is inhabited by its narrator, and is self conscious about presenting 

terms that neither inadvertently domesticate nor entirely alienate. 18 

While Zumthor and Campbell devote themselves to pre-modem travel 

I • • 

narratives, in contrast to Todorov's definition of travel ,mting as a colonial, and 

therefore modem, phenomenon, there is a great deal of consistency in those 

factors that all three scholars see as providing unity to this. disparate genre. 

These factors may be sum.marized?5: 

1. a narrative form (as opposed to the itinerary) 
2. the experience of otherness/ the discovery of the other 

• 
15 Zumthor, pg. 812. 

16 
Mary 8. CampbeH. The Witness and the Other World Othaca: Cornell University 

Press, 1988), 6. 

• 
11 

Intineraries, for example the Antonine ltinerary and that of the Bordeaux Pilgrim, 
predate·the Pereginations ofE~ria and continue to be written along side nanatives. Egeria's is 
the earliest account that can be termed ruura~. 

18 Campbell, pg. 6. 
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3. the presence of the narrator {balanced against) objective \ 
description 

None of these scholars considers Jewish writers in their analyses of tra~ 

~ -
narratives, although Campbell does note that The Itinerary of Benjamin of 

Tud~ earliest extant acco~ of travel to the Holy Land written by a 

EuropeanJew.19 This lack of attention to Jewish writers is not caused by a 

dearth of material. J.D. Eisenstein's nwoo ,~,N, the classic~compendium of .. 
Jewish travel accounts, includes 24 selectioll;S, 14 of which were written prior to 

the 16th century. 20 Elkan Nathan Adler's Jewish Travellers,in the Middle 

Ages, which is based in part on Eisens~, adds four more acco~ts from the 9th 

and 10th centuries: 21 Thus, there ·is a fairly large body of pre-modem travel 

writing by Jews, m~t pf it accounts of travel to the Holy Land. 

While Jewish travel writing has not received the attention of gentile 

scholars, neither has it, been a focus of Jewish scholarship. At the most, scholars 
, 

like Eisenstein and Adler have collected the various accounts and published 

them in anthologies. Where._short introductions are provided they tend to be 
•• • 

historical or geographical in nature. tfie epitome of this historical/ geographical 

OJ?,entation is A. Asher's two volume edition of The Itinerary of Rabbi Benjamin 

19 Campbell, pg. 18. . i 
10 .mvoon pm,(1969 ~,:u,i ~> m)!t!7;) ,~'IN ,l''UVlf'lN m rrnn, . 

O.D. Eisenstein, OzarMassaoth (feJ Aviv, 1969), table of contents. Hereafter referred to as 
"Eisenstein.,, -

21 
Elkan Nathan Adler. Jewish Travellers in the MiddJe Aces (New York: Dover 

Publications, Inc., 1987) table of content&. 
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of Tudela.22 Vol~e One provides a bibliography of known editions of the 

work, as well as the Hebrew text and an English translation. Volume Two is 

comprised of Asher's notes on the itinerary, w~ch are almost as long as the 

original text and the translation combined., two essays by Leopold Zunz, one on 

the geographical literatw:e of Je"-vs through 1841, and a second on the geography· 

of Palestine, and an essay by a Mr. Lebrecht on the Caliphate of Bagdad. 

• There are however, two notable exceptions to the tendency to anthologize 

and historicize Jewish travel writing. The first is Yosef Levanon's The Jewish 

Travelers in the Twelfth Centw:f which considers the writings of Benjamin of 

Tudela, Petachia of Ratisbon, and Jacob ben Nathaniel haCohen. While this work 

takes a predo~tly historical, rather than literary approach, it is exceptional 

in its extended. treatment of the subject, and its attempt to consider the three 

twelfth century accounts both individually and as products of a discrete time 

period. 

A second exceptional piece on Jewish.travel writing is Michael Signer's . 
introduction to the ~sue of The Itinerary of Benjamin of Tudela.c 24 While 

Signer's essay does place Benjamin in his historical and cultural context, it goes 

beyond this by providing a sensitive reading that sees Benjamin aS more t:ruy1 a 

wandering merchant Instead, Signer vie~ The Itinerary as "a contribution to 

n A Asher, translator and editor. The ltine@cy of Rabbi Qeniamin of Tudela (New York: 
Hakesheth Publishing Co., (1932?) ). • 

23 Yosef Levanon. The Jewish Travellers in the Twelfth Century (Lanham, MD: 
University pte55 of America, Inc., 1980). 

14 MichHI Signer in The Itjpemy of BQJmin of Tudela CMalibp, California: Joseph 
Simon Publisher, 1983). 
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the literature of consolation for the Jewish people." 25 In this context, Benjamin is 

considered to be an emissary to far flung Diaspora communities, bringing hope 

to Spanish Jews at a time when their way of life and cultural_ world w~ under 

siege_ from the Berber invasions and continued Quistian-Muslin warfare. 

lnspite of the historical efforts of Eisenstein, Asher, and Adler, and the 

more contemporary writing of Levanonand Signer, the narratives of Jewish 

travelers appear k> be a topic that has received little scholarly attention. This is 

especially true with regard to the study of these texts as literature. 

This thesis seeks to rectify the situatioysomewhat by applying the ideas 

that have been derived from the study of Christian pre-modem travel literature 

to a piece of Je,-vish travel literature, specifically n'tlr., ,:i,~ ,Ni'tl'-'flN nwor.> 

n71tn0 . Key issues that will be addressed are the narrator's experience of 

otherness and his own presence in the text, elements of travel narratives that 

emerged as common criteria based on the writings of Campbell, Zumthor, and 

Todorov. In addition, this study will try to understand the writer's motivation . 
for creating such a work, as weu{.s the way that the text was used.by later 

generations of readers. 

Two other travel ac:x:ounts written by Jews will be used to provide points 

of ann~ These works, the travelogue of Meshullam of Volterra (1481)26 

-
and the letters of Ovadiah of Bertinoro (1487-1490), 'D while written 3.5-40 years 

25 Signer, pg. 26. 

Zb Adler, pg. 1S6-2os. 

. r, Rabbi Avroham Mannorstein, ed. Patbw!y to lerusalePli The Travel Letters of Rabbi 
Ovadiah of Ba,:tenura (Lakew~, New Jersey: CIS Publishers and Distributors, 1992). 
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prior are the closest contemporaries of the nwoo. It is hoped that by comparing 

these works certain literary features will be shO\·vn to be specific to the text rather 

an a reflection of the literary development of the time. Additionally, through 

comparing the accounts the unique and interesting idiosyncrasies of the nn,Or.) 

will be made dearer. 
~ 

While Rabbi ~loshe Ba la is fairly well kn?wn figure in the history uf 
....__ 

Italian Renaissance Je\, f) , the details of his life prior to hi!> journey to U1e Land 

of Israel in 1521-1 ~23 are sketchy. He was born in Pe aro in 1480 but spent his 

early years in Soncino where his father, Rabbi ~ fordechai Basola, assisted in the 

publishing of Yehoshua Soncino's cdibon of Uw Talmud in 1489. ~- As a youlh, 

Basal.r's teacher was the kabbalist Rabbi Joseph ibn Shraga, who was considered 

atest kabbalists of his generation. 

It is lhought hat Basola spent his early adulthood on his O\\ n, vi~ ting 

various oties · e northeJ'lst of Ital) . Indeed, in his travel journal he \ 

demonstrates a knowledge of five Italian cities by using them as points of 

compari~on .hr sites in the course of his journey. ~ From a letter to a former 

pupil we know that he was supporting himself prior to his departure by 

teaching, i., p;-obably as a private tutor. 

It is not known when Basola married, but he.had at least one son and one 

,4 ,()".O~m ,:PJN ,n) (.N.1l niny) m,)~,, 1nn -- n'.noNJ i1\ll ·1 ,110, ., 
Hereafter referred 10 as MLamden." Ruth Lamden's thesis is the most comprehensive worl-. on 
the life and work of Rabbi Mo~he Basola. 

~ 

~ Lamden, pg. 8. The cities mentioned are Fano, Rimim, Verona. Bologna, and Venice. 

:,o Lamden, pg. 6. 
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daughter; his son Rabbi Azariel and his daughter's son Rabbi Moshe Basola Della 

Rocca were the teachers of Rabbi Judah Aryeh (Leone) Modena. 31 

After his return from the Lan~ of Israel in 1523, Basola settled 'for a time in 

Fano, and then in Pesaro where he taught in the household of the banker Rabbi 

Moshe Nissim MiFoligno. It was during this time that he established a . . 

relationship with the Christi.an Hebraist Guillame Postel, who in 1538 published . 

• , an example of the Samaritan alphabet similar to that in Basola' s travel journal in 

.. 

his Linguarum Duodecim Ch.aracteribus Differenti.um Alphabetum. 32 In 1535, 

Basola' s patron RabbjMoshe Nissim MiFoligno persuaded Rabbi Azariel Dienna 

to formally grant Basola smicha. 

At the end of the 1530' s Basola took a position as Rosh Yeshiva and as 

head of the congregation of the "o,,:i1vr.l" (Ponentini)- the Sephardic Jews from 
I 

Spain and Portugal - in the port city of Ancona. 33 He engaged in many of the 

debates of his time, the greatest of which being his opposition to the boycott of 

-
the port of Ancona organized by Dona Gracia Nasi in 1556. Later he returned to 

. • I 

the LanJ.f Israel, living in Tzefat until ~ ~eath in about 1560. 

In addition to some responsa, drashot, and letters, Basola left behind an 

account of his year and a half long journey to the Land of Israel. ,While Azariah 

de'Rossi identified a booklet written by Rabbi Moshe Basola that was in the 

possession of Samuel of Arles as the source of the Samaritan~phabet printed in 
• • 

31 
Lamden, pg. 8. Ens;ydt>pedi• Judaica, "Basola, Moses ben Mordechai," Qerusalem: 

Keter Publishing House Ltd., 1971), vol. 2 column 310. 

32 Lamden, pg. 21. 

~den, pg. 30. 
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j ., 
his D'l'>' 1lNr.> in 1573-1575,34 no signlfic.ant portion of Basola's travel narrative 

was published until the 18th century. In Leghorn in 1785, Jacob hen Moses, 

Hayyim Baruch published a book entitled o,n,n, ,ruYJ which was 'an anthology 
~ -

of various authors' writings about ~he Holy Land. Included in the work were 

Zah (Tzach) ve-Adom by Raphael Treves, which discussed the holy places in 

Jerusalem, Imrei Kadosh from the Sha'ar ha-Gilgulim of Samuel ben Hayyim Vital, 

and an account of the experiences of an 'anonymous ''Italian traveler'' to the Land 

of Israel in 1521-1523. 35 The account in o,n,n, ,ru YJ was edited, and these 

deletions included o/ concluding phrase of the text which would later prove a 

valuable clue to the author's identity. However, this expurgated material was 

not available to scholars, and the identity of the ''Italian traveler'' remained 

unknown through 10 subsequent editions and more than four hundred years. 36 

It is interesting to note that in Leopold Zunz' s bibliography of geographic.al 

literature he in effect counts the same piece of writing twice, suggesting that the 

account of the anonymous autho,r published in o,n,,,, -,ruYJ is the work of a R 

Baruch. ~ e also correctly infers the existe,nce of an account written by Moshe 

Basola from the brief mention in O'l'>' 1lNY.l , however Zunz misdates the 

account noting that Basola "visited Palestine at an advanced age/' :rJ 

34 Azariah de' Rossi. Q'>')! 1!(D ( Mantua, 1573-1575), pg. NyP. 

~ncydopedia ludaica. jacob ben Moses Hayyim Baruch," Vol, 4 column 274. 

3' EncyclQpedia ludaica. Vol 4, col 274. 

:r, Leopold Zunz,, "Essay on the Geographical Literature of the Jews from the Remotest 
Times to the Year 1841" in A. Asher, editor The Itinenuy of Rabbi Qeniamin of Tudela (New York: 

... 

Hakesheth Publishing Co., 1927), pg. 270, item-"72 and pg. 275, item 77. / 
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· In the 1930's in Jerusalem, Isaac Ben-Zevi saw a manuscript that was·in 

the possession of Rabbi Isaac Bedahav. The text of this "Jerusalem manusc;ript'' 

• 
corresponded to the contents of o,,w,,, ,ru\!I that had been writtert by the 

"~ous Italian,'~ and appeared to be the source of the excerpts included in 

published editions. Additionally, the final line of the manuscript contained a 

phrase which indicated that the author's name was ''Moshe:'' Finally, :he 

manuscript ':'<>ntained a copy of the Samaritan alphabet which matched that 

found in 0,3,y in-<o . Thus, Ben-2'.evi was able to identify the "Italian traveler" as 

Rabbi Moshe ben Mj!dechai Ba.sola. Ben-2'.evi was also allowed to transcribe and 

publish the "Jerusalem manuscript," which appeared in 1938 as -''nN nl))O!'J . 

n:?)mo i1\!lr.l ,:J,~ '2-<1\!I'> (English title: A Pilgrimage to Palestine by Rabbi Moshe 
. . 

Basola of Ancona), 38 finally making the entirety of Basola' s account available to 

readers. It was subsequ~y published in Hebrew in 1969 in Eisenstein's "\~1N 

ffi>'t7D, however, except for a very brief excerpt included in Journeys to the 

Promised Land edited by Nachman Ran, 39 Basola' s account has not been 
I 

transla~ into English. . . 

39 -"f'IN mri,n~ n,:im :o~n,, il'z,t!Q nw ,:i,:, ~,¥'?-l"IN mw .~-'P pn:,, 
.(1938 , il>nli''JlVl ~,\\/) 

(Isaac Ben-2.evi, A ~ to Palestine by Rabbi Moshe Bassola of Ancona Oerusalem: The 
Jewish Palestinian Exploration Society, 1938). Hereafter referred to as "Ben-~ " 

,, Nadunan Ran, ed.. Journeys to the Promised Land ( New Yorlc Portl~ House, 1989), 
90. 
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Basola's Account Compared to Its Contemporaries 

Moshe Basola's journey to the Holy Land was not, in itself, unique. 

Indeed, travel by Jews to the Land of Israel began at the time of the Babylonian 

Exil~ and has never ceased. · • 

Italian Jews seem to have been especially frequent visitors in the 

Renaissance era. This is attributable to the relatively shorter distance between 

the Land of Israeynd Italy, and the well established communications between 

the areas. Cecil Roth also notes what he termed a "love of, or rather yearning for, 

Palestine (that} was at all times extremely marked among ItalianJ-ews." 40 Indeed, 

except for two periods, from 1427 to 1430 and 1467 to 1487, when the Pope 

I 

forbade Italian sea captains to transport Jews to Palestine, there seems to have 

been a consistent stream of Italian visitors throughout the 15th and 16th 

centuries.41 Even with the hap. in effect, Italian Jews managed to make their way 

to th~d of Israel via a more circuit<_>us route. 42 

Basola also not unique in leaving a written record of his travels. The 

earliest literary evidence of a joumey to the Holy Land by a Jew are the Zion , 
.o Cecil Roth. The Jews in the Renaissance <Philadelphia: The Jewish Publication Society 

of America, 1959), 30. 

•• Roth. Rfflagnce. pg. 30 • 
42 Meshullam of Volterra provides one example. When he went to the Land of Israel in 

1481, he left &om Naples, which was then under the oontrol of Aragon. He did however, return 
to Venice, although it is not dear if he did so on an Italian ship. Ovadiah of Bertinoro also 
departed from Naples in 1487. 
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poems of Yehuda Halef (c. 1140) who did not actually reach the °Dand of Israel. 

The first historical accm\nt is The Itinerary of Benjamin of Tudela. who arr_ived in 

the Holy Land about 117~ Basola' s account is thus part of an established 

tradition that continued dbwn to his own day with the wntings of R. Petachia of 

Ratisbon (1170-1183), R. Jacob ben R. Nathaniel haCohen (12th century), 

Meshullam of Volterra (1481) and the letters of Ovadiah of Bertinoro (1487•1490) 

and his student. 

These last two accounts are the nu,oo 's closest contemporaries. Since 

they will be used hr as points of comparison, the backgrounds of their authors 
,..., 

and the circumstances of their composition are worth noting. 

I . 
Meshullam of Volterra was a partner and later owner of hi~ father's 

successful loan-bank in Florence. He also traded in precious stones. In 1481 he 

set out for the Land of Israel in fulfillment of a vow that he made when he 

escaped some unspecified trouble in Florence. He sailed from Naples to Egypt 

by way of Rhodes and traveled overland to Jerusalem, arriving in late July, 1481. 
I 

He~ there about a month befor~ returning to Venice in October. The 

account of this journey is contained in his travel narrative. Interestingly, he 

return~ once again to the Land of Israel in 1487, journeying part of the way with 
• f 

OvadiahofBertinoro.~ 

Rabbi Ovadiah Y erei was from the town of Bertinoro, near the city of Forli 

• 
in Italy. He is perhaps best known as the author of the classic commentary on 

4J Enc;yclopedia Judaica. "Meshullam ben Menahem da Volterra," vol. 16, col 221 
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the Mishn~ which he composed after settling"in the Land of Israel. Little is 

known of his early life except for the fact that his teacher was Rabbi Joseph Colon 

(the "Maharik"). While his age at the time he ~ecided to leave for Israel is not · 

known, his letters indicate that he already e_njoyed some prominence. His reason 

for immigrating is also unknown. It has been speculated that he chose to leave 

Italy in objection to the Renaissance spirit that was permeating the Jewish 

community at that ti.me. The fact that the Maharik left his position as the rabbi of • 

Mantua in objection to these new trends, is often adduced in support of this 

reason for Ovadiah' s immigratir, 44 Ovadiah' s account of his experiences is 

contained in three letters, one to his father, one to his brother, and one to a 

friend, covering the petj.od from 1488-1489. In addition, a letter from one of 

Ovadiah's students (1495) has been included in the published editions. While 
~ I 

Ovadiah's writing was not composed as a unified narrative, then as now, the 

letter was a common form for travel literature. In fact, the epistolary form was 

accepted and viewed as appropriate £or. fo~al accounts up until the 18th 

century.45 .. 
As might be expected, Basola's account shares continuities with these 

other travelers' accounts. First, all three are narratives, rather than histori~. 

• Oearly, all three of these accounts are written in the first-person and detail the 

personafexperiences of their authors. Travel literature is by definition written in 
• 

a first-person narrative, or at least a second person narrative, as in a travel guide 

. -

'"Mannorstein, pg. 10. 

4S Campbell, pg. 8. . 
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("Thence you come to a pillar near th.; chamber of the Holy Sepulcher.") History 

is conventionally written in the third-person. 46 

Additionally, all three of these works are narratives rather than itineraries - ' 

or guidebooks. Itineraries are composed of lists of cities and places of interest 

and the distances between them. Sometimes they include prayers to be recited at 

holy sites. They are uin effect, verbal charts designed for the convenience of 

, subsequent travelers."47 While ifineraties are sometimes written in the first 

person, they do not contain an account of the entire experience of their authors. 

Rather, in an itiner, the focus is clearly that of pilgrimage, as indicated by the 

opening words of the i~erary of Samuel ben Samson (1211): 

These words deserve to be, written in order that we might khow the places 
of the graves of our forefathers by whose merit the world exists.48 

, 
· While, the accounts of Meshullam, Ovadiah, and Basola vary in the degree to 

which they recount the authors personal experience, they present their authors' 

experiences as narrative rather ~ as simply a string of sites for later pilgrims. 

~ terms of content, the similariti~ between the accounts are, not 

' 
surprisingly, most notable in terms of the sites described. For example, in 

describing the Cave of Machpelah,-Meshullam of Volterra writp: 

.. 

I saw the cave of Machpelah which is where the ground rises and it 
looks like this: the cave is in a field in the midst of Hebron and the 
Muslims have built a mosque upon it, as is their custom, artH they 

t6 Campbell, pg. 5. 

41 Campbell, pg. 27. 

48Adler, pg.103. 
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have made a wall over the cave and in it is a small window where the 
Jews pray and throw ir\to it money and spices. I also prayed there. 
The Muslims honor the place very much and give thirteen thousand 
loaves every day to the poor in honour of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, 
and especially in honour of Abraham; and they put the bread in 
mustard and tender veal such as Abraham gave to the angels, and in 
honour of Isaac they give venison and other delicacies such as he 
loved, and in honour of Jacob bread and a mess of pottage such as he 
gave Esau, 49 and this constantly everyday without fail.50 

Likewise, seven years later Ovadiah wrote: 

.. 

I visited the Ca'!'e of Machpelah. It is covered by a large mosque. 
The Muslims treated it with great respect and come on pilgrimage 
from all the Muslim lands to worship there. In the cave itself, where 
the Patriarchs are buried, neither Jew not Muslim may enter. Instead, 
the Muslims~tand above the cave and lower lit torches through 
shafts. These torches bum there constantly. The Muslim pilgrims 
throw money into the cave through the shafts ... Every day, they 
distribute bread and lentil, or some other legume, to the poor -
whether Muslim, Jew, or Ouistian - in honor of our forefather 
Abraham. 51 

Basola' s account, while echoing thE; earlier ones, is far more succinct, and 

he ascribes a different motivation to the Muslims' acts of charity: 

I went to pray at the Patriarch's Tomb and where the Muslims have a 
large castle on the Cave ,of Machpelah with two gates opening out in 
four directions. And close to the gate adjoining the nobleman's 
-~use is a hole where I prayed. "fhe Jews.say that it reaches to the 
middle of the cave: Opposite it is the building in which they make 
the bread that they give for the sin offering of the Muslims every day, 
eight thou.sand loaves a day. 52 

Likewise, all three authors offer descriptions of the Temple Mount/ Beit 

49 
fol" the explanatiom of the foods associated with each patriarch see the following: 

Abraham, see Rashi to Genesis 18:7; Isaac, Genesis 25:27; and Jacob, Gen~ 25: 34. 

• I 

50 • 
Adler, pg. 185. 

51 . 
Marmorstein, 48. 

52 Ben-Zevi, 58. 
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Hamikdash. For example, Meshullam describes the Temple area as follows: 

The Temple, may it be restored speedily in our days, is still • 
surrounded by a wall. On the east side are the Gates of Mercy made 
of brass and embedded into the ground. The gates are cl~ed and on 
the sides of the gates are Moslem graves. Opposite this is the site of 
the Temple of King Solomon and a Moslem building upon it The 
huge stones in this building are a wondrous matter, and it is difficult 
to believe how the strength of man could have moved them into their 
present position. Near the sanctuary is a great vaulted building with 
pillars surrounding the large pavement which covers the Temple 
area. The circumference of the Temple seems about half a mile. On 
the west side of the pavement- there is a place about three fingers 
high which is said to be the Eben Shethiah, and there is a great cupola 
beautifully gilded, about twenty or perhaps thirty cubits square. It is 
very high and the lshmaelites have covered it with lead, and they say 
that this is _sioubtless the Holy of Holies. On the border of the Holy 
of Holies there is a place about two and a half cubits high, and at its 
four comers there are stones to get up to it. Here there is a well of 
running water and near it the cupola is built. The Moslems only go 
inside after bathing five times, and they do not approach a woman 
three days previously. Many Moslem servants in a state of 
purification. are there and they light seven lamps inside ... On the 
southern side, inside the temple~, there is a large and beautiful 
house also covered with lead called Solomon's College ... 53 

Ovadiah also wrote to his father concerning the Beit Hamikdash: 

The Muslims come h~ from very distant lands to bow down at the 
site of the Beis Hawtikdash, which they regard with great awe ... 54 I 

.c., asked about the even shesiah, thE; rock that marks the spot where the 
sacred ark had s~ood. y people told me it is enclosed within a 
WL beautiful, dom osque that the Muslims built on the site of 
the Beis Hamikdash, that no one is allowed to come before it 
According to rumor, e sjte of the Beis Hamikdash contains great 
wealth, for all the kings who have ruled over Israel have built rooms 
there lined with gold. It is said that the present king built a beautiful 
structure of gold and precious stones without equal. 

} 

The site of the &is Hamikdash today has twelve entrances. The 
entrance called the nGates of Compassion" consists of IIWo sealed, 
metal gates on the eastern side of the Beis Hamikdash. The bottom half 

5.lAdler, pg.189 . 

"Marmorstein, pg. 56. 
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of these gates is sunk into the earth. It is said that the Muslims 
wanted to pull them out a number of times, but were not able to do 
so.ss 

Characteristically, Basola's description is more succinct 

\ 

When one stands on the summit of the Mount of Olives and looks 
toward Jerusalem, he sees all of the Sanctuary grounds; the courtyard 
and the gardens, and from the same side, i.e. , in the east, the 
Sanctuary grounds have two sealed iron gates their ends sunk in the 
ground. They are called the Mercy Gates and they say that the 
grooms would enter through one of the them and the mourners 
through another. Gose to the Sanctuary on the southern side is a 
building called Solomon's Midrash. 56 

Similar descriptions of other tombs around Jerusalem and some of the r 
tombs in the Galilee, are also found in all three accounts. Equally consistently, 

except with regard to the tombs in the Galilee, Basola downplays local customs 

associated with the sites, as well as failing to emphasize Muslim reverence. Such 

a lack of anthropological detail is characteristic of hls work. 

Another common motif in the accounts is--mention of miraculous events. 

Miraculous stories occur, or are alJuded to, in all three accounts, and the 
• . 

miraculous is .;:mstantly expected. Even where. there are no specific wonders 
. 

witnessed, their expectation must be addressed as in Ovadiah's letter to his 

brother. 

You asked me about miracles that you have heard about that are 
supposed to occur at the site of the Beis Hamikdash and at the 
gravesites of the tz.adikim. What can I tell you? I myself did not see 
any such miracles. Regarding the story you were told that there ~ 
burning candles in the Beis_ Hamikdash that go out on Tisha b'Av, I also 

55 Marmorstein, pg. 58. 

56 Bel\-2.evi, pg. 55 . 
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heard such rumors, but was unable to learn anything more definite. 57 

And it goes without saying that the entire story of the Sephardi who 
found an old man wrapped in a robe inside the Beis Hamikdas~ is a 
complete fabrication. An intelligent person liJ_ce you should be able 
to understand what is true and what is not.58 

This emphasis on the miraculous seems to reflect a key feature of the 

genre itself. Inspite of the fact that Herodotus is regarded as "antiquity's most 

just and skeptical chronicler of the east," 59 he still describes western Libya as full 

of "dog-faced creatures, and the creatures without heads." 60 Later works 

continuing down through th~ Middle Ages are populated with various 

grotesques/e"pitomized by the ants as big as dogs and the men with two faces in 

one head that are described in the eleventh-century Wonders of the East. 

Monsters are also present in later works such as the 14th century Mand.eville's 

Travels.61 It is notable that the marvels and grotesques described appear "at the 
I 

geographical limits of knowled~- at the borders of the map, the farthest reach 

of the fou.mey." 62 
I 

By the time Basola, Meshullam, and Ovadiah are writing, the belief in the 
' . 
· grotesques fancied in the Middle' Ages seems to have ~ded. However, the 

observation that the miraculous appears at the fringes of the known world seems 

s, A similar story is reported by Meshullam of Volterra. ~ Adler, pg. 190. 

~orstein, pg. 60. 

, "Campbell, pg. 51. 

60Campbell, ~- 51. 

61Campbell, pg. 157. 

Q Campbell, pg. 50. 
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most fitting to one fype of marvel discussed in Ovadiah and Basola' s accounts: 

that is, investigations concerning the Ten Lost Tribes and the River Sambatyon. 

Popular interest in the Ten Lost Tribes was i.t)tense during the 

Renaissance, likely because they represented a lost autonomy in the popular 

Jewish imagination. Moses Schulvass writes that it was "unthinkable for an 

Oewish) author to compose a book on geography without introducing the 

popular'!1llllors regarding Jewish independence in unknown countries."63 As an 

example. of this marriage of science and myth, he cites Abraham Farissol' s 

geographic work Iggeret Orehot Olar, which outlines the continents and the seas, 

the lands of the Old World, climates, methods of measuring latitude and 

longitude, details of the Mediterranean Sea and travel routes from Venice to 

various locations. The first part of the work then concludes with a description of 

the Ten Lost Tribes and their land. 64 
., 

..... 

Ovadiah, who expressed his skepticism concerning n.unors of miracles at 

the Beit Hamikdash, nevertheless felt that the River-Sambatyon was a suitable . 
topic for a sermon whi~ he reported to his father that h~ preached in 

' 
Jerusalem. 65 In that same letter he reports hearing that the Jews of Ethiopia are 

at war with the mythical Christian priest-king Prestor John. In the letter 

composed to his brother, Ovadiah supplies more details that he has learned 

63 Moses A. Scbulvass, The lews in the World of the Renaissance (ChiOlgo: Spertus 
College of Judaica Press, 1995), 308. • 

~ulvass, pg 308. The second part of l&&eret Orehot Olam discussed the Portuguese 
gedgraphic expecJitions, the discoYery of the New World, and the location of the Garden of Eden. 

• ~rstei.n, pg. 56. 
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through reputable reports from Muslim merchants. Specifically, he writes that 

... about a five day's journey from Aden through a desert is the 
famous Sambatyon River, which completely surrounds a land 
inhabited by Jews. This river shoots out rQCks and dirt, and onl}" rests 
on Shabbos. 66 No Jew ever leaves that land, for to do so would entail 

~olati:ng Shabbos. They have a tradition that the people within the 
circle of the Sambatyon are all the offspring of Moses, as holy as angels 
and sinless. 

Then, beyond the Sambatyon, there are as many Jews as the sands 
.of the sea, with their own kings and ministers. However, they are not 
as holy as those Jews surrounded by the river.67 

Once again, Ovadiah continues to discuss the Jews of Ethiopia, whom he himself 

claims to have seen,;nd their war with Prestor John. 68 

Basola also discusses these topics in a special section of his composition 

entitled ''Investigations Concerning the Ten Tribes and the River Sambatyon" 

wfuch is appended to the end of his account. He bases his findings on his 

~ I 

discussions with various individuals, including a Babylonian Jew who had heard 
I,_ 

reports from Muslims, an Ethiopian slave who belonged to a Jew, and a teacher • 

of children in Tz~t who was or;iginally from Aden. Basola offers reports of a 

land in ~e south where there are many J~ws, exiles from both the First and 

Second Temple period, who are kings and nobles and who are at war with the -

"lndianim." In medieval times, Iruija was often confused with Ethiopia and at 

least one medieval map~ the legends ''India Egyptii" and "India 

"'The Sambatyon is the river across which the Ten Lost Tribes were exiled by 
Shalmaneser. According to the Talmud, the river Oows with great force, restiq& only on Shabl.,at 
(Sanhedrin 65b). 

67MaQnorstein, pg. 68. 

"Marmorstein, pg. 69. 
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Ethiopie."69 Also, Prestor John is referred to as "Prestor John of the Indies" in 

the report of the Portuguese mission which searched for him in Ethiopia between 

1520 and 1526.'° It is J.ike therefore, that Basola' s ~rence to being at war with 

the uln.dianim" is a reference to the forces of Prestor John. Basola also reports 

that there are the remnants of the tribes of Issachar and Shimon. In this place, 

all the Jews are ministers and there is a king who rules them, and each has 50 or 

60 servants whom he sends to war. 71 That Basola twire mentions Jewish rulers 

who send their servants to war indicates the strong impression these reports of 

Jewish autonumy had on him. / 

Lastly, Basola recounts the following story, which he heard from a 

Moroccan judge in Tzefat whom he judges to be "exceptional in his generation, · 

an expert in Talmud and kabbal~ righteous and pious."n 
I 

(He) has three sons and the youngest is 16 years old. Two years ago, 
this youth was sitting on the roof alone and a white ®Ve burst upon 
him. He caught it in his hand and saw written in square Assyrian 
writing on one of its wings 'The Ten Tribes are coming." After he 
cried out, while he was holding the dove it\ his hand, he ran to show it 
to his father but he felt a hard slap ori his hand so that he was forced to 
open his hand and e dove flew off {llld was not seeJ\ again. -He went 
and told his father the story and his father inquired of rum and 
questioned him and he swore that he had not lied. He consistently 
told the same story and did not change it at all. I have written it down 
just as I heard it from the father.73 

• 

"'Boies Penrose, Travel and Discoyay in the Renaissance 1420-1620 (Cambridge: 
Harvard University Press, 1952), 12. · 

"Die Prestor John of the.Indies. transl by Lord Stanley of Alderly (1881) revised and 
edited by C.F. Beckinghatn and G.W. 8. Huntin~ord. (Millwood NY: Kraus Reprint, 1975), 36. • 

'
718en-Zevi, pg. 89. 

' 
'i3en-Zevi, pg. 89. 

naen-2.evi, es, 89. A parallel to this story is found in letter from R. Abraham Rephael 
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The interest generated by rumors of the Ten Lost Tribes and their reputed 

independence is clear from both Ovadiah and Basola' s comments. It is also clear 

that their information regarding Jews from Ethiopia and Aden is mixed with the 

mythical River Sambatyon and Prestor John, at the geographical margin of the 

authors' known world. 

j 

Wonder stories liake another form as well in these accounts; that is, tales of 

~ miraculous that are associated with places of pilgrimage. These places 

sometimes include locations such as the Beit Ha,7sh, as cited above, or the 

graves of the tzadikim (righteous ones). 

Although certain sites, especially graves, in Israel, are popularly 

considered to be holy and are visited and venerated up to this day,74 there is 

I 

little support for this belief in Jewish primary sources. Indeed, the Mishnah (Kel. 
I.., 

1:6) does mention the ten degrees of holiness in the Land of Israel, however, this 

holiness seems to derive from the laws and mitzvot applying tq a place rather 

{ than because of events that took place ' the site or because of who is bu,ried 

' there. This differs from Muslim and Christian thought in which a site is 

hallowed by the event which occurred there. Therefore, while the.custom of 

visiting graves seems to be of old Arabic origin, it is likely that the Jewish 

practice of venerating certain graves arose under the influence of Christianity 

Trabot to ~ Abraham in Perugia, circa 1523. The letter is published in Roads to Zion, edited by 
Kurt Wilhelm. (New York: Schocken Books), pg. 29. 

7~ r example, a map entitk!d )i'i>'O )))l:l c,r.n,p npp ,m, n~, copyrighted in 

1988, was purchased by the author during the summer of 1995. 
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and Islam. 75 

It is thought that during the Middle Ages, under Christian and Muslim ,, 

influence, the idea of the departed as inte~ors and the concept of grave sites 

as places of efficacious prayer attained significance in Judaism. 76 The earliest 

evidence for this veneration of gravesites is that of the tenth century Karaite 

scholar Sahl b. Matzli' ah who complained: 11 How can I remain silent when some 

Jews are behaving like idolators? They sit at the graves, sometimes sleeping 

there at night, and appeal to the dead; 'Oh! Rabbi Yose ha-Gelili! Heal me! Grant 

me children!' They kindle lipts and offer incense .. . " 77 Further evidence of the 

popularity of visiting gravesites is offered by the number of itineraries which 

were compiled. beginning in the Middle Ages to guide pilgrims. These attained 

wider distribution after the invention of the printing press. Narrative travel 
I 

accounts also typically include mention of gravesites. 

' Basola' s account is no exception to this trend of describing the tombs of 

the t:zadikim. Indeed, the part of his nan;ative that resembles an itinerary is a . 
concentrated d~ption of tombs in the Galilee .. 7.8 While it is true that this 

concentration of information is partially due to the fact that the graves of the 

t:zadilam tend to be located in one geographic area, Basola consciously 5Fts off 

this section of his account by stating at its l?eginning, "Now I shall write all the 

~nc;yclopedia [udaica. "Holy Places," vol. 8, col 920. 

7°Encyclqpedia ludaica, "Itine.raries," vol. 9, col. 1148. 

"Encyclopedialudaica. "Holy Places," vol. 8, col 922. 

"see Ben-uvi, pg. 45-50. 
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' places of the tz.adi.kim (righteous ones) and prophets' monuments (where) I 

prostrated myself and prayed on their graves." 79 He also provides a list at the 

end of his account which lists the l~tions of graves by city. 80 

In most instances Basola describes the location and appearance of the 

grave. In several, Basola offers reports of miraculous events that are associated 

with a tomb. For example, Basofa writes of R. Judah bar Ilai' s gravesite: 

On the grave tliere is an almond tree, withered these three years . 
And there is a big field of olive trees dedicated to the Pious One, may 
his memory be a blessing. They say that a certain lshmaelite woman 
climbed on the tree over the grave to pick almonds. The other 
women said ~t she should ask permission from the Pious One, but 
she spoke insuitingly and fell from the tree. All her limbs were 
broken until she dedicated the gold bracelets that were on her arms 
to the Righteous One, which turned into olive trees. Afterward, the 
others made donations until now there are 400 olive trees. This took 
place about 60 years ago. 81 

I 

Ovadiah's student reported the same story, albeit in a somewhat more 

r . 
elaborate fashion, in a letter that he wrote, 25 years prior.82 The student, 

however, claimed to have talkeq to the woman who fell from the tree herself, 

thus r~ng some doubts as to the accura,cy ofBasola's dating of the event 

Other miraatlous events reported include sweet water that flows from no 

apparent source in the tomb of Hillel the Elder, 83 and the ~arble cover of the 
I 

. .. 

"'Ben-Zevi, pg. 44. 

M>sen-Zevi, pg. "19. 

St . • 
Ben-Zevt, pg. 45. 

81Marmorslein, pg. 82. 

"Ben-Zevi, pg. 46. 
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' tomb of R. Elezar ben Arach, which mysteriously reappeared on the grave the 

morning after it was taken by some Muslims intent on using it as a millstone. 84 

These stories have parallels in the 12th century account of Petachia of Ratisbon, 

-thereby testifying to the at least 400 year long tradition·associated with these 

sites. 85 

The inclusion of miraculous stories in travel accounts creates the problem 

~ of veracity for authors writing in Basola's period. Mary Campbell explains that 

fiction functions as a "sabbatical" from information and that the most obvi9us 

device to signal this ~om is the introduction of the impossible, for example a 

magic ring or on~yed giant The problem is that travel writing presents 

marvels that in any other context would signal the fictional. 86 The response to 

this problem is the customary claim to veracity with which medieval travel 

narratives open or close or both. f11 

r-
Interestingly, at the end of Basola' s account just such a truth statement 

I 
occurs. It reads: 

Concerning most things ~t, (I WJJ>te) "they say" 
So people won't sa, Moses 

~eitup. 

Through this statement it appears that Basola is providing the k~y - the phrase 

~-Zevi, pg. 49. 

.... 

85 Adler, pg. ff7 and 88. 

86Campbell. pg. 147. 

87CampbeU. pg. 147. 

Meen-Zevi, pg. 91. 
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oYlDlN -u, - to indicate those instances where he himself has not wi\n.essed a 

marvel and is reporting hearsay. lbis distinction between actually witnessjng an 
. 

event and hearing testimony of it from others is clear in his report of the miracles 

associated with the tomb of Hillel: 

The cover of Hillel's grave is tilted a little and so are a few of the others 
and a person (can) put his hand in it and there is sweet water in it. I 
drank from it and it is a marvel. The water comes there from nowhere 
and further, because it's collected there, how does it (remain) fresh for 

, drinking? And greater than this, everyone testifies ( cYTYY.i) and swears 
(0')1:l\!l.l) that when a large congregation enters there and prays, 
immediately the water increases and pours to the ground, but when I 
was there it was not thus. Also, they say ( o,,r.m-<) that another miracle 
was done .in it, w)len a large Jewish caravan comes and ev~ryone 
lights lamps in the cave and around it, if a woman who is impure from 
menstruation enters it, immediately all of the lights are extinguished. 
They swear and testify that it is the truth. But I did not see it. 89 

Here Basola carefully distinguishes between a marvel that he himself 

I 

experienced (i.e. drinking the water), and those that others have asserted but he 

himself has not witnessed (the increase in the water and the extinguished 

candles). 

~ pite of Basola's attempts to linguistically mark those miraculous 
. 
accounts of others; he still seems eager to include them and he certainly does not 

exclude them simply because they .are hearsay. Further, he is very willing to 
I 

acrept the accounts of some sources if he judges them to be trustworthy. For 

example, when Basola reports the account of a certain R Moses that yearly on 

• 
the evenings of 18 Sivan and Shavuot a pillar of cloud appears over the grave of 

R. Judah ben Betera, he buttresses the account by asserting <.'he (R Moses) swore 

"Ben-Zevi, pg. 47. 
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to me that he saw this with his eyes . . . and this Jew who spok~with me 

appeared to me to be a gooc( innocent, and upright man who wottld no_t 
. 

deceive."90 Basola thus seems to want to identify occurrences which he himself 

has not witnessed, while at the same time desiring· to accept others' accounts and 

include them in his work. Paul Zumthor has noted that the medieval reportage 

had preferred hearing to sight as a basis for evidence because of the dominance 

of orality. Hearsay was authoritatiYe, at best sight could confirm somethings . 

However, from the 14th to the 16th centuries sight gradually came to replace 

hearing as a sor of knowledge. 91 This theory must be applied with caution to 

Jewish society because the higher level of literacy among Jews may have lessened 

the authority accorded to oral reporting. However, it may be that Basola, in 

addition to being sensitive to the expectation of the miraculous which permeated 

the Jewish culture of.the time, was also caught up in the remnants of this shift 

from hearing to sight, acknowledging what he himself has not witnessed, but 

remaining sympathetic lo the testimony of others . 
• 

. t, While there are marked s~ties between BasQla's account and those of 

Meshullam and Ovadiah, namely the narrative fonn and the content related to 

sites and miraculous events, th~ accounts do differ with regard to key aspects of 
I 

the genre. 

Th~ first is the experience or discovery of the "other," an attribute so key 

.. 

90 Ben-2.evi, pg. 88, 

91Zumthor, pg. 817. 
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' that Zumthor sees it as the 'Unifying concept of the genre.91 While Basola does 

have a sharp eye for some things, notably those related to econoIIlfCS and 

commerce, he does not have an anthropologist's inquisitiveness. His comments 

about the Muslim inhabitants of the land are similar to those quoted regarding 

the Cave of Machpelah in which he mentions their "sin" or describes their role in 

some miraculous occurrence (e.g. falling from the tree, stealing part of a tomb). 

This absence of detail am not be due to Basola' s lack of ~xposure to 

Muslims. We know, for example, from his description of a mishap that he 

traveled with Muslims on at least one occasion. 93 Further, Arabic words filter r 
into his vocabulary; Basola calls a caravansary a "khan"94and the camel handle~ 

which he calls " D'~l ~:i" earlier in his account, is refe~ to by the word 

"molcri ." 95 Still, there is no discussion of the customs or practices he may have 

observed. 
, 

... 

This lack of description is in stark contrast to the observations of the 

Muslims in Alexandria offered by Meshullam: 

I 

• 
When a man marries a wife he gives_ her a dowry and from thenceforth 
he is only obligated to feed h~, eating and drinking alone, but not 
clothing, for she must dress herself from her own money and also, 
when she has children, she is bound to feed them and when she is 
expecting a child he ~ust not touch her, therefore they marry twenty
three wives and there are Ishmaelites who have twenty sons and 

ll'lZumthor, pg. 812. 

\ 9i3en-Zevi, pg. 42. 

Meen-Zevi, pg. 6.5, 

tssen-Zevi, pg. 69. 
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. 
daughters born in a single year. 96 

While not quite as rich as Meshullam' s descriptions, Ovadiah also offers . 
obsetvations about the Muslims in Jerusalem: 

As for the Muslims, their sages still hold the opinions that Maimonides 
mentions in his Moreh Nevuchim. (l:71) One cannot find even a single 
Muslim who curses God or speaks against Him, as the Christians do. 
If not for the fear of God, in fact, it would be impossible to live among 
them. This is because the government here is so ineffective anq. 
disorganized. And besides, the Muslims'have absolutely no fear of 
what little government does exist ... (In court) false witnesses are 
quite common among both the Christians and the Muslims. The 
Muslim courts do not cross-examine witnesses, and witnesses do not 
even have to testify ~er oath. The courts believe and act on their 
testimony. If such laws existed in Christian countries, people would 

· swallow each other alive.97 

Even more curious than Basola's lack of description of the Muslims he •, 

encountered is the fact that he does not offer detailed observations of the Jewish 

communities he visited. His description of the Jewish community of Sidon is 

typical: I 

There ant about 500 househdlds and about 20 are Jewish, with most of 
them~ Jews. But they are good and welooming to visitors, 
something that isn't always so in the places·I passed through. There is 
a small, pretty synagogue. I rested there on Shabbat .. The market 
day is Thursday. 98 

Again, Basola' s account is sparse compared to the rid\ observations 

offered by Meshuliam and Ovadiah. Meshullam offered the following, 

96Adler, pg.159. 

, 
97Marmorstein, pg. 53. 
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"Ben-2.evi, pg. 40 . 
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~mewhat slanted account of the Jews he encountered in Jerusalem: 

The Muslims and also the Jews of this place are pigs at their eating. 
They all eat out of one vessel with their fingers, without a napkir}, just 
as the people of Cairo do, but tl\.eir clothes are clean ... All men and 
women and children, Jews as well as Muslims, have these customs. 
They sleep tn their clothes. 99 

Ovadiah offered similarly detailed, although less ethnocentric, observaticms, 

such as this one of the Jews of Alexandria: . . 
1his is how the Jews in all Muslim-fands eat on Shabbat They sit in a 
circle on mats. There is no table. Instead, a small tablecloth is spread 
out on a mat, on which are placed many varieties of local fruits. . . The 
wine, it must hep.id, is exceptionally strong- particularly in 
Jerusalem - and they add no water to it After everyone has drunk his 
fill, a large bowl filled with vegetables and meat is brought in. 
Everyone takes what he wants out of the bowl. The people eat very 
quickly and quite sparingly. At Rabbi Moshe's feast, we were brought 
peaches soaked in sugar, fresh ginger, dates, raisins, almonds and a 
coriander seed confection. With each of these fruits we drank a cup of 
wine ... I drank with him and felt intoxicated. 1«x> 

The one Jewish community which Basola does describe in some detail is 

Jerusalem. Yet even here he fOQJSeS on liturgical and educational matters and . 
t 

the ordiltances of the community. He lists the names of leading citizens, but 

they remain merely that 

It is unfortunate that Basola does n_ot provide us with riqt anthropological 

detail. He clearly notes ceydot in a community distinguishing between 

Ashkenazi, Sephardi, Arabicized, and Moroccan Jews, so these differences must 
• 

have been apparent and of interest to him. Yet he does not desail;e them, 

. . ... 

"Adler, pg. 195. 

~rmorstein, pg. 30-31. 
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beyond this mention or a count of ·their households. 

On a personal level, he does not give us any real sense of the individuals 

he encountered. There are no chil~ in his account and only one woman who 

aids him when he is injured He never names or describes his traveling 

companions and we only know of them because of his occasional use of the 

conunon plural or because of his discussion with a mishap. In sum, the people 

" Basola encounters, both Jews and Mu!;lims, remain two dimensional, if indeed 

they are visible at all He does not share his discovery of "the other" with his 

readers. 

..... 

The second key feature of the genre which differs between Basola' s 

account and those of Meshullam and Ovadiah is the balance between the 

presentation of the narrator's personal experience and his "objective" description 

I 

of the events and sites-encountered on the journey. Every travel narrative, in 

effect, comprises a double account of the narrative and the descriptive, with one 

sometimes predominating, anfi at times, the other.101 

-~la's account is heavily w~ted toward reportage. If others are 

barely visible in his narrative, then it is just as true for Basola himself. While he 

writes in the first person, he only.rarely enters his account as a living person. 
I 

His description of the beginning of his trip from the Galilee to Jerusalem is 

typical: "On Tuesday, the 3rd of Kislev, I put my feet to the road to walk to -Jerusalem, the Holy City, may it be rebuilt and reestablished speedily and in our 

day, amen. I was in a village called 'Yakook' and adjacent to it I saw the tomb 

101Zumthor, pg. 812. 
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of Habakkuk." 1112 
,. 

There is no sense of Basola as "hero" or "adventurer," as there is in 

Meshullam' s descriptions of his many narrow es91pes, of which the following is · 

typical: 

We left Hebron on Tuesday, the 28th July, and went in the company of 
two good and honoure<i mamelukes .. . and with them there was a 
bastard whose intention it was to lcill us. His name was Ali and he was 
a Muslim. At nightfall we reached a village called Halibi (sic), and that 
bastard went into the village and induced three robbers, companions 
of his, to rob us on the journey .. He brought us in a circle'to a place 
ten miles from Hebron ... and the cursed man led us by ways which 
nobody had passed before into a great woods ... and he left us and 
went ana. called, and when th~amelukes saw this they went after 
him .. and they brought him back, and R. Joseph, the dragom.an, went 
after them in stealth in order to hear their words, and I and Raphael, 
my companion, were left alone in the middle of the wood, and the 
dragoman heard Ali say, "Let me do this because I have three 
companions with whom I have spoken at night in Halevi (sic), and we 
will kill them and take their horses and all that they have got and 
divide equally, because they are very rich and who wilJ seek them at 
our hands." Then the mamelukes replied, "Do not think so, for it is our 
duty to guard them, for the Lord of Niepo (sic) of Hebron has 
entrusted them into our hands, and it is for us to account for them." .. 
When the mamelukes saw that Ali would not listen to them they said 
to him "Choose one of two things: either qie here, for we will slay you, 
or come with us, r.use we do not wish you to call your companions . 
. If you come wi~s we swear by the life of our k:4tg that we will not 
betray your secret to anybody"; and for this reason he returned against 
his will ... God protected us from the hands of that betrayer, and 
robber, and we gave to the mamelukes each a du~t instead of to the 
villain, and anyhow, we paid no tax because of the roundabout 
journey we made, for there are seven toll houses between Hebron and 
Jerusalem." ,m 

While Ovadiah may not have been quite the adventurer Meshullam was, his • 

1°i3en-Zevi, pg. 50. 

"
0 Adler, pg. 186. 
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letters still contain his personal reflections. When Ovadiah writes, 

"Unfortunately, however, the people regard my speeches primarily as • 

entet.tairunent They praise my sei.:mons but do not really change,",04 or that 

upon arriving in Jerusalem, ''I became a burier of the.dead ... because there are 

not enough people to carry a coffin or accompany a funeral procession," t<Zi he 

reveals a sense of personal involvement and introspection that is lacking in 

' Basola' s account. 

In fact, the individual Basola emerges only twice in his account, once 

when he expresses)1i-5 happiness at living in a rented room in Jerusalem, and 

once when he is at his most human, suffering an accident 

Tuesday, before dawn we traveled to Tzefat and when the sun rose I 
was on the camel on top of the load saying zemirot (psalms) and 
preparing to lay tefillin. We passed through a big valley and there was 
a large nut tree, and three camels were ti,ed one after the other and I 
was on the middle one. A branch of that same tree hit my face and 
caused me to fall backwards to the ground and my head hlt on the 
ground hard, followed by my spine, so that I was stupefied from a 
blow to the brain and all my bones separated from the blow to the 
spine .. It was such a hard faU that my breastbone was also uncovered 
an~ I was as if dead fot half an hour. I began the ''Vidui" / confession 
se\iiral times but I wasn't able to say. it and with great effort I said the 
"mod.eh ani/1 thank" prayer. 1

cw; • 

Yet, even here Basola retreats from the personal, and turns his misfortune 

into a didactic opportunity. He continues by recounting the miracles he merited 

that day, beginning with the fact that he didn't die in the fall and including the 
• 

~rstein, pg. 69. 

~armorstein, pg. 50. 

t~-Zevi, pg. 42. 
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· miracle that the third camel didn't trample him. 107 

The strongest indication of Basola removing himself from the t~xt is found 
. 

in a curious silence about his life in Tzefat After his visit to Tiberius, Basola 
--" -

reports that he returned to Tzefat in Iyar, 5282 (May, 1522).1
ai He briefly 

mentions a trip to Farc:am to visit the gravesite of R Judah Nesi'a. The narrative 

then picks up again with Basola leaving Tzefat to travel to Beirut in Shevat, 5283 

(February, 1523), approximately nine months after his return to Tzefat 100 Basola 

is silent about this time gap and offers no glimpses into his life. 

Such a consistent diminution of the self, and the d esire to correct any 
/ 

intrusions of the self, indicate that the traveler himself was not supposed to 

figure centrally in his narrative. Indeed, the account of Basola's's journey 

• remains characterized by description and two dimensionality. 

This technique of reporting is put to good use, however, in the case of 

economic information. While both Ovadiah and Meshullam provide economic 

information regarding trade, tolls, and prices, neither offers Basola' s detail. 
I 

~ eed, even at his journey's very ~g, Basola records the cargo loaded 

onto his ship in Venice: 

The ship was 70 cubits lon_g and approximately 18 cubits wide. I saw 
them load most of the goods while I was in the n~,,. 11

' There were 

11178en-Zevi, pg. 42. 

. ~ -Zevi, pg. 76. 

1otaen-Zevi, pg. 76. 

11°Meaning of the word is uncertain. 
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wool clothes in every color and a great deal of 'N'YJ'1P .111 However, 
there were only a few black garments because in Syria they do not 
wear black, except for the mourner. Also, yellow is not the custom. 
But there was black velvet and smooth silk from Lyon. Much coral, 
habadashery, much paper, tin. lead, copper, mercury, wooden 
implements.,. ,decorated and marke<i boxes, porcelain utensils (and) tin 
tableware. 112 

J 

At every stop along his way, Basola mentions the quality, variety, and cost of 

food, the market day, and which coins are used ~ere. He reports on taxes and 

toll&. In several instanc~, he gives specific information on the types of trade or ' 

comme~ with which one could make a living. For example, regarding Tzefat 

he writes: 

The land is encouraging to commerce, whether in stores of wool 
clothing or haberdashery, or perfumery. There are many Jewish stores 
of these three types. And they bring the haberdashery and the 
perfumes from Damascus and sell them in the city. When a ship 
arrives they go to Beirut to buy clothes and other things. There are , 
also many Jews who travel among the villages and peddlers selling 
haberdashery, so that their houses are filled with every good thing. In 
addition to this there is profit in buying spun cotton and wax and 
cyclamen when they are cheap and selling tltem at the appropriate 
time. Also there are Jews who sell fruit, vegetables,.oil apd cheese and 
other things in the market An~r one who wants-to do business in 
grain, new wine, and pure oil, ~ is according to the ~n. ... 
In general, the land is mu.ch more commercial than Italy because the 
lshmaelites would rather buy from the Jews than from others. One 
who does not have funds to invest in commerce needs to have a trade, 
and there are four good trades in all the Land of Israel: the .weavers, 
the goldsmiths, the oobblers and the tanners. Also builders. One who 
has the strength to work for hire in one of these trades is paid well. 
The tailor also earns his keep. However, people are not found hiring 
themselves out as a teacher or to serve in a house or a store, and 
casting themselves on public welfare is impossible because there is so 

inMearu,,g of the word is uncertain. 
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.much poverty. 113 

Such commercial detail is not an isolated incident in BasolJl' s report. Indeed, 

sometimes his economic information is overwhelming, as in an almost page long 

discussion of currency exchange values. 114 

.. Given Basola's personal absence from the narrative and the emphasis on 

economic information and the description of the sites visited, the descriptive 
J 

oufweighs the personal in Basola' s account 

When Basola's narrative is compared. with its closest contemporaries, its 

commonalities anafdiosY.Jlcrasies are brought to light All three of the accm:mts 

examined clearly fit the description of the genre as first person narrative. 

Additionally, all three share descriptions of sites visited and even to some d~ee 

the economic information reported on, for example, tolls. Miraculous 

occurrences are also present in all three accounts. However, Basola's narrative is 

much weaker in ~unting the experience of 9themess and describing the 

.. 

customs of the Jews and Muslims encountered. Lastly, while it does reflect a few 
t. 

?£ the atthor's personal experiences, Basqla's account is dominated by objective 

descriptions of economic conditions and sites. Based on these idiosyncrasies, it 

may be possible to postulate Basola's motivation for undertakit\g his journey and 

his composition, and his intended audience. 

113een-Zevi, pg. 43. 

"4Ben-Zevi, pg. 36. 
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CHAPTER3 

Basola's Agenda and His Intended Audience 

Mary Campbell has written that, "There are two conventional reasons for 

writing an account of the Holy Land: because men want to hear about it that 

cannot go there and because the author is an eye witness."115 This statement 

clearly applies to all the ac(\)unts considered, but it also leads to further , 

questions: what led Basola to be an eye witness, that is, why did he travel to the 

land of Israel; and who was the audience that wanted to hear about his journey? 
. / 

Unfortunately, Basola does not explicitly state the answer to either of these 

questions. However, it may be possible to tease out some clues from his text that 

would provide a foundation for a hypothesis. One thing is for certain; Basola's 

use of Italian words for commercial and maritime terms, an_d his transliteration 1 

of them into Hebrew letters, clearly indicates that he was writing for an Italian 

Jewish audience. 
. 

The most obvious explanation for ~la's journey would be pilgrim~ge. 

Indeed, he supplies information o~ 1\oly sites and graves that would prove useful 

to those who came after him. Further, the prophecy that appears at th~ 

beginning of-his account, might also indicate a religious motivation. 

Ruth Lamden argues for just such a motivation in her master's thesis. She 

reasons ~t Basola's journey was influenced by the messianic longing of the 

times whid:t was heightened by the Ottoman conquest of the Holy Land. As 

115Campbel~ pg. 143. 
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more specific evidence, she cites the prophecy that appears at the beginning of 

his account, attributed to R. Abraham 2.acuto. 

Lamden bases her argument on the following line of transmission which 

makes is theoretically possible for Basola to have been aware of the prophecy 

before setting off on his journey. R. Abraham Zacuto arrived in Jerusalem in 

1513, and possibly passed on his prediction to his brother-in-law, ~ Abraham 

Ha-Levi, who had arri°"ed there previously. In 1517, R. Ha-Levi.completed 

j 

wru i~n mNl:l) (Nevu'at ha-Yeled Nachman) which explicated prophecies from 

the 13th century. In the body of his text, R. Ha-Levi offered predictions similar to 
/ 

R. Zacuto's and supported by citations from Zacuto's work p)l\:>~Nn ''-'!l\!JO 

(Mishpatei ha-Itztagnin). Ha-Levi's commentary received wide cirotlation at the 

time. Therefore, it was "possible," Lamden reasons, "a copy of the commentary, 

with the addition of the excerp'rfmim R. Abraham Zacuto's prn,~~-m ''-'!l\!Jd 

reached the hands of the kabbalistic circles in Italy before R. Moshe Basola set off 

on his journey." 116 She postulates that the messianic ferv(!r and hope for 
I . 

< redemption connected to the prophec:i-. encouraged Basola to undertake his 
' 

journey. 

I do not find this line of argument to be convincing. First, i_t is entirely 

possible; as Lamden herself ad.Q:uts, that Basola became aware of the prophecy 

while he was in Jerusalem and brought it back to Italy with him. 117 After all, 

Baso];t lists R. Abraham Ha-Levi as one of the leaders o{ the Jewish community 

~~en, pg. 14. 

~
17Lamden, pg. 16. 
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in Jerusalem and likely m;t him during his visit there.118 Secondly, Lam~en 

offers as support for her thesis that Basola himself wrote an abstract of the 

commentary of R Ha-Levi that was published in Venice in 1617~ 119 However, this 

was published posthumously and could have as easily have been written after 

Basola's journey as before. 

Additionally, the prophecy itself.raises questions as to whether it would 

~ have motivated Basola to set off for the Holy Land. Lamden notes a text that 

otherwise parallels the one Basola quotes at the beginning of his account and 

which begins as follows/ 

From the judgement of the great astrologer, the sage, R Abra.haµ\ 
2.acuto, may his memory be a blessing, he said that (in) the year 5270 
(1510) on the night of the 14th of Kislev, the moon will be eclipsed and 
this indicates devastation in the east ... until the year 5284 

-passes ... the one who escapes from it will be able to say ''Today I was 
(re)born" ... and these are the birth pangs of the messiah ... 120 

I 

The prophecy then continues as it does in Basola' s account Lamden reasons that 

Basola omitted the part Qf the prophecy that pertains to years that had already 

passed.121 H~wever, this raises the questions of why Basola would be motivated 
t .. , 

to un~ertake a journey on the basis of a prophecy whose initial prediction had 

proved false. 

Lastly, examining the portion of ·the prophecy which Basola l'i.imself brings 

.raises questions about whether it would motivate him to behave as he did The 

118Ben-Zevi; pg. 63. 

119Lamden, pg. 15. 

' l~en, pg. 14. 

wLamden, pg. 15. 
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prophecy predicts that in the year 5284 (1524) Israel would be redeemed. The 
. 

prophecy also predicts great wars finally culminating in the coming of th~ 
. 

Davidic messiah in 5289 (1528). m Conceivably, such a prophecy might 

enrourage one to depart for the Holy Land in 1521 irt order to be closer to the 

scene of the coming redemption. However, if this was the motivation for 

undertaking his journey, why did Basola then return to Italy in the spring of 

1523? Since he had already stayed in land of Israel for 18 months, why .not 

remain there for another six until the roming redemption? Or, why not depart 

for the Holy Land/oser to the predicted time of the redemption? 

In sum, I do not find Lamden' s explanation for Basola' s undertaking his 

joum.ey to be ronvincing. It is more likely that he encountered R.. Abraham 

Ha-Levi and his prediction during his visit to Jerusalem and appended the 

prophecy to the beginning of his account upon his return. 123 

If not for religious reasons, then why might Basola undertake such a 

journey? The contents of his ~ccount may offer some clues, since it is likely that 

his sqect matter was shaped by what ,he percejved the expectations and 

interests of his audience to be. For example, in his letter to his father, Ovadiah 

writes, "When I was in Naples a year ago, you wrote to me and asked that I tell , 
you all about all the Jewish communities that I visited on my way to the land of 

'1i3en-Zevi, pg. '1.7. 

mrtus seems to have been Ben-Zevi's opinion as well and based oHthis he dates the 
composition of Basola's accbunt to before 1524. See Ben-Zevi, pg. 22. It is dear that Basola 
reworlted his account after completing bis journey. See Lamden, pg. 9, note 20 for a full listing of 
the places in Basola's account which indicate that he edited his material after returning to Italy. 
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' Israel. 1n this way, at leas~ I will be able to 'make good-tasting things for you, as 

you have loved."'u. Ovadiah th.en continues his letter, which is filled with ri~y 

detailed observations of the communities he visited. 

Although, Basola is not as explicit as Ovadiah, the contents of his account . 

reveal three major themes: the miraculous events and legends associated with 

the tombs of the IZlldikim; economic and commercial information; and practical 

,. advice for potential settlers in the land of Israel. Notably, his account lacks 

detailed descriptions of the people he encountered on his journey, and his 

reflections on his peo/ experience are scanty. 

As discussed above, the theme of miraculous stories and occurrences 

seems to be a common feature of the genre. It also appears to be highly reflective 

of the 16th century Jewish mindset, which was characterized by messianic hopes 

and longing for redemptioo. While Basola offers interesting observations and 

stories on this subject, this aspect of his narrative is not markedly different from 
. 

its closest contemporaries, ancl probably does not offer any further insight into 
• 

his motiv~ than to indicate a religious interest that ".Vas common at the time. , 
. 

Basola' s failure to describe other people whom he met in his travels and 

his diminution of himself as narrator, ~dicate that these themes were not the 

central thrust of his account. Their absence also serves to focus his account even 

more sharply OI\ those areas in which his travelogue is distinct economic and 

commercial information, and practical advice . 

" In contrast to the pilgrimage oriented travel of the Middle Ages, 16th 

ntMarmorstein, pg. 15. 
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century· travel literature in general is dw'acterized by its commercial 

orientation. 125 Further, commercial and practical information is seen as the 

• 
province of the merchant as Campbell has explained saying, "In the real world of 

the merchant it is the quotidian that matters."1
:!:i 

Both Meshullam and Ovadiah offer information on prices, taxes, and tolls. 

In the c.ase of Meshullam, this is not surprising since he was a merchant, trading 

in precious stones and ma.king loans throughout his journey. 127 But neither 

traveler is as lavish with regard to economic information as Basola, who was not 

a merchant but rather yroolar / teacher. His focus on ~nom.ic matters becomes 

even clearer wh~ in addition to discussing the tolls a traveler must pay or the 

produce of a certain vi11agP., hP pmvidec. lP.ngthy pac;.c;agt>R on various ,currency 

exchange rates: 

Most of the gold is useq in the form of many different coins, and 
writte.n on each one is how many "bisante" it is worth. By one bisanto 
is meant 12 marci "sexto Ferr.areso" (a Ferraran coin). The Venetian 
ducat is only equal.to 12 marcelo in exchange{currency); however, for 
goods, it is worth 13. The gazi marcheJo is used like the others, and a 
new Venetian roin is worth a marcelo. They also use the Quattrine 
called ~," four of them equal to one Marchetto, and 40 
marcheto. 128 

• • 
' 

Further, it seems that much of the economic information and advice 

Basola offers is not directed to casual iravelers but to those undertaking a more 

permanent stay in the land of Israel. This is evident when he describes Tzefa~ 

WCampbelJ. pg. 7. 

... . 

l21bCampbell, pg. 91. 

127 Adler, pg. 202. 203. 

uteen-Zevi, pg. 34. 
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j 
' outlining the job prospects for various sorts of craftsmen. 129 He also discusses 

how one can establish a business in Damascus as well as the moneylendil}g . 
practices there. l3l In the appendix, where he offers practical advi~ to travellers, 

he further suggests good areas for seating on the ship depending on whether one 

has a small or large household. 131 A vraham David, specifically citing the travel 

information appended at the end of Basola' s accoun~ sees Basola' s information 

~ as oriented toward those Jews who are interested in immigrating or visiting the 

land of Israel. 132 

. .. 

' 
In several /pects, e.g. ways to make a living in the Holy Land, the 

information Basola provides is most closely paralleled by the letter written by 

Ovadiah' s student t:n It is telling then, that after discussing the cost of living for a 

year, the logistics of renting a place to live, and the taxes that are incumbent 

upon residents, Ovadiah's student concludes his letter by saying, "I would like to 

write more to you about the practical things I have learned, such as how to find a 

ship to sail on, and everythin& else that someone coming to Jerusalem has to 

knm-.~'134 It is likely that what Ovadi~'s studCJ1t has stated explicitly, his desire 

utsen-Zevi, pg. 44. 

''°Ben-Zevi, pg. 66. 

u18en-Zevi, pg. 92. 
. . 

131 ,nnv:i 00 p'IN1 :D'~') lnon nNn:l !m1Yl'-'f'll0 nOYJ"nm n"2)1 .1ll DnUN 
.14 ,(1993 

(Avraham David. The Immisration and Settlement in the Land of Israel in ,ie 16th Centul)'. 
Oerusalem: Rubin Mass, Ltd., 1993). Hereafter referred to as "'David." . 

1Dsee, for example, Marmorstein, pg. 89 on earning a living in Jerusalem. 

~a.rmorstein, pg. 93. 
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J 
to provide information to those immigrating to the Holy Land, is implici\in 

Basola' s writing. 
. 

It would seem, then, that Basola has written his account to provide a 

report of economic and co~ercial opportunities in the land of Israel, rather 

than composing his personal reflections on a pilgrimage experience. 

Basola' s journey to the Holy Land in 1521-1523 did not prove to be a 

permanent immigration. His return to Italy after a lengthy stay raises the 

question of whether he undertook his journey on his own or whether he was 

encouraged and support? by someone seeking information on eamomic or 

immigration opportunities in the area. Political circumstances in both the land of 

Israel and in Italy, especially Venice, make the ti.me appear especially ripe for 

seeking out such opportunities. 

Basola's travels began.just five years after €he Ottoman conquest of the 

region in 1516. In contrast to the final period of Mameluke rule, which had been 
. 

marked by disorganization and.instability, Ottoman rule brought both stability 
' 

and order, q entually yielding economic and agricultural improvements. As the . 
area grew in strategic, geopolitical, and econo~c importance, the Ottoman 

government tried to encourage and s~ settlement in the region. t:fi As a 
f 

result, immigration to the land of Israel was facilitated and the door was opened 

for an influx of Iberian Jews who had found refuge in other cities in the Ottoman 

-Empire. Many of them would eventually find their way to Tzefat, which was 

destined to thrive as a spiritual and economic center beginning in the second half 

il5£>avid, pg. 12. 
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of the 16th~century. Thus, Basola visited the land of Israel at the very begfnning 

of a new era in its history. 

While the situation for Jews in the land of Israel was improving under 

Ottoman rule, it was beginning to deteriorate in Venice. While there is evidence 

that Jews had ties to Venice as early as the 14th century, 136 since the expiration of 

the Venetian Jews' charter in 1397, they had been formally prohibited from 

.. living in Venice and had established their communal headquarters in Mestre, a 

town on the mainland directly across from Venice.137 

They resided ther7til 1508 when war broke out between Venice and 

the League of Cambrai, an alliance formed against the Republic by Pope Julius II, 

Emperor Maximilian, and King Ferdinand of Spain. Venice was flooded, with 

refugees, including the Jewish bankers of Mestre who were allowed to return 

under the provisions of their charter and who were well.received because they 

brought much needed capital with them. Iri 1509, the town of Agnadello fell, 

resulting in another influx of refugees; 

By 15~ 1514, Venice had overcome most of her IX\ilitary problems, but the 
' 

Jews Iffllained, scattered throughout the city and enjoying great freedom. The 

authorities tolerated them because the ~t they extended was essential to the 

' 
economy and because they oould be used as a lightning rod to deflect mass 

hostilities created by domestic problems which included plague and a rash of 

-~ccardo Calimani, The Ghetto o( Venice (New York: M. Evans and Company, Inc., 
1987), 5. 

137Calimani, pg. 9. 
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' fires. In 1514,·the Senate authorized the o~ of nine Jewish second-hand 

. 
shops in exchange for a fee of 5000 ducats, and new Jewish business enterprises 

• 
started to grow up alongside the traditional moneylending establishments. • 

Just when it appeared a period of stability had begun, a counter reaction 

occurred with some of the Venetian nobles giving their support to Fra Zulian 

Maria di Arezzo, one of the most virulent anti-Jewish preachers. As a result, in 

~ 1515, the Senate rereived a proposal requesting that all Jews be· confined 

to the Giudecca. The Jewish leaders objected to the choice of location because 

they considered it dangerous and suggested an alternative. After heated 
/ 

argument the Senate failed to reach a decision. 

Only one year later, a violent attack was launched against the Jews by 

Zaccaria Do~ who accused them of iniquities including the illegal building of 

synagogues and corruption of th~ State. He suggested that they be confined to 

the Ghetto Novo, the New Ghetto, where there was a foundry that had fallen into 

disuse. Impite of Jewish leaders' objections that the site was too isolated and 

-. 
that they had j~ made heavy investments in their recently opened second-hand 

shops, the plan for the ghetto was overwhelmingly approved by the Senate. The 

decree required that the Jews all live togethei: in the ghetto and that gates be built 
• I 

to confine them. The gates were to be opened in the morning and closed at 

midnight by four Christian guards paid by the Jews. The enclosure was 

-completed with high walls and all.windows and doors were walled up. The 

Jews~ had to pay two boats to continually patrol the canals surrounding the 

ghetto, and progressively severe penalties were established for any Jew found 
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outside the ghetto after midnight; first and second offenses were punishable by a 

fine, a third offense was subject to a heavier fine and two months' imprisonment. 

The idea of granting the Jews a residential quarter was an old idea dating 

back to the fourteenth century. Originally, this had been considered a great 

privilege, 138 but it had been disregarded. Now that it had become a reality due to 

less benevolent motivations, the Jews regarded the plan with fear and 

suspicion.~311 

After the establishment of the ghetto, during the Easter seasons of 1518 

and 1519, the air was filled with the rtions of anti-Jewish-preachers who 

attacked both the Jews and the authorities' alleged laxity in dealing with them. In 

1519, with the Jews charter set to expire, a precarious period of negotiation 

began, and by summer there was new talk of expulsion.140 While there seem to 

have been very ambivalent opinions in the Senate, all ~rs verbally 

opposed the Jews in an effort to avoid being accused of weakness. While some 
. 

no doubt wanted to banish the Je~ from Vettlce ?n the grounds of "goodness 

and piety," others were qtply eager to take over their moneylendipg businesses .. 
themselves. 141 

In the end, the precarious financial situati6n of the Republic lead to the 

renewal of the Jews' charter. Rather than impos~ a tax burden on all the citizens, 

138Calimani· 7 , pg .. 

1-WCalimani, pg. 33. 

HOCalim • 34 aru, pg. . 

141,-._ "- - - ~ 35 uuuruuu, pg. . 
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it was decided to heap the entire burl:len on the Jewish community by offering a 

ten year charter in exchange for a tax of ten thousand ducats and a loan in~erest 

rate set at 15 percent 142 Jewish leaders were forced to ac~esce. , 

Thus, in the five year period from 1514 to 1519, Jewish fortunes in Venice 

had shifted considerably, from enjoying relative freedom and the opportunity to 

establish new businesses, to confinement in the ghetto in 1516, to finally being 

forced to pay an exorbitant tax burden in return for the charter of 1519. It 

appears then that just as the outlook for Jews in Venice grew darker, prospects 

in the Ottoman controlled Holy Land appeared to brighten. These historical 
t 

events also suggest that Basola's trip was undertaken with an eye toward 

identifying promising areas for immigration should the Jews' si~ation in Venice 

deteriorate further. 
. • 

. ~ Might then a Venetian ~ho was ·aware of the situation in both Venice 

and the land of Israel have been willing to support Basola' s journey as a way of 

obtaining information on ~onomic and immigration prospects? A patron's 
. 

-finan<ial backing for a scholar in his employ to undertake such a journey, while .... , 

' 
' not to my knowledge precedented, seems a plausible extension of the privately 

employed. scholar's role. Additio~y, while the tension between the scholar's 
I 

intellectual independence and his economic dependence on his patron was 

present in every relationship of this sort, 1~ a statement survives from a 

Wcalimani, pg. 36. . 

~obert Bonfil,. Rabbis and lewish Communities in Renaissance Italy (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1990), 204. 
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contemporary which describes Basola a.s "The rabbi (who is ready) tb assist 

(whomever hires him)."144 

It is not necessary to attribute to Basola entirely matenalistic n;i.otives. His 

journey might have been the result of converging motivations: Basola's desire to 

visit the Holy Land and his willingness to report on economic conditions, 

combined with his patron's desire to finance the journey in excltange for 

information of interest 

While there is no direct evidence linking Basola to a specific patron who 

encouraged and supported his journey, the existence of such a backer has been 

previously suggest£. Isaiah 2.onne has asserted that Basola did indeed 

undertake his journey at the request of a backer, observing that d~g his travels 

Basola "visited the most important markets of the east and reported on the ·, 

co~al conditions in them." He claims, '~ It is almost certain that he did this 

at the command of one of the Venetian bankers, R Asher Meshullam."1
4.5 

While Zonne offers no more specific proof that this, and while there is no 

direct evjdence of a linkage between Basola and Asher Meshullam, it must be ~. 
aeknowledged that Asher Meshullam play~ a critical and influential role in the 

Venetian Jewish community and was therefore extremely aware of its precarious 

position. 

Asher Meshullam (known in Italian as Anselmo del Banco), a wealthy Jew 
1~ u.lvass,pg. m. 
145 

Hebrew Unicm Colkgt Annual 16 (1941): ,no note 13. 
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who owned several loan banks in Venetian territories, arrived in vJce in 1509, 

. 
having fled from Padua. Cecil Roth, considered him to be the founder of the . . 
recons~tuted Jewish community that was formed by the refugees from the War 

with the League of Cambrai.146 He acted as spokesman for the Jewish community 

and was responsible for securing its charters. 

The first major crisis he faced occurred in 1512, when he was caught in a 

,. heated conflict with the Venetian Senate,.which demanded 10,000 ducats f;rom 

the Jews. Refusing the terms under which the loan-was requested, Asher 

Meshullam and othe9ewish leaders were thrown in jail in an attempt to induce 

them to reconsider. In return, the Jewish bankers threatened to close their 

pawnshops and leave town. Finally, a year later, Asher Meshullam's terms were 

accepted with certain modifications, and the Jews were permitted to lend against 

co~ in exchange for a tax of 6500 ducats a year. 147 

Four years later, Asher Meshullam faced an even greater threat when the 
. 

plan to confine the Jews to tb-e ghetto was approved. When warning of the 
• 

dange~ isolation and reminding the au,thorities _of the Jews' heavy 

' investments in their newly opened second-hand shops did not result in the 

abrogation of the decree, he despera_t~ly tried to buy time by proposing that the 

decision be suspended until Venice had won back her mainland possessions, at 

which time th~ Jews would be happy to return to the mainland. 148 Schulvass 

"'Roth, ReoaiM:!ore, pg. 17. 

IC' Calio)ani, pg. 32. 

. ..Calimani, pg. 32. 
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writes that, " ... Anselmo del Banco conducted h1s battle like a true renaissance 

man. He argued against the ghetto on moral grounds and hinted at the same 
. 

time that the Jews might leave the city. Even after the ghetto had become a fait · 

accompli, he still tried to secure the right of unrestricted residence at least for 

himself in exchange for substantial sums of money." 149 However, his efforts were 

to no avail and in July, 1516 Asher and his brother Chaim were forced to move 

into ~e ghetto. I • 

At the same time, a new decree was enacted that established the wages of 

the ghetto patrol boatmen and ,. Cattaveri, the government officials appointed 

to control Jewish money lending and residence in Venice. The Jews were, of 

course, responsible for paying these wages and Asher Meshullam found himself 

in a delicate position; he was personally responsible for guaranteeing and 

advancing th~ and fees owed by the entire Jewish community, while he in 

turn had to apply to the community for reimbursement of the money 

advanced. 131 

In 1519, furt:l\~ burdened by the exorbitant taxes im~ on the . 
community in exchange for a new charter, Asher Meshullam asked for time to 

consult with the mainland communities, but in ~e end was forced to give in. He 
I 

, is reported to _have observed on that occasion, "When will struggles with power, 

power wins out."151 , 
I . 

149Schulvass, pg. 42 .. .,_ 

' 
1'°Calimani, 34. 

' 151Calimani 36 , pg. . 
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Thus, it is clear that from the time he sought refuge in Venice in 1509 until ·-· 
shortly before Basola's departure in 1521, Asher Meshullam was personally.and 

financially responsible for the Jewis~ community's welfare in Venice, and had a 

clear vantage point from which to view its rising and falling fortunes. While he 

was able to retain his own wealth, he was not able to retain the freedom of 

residence he had enjoyed. Interestingly, in response to a demand for further 

"' money in 1526, Asher Meshullam·replied. that the Jews would rather leave 

Venice than pay. However, the Jews' charter still had three years to run and in 

1528 a compromise ~ement was reached which allowed the Jews to remain. 152 

It is not clear, however, what role Asher Meshullam had in reaching this 

compromise. 

In addition to his influential role in Venice, it is appears that Asher 

I 

Meshullam was also a prominent patron of Jewish life in Jerusalem. Basola notes 

that Asher Meshullam had donated money to the Jerusalem congregation in 

order to "sponsQr'' the Sabbaths.when the Torah portions ''Vaera" and 

"Bami~' were read.m Interestingly, while Baspla spent approximately eight 
' 

' weeks in Jerusalem (from 11 Kislev to 1 Shevat, 5282), he only mentions one 

Sabbath in particular; that which WilS sponsored by Asher Meshullam. Further, it 
I 

appears that Asher Meshullam had contacts with scholars in Jerusalem even 

before Basola' s journey. A letter sent to "an anonymous patron in Italy" from the 

-yeshiva in Jerusalem begins with what is likely word play on the name "Asher 

.. 

1~ , pg.37. 

1"8en-Zevi, pg. 85. 
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Meshullam": 

01,YJ 1YJlJ, ,Dl~l OYJ ,D~lYJ, 07lYJOl ,o~, 1YJlNl ,1YJlNOi1 )1YJN ,YJ,Nil l1YJN 

.Dl~il )liN0 154 

While it must be admitted that there are no established direct links 

between Basola and Asher Meshullam, Isaiah Zonne' s assertion does have 

' cir~~tial support in that Meshullam' s status as a leader of the Venetian 

"' community and his contact with the J~alem community put him in a unique 

position. He was completely aware of the demands upon the V enetia.n Jewish 

community and its some~es precarious position. At the same time he had 

contact with the Holy Land at a point when it was poised to offer Jews new 

economic and immigration opportunities under the Ottoman Empire. It IS 

possible that Asher Meshullam' s curiosity and financial resources, combined 
I 

~ th Basola' s desire to undertake a journey to the Holy Land and report his 

findings, resulted in the account we have before us today. . { 

, 

... 
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CHAPTER4 

Later Generations' Use of Basola's Account 

• 

Basola's narrative was not published until 1785, when it was anthologized 

by Jacob ben Moses Hayyim Baruch along with other works on the Holy Land in 

o,~11<> m:i\!.I . This collection enjoyed great popularity because of its lively 

" description of holy sites. 155 However, the te~i: of Basola' s account in the 

anthology was not the same as his original, which would only come to light 250 

years later. Exa.minin_,-the differences between the 1785 version and ''Jerusalem 

manuscript'' published by Ben-Zevi provides insight into how subsequent 

generations of Jews have understood travel literature about the Holy Land. 

It is not surprising that the changes are focused on those areas identified 
r I 

as key to travel literature: the places visited, the portrayal of the "other," and the 

expectation of the miraculous. Modifications also ocrurred in areas that are more 

specific to Basola' s narrative, nam,ely his use of Italian and his focus on 

commero'. 

Basola' s account is clearly the product of an Italian Jew. Even in the 1785 

version's Italian provenance is clear in that the author mentions departing from 
• I 

Venice and compares locations to sites in Italy. However, in the 1785 version 

many of the word& Basola uses for commercial or maritime terms have been 

• 
changed into Hebrew. For-example, "galea" is replaced by" illl!>o'' (boat or 

~nc;yclQpedia Judaica , "Jacob ben Moses Hayyim Baruch," vol 4, cot 274. 
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ship), 156 "merceria" by "n1,no" (commerce),157 and "trafaco" by "pv.:n N\!10" 

(trade), 1511 making the text more accessible to non-Italian speaking Jews. 

The sites visited are a key component_of travel literature and the changes 

to the later edition of Basola's account serve to narrow its focus~ While Basola 

wrote about the locations he visited enroute to the Holy Land, the later edition 

simply substitutes a list of place names. Thus, Basola's descriptions of Pula, 

Gorfu, 2.ante, Famagusta, Tripoli, and Beirut are'missing from the 1785 version, 

and his detailed narrative begins with his arrival in Sidon.l!l'J Interestingly, Sidon 

is the first location in which tere is mention of a holy gravesite, that of Zebulun. 

Thus the focus of the edited narrative is the Holy Land itself, with its border 

defined by a holy site. 

This focus on the Land of Israel as a holy site rather than a land of 

~ undane trade is further reinforeed by the deletion of some of the lavish 

commercial information included in the manuscript Much of this is lost by the 

deletion of the descriptions of the cities eproute to the Holy Land. Also lost is the 

information on~, including information~ the money used in the Land 

of Israel, which is contained in the description of Tripoli. Further, while trade in 

certain cities is still desaibe<l in the 1785 edition, the discussion is someqmes 

rondensed. For example in the case of Tzefat, the discussion in the 1785 edition 

~-Zevi, pg. 28., 1785 version, pg. 15b. 

1578en-Zevi, pg. 43. 1785 version,_ pg. 16b. 

"'Ben-Zevi, pg. 66. 1785 version, pg. 21b. 

"'1785 ven;ion, pg. 15b. 
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emphasiz~· the fertility of the area and also' offers advice concerning those trades 

at which one can make a living, but the discussion on commercial details, e.g. 

peddling door to door, and which goods to buy cheap and sell high, has been 

deleted.160 

As a result of the changes in the sites described and the amount of 

commercial information offered, the 1785 version's focus has been shifted further 

• to the Land of Israel as a place of holy sites and Jewish settlement 

Many wonders reported to have occurred are still recorded in the 1785 

version. However, those o/'aculous events that were time bound have been 

deleted. Therefore, while the story of the water flowing at Hillel's tomb and 

information on the Ten Lost Tnbes and the River Sambatyon remain in the 

narrative, the prophecy with which Basola began his manuscript, his description 

. of his seardl for a mes.sianic pretender in Tzefat, and the story of the dove which 

heralded the return of the lost tribes have been deleted. No doubt, these 

prophecies were excised because they failed to come to pass. Still enduring value 
• 

was found by ~ter readers in the miracl.llous st<?ries of the tombs of the righteous 

and in the dream of Jewish autonomy encouraged by reports of the Lost Tribes. 

Lastly, while Basola did not fully s}:tare his disrovery of the uother'' with 
I 

his readers even in the manuscript, the 1785 version offers even few mentions. 

The only specific mention of a woman, the widow &om Ferrara who aided him 

• 
after his fall from a camel, 161 is entirely cut. Instead, the 1785 version states that 

160Compare Ben-2.evi, pg. 43-44, and 178.5 version, pg. 16b. 

161Ben-Zevi, pg. 43. 
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'1 (Basola) found a bandage and a cure."162 Further, in describing the fall itsek 

Basola's original mentions "two evil Jews" who were with him and abandoned 

him.1
6.1 These Jews are net mentioned at all in the later version. Finally, where 

Basola comfortably uses the name ''Jesus" twice in describing sites associated 

with his life, the later version refers to him only as "the man" (N1:ll), 

linguistically distancing this Jewish text from even a mention of the Christian 

figµre. 1~ As a result, the world which is described. in the 1785 version, loses 

some of what little discovery of the other there is and becomes even more two 

dimensional. 

In sum, the changes described serve to focus the 1785 version on the Land 

of Israel as defined by holy sites and the miracles associated with them. Thro.ugh 

this it becomes a place which exists in isolation, connected only by the thinnest 

chain, a list of .place names, to EUI'Qpe, and populated o'nly by two dimensional 

figures; the narrator himself, Ishmaelites in general, Jews in general (but not evil 

ones), and Jewish communal leaders who, while mentioned by name, had died 
• 

two hundred y~ before. 

The result of these revisions was a more conventional description of a 

pilgrimage. However, this was not a pilgrimage that readers were intended to 
• f 

undertake themselves. It is notable that the list of the tombs of the righteous, 

reminlscent of an itine~ and a helpful piece of information for one actually 

1'1_785 version, pg. 16b. 

"i3en-Zev~ pg. 42. 

16fCompare Ben-2.evi, pg. 51 and 55, and 1785 version, pg. 18b and 19b. 
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undertaking a pilgrimage, has been deleted· from the 1785 version. So too has the 

information provided for those undertaking a voyage to the Holy Land. These . 
deletions seem to indicate that while the edited narrative was intended to · 

describe a pilgrimage, it was intended to provide a vicarious pilgrimage for 

readers. By facilitating this new reading, these changes likely contributed to the 

text's popularity, if not its very survival. 

,_. 1t is ironic to note that there has once again been a shift in readers' use of 

Basola's account. Since Ben-Zevi's publication of the manuscript, the 

descriptions of populatioynd economic circumstances have been the focus of 

scholarly attention and a source of data for reconstructing 16th century Israel. A 

key example of this, is A vraham David's use of the account as a primary , 

document in his study of Jewish settlement in the 16th century Holy Land n,,~ 

llt\)f1 i1NY.l:l 5N1\!.n-•nzo mJ\!.mnm. Journal articles in i11lnp and the 

Encyclopedia Judaica also reveal a similar use of Basola' s account. 165 

. 
It might strike us as ironic t;hat we should think more of Basola's economic . . 

sense today ~ of his descriptions of holy pla~. But if this is indeed the case it 

1658 ;,11np ",1517 ruv.i ro~ ,11n,J nwi!> ~ m!>O"ll nw,,., ",111 cn,JN 
· .19 3 :Cl 978 ,~, ,n•?Wrt nr.m> 

~n lO">l) 11 n,·mp '','lN0,nwn wu,::m ,0">J ro~ ,11n, ~,, ,,0n ,,, 
.183-181 :(1979 ~1!>N 

-~izo ,11;,,n :i,~">J m-nm l'>l c,or,,m C">J1Yntro:m lD)'r.)" , 1n, m,0 
iN''D\e.ln ,wn> 11 nnnv ",t"'il nNDn •~ 1)1 '''Oil nNDn m~~~,\e,I') 

.91-90 :(1980 1:ll~i'U< 
Encyclopedia ludaica. "'Safed," Vol. 14, col. 627. 
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may only reflect how much we come from a culture which shares these interests 

and is aware how powerfully they can affect what we call art 

.. 
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CHAPTER S 

Conclusion 

In Iyar 5320 (May, 1560), at the age of eighty, Basola once again set out for 

the Holy Land, accompanied by his nephew R Mordechai de' Ato. This second 

journey would prove to be a permanent immigration rather than a temporary 

sojourn. 
.. 

Circumstances both in Italy and the Land of Israel had changed in the 

years since Basola' s first visit. In 1553, just a few years before his final 

immigration, the Pope had ordered all copies of the Talmud confiscated and 

burned. 166 The Jewish ghetto in Rome was established in 1555 with the issuing of 

the Papal Bull Cwn nimis absurdum . 167 In 1556, 24 Portuguese New Ouistians 
I 

were executed by the Inquisition ln Ancona, the city in which Basola served as 

Rabbi and Rosh Yeshiva. The resulting boycott of the port, led by Dona Gracia 

Nasi and opposed by Basola, finally failed, but not befor~ ecooomic damage was 

i 
inflicted on the members of bis co~ation. 168 

While Jewish life in Italy was threatened with decline, the situation in the 

Holy Land improved under Ottoman rule. Especially notable is !f zefat, the 

Galilean town, in which Basola settled after his return to Israel. In the forty years 

•~dopedia Judaic.a. "Italy," vol. 9, col 1123. 

. wRobert Bonfil, Jewish Life in Renaissance Italy {Betkeley: University of California 
Press, 1994), 69. 

~Cecil Roth, Dona Graga and the House of Nasi. (Philadelphia: The Jewish Publication 
Society, 1977), 142ft 

65 

• ) \ . 
I .. 



\ 

. . 

J 
' \ 

since Basola's visit, the town flourished with its Jewish population more than 

doubling from the 300 households that Basola himself reported to 719 in 

1555/ 56.169 The newcomers made Tzefata center for textile production, ~th 

their products rivallng those of Venice. Additionally, the Jews of Tzefat traded 

in oil, honey, silk, and spices. 

In addition to its commercial growth, Tzefat also thrived spiritually, 
. . . 

,. becoming the center of Jewish mysticism. Its 16th century residents included 'the 

kabbalists R Joseph Caro, R Moses Trani, R Moses Cordovero, and R Isaac 

Luria ]i'O 

As was the case in his p.rior journey, Basola may have been encouraged to 

undertake this second journey at his advanced age because of the conditions in 

Italy and the promise of economic and spiritual prosperity in the Holy Land. 

Lamden, again implies that he was influenced by the prophesied ~emption of 

Israel, which he predicted would occur in 5335 (1575). m However, given that he 

was already eighty years old, it is unlikely that Basola expected to live another 15 

' years until ~ actual redemption was slated to occur. -It is likely, given his age, 

that his desire to return to the Holy Land was that shared by countless other Jews 

before him: the wish to die and be buried in the soil of Israel. 

Basola did indeed arrive safely in Tzefat, and Leone Modena has provided 

some informatio~ aoout the reception he received upon his arrival: 

169 David pg. 110. 

"° These kabbalists immigrated to Tzefat in the following years: Trani, 1518, Cordovero, 
1524, Caro, ~536, and Luria, 1569. See David, pg 151ff . 

• 
1711..amden, pg. 75. 
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I heard (regarding) our teacher R: Moshe Basola, may his memory be a· 
blessing, who was the Rosh Yeshiva in Ancona all his days (and) a 
great expert in kabbalah, (that) when he left Ancona for Tzelat, may it 
be rebuilt and reestablished speedily.in our own day, amen, almost all 
the sages of Tzefat came to receive him, because they had heard of his 
fame, and among them came R. Cordovero, may his memory be a 
blessing, he was then a young ~ 171 and he (Cordovero) kissed his 
hand."173 

Basola is reported. to have died. a sho~ time after his arrival in Tzefat. His 

nephew returned to Italy in May of the following year. 

R. Moshe Basola played a role in many of the disputes which involved the 

great Jewish leaders of 1' time. Some of his responsa, drashot, and letters are 

extant, although some still remain in manuscript. Yet it is not his rabbinical 

writings that have been widely read. Rather his account of his travels to the 

Holy Land, which was not even attributed to him,until 400 years after its 

composition, has touched the greatest number of readers. It has provided 

generations of Jews with·the opportunity to learn afuut the Holy Land, to 

experience ct vicarious pilgrimake, to gain information about the Land of Israel in 
•• 

the lith century, and most recently to perhaps'experience the exotic ~location 

of viewing a place which the reader knows through the eyes of a Renaissance 

I 

rabbi. With his account, Basola has provided us with not so much a window 

through which ~e Land of Israel, but a mirror which reflects its Jewish 

reader and his relationship to the Land. . I • • 

... incontovero would have been about 38 years old at the time. See David, pg 202. 

"'-amden, pg. 76. 
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APPENDIX 

A Pilgrimage to Palestine by Rabbi Moshe Basola of Ancona) 

NOTE: Numbers in.parentheses refer to the page numbers of Ben-Zevi's edition. 

Special thanks to Dr. Adam I<amesar and Dr. Maria Romagnoli Brackett for their 

help in translating the Italian 

(27) I found among the judgements of t"acuto the sequence of the end. 

In the year 5284, in that same year, Israel will say "Behold, this is our God. We 

hope in Him and He shall deliver us," and then there shall be an astral 

conjunction as there has never been and it indicates very great troubles to the 
; 

west and that the sea shall enter and flood some of the lands of the Christian 

world. Happy is the one who waits an~ shall reach this year in repentance and 

with good deeds. Then in that year redemptio.,n and. salvation shall come to 
t 

Israel, even though there ~ still be wars and confusion in ~e world until the 

year 5289. Then there shall be a conjunction of Aquarius and Pisces like that in 

the days·when Israel entered the Land in the days of Joshua and in the days of 

Ezra. Then there shall be two eclipses and Mars will be with Saturn and Jupiter . 
in that same conjunction, which indicates great wars like that of Gog and Magog • 

· and the Messiah son of Joseph will be mu.rclered,.but because Venus is close to 

• them salvation for Israel shall sprout on that day and the Messiah son of David 
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shalloome. · 

(28) In the name of the Lord God of Israel I entered a galley on Tuesday the 17th 

of Elul 5281. Blessed are you when you go out (Deut 28:6). May the Lord because of 

His mercy bring me to my destination in peace and return me to my home in 

peace and fulfill concerning me the verse The Lord will guard you going out and 

y_our coming in (Ps 121:8). The ship was 70 cubits.long and approximately 18 -. 

cubits wide. I saw them load most of the goods while I was in the il'r:l".174 There 

were wool clothes in every color and a great deal of 'N'YJ'1P. 115 However, there 
t 

were only a few black garments because in Syria they do not wear black, except 

for the mourner. Also, yellow is not the custom. But there was black velvet and 

smooth silk from Lyon. Much coral, haberdashery, much paper, tin, lead, 

copper, mercury, wooden implements, decorated and1marked boxes, porcelain 

utensils (and) tin tableware. 

I 

On Friday, on Sqabbat, in the 15th }:four we left Venice and went all day and all 
•• 

night with the usual wind until the twelfth hour of Shabbat Then the strong 

wind came against us and there was a storm on the sea and we stood awake until 
I 

the 21st hour of the day and then the wind and the sea calmed and grew quiet 

and we were drawn near to the shore of (the) land. All night we traveled with 

the wind that came from the land until the sun came out Sunday the 22nt!. On it 

17~eaning is uncertain. 

1"M~ is uncertain. 
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(that day) we reached Pula in safely. 

\_ 

. 
Pula is an ugly, long and narrow city with few people relative to its size. 

(29) There are pretty houses in it and outside the city there is a spring with good 

water and close to the spring there is a large round building built with very 

wonderful arched windows. It is called '1' arena." They say that it was 

Orlando's castle. A half a mile from the other side of the city is a another 

building. They say that it was the house of his beloved and that there was a cave 

from one (building) to the other and the two of them were made by demons, and r 
that there are around these about 300 chest-type vaults and that there are still .~ 

bones in a few of them. The gentiles are of good temperament and do not 

despiSe/humiliate the Jews, even if they (the Jews) do go about in the oolor 

green. The food is plentifu! and cheap and the l>read is black but its taste is not 

bad. And thus it is in Corfu and Zante. The coin is spent there as in Venice . 

. 
Traveling -.tnth the captain's ship from Pula was a long and wide ship just like • • 

the other. It is called the conserva (an accompanying protection ship). On the 

captain's ship the appointed leader of ~th ships is in charge; at his command 

they stop and go. The captain's ship preceded the conserva to Pula by eight to 

· ten days after which they traveled together always without parting . 

• 

\Ve left Pula on Tuesday the 24th in the 15th hour with a good, medium wind, 

with God's help, and on Wednesday it was a pleasant day (weatherwise). Also 
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on Thursday and the majority of our travel' was at night with a wind which was 

drawn from the land. 

On Thursday, at about dawn, we reached opposite Lissa and 100 miles from 

Pula. There I saw two mountains called "scogli" in the midst of the sea and 

"Sclavoni" 176 live there and two of them came from the second mountain, called 

~ "St. Andreas," in a dinghy to request small change in God's name. Friday and 

Saturday the wind was good and on Sunday morning we reached Sesano 100 

miles from Corfu and close/ o nightfall we arrived 18 miles from Corfu. Then the 

sea became as narrow as a river with mountains on either side. There is a place 

that is not wider than a mile and with the help of all we were able to arrive in 

Corfu in peace. Monday night was the eve of Rosh Hashana 5282 and Corfu was 

700 miles kom Venice. 

Corfu has a fortress very great in lengi!l and width and there all the stores have 
' 

all kinds of tfj-ngs and in the citadel most of th~ are J~ws. Their houses are 

ugly and narrow and recently many of the Jews' houses were tom down in order 

to make a double wall and in the mean~e, because of our many sins, a large , 
beautiful synagogue was destroyed. Because of their trouble in the place many 

(31) Jews have left to live ih the fortress. All the community is approximately 200 

-households and they have three synagogues, one in the fortress and two inside. 

Most of them are Greek and a few of them are Sicilian. There are two very strong 

~Zevi notes that this is the name of a people, possibly slavs. 
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fortresses on a reef of two rocks. ' \.. 

. 
There the Turkish "aspero" is used.177 Twenty-three of them are equal to a 

Venetian ducat And the marcelo is equal to 100 tomese, that is, four aspero and 

four tomese, because each aspero is worth 24 tornese. These are the Venetian 

bogattino, and they also use a new Venetian coin but there is a difference of ten 

toniese to the marcelo. On the day of the Fast of Gedaliah we traveled from there 

and we went slowly without wind and thus it was all Thursday, but at the 

beginning of Friday evening a r, strong wind came and we traveled all night 

and with the morning light we reached the large mountains called Cefalonia on 

the left, two miles from Zante and with God's help we arrived at Zante in the . 

24th hour on Friday the fifth safely. 

I 

(32) Zante is 200 miles from Corfu and it is a narrow fortress almost a mile long. 

The houses are humble and ramshacklt and there are about 30 Jewish 
• 

households and o~ synagogue. There everything ~ cheap, especially the 

plentiful fowl and ducks. Coins are used there just as in Corfu. Above, on the 

top of the mountain is a large, very strong tOWJ.'\ and the dwelling of the 

, governor is there. Also above there are pretty gardens with all kinds of 

vegetab1es. In the evening at the end of Shabbat we traveled from Zante and on 

• Sunday, the seventh, we passed opposite Modon, 100 miles from Zante. They . 

say that th.ere it is half the journey from Venice to Beirut On Monday, the 

171 A small Turkish coin. 
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•. eighth, the weather was fair. We traveled a little but on Tuesday evening there 

was rain and a bad wind from midnight on. On Tuesday morning, Erev Yorn 

Kippur, we were opposite a mountainous island called Cerigo. In the midst of 

the sea there (there are) large circular "scogli." This is 200 miles from 2.ante. 

Then a strong north wind came out and forced us to go on high seas and to circle 

around the island Candia. All Yorn Kippw- and that night there was a strong 

... wind and also a stormy wind on the sea, but we weren't afraid because the ship 

is sure in a storm. On Friday, the Uth, we were at the top of the (33) second of 

the islands from Canadia <fled Canea. It is 550 miles from there to the top of the 

island of Cyprus which is called Alba£ (Baffo Cipro - Paphos) and this the Bay of 

Estelia. We went on it all Saturday and on Sunday land was not seen, but·the 

wind was strong and on Monday morning, the first day of Sukkot, we were 

, 

I 

opposite Albaf, 100 miles from -Famagusta. On Wednesday, the 17th we reached 

Famagusta at dawn safely, praise to God, may He be blessed. They say that from 

2.ante to Famagusta is 1000 miles in a straight path for those entering the canal 

of Rhodes, bu\";he roundabout way, which we "rent, wa&an additional 300 miles. 

Famagusta is a big city like Fano and it has -fortified walls and two large, strong, 
I 

beautiful gates, and pretty houses within it and the square of the city in front of 

the· court of the ruler. is pleasant, and the castle is beautiful in accord with the 

• 
place. The meat , lambs and castrated billy goats are very cheap and very nice. 

Also-eggs and fowl are good and plentiful and there are pomegranates and 

grapes and · types of vegetables. However, the bread was expensive then 
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because ~f the locusts which spread there that year, but when I returned both the 

bread and grain was very cheap and many of the people of the ship bought 

wheat there to bring to Venice. There,~ in Corfu and 2.ante, a Jew woh't 

touch the bread or any foodstuff until he buys it because ffie Greeks won't eat or 

drink (that which has been touched by) the Jew. The Jews there are few and evil, 

about 12 households. They are hateful and quarrelsome and (34) most of them 

, drink wine made by Ouistians. They are Sicilian and there is a nice, well

ordered synagogue with a Sukkah in front of it. There I ate and also slept on the 

ground all the intermedir days of Sukkot and I shall bless Adonai for He is 

good.. Most of the gold is used in the form of many different coins, and written 

on each one is how many ''bisante" it is worth. By one bisanto is meant 12 marci. 

"sexto 'Ferrareso" (a Ferraran coin). The Venetian ducat is only equal to 12 

marcelo in exchange (currency); however, for goods, it is worth 13. The Gazi 

marchelo is used like the others, and a new Venetian coin is worth a marcelo . 
. 

They also use the Quattrine called "Croce," four of them equal to one Marchetto, 
• . 

and 40 ~elo. The majority of the wells are not go9(i for drinking but there . 
are many carriers of good water for half a march.etto per soma ( a donkey load). 

There is a place there to which many s1¥ps carried the dust of the Land of Israel 
( 

and the rulers were buried there in earlier days and it is called Campo Santo. 

This is a sign that all acknowledge the holiness of God, may He be blessed. 

-
(JS) We traveled from there on Sunday night, the night of H~ but because 

there was woRI that Turkish patrol ships were at sea, they took 200 mercenaries 
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on board and also two light ships accompanied us and, praised to God, may He 

be blessed, we went without injury and we arrived in Tripoli in safely on 

Monday, Shmeini Atzeret, which was September 23, 5282 (1521). On August 23 

we left Venice. This is a complete month of days moving and staying in the 

places mentioned. 

Tripoli is praiseworthy with vines, figs, and pomegranate. There are those who 

say that it dates baclc to the Land of Israel or that it is from China, but the truth 

is not thus. The houses are pretty inside and there are springs in all the 
/" 

• marketplaces and in most of the houses, and it is lovely with gardens and 

., 

f 

orchards, lemons, and peaches, a half a mile from the shore of the sea. The air is 

not good for one who is not accustomed to it. Also the water is not so healthy. 

The "plazzi" are cove.red with stores on b~th sides for everything, and 

,~·rro,~ 118 are pretty, fixed up beautifully like those of Venice. Generally, it is 

full of every good {thing) and the least expensive in Syria There begins the . . . 
currency (36) that goes 01&t in all Israel (Eretz Hatzvi). There used to be Meidini, ,, . 
65 of which equall~ one Venetian ducat, or 150 dirhams. Now there is a new 

coinage, according to which each Meidino, called a "9.af a" in Arabic, equals five 

dirhams, and 30 qafa are equal to one Venetian ducat Ten qatca are worth 50 

dirhams, whtch is a state-issued ducat, as each Venetian ducat is worth three 

issued in Damascus. Only four coins are usable in all these countries, namely, 

theoopper prutah called "plus," and the qar=a, which is equal to 20 pluses, i.e., 

1"Meaning is uncertain. 
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five dirhams, and the royal ducat, which is worth 28 qatcas or 140 dirbams, and 

the Venetian (coin) called ''Kovrosi," worth30 qatCag or 150 dirhams. The Jews 

in Tripoli are about 100 households, _Sicilian, Sephard.im, and Arabicized. Most 

of them are familiar with a foreign language and have stores for every foodstuff 

and merchandise. Every adult male pays approximately a gold ducat. It is the 

poll tax. There is no other tax or yoke there except that every store pays seven 

dirhams per month to~e street guards and to the guards who light the lights in 

the streets and provide excellent protection. The law is thus in all the Land of 

Israel. (37) White wax is made there, and a rotol~ six V eneti.an pounds, which 

is worth 60 dirhams. Everything is sold by weight, even the fruit, and it is thus 

in all the Land of Israel. The fowl are a little expensive and the geese are hard to 

find. The meat of castrated goats is very good, eleven dirhams for a rotolo and it 

is almost 10 marchelo and it is like this in all the Land of Israel. They have only 

one permanent synagogue. All the Jews from the ship paid four dirhams in 

Tripoli, whether a man or a woman, even the children; for every chest or bundle, 
• . 

whether or not they were packed, on~aid 10 dirhams. As for the cust?ms tax, Jt 

depends on the value (of each cargo), approximately a "Beirut." Therefure the 

merchants don't bring their goods ashore, but they do business O!l the ship. This 

is also because the layover is short - only four or five days. 

I wept out from Tripoli on Monday, 9 Tishri, in the afternoon in a company 

walkin~ to Beirut We staytd the night in a place called "Pitron Castle." It is big 

and one-third of the way. We laid·there in an exposed place for that is the 
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custom. On Tuesday, Rosh Chodesh Marcheshvan, we went out successfully 

and we arrived near a river called "Avrahim." They say that it is from the days 

of Abraham Our Father, peace be upon him, and its waters are cold and very 

sweet (38) Across it there is an exceedingly beautiful marble bridge like the one 

in Rimini. We stayed there, while it was still dayllght, in the valley and the Lord 

caused a torrential rain that night and we were lying uncovered on the ground 

without a tent. It i.5 one-third of the way and with the morning light we traveled 

from there. Five miles from Beirut there is a high, curved bridge. They call it 

the river ''Elchelv." There used to be a stone~ on a wheel made with magic 

there, for when there were robbers on the sea or in that city it would cry out 

loudly. But the robbers threw it from there and it is still below the river. There 

all the Jews pay a tax of 10 dlrhams. That tax is called "kofer'' and there are 

many of these in all of the Land of Israel on the ro~ds. I reached Beirut-On 

Wednesday evening safely. Every adult male Jew that disembarks from a ship 

in Beirut pays 70 dirhams, which is like half a Venetian ducat, but the women 
. 

and the children don't pay any~g. Likewise those who come ~m TriJX!li by 

a land route don't pay any'thing. In Beirut one does not pay a toll on chests or 

movable property if they are not merchandise and books do ~ot have a toll at all . 

, 

(39) The merchants p:ty a tax of 10%, and the dothes and hats and everything 

~tis equal to a ducat or more they pay 6%. The g~ that they buy to take to 

Venice are much silk, it.is their principal merchandise, and also many spices, 
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cydamen/'" and spun cotton. Cotton which is not spun the ships will take, but 

the galleys won' t take anywhere. They also take oranges, camelot, i 'Jl cotton doth 

called "Botani," '"'ax, musk, raisins and precious s tones. 

Beirut is a large t~wn near the sea but there isn't much commerC<.' there except at 

the time of the ship. Then the cost of living is htg11l, but the place is pleasant. also 

its surroundings are pretty with trees, lemons, quinces, and many oliv~Right 

next to it on the way to Sidon, is a pl~n filed with pine trees, U1ey are "Pinii." 

Three miles v,alk there is a spring of very good water and wells. The Jews are 

Sicilian there, about 12 households, and there is a single important man whl, 

represents them before the ruler. His name is Abraham Castro. He stands in the 

toll gate in charge of all matters of the toll and it is done according to his will. -
(40) from there I went out on~• 10th of Maccheshvan, and I arrived in 

'5idon near nightfaJl. It is a 'day s walk on the plain aJong the shore of lhe sea. 

Most of the way one pays three kofer (travel taxes), each one 10 dirhams because 

it is 30 dirhams from Beirut to Sidon. Sidon was once great buJ now 1t is smaJI, 

part of it is sunk in the sea and part of it ic; a ruin. There are about 500 

households and about 20 are Je,..,•ish, '";th most of them Arabicized Jews. But 

tl"II have translated il"NlJ)r.)~jJO as ucyclamen" because of the sunilar prof\unciation in 
Italian ("cidamino'\ Another possibility, suggested lo me by Dr. Tamar Frank, is that the word 
refers'lo scammony, a medicinal plant used as a purgative. See 5.0. ~oitein, Letters of Medieval 
lewish Traders ( NewJersey: Princeton Uni\'ersity Press, 1973), 55, note 11. 

----------1111 According to the Oxford English Dictionary, this is a patterned silk or a doth made of 
differt'nt kinds of threads. 
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they are good and welcoming to visitors,·something that isn't always so \n the 

places I passed through. There is a small, pretty, synagogue. I rested there on 

Shabbat and I (shall) thank the Lord far Ju is good (paraphrase of Ps'. 54:8). There the 

market day is Thursday. 

A quarter mile from the city I saw the grave of Zebulun. In the beginning it was 

between two large columns with a carob ~ but the lord of the Ishmaelites built 

a building with a dome at the tomb there is a marker covered with a black cloth 

and lamps before it in honor. The two columns are still there, one inside and 

/ 
seen through the window and one outside the house. Next to that same 

monument there is an old big building, the arches. They say that it was. 

Solomon's school. In front of it is a well with good water. One draws from it 

with a wheel full of buckets. After Shabbat ended I went out from there to go to 

Tzefat, eight miles from Sidon. There is the Tzarfat of Elijah, 181 may his memory 

be a blessing, on the top of the mountain, and thus it is .called still. Next to the 

sea there Wil5 a city but because of the pirates they went up to the mountain to .. -
dwell there. On Sunday we passed (before) Tyre although (41) it is not the direct 

route to Tzefat (because) the camel wrangler wanted to go by that route because 

it is entirely a plain and the route from there to his house. 

Most of Tyre is submerged in the sea. They say that it was a very grdt ~ty and 

, all the houses and markets were built on the water as in the case of Venice, and 

111see I Kinp 17:9. ACXX>rding to Rashi "'Tzarfat" is the name of a city. 
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the gentiles call it "Old Venice." Another tim~ l was there and I circled around it 

because it is large Fd there are big, ancient buildings in it and also churches 

built in the days of the Romans built as are the monasteries of Italy . 

A mile from there is a village called Ma' aliya and there are pipes there that 

would draw water from there to Tyre underneath the ground. There I paid 10 

dlrhams as a kofer. Monday night, we stayed on,the top of a high mountain 

next to a certain village and at the morning watch we walked and arrived at a 

village called Malyah at meal time. The camel wrangler wanted to stay there 
/ 

because his house was there. 
• 

Tuesday, before dawn we traveled to Tzefat and when the sun rose I was on the 

camel pn top of the load saying wnirot (psalms) and preparing to lay tefillin. 

We passed through a big valley and there was a large nut tree, and three camels 

were tied one after the other and I was on the middle one. A branch of that same 
. 

tree hit my face c.,using me to fall backwards to the ground and my head hit on 
~ . 

the ground hard, followed by my spine, so that I was stupefied from a blow to 

the brain and all my bones separated from the blow to the spine. It was such a 

hard fall that my breastbone was also unrovered and I was as if dead for half an 

hour.· I began the "Vidui" / confession several times but I wasn't able to say it 

and with great effort I said the "modeh ani/l thank" prayer. I wrote this ~ 

rememper the mercy of the Omnipresent One, bles.5ed be the Lo~ for the 

several miracles that were done for me. First, that I didn't die from that hard 
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' blow when I fell backward. Second, that the camel behind me didn't trample me 

with its feet Third, that the Ishmaelites had the ability to kill me but took my , 

money saying "Because of the blow (he ~s) dead because the soul doesn't' remain 

in him." And the two evil Je~s who were with me went with them more than 

two miles ahead me, and I remained alone with two Ishmaelites, and who would 

tell them what to do? But they, with the Lord's compassion for me, dealt well 

, with me and bandaged my ribs and pllt me on a camel and brought me to Tzefat, 

a journsy of 12 miles. The whole time I was groaning from the pain of my breast 

bone and (I) covered it ~ my belt because the breastbone was broken and 

there was no doctor for my injury. I was traveling and crying and praying and 

thanking. When I arrived at the city no one took pity on me. Even though I cried 

out and implored (43) no one paid attention and I was wandering around until 

• I 
the Lord brought me to a certain widow from Ferrara and she made a bandage 

and treated me. Blessed is the Lord whose mercy has not abandoned me and 
. 

Who redeemed my soul from descending into the grave . 
• 

Tzefat is in the upper Galilee, in the land of Naftali. The town is strong on the 

top of a mountain and surrounding the ipountain of the town are four 
f 

mountains, two of them entirely Ish.maelite, and two of them all the slopes are 

the houses 9£ Jews. There are more than 300 households and three synagogues; 

• 
one of the Sephardim, and one of the Moriscos (Moroccan Jews), 182 and one of the 

W qstemers which they call the Kenesset of Elij~ may his memory be a blessing, 

112
Kurt Wilhelm, Roads to Zion. (NY: Schocken Books), 29. 
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because it is ancient and they have a tradition that Elijah used to pray in it The 

city is full of good (things) and excellent food like abundant grain, new· wine _and 

pure oil and it is inexpensive to buy everything in season. I{ the oil and produce 

are were not so abundant that they can export it from there to Damascus and 

other places it wouldn't be worth anything. All types of good fruit are found 

there cUld that which is not there is brought from Damascus. The land is 

encouraging to commerce, whether in stQres of wool clothing or haberdashery, or 

perfumery. There are many Jewish stores of these three types. And they bring 

the haberdashery and the perfumes from Damascus and sell them in the city. 
/" 

'When a ship arrives they go to Beirut to buy clothes and other things. There are 

also many Jews who travel among the villages and peddlers selling . 

haberdashery, so that their houses are filled with every good thing. In addition 

to this-there is profit in b~ying sptW cotton(~ and wax and cyclamen when 

they are cheap and selling them at the appropriate time. Also there are Jews who 

sell fruit, vegetables, oil and cheese and other things in th~ market. And for one 

who warp to do business in "gralllt new wine, and pure oil, everything is ... 
acrording to the season. In general, the land is much more commercial than Italy 

because the lshmaelites would rather buy from the Jews than from others. One 
I 

who does not have funds .to invest in commerce needs to have a trade, and there 

• are four good trades in all the Land of Israel: the weavers, the goldsmiths, the 

cobblers and the tanners. Also builders. One who has the strengdf l? work for 

hire in one of .these trades is paid well. The tailor also earns his keep. However, 

people are not found hiring themselves out as a teacher or to serve in a house or 
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a store, and casting themselves on public welfare is impossible because th~ is 
. 

so much poverty. Because of this, no one without a trade or a fund should set out • 
. 

from Italy, lest he fall into regret and turn back. The discerning will understand. 

Now I shall write all the places of the righteous ones and the prophets' 

monuments (where) I prostrated myself and prayed on their graves. 

.. 

Blessed is the Lord that I merited this. 

/ 
So may He cause me 

to see 

the building of "Ariel" l&l and redemption 

oome to Zion. Amen. May God do thus . 

, 

(45) On Tuesday, the 21 of Marcheshvan, 5282, I entered the building built on 
.. 
the grave of Hosea ben Been, and it is at the far end of the Jewish graves from . . 
Tzefat The le'"1ed Sadqa the Karaite who was in Damascus built a pleasant, 

decorat~ structure on it and a lamp bums there continually from the donations 

of those who come to prostate themselves. Across from it is another sealed cave. 

It is said that the grave of Beeri' s father was there. I was in Ein 2.eitoon, a village 

a mile from Tzefat, and there are about forty Jewish households there, all of them 

Moroccan. In the synagogue there are 26 Torah scrolls. At a distance of a ~w's 

rang_e from the village there is the monument of R Judah bar Ilai and R Yose, 

113 A name for either the Temple's altar or the city of Jerusalem. 
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his son. On the grave there is an almond tree, withered these three ye.Js. And 

there is a big field of olive trees dedicated to the Pious One, may his memory b~ a 

blessing. They say that a ~ Ishmaelite woman climbed on the tree over the 

grave to pick almonds. The other women said that she should ask permission 

from the Pious One, but she spoke insultingly and fell from the tree. All her 

limbs were broken until she dedicated the gold bracelets that were on her arms 

to the Righteous One, which turned into oliye trees. Afterward, the others made 

donations until now there are 400 olive trees. This took place about 60 years ago. 

/ 
Thursday, the 23th, I rode to Meron, a village a half a day from Tzefat. Half of 

the way there there is a village called Qayyumiya. Near it along the way is the 

grave of the son of R Yose of Y odkart whose father punished him because he 

brought the figs (46) when i~ was not their time as is mentioned. in the chapter 

"Order of these fasts" ( Taanit 24a) The Ishmaelites call him "Al-ma'tush." 

Meron is a fertile and good place with good water springs, but there are no Jews 

living thel'et: There I saw the cave of .R Simeon bar Yohai and his son, may peace 
t 

be UJK>n them. It is sealed. There is no place t6 enter it Above on the cave are 

two beautiful drawings one facing the other just before the entrance, of R 
I 

Simeon bar Yohai . After that I walked on the slope of the mountain to the side 

<>f Meron. There is the cave of Hillel the Elder and his students. It is a large, 

beautiful cave made with vaults on the sides. In each vault there are4three stone 

coffins with high covers and there are 18 coffins in the cave. That of Hillel is 

opposite.the opening. Also outside the opening when you enter into the 
84 
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mountain there are two vaults with one coffin on the right and one on the left . 

The inside of the cave is (so) wide that more than 300 people can stand in it. The 

cover of Hillel's grave ( 47) is tilted a little and so are a few of qie others and a 

person (can) put his hand in it and there is sweet water in it. I drank from it and 

it is a marvel The water comes there from nowhere and further, because it's 

collected there, how does it (remain) fresh for drinking? And greater than this, 

everyone testifies and swears that when a large congregation enters there and 

prays, immediately the water increases and pours to the ground, but when I was 

there it was not thus. Also, they say that ano~ miracle was done in it, when a 

large Jewish caravan comes and everyone lights lamps in the cave and around it, 

if a woman who is impure from menstruation enters it, immediately all of the 

lights are extinguished. They swear and testify that it is the truth. But I did not 
I 

see it. After this, I walked to the mountain that is opposite this. Shammai and his 

wife are there. On the top of the mountain is a building of very large stones, 

Each wall (is made) from one stone. The atone that is on tflem for a roof is 7 

cubits long and 4 cubits wide an~ a cubit thick. One can't ima_ge how that 

' 
stone was put (there) with human hands. In this building are four hollowed 

stone coffins seen through a window which was there. Below the building is a 

nice·cave with 11 crypts around (it) in which the students were. Above it in the 

village is the synagogue made by R Simeon bar Yohai. The entire facade still 

stan~. Then I returned that day to Ein Zeitoon and at dawn (48) I went to 

T~at because Friday was market day there. Sunday, the 26th, I rode with a 

certain Jew to make a circuit to see all the Upper Galilee and the righteous ones 
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who are (buried) in it We came to Amuka, a place described by its name 

("valley'') We ascended a very tall mountain and after that descended into a 

valley and there is a village of about 60 households but th~ are no Jews there. 

Adjacent to the village is (the tomb of) Yohanan ben Uziel. There is a marker of 

stone built upon it After that there is a large border of stones around it and a 

terebinth which is unique in its thickness and width of branches and its beauty. 

From there we V{ent to Navratin. There R Jacob of Navuti and R Eleazer of 

Modiim are next to each other. We turned towards Dalta where R. Ishmael son 

· of R. Y ose is in the midst of a garden and abo/e on the top of a mountain is R. 

Yose his father. There is no building upon them, only a pile of stone. From there 

we went to Alma. It is a large village in a fertile plain full of every good thing 

and the Jewish oommunityis about 15 households and a synagogue. There I 

prayed at a grave and afterwards I went to all the graves of the righteous that 

were there. Above on the mountain in the middle of the field is R Judah ben 

Tema, a monument built and sealed, and above him.to th_e side of the mountain 

is a big cave with a cave inside a~ his students were buried there: (49) On 

another side of the cemetery is R Eleazar ben Azariah and there is a tree on his 

grave of the type called "oak" and they make oil from it A 4ttle ways from there 

to tl}e side of the road is R Eleazar hen Hycanus, a nice monument on his grave, 

which is in a vineyard. Oose to him on the road is R. Eleazar hen Arakh, and his 

tomb is of marble with a large cover of stone on it . They say dearly that about 

40 years ago the Musliqts took this cover to make millstones and many people 

carried it to a far place, but in the morning they found it on the grave. Ever.yone 
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Everyone testified to this. Next to him is R Yose the Priest and a border of 

stones is around (his grave). About a mile from there on the side of the second 

mountain is the cave of the Babylonians. There ar~ R. Hamnuna and Rabbah bar · 

Huna that are mentioned in Moed Ka~ (25a). It is small and lovely" and there 

are eight crypts in it We walked to a place called Ras El Chamar and on the top 

of a tall mountain is R. Zimra with a monument built on him" and from this place 

a person can look out on all the Galilee because of its great height From there I 

walked to Gush Chalav, it is called Elyoosh. There on the road opposite the 

village are Shemaiah and Avtalimytwo monuments next to each other. Also 

there are the sons of Sennecheriv, one above the village and one on the road a 

little ways from Shemaiah and A vtalion. After that we went to the village of 

Ba.ram. It is a large village. Obadiah the Prophet is there, a large border for a 

I 

monument and below it the cave. Adjacent to this is a ruined building. Nothing 

remains except two gates and on the lintel of the small gate is engraved in 

square writing "May the Lord grant peace in tpis place (SO) and in all the places 

of Israel." And they s.;d to me that on another stone ~t fell w~ written "Do 

not be surprised by the snow that comes in Nissan. We have seen it in Sivan." 

• And they say this was the school of Obadiah. Ab9ve in the village was the 

synagogue that R. Simeon bar Yohai made. Its wall still stands before us with the 

gates. He
0

built 24 synagogues in fhe Galilee. A little bit further from this are 

• Esther the Queen, a pile of stone and an oak tree for a monument and near her 

there is another tree with a stone heap. It is the grave of R Phineas ben Yair. I 

was in Achbara. R. Yannai and his two sons R Dostai and R Nehorai are there. 
fr7 
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They are in a cave in an orchard and in front of the cave 1s a spring with sweet 

. water. But the cave collapsed and no one is able to enter it. The orchard is very 

pleasant, all of it (it is full of) peaches and lemons and it_is mentioned in Moed 

Katan. Above in the village is a ruined synagogue. There are still two walls three 

cubits high and made of large stones. R Simeon bar Yohai made it 

On Tuesday,.the 3rd of Kislev, I put my feet to the road to walk to Jerusalem, the 

Holy Oty, may it be rebuilt and reestablished speedily and in our day, amen. I 

was in a village called "Yakook" and ao/cent to it I saw the tomb of Habakkuk, 

may peace be upon him, a nice monument and a structure built on his marker. 

Behind it is the village of "Otatiya" and Jethro is buried there and the 

Ishmaelites built a mosque i 94 over him. This is half of the way from Tzefat to 
• 

Kefar Kini and I arrived at Kefar Kini in the ~vening safely, wi~ the company of 

many Jews from Tzefat, who came for the market day, which is Wednesday. It is 

a good place, (51) everything is available there inexpensively and there is great 
• 

profit for the Jews. There is community of about 40 households. Thqrsday, in . 
. 

the morning I went to the grave of Jonah ben Amittai the prophet, a mile from 

Kefar Kini on the top of a tall moWl.tain in another village. There is a large, 

,distinguished building built on his marker. It is under the control of the 

Ishmaelites (so) 6ne needs to pay four orfive dirhams to the guard, also to put oil 

in the lamp. I entered it to pray. After that t down the mountain on the other 

side (there is) a ni~ little cave. R Simeon ben Gamaliel is buried there. That 

' 

~la uses the derogatory word \'l"Ul Tather than the more usual 1100. 
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day, in the evening, I rode to Shechem and I lodged that night in a village callea 

"Nazareth", a parasang (4miles) from Kefar Kini, the place of Jesus the . 
Nazarene. They say that there there is a bathhouse of hot waters that his moth.et 

immersed in. We slept on the land under a large dome. Three hours before the 

day break, we traveled from there and we went all day and passed through a 

great valley like the Campagna Verona 1115 and I paid the village tax in two places, 

36 djrhams per person, and at sunset we lodged in a valley until after midnight 

and we went Of\ at dawn and arrived in Shechem safely. Friday is market day. 

There (52) I paid a village tax of 20 dirhams. 
/ 

Shechem is a large city, but full of ruins because of its great age, but it is very • 

populous and the land is favored with many springs and fruit and everything is 

inexpensive. The community there is about 12 Moroccan'households. I was 

there all Friday and Shabbat On Shabbat I walked to the monument of Joseph 

• I 

the Tzadik, almost a mile from the city, below Mount Gerizim and Mount lbal on 
' . 

the p1:ain, It is pla~ between two large, tall col~, an cub!t and a half from 

the ground (m height) and in front of it is a pretty stone floor because the 

Samaritans built a structure upon it a few tim~ but it fell and the floor . 

remained.. I saw Mount Gerizim and Mount lbal close to the city. Mount 

Gerizim"is in the south and Mount lbal is in the north and the plain is between 

• them. There are many trees ands~ on Mount Gerizim. But Mount lbal is . 

desolate of anything. On the lower part of Mount Gerizim there are Samaritan 

Weasola is referring to the Jezreel Valley. 
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graves and they perform their worship and sacrifice the Pascal offering. (53) 

They have there the image of a dove as is mentioned in the first chapter of Hulin 

(6a). Sunday I traveled from Shechem and I lodged under a dome in a village 

whose name is Sinzel (Sinjel). Enroute I paid a village tax of 10 dirhams .. On 

Monday, 11 Kislev, 5282, at mincha time, I arrived in Jerusalem, the Holy City. 

There I tore (my clothing) and also wept over the city, ruined and desolate of all 

her children.: In the city there is a city tax of 2 dirhams. On.Sunday, I paid a 

certain Jew 17 dirhams to guide me to a few places. 

Jerusalem is on a single mountain across from the Mount of Olives and there is a 

deep, narrow valley between them. It is the Valley of Jehosophat I went down 

into it and at one entrance there is a large hole, where there appears to be some 

kind of a cave. They say that there the mouth of Gehenna was opened for the 

future to come on the day that Gog com~. (54) Below this are the Israelite 

graves on the slopes of the Mount of Olives, fu{l (the slopes are full with Israelite 
t 

graves) and a few are on th,incline of the mountain of Jerusal~. A nalf a mile 
' 

below them are the waters of Shiloach and there are many beautiful gardens on 

the plain there, watered by those waters, and it comes out from the Mount of 

Jerusalem and it is not kn.own where they come from. They say that it came to 

the Temple. On the summit it appears that there is a buildil'lg that was once 

· beautiful with arches. They say that there King Solomon, may peace be upon 
,,, 

him, would mint coins. At the bottom of the Mount of Olives I saw the cave of 
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Zechariah the prophet. (It is) very nice. All of it is hewed by one stone cut~ 

from the surrounding mountain and made with 12 columns and its top is 

pointed, all of it one piece. Next to it is a pit They call it the Pit ofBigtan. They 

say that the young women of Israel flung themselves there at the time of the 

Destruction. There are two nice caves there, one encircled with crypts and one 

with benches. And below them is a wide tower with a pointed top. It is the Yad 

Absalom which is mentioned in Samuel.186 Abqve this, close to the top of the .. 
mountain is the cave of the prophet Haggai. There are large caves there, in 

length and in circumference. Above the caves, the cave of the prophet Haggai, 

i 
may peace be upon him, and below his students and others besides them. On 

the summit of the Mount of Olives is a large building, and there inside the . 

beautiful tower is the prophetess Huldah in a tomb of marble. Also there one 

needs to par the Muslim guard four dirhams to enteP-and to pay (for) oil to light 

because there are lights there always. 

J 

When one stanqs on the summit of \he Mount of Olives and looks toward 
•• 

Jerusalem, he sees all of the Sanctuary grounds; the courtyard and the gardens, 

and from the same side, i.e. , in the east, the Sanctuary grounds have two sealed 

' 
iron gates their ends sunk in the ground. They are called the Mercy Gates and 

they say that the grooms would enter through one of the them and the mourners 

through another. Oose to the Sanctuary on the southern side is a buildinl <;ailed 

Solomon's Midrash. Outside of Jerusalem, on the southern side, is Mount Zion. 

1'"DSatnuel 18:18. 

. .. . 
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The Nagid tlP told me thllt there is also in Jerusalem a place of the Jews, it is from 

Mount Zion up to adjacent to the Sanctuary and opinion was decided thus and 

this is the true interpretation of the verse "Mount Zion, summit of Tzafon" 

(Ps 48:3). On Mount Zion there is a place for priests which looks like an Italian 

convent And connected to it is a closed house with an iron door. They say that 

David and Solomon, may peace be upon "them, are buried there. And close to 

there is another sealed house with an iron door. Also they say that all the kings 

of the house of David are there and the Muslims do not permit any one to enter 

these two places. On the same side there is a village built and fortified and a 
/" 

wide low tower called Migdal David. The sepulcher of Jesus is in Jerusalem to 

the west of two churches opposite each other and a market passes between them 

and a plaza in front of one of the churches. On the first day of Chanukah I rode 

to Rama six miles-from Jerusalem. I paid the village tax of six dirhams. There is 

a large castle built on steps on the tomb of the prophet Samuel, may peace be 

upon him. (56) They say that it is a Roman bllli;d.ing and at the end of the house 
• . 

there is a dwelling for the JfiWs that pray in it and light lamps to honor the .... ,. , 

prophet, may peace be upon~ because they have a tradition that behind the 

wall that they pray toward there is a cave and the grav~ ,of the prophet. The 

, caretaker, who holds the key goes there every Monday and Thursday to light 

lamps and everyone who goes there gives him four or five dirhams. And this is 

the building on the top of the mountain; as its name indicates, it is very high and 

opposite it a mile fWay is the top of another mountain almost as high as it and 

t 

wR. Isaac Ha-Kohen Sholal. 
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this is whAt is meant by "From the heights ones sees"188 because &-om there one 

sees for a long way and this is encircled by Mount E&-aim. On the slope of the • 

• 
mountain there is a mikva carved into the mountain about 3 x 3 cubil5, paved 

with stones, and spring waters enter it through an opening. They say that 

Hannah, may peace be upon her, immersed there. And they say that she is 
0 

buried with her son and her husband Elkanah as well Upon my return I saw 

~ the cave of the Sanhedrin-two miles from Jerusalem. It is a cave with a large 

opening and inside it there are crypts on three sides and in the middle there is a 

small opening and there is a single cave. Four are found here in addition to the 
/ 

one that is below and all of them are hewn in one mountain. On Sunday, Rosh 

Chodesh Tevet, 5282, I left to go to Hebron and on the road five miles &-om 

Jerusalem is the tomb of Rachel, our mother, may peace be upon her, and the 

marker on the gravestone has _!>een rebuilt and thefe is a domed structure over 

the marker with four columns and from there to Bethlehem is a mile and this 

some distance. In Bethlehem (57) I saw a convent for priests, unlike any in Italy, 

with a shiny ~le floor and U tall and thick columns !-fl facing rows. They 

have rooms and upper stories and gardens inside it In Bethlehem there are 

many ~entiles called "cristiani della cintura." They constitute more than half the 
• • I 

city. They wear a blue huban wrapped around their heads and there are many 

of•them in Jerusalem. They are a majority in Nazare~ and close to Tzefat is a 

-village called Yaron, where they are half the population, and in D~ very 

man)' of them are found, and also in Beirut They are gentiles who have been 

~ phrase is a quote from I Samuel 1:1. 
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' settled there from ancient days, and their religion differs slightly from that of the 

gentiles in Italy. Bethlehem is not encompassed by a wall. There is an old wall 

only on one side. 

Three miles from there I saw three very deep pools, each one as long and wide as 

a road m Fano. They say that they are Solomon's as is mentioned in Ecclesiastes. 

Also there is a large spring there with ij. build,ing in front of it to water the cattl~ 

as for example there is close to Pesaro. At one in the night I arrived in Hebron. 

< 

(58) From Jerusalem to 1'ron is 22 miles or more. In the morning after I 

prayed in the synagogue - they have in the courtyard, in which eight or nine 

householders dwell, and they have a synagogue there - I went to pray at the '\ 

Patriarch's Tomb, where the Muslims have a large aastle on the Cave of 

Marllpelah with two gates opening out in four directions. And close to the gate 

adjoining the nobleman's house is a hole where I prayed The Jews say that it 

reaches to the puddle of the cave. "Opposite it is the building in which they make .. -
the bre41d that they give for the sin offering of the-Muslims every day, eight 

thousand loaves a day. Gose to by I saw a very large mikva with four large 
f 

square columns and it is deep and wonderful with a stone ladder that goes down 

into il They say that it Wc!5 the bathhouse of our mother Sarah, may peace be 

upon her. 

Opposite }iebro~ on the summit of a the mo~ is the tomb of Jesse, the 
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father of David, with a pleasant building. It has a small window that goes below 

into the cave. They say that once they threw a cat into it and it came out of the 

hole that is in the Cave of Machpelah and there is half a mile between them. 

The Tomb of Avner is in the middle of Hebron. They Muslims built a mosque on 

it. I returned to Jerusalem on Tuesday, the third. 

I was near Jerusalem in the cave of Simeon the Right~us. I circled Jerusalem, 

the Holy City, and the Sanctuary, may it be rebuilt and established speedily and 

in our days. But even though Jerusalem is a ruin ancytesolate, a tiny bit of its 

perfect beauty is (59) still recognizable in the pleasant houses and markets. It has 

four covered marke~ one for the lshmaelites, sellers of wool and linen 

garments, and one for the Jews, most of them textile and spice merchants, and 
I 

one for vegetables, and one for various foods and all fruits. And there is another 

nice market all of which is cotton stores and at the entrance to this market is a 

gate to the Sanctuary. 

.. 
' 

The Sanctuary has 12 gates on the west and north sides, but there is no gate on 

I 

the east side which is outside of Jerusalem opposite the Mount of Oli~, only the 

Mercy Gates, which I mentioned, which are locked and no one opens them. On 

the south side there is a house attached to what they say was the School of 

Solomon. A! one gate on the north side I saw a large ditch, deep like a pool 

They call it Birk-al-dam. There are those who say that the blood of the saaifices 

was poured into it, because it is in the wall of the Sanctuary. But there are those 
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who say that it is called that because it was filled with the blood of those slain 

by Nebuzaradon following the killing of 2.echariah as is mentioned. in Perek 

. 
Hanezikin (Git.tin 57b). The western wall ~t remains is not all of the western 

span, only one part, a length of 40 or 50 cubits. On the lower half of the wall, the 

stones date to Solomon, as can be seen by their size and age, but the upper half is 

new . . . 

.. 

(60) In Jerusalem, the holy city, I rented a room in a large house called the House 

of Pilato and I dwelt in a hi~upper story, and from there I could see all the 

Sanctuary up to the middle of the courtyard. There is no house in Jerusalem 

(from which) one can see so much as this. God has brought it to my hand. · 

(From) there, every morning at daWI\ I prayed the requisite prayer facing the 
I 

Sanctuary, before I walked to the-synagogue. Praised is God who has merited 

me for this. 
r 

In Jerusalem theq are six gates and their doors ar~ locked at night One is called 

' 
Bab-el-shevt because there the tnbes would enter on their pilgrimages. One is 

called Bab-el-amud and near it is the cave of Tzedikiah who walked to Jericho as 

' 
is mentioned in the words of the sages, may their memories be a blessing, in 

Perek Chelek.1~ Many ,Jews told me that they had walked a mile into it and it is 

• 
as tall as a horse and rider with a spear in his hand. One is called Bab-itl-I<aton, 

~ The reference to Perek Chelek in Sanhedrin 23a is not correct (although Tzedikiah is 
mentioned here). The cave is mentioned in Eruvin 61b. 
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._ where they have the cotton market and there are three gates toward the Zion (i.e. 

the west) side. At one of them, there is a Jewish guard who opens and closes it 

There is one lone synagogue in Jerusalem l'D ~d it is beautiful with four pi.llars, 

the length of the column (61) is 63 feet and its width is 28 and within the temple 

is a room with more than 60 Torah scrolls around it They pray toward the east, 

facing the Sanctuary. The synagogues's only light is from the opening that is in 

the west and a small window in it. Also during the day they use the lamps that 

they light throughout for light The congregation is of all types. There ~ 15 

Ashkenazi householders but)he majority are Sephardim and the Arabicized are 

Moroccans, dwellers in the land from early times. The Maghrebi's came from 

Berber (North Africa). Together, there are about 300 households, not counting 

the widows, who number more than 500 and who are amply provided for and 

I 

do not pay any tax or burden. The community is supported by them (the rich 

widows) because upon their death, they (the community) takes everything if 

there is no heir and from.this most of the
1
pub!_ic needs are fulfilled. 

There are more than 200 souls who receive tzedakah and much tzedakah comes 

to them from Egypt and Turkey and from other places. But the poor 

Ashkenazim are not included. in this because support comes to them from 

Vemce. , 

• The heed of all the prominent men who are in Jerusalem is the Nagid our 

190 This is the Ramban Synagogue 
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honored master an'li teacher Isaac Sholal, who is crowned with the crown of 

Torah and the crown of priesthood, and the crown of kingship and wealth and 

the crown of a good name. From righteousness that he does for the poor and 

learners of Torah, he is exalted over them. Our master and teacher David ibn 

Shos~ a doctor and Head of the yeshiva for Sephardim, and with him the 

honored and humble man our master Avraham Ha-Levi, who composed the 

"Masl\feh Kitrin" ("Untier of Knots')tfuey are joined. by eight or nine 

Sephardim and they would learn then ''Yom Tov'' (Tractate Beitzah). Our 

honored master and teacher Israel (see note) is Head of the yeshiva for the 
/ 

Ashkenazim and with him is our honored master and teacher Peretz who came 

now from Germany and they are learning Baba Metziah. They gather there four . 

or five of the Arabicized. Jews and R. Yehuda from Corbeil, he is Sephardic, and 

R Shlomo from Camarino, 12 or 13 alt?gether. Each sage judges in Jerusalem for 

one year. At that time there was a certain judge called R David Aroch who was 

salaried and there is a judge from 'the Ar~bicized Jews, named R Yitschak, who 

presides permanently Also there is an honored person who teaches halachah in 

his house to yO\lth and he is blind. And there is an honored person who is the 

children's teacher named Y osef Midrash. Each sage reads the Ram.ham 
' , 

(Maimonides) for one month in the synagogue after morning prayers and all the 

members listen to his voice and afterwards go to the yeshiva. 

Jerusalem is a mile long and about half a mile wide and the sanctuary is like a 

small village. 
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(64) On Monday, Rosh Chodesh Shevat, after noon, I left Jerusalem, the Holy 

City, and I struggled on the road for five days until Tzefat because the roads 

were in poor condition because of the heavy rains that came then, And also, 

during my return I passed by way of Shechem and prayed twice at the grave of 

Joseph the Righteous. When I was six miles from Shechem, I saw Mount 

Shomron. It is a,. very beautiful in size and height and incline (but) truly it is 

completely desolate. There is not even a single house on it, or a single tree. Just 

desolation. On Monday, the 8th, I arrived safely in Tzefat. Wednesday, the 10th, 
/ 

I left Tzefat to go to Damascus, with God's help. Eight miles from Tzefat I 

crossed the Jordan on a stone bridge called Gesher Yaakov. They say that Jacob, 

our father, may he rest in peace, crossed there when he returned from Charan, 

and it (the Jordon) is very narrow there and afterwards it widens and continues 

and enters the sea of Tiberius and leaves there and continues from north to 

south. And in Jerusalem, on the summit of fue Mount of Olives, it is seen and it 

is more than a mile wide there.iFrom the Jordan to.Damascus all of it is a very 
·1 

long, wide lowland plain. There are four khans - that is the place ·in which the 

caravans lodge (caravansaries) and they are like a secured ~age and there are 

s~ miles between each and one pays three kofer, on the bridge 15 dirhams and 

with two others lOdirhams each. Friday after midday, the 19th, I arrived safely 

in Damascus, a city twice as big as Bologna, with a rampart and a wall around it 

(66) and it is strongly fortified with a moat around it and also there is a strong 

fortified city. There are many beautiful markets in it Each market of commerce 
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is roofed above and is full of people busily bargaining. All of the trades and , 

more commerce are found there than in Venice and in particular the silk trade is . 
great The women also profit greatly through it and anyone who wants to make 

an effort and engage in commerce can provide the members of his hou~hold 

with plenty, even if he has limited funds, because profit is found in everything. 

There are those who start a clothing store with only one hundred ducats and the 

Veneti~ will also give him clothes to sell for a lump sum and the remainder is 

his. There are those who make haberdashery or perfumes. There are those who 

take things from a store and walk u,ugh the city selling. On any (given) day, 

the trading and the gathering of the people in the market is greater than in the 

big fair in Italy. Therefore, one who has a small fund and is trustworthy and has . 

credit from the Ishtnaelites and the Venetians with profit in everything he turns 

to and the wealthy one will increase through buying merchandise when the 

price is low and putting it in storage until the time when it is expensive. Also 

there are moneylenders to the Venetians charging less than 2% interest per 
• . . 

month and in a time of~, they will charge more. Some of then take collateral . . 
Among the Samaritans, a person can find some one, or Mucalam Sadqa, and pay 

a fee to pledge for them but a wise man will keep ~s eyes open. 

(67) The lartd is completely praiseworthy with regard to food and fruit and all 

delicacies of a king and a person may find all delights there. And the volume of • 

the exports is f pproximately equal to that of Venice. The houses are pretty with 

gardens and fountains inside and each marketplace has a public fountain. There 
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are two rivers outside the· city, next to each other. They ~ the Amana and the 

Parpar and in another place outside the city there is a building in which 

-Gecha.zi 191 is buried and there is the place of the lepers ~d they are holy in the 

eyes of the Ishmaelites and so too are the insane. Gose to this building outside 

on the bank of the river is a long grave. They say that it belongs to Na' am.an. 1~ In 

the midst of the city, a place of commerce, is the House of Rimon, 193 a wonderful 

building. The interior of the courtyard is twice that otthe square of Saint Mark. 

The entire floor is polished marble and the foyer is surrounded by great columns, 

some of them gilded No one may enter )P8ide, only the Ishmaelites, but it has 

· four gates and from there one may see (in). There are about 500 Jewish 

households there and three synagogues built with beauty and splendor: one for 

the Sepharditn and one for the Moroccans and one for the Sicilians. In each one 

of them a sage reads a littfe from Maimonides to them every day in the morning 

after prayers. They are R Yitzchak Ch.aver for the Sicilians, and he is a 

distinguished doctor, and R Yitzchak Mas'ud fo,: the Sephardim, R Shem Tov 
. . 

Alpharni for the Moroccans.t But there is no yeshiva, only a teacher f~ children 
' . 

Each one takes thirty or forty students. Further, there is a synagogue at the edge 

of the city called Eoneb. A mile from Damascus there is~ place called Gover . 

. There is a congregation of about 60 Moroccan households with (68) a very 

pleasant synagogue, (the like of which) I have never seen in the world, built with 

191Elisha's seivant. See D Kings 4:12 

,n See JI Kings chapter 5. . . . 
'
93 See n Kings s:1s. 
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a foyer with six columns to the right and seven to the left and at the entrance to 

the synagogue there is a pretty cave. They say that Elijah, may his memory be a 

blessing, hid there, and that the synagogue is there .&om the days of Elisha. And · . -

in it is a stone on which they say he anointed Hazael. Later R Eleazar ben Arakh 

rebuilt it and that place is so awesome, according to many people who told me, 

enemies have never ruled it and many miracles were performed in it and in any 

time Qf trouble the Jews gather in it and are not harm~. 

(68) Once again a Na'ib (lieuten~govemor) came to Damascus to judge the 

land and so in Jerusalem, the Holy City, and also in Tzefat, the leaders were 

removed because of their evil deeds. I stayed in Damascus half of Shevat, the • 

month of Adar I, and Adar II until Wednesday, the 5th of N1Ssan 5282. With 

anticipation I awaited the ship the Kas)ltatia but it did not come. Also they knew 

nothing of the ship Della Mora When I realized this I chose to go by way of 

Turkey, had it not been that most of the Jews who cared for me (69) advised me 
• 

that I should not go ~use the way was dangerous and beca~ of the expense 
• 

and length of the journey. They said I would be more longer on the road than 

waiting for the ship and that it was better for me tQ remain quiet and calm until 
• . I 

the time of the ship and then go safely. And so I listened to their advioe and I 

agreed to celebrate Passover in the Land of Israel I left Damascus on the day 

• 
mentioned and I made Shabbat at the c;rossing of the Jordan because the camel 

wrangler Wfllted to remain there on Friday. On Sunday, the 9th of N"~ I 

arrived in Tzefat safely and I rented a house in Ein 2.eitoon and I stayed there. 
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During the intermediate days of Passover I went to Kefar Anan, in the lower 

Galilee, one day's journey from Tzefat There is a community of about 30 

households of Arabicized Jews there. Most of them are of priestly descent and 

they have a synagogue. The place is very fertile and full of all (sorts of ) good 

(things) and a well of good water. There I prayed at the tomb of R Abba 

Halafta. It is on a plain and there is a large tree op his grave. There is no .. 
marking of the grave. It is only recognizable by a little border of stones around 

it Oose to him are his two sons in two stone coffins with the covers next to each 

/ 
other. The one that is a little bigger is R Yose and the other is R Simeon. And 

this is well (70) known to be true for this 40 years ago a claim was made betw~ 

the Ishmaelites living in Kefar Anan and the people living in Faradi, which is a 

village a parasang away from Kefar Anan, regarding the matter of the spring that 
~ 

comes from Faradi to Kefar Anan. Everyone told us that the villagers of Faradi 

wanted to divert the flow of the water that originated inside their borders and 

came to Kefar Arup:t. Their claim to posses&ion was that the source of the spring .. 
comes out of their land; the villagers of Kefar Anan had no legal proof, just a 

claim to po6Ses.5ion by virtue of having held it so long. The people of Kefar Anan 

' lost in court but R Abba Ha1a£ta came in a dream to a Jew from Kefar Anan and 

said to him, "Search my tomb ~ you will find a copper box containing a 

written record of my purchase (telling) of how I bought the spring from Ncftt~ 

, Ish Gamzo, and no person may divert the flow of the water to irrigate his field 
. 

until I water IJUJl.e first You take the document and show it to the king and after 

• I \ 
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that return it to its place." They di~ so: they searched his tomb and found it and 

brought that written document before the king of Egypt194 and the people of 

Kefar Anan were successful in their claim. (71) Everyone swore that this was the 

truth and many people remembered this story. 

A short distance from R Abba Halafta's site is the tomb of R. Jacob the father of 

R. Eliezar ben Jacob Kay Naki. There is a mound of ·stones on his grave as a 

marker and there was a large oak tree there which fell and there is still a heap of 

branches from the tree. No person touches it. They say that one time an 
/ 

lshmaelite loaded a donkey with the wood and the donkey walked around in a 

circle, and he was not able to drive it away from there until he unloaded the 

wood. 

, 

Oose to him in a sealed cave is his son R. Eliezar. There is a large building built 
. , 

in front of it and there one enters to pray. Above it is a cavr In it are R. Chanina 
I . 

ben Akshi and his students. I entered !" to pray. There are five crypts and in 
• 

each there are five tombs each irlside the other. The entrance of the cave has a 

stone door which can be shut. .. 

When I walked to Kefar Anan I passed by way of Faradi, and I prayed at the 

grave~ Nahum lsh Gamzo. It is in a field close to Fara~ marked by a large pile 

of square stones, recognizabl~ that it is a very ancient thing because its stones 

1
~ The Land of Israel was under Mamelu.k, control at.that time. 
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have become dust Returning we went a different way walking along the side of 

the spring until we arrived at its source which comes out of the mountain, to see 

it Afterward we detoured tt.> (72) Meron beca~ there were many Jews going · 

to the festival at the tombs of the .righteous ones there. Also, on Monday, 24 

NISSan, I returned to Meron with ten people who went regularly every month to 

pray at the cave·of Simeon bar Yohai. Then I prayed also at the grave of R 

TarlOll and at the grave of R Y ose ben Kisma. -The two of them are below the 

mountain in a field facing the opening of the synagogue that is on the top of the 

mountain and from there it ap7, and on the two of them a heap of stones for 

a marker, but R Yose's (has) a large almond tree in the middle of the pile and in 

the middle between this and this about 100 cubits and above next to the village is 

/ 
the grave of R Yohanan the Sandal Maker, close to the cave in which they tan 

skins. On the 15th of Iyar, which is cajled Second Passover, they make a big 

caravan in Meron. There were more than 1000 souls because many come from 

Damascus with their wives and children and most of the community of Tzefat 
' . 

and all the communitf., to al-Baqi'a. It is a village that has the caye in which R 
. 

Simeon bar Yobai and his son were hidden for 13 years as is mentioned in the 

portion "Berna madlikin" (Shabbat 33b) and the s_pring is still there. But the 
' , 

carob tree is not (there). (73) Also they come then to Meron from all around. 

We stayea there two days and two nights celebrating and rejoicing and prayed at 

• the markers of the righteous ones whitjl are there, as were mentioned. After this. 

all of us wept to Tiberius and we stayed there four days to bathe in the hot 

springs of Tiberius and to pray at the graves of the righteous ones which are 
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Tiberius was a great city with its lake and wall as is mentioned in the words of 

the sages in the first chapter of Megillah {6a). Now it is a ruin and desolate 

(with) exposed black stone as if it was burned with fire and no one is able to go 

there because of danger from the Arabs, except when there is a caravan with the 

protection of the Na'ib (lieutenant governor) of Tzefat for which each person 

pays four dirhams. The sea is wide there, about U miles, and the water is good 

for drinking. These are the waters of the Jordan and there is no water to drink 
/ 

there except this, but it cools off a little, and if a person lets it stand for a day in a 

vessel it becomes cool. There are many date palms there. There is still a viJ!age 

th.ere where 10 or 12 lshmaelite householders live. 

, 

The hot springs of Tiberius are more than a mile from the city and we camped in 

tents close to them on the shore of the sea. There are two buildings close to each 

other. One entqs one of them to sweat Boiling water romes out its walls from ... 
the mountain and is poured out onto the ground. (74) No one is able to touch it 

because of the heat of the water. One who sits in that building is caused to sweat 
I 

a great deal more than from the heat of the light because they call it "furnace.'' 

Eve12 though the exit is open and there is no door, a person can only bear the 

great heat of the steam with diffi~ty. I stayed inside haH an hour to sw&t_and 

then I _went down to the sea in the place that they go down to. These waters are 

mixed in the sea and there the water is-a little warm and I bathed in it 
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The second building has water coming out of the wall that is as hot as the first 

and it enters a large pool which was built there from stones and.people jump in 

and stay in a little while but they come out because they are not able to bear the 

heat of the water for a long time. Also there are people who can't stay in it at all, 

but they wash themselves with the same water by pouring it over themselves 

with vessels. I did thus. They said that these.bathhouses promote health and 

strengthen the body and are good for-sciatica and for the pain of the limbs and 

many things. 

On Sunday, 24 Iyar, we went, all the community as one, men and worn~ to 

pray ataJ.I the markers of the righteous ones which are there and there is more 

than a mile between each of them. First we went to the marker of R. Yohanan. 

There is a flattened area of black stones on his grave and close to him on the side 

is the tomb of Rambam (Maimonides). Oose to him opposite it is the tomb of 

Rav Kahana.t The (75) three of them like a sort of triangle. From here we went a 
·•'---.... . . 

mile further to a domed cave and the side that iA below is cracked. There are two 

crypts to the right and three to the left and two opposite the crack. Jochebed and 
I 

her two daughters-in-law Zippora and Elisheva are there and unkown others. 

-From there we went to~ top of another moun~ where the cave of R Hiyya 

is with his sons; and with them is Rav Huna as is mentioned in Moed «atan 
(24a). It is a little cave and the crypts are sealed. We went down to the slope of 

the moun~ where the cave of R. Akiva of the 10 martyrs is. The mouth of the 
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cave has fallen (sO) it is impossible to enter it Orr that same mountain, they say ' 

that, 24,000 of his students are buried as is mentioned in Yevamot (62b) We 
. 

returned to the place of our camp, each man under his tent on the shore of the 

sea. Oose by there is a marker of upright stones on the plain and there they 

gather to pray evening and morning. They say that one named R Meir is buried 

there, who swore not to sit until the messiah comes; thus he was buried standing. 

• However, this is not R Meir of the Tannaim. Next to the Tiberius hot springs on 

the slope of the mountain is buried R Jeremiah. His marker is small black 

stones. I already mentioned that all the stones of Tiberius are black. They say 
/ 

, 

• 

that it was entirely burned when it was captured from the Caesar who executed 

the ten martyrs. On the top of the highest mountain of all an old building can be. 

seen. They say-that there was the castle of the daughter of Caesar who lusted for 

the beauty of R Ishmael. Also the Is~elites have a mosque with a high white 

tower. (76) They say that the wife of R Akiva, the daughter of I<aiba Savua, is 

buried there and they call her "Madame." On Tuesday evening we left there and 

with the morning lig]Jt we arrived in Acllbara .and rested there until evening . ... 
When the sun went down we arrived in Tzefat safely. 

After many days I went to Far'am. There is the cave of 1-loni the Orclemaker and 

his wife, Abba Hilkiah his grandson, and Hanan ha-Nehba. From there I went to 

Avnit, there is the nice cave of R Judah Nesi' a and his students as is mention~ . 

in Avodah 2.ara (37a). . . 
' 
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Midway through Shevat 5283, I ~veled from Tzefat then went to Beirut becaJ 

there was a great Venetian ship there that had come loaded with chestnuts, and I . 
boarded it to return to my house in peace and I sailed on it to Cyprus to the place' 

called Llm.sol. There I remained 15 days because they were loading the ship with 

cotton. Then came the announcement that the ships had come and I rode on a 

horse to Famagusta to find a ship to see (77) if there was a Jewish man from Italy 

on th~ or if there was a letter for me. When I was there I made up my mind to 

return with the ship to have safer passage whether from pirates or storms at sea. 

I boarded the conserva ship in Famagusta on Thursday, the Fast of Esther, and 
/ 

on the first day of Purim 5283 I arrived in Tripoli and from there I went the land 

route to Beirut. 

While I was there there was a great uproar among the Jews concerning a certain 

Jew that passed from Egypt to Gaza to Jerusalem, the Holy Gty. He was then in 

Tzefat and they were telling great things and wonders about him so I got the idea 
I 

to go to Tzefat to fin<I him and to spend Passover in the Land of Israel because I 
. ..... f .,. 

knew the ship· would be in Beirut until April 5, which was the sixth day of 

Passover. But it happened that when I came to Tzefat that man had gone to 

Damascus. I investigated concerning him and I know the truth of his ways and 

his deeds-and the truth became clear to me without a doubt I spent the first two 

days of Passover in Tzefat and Thursday night I rode until I arrived Friday in • 

Beirut. Sunday, the sixth day of Passover I boarded the ship and traveled from . 
there safely. 
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(79) Name of the Place 

Sidon 

Tzefat 

EinZeitoon 

Qayyumiya 

Meron 
'" 

Amuka 

Navratin , 

(80) Dalta 

GushOlalav 

Alma 

Ras El Ouunar 

KefarBaram 

.. 

r 

J 
Name of the Righteous Ones195 

Zebulun 

Hosea hen Beeri 
Beeri his father 

R. Judah bar Ilai 

R Yose of Yodkart 

R. Simeop. Bar Yohai 
R Eleazar his son 
Hillel the Elder and his students 
Shammai and his students 
R. Yohanan the Sandal Maker 
R. Y ose ben I<isma 
R. Tarfon 

R. Yohanan ben Uziel 

R Jacob of Navuri 
R. Eleazar of Modiim 

R Yose the Galilean 
R Ishmael his son 

Shemaiah and Avtalion 

R. Judah ben Tema 
R. Eleaz.ar ben Hyranus 
R Yose the Priest 
R. Eleazar hen Az.ariah 
The Babylonians 

RZimra 

Obadiah the Prophet 
R Phineas hen Yair 
~ther the Queen 

19 8iblical names are transliterated according to the Jewish Publication Society Bible. 
Rabbinic names~ transliterated according to J]ae Book of lfsends. 
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Name of the Place 

Achbara 

Yakook 

KefarI<ini • 

KefarI<ini 

' (81) Shechem 

Jerusalem, the Holy City 

Rama 

Gose to Bethlehem 

Hebron 

Others in the Galilee 

Farad 

KefarAnan ' 

{82)Faram 

Avnit 

' I 
I 

Name of the Righteous Ones 

R Yannai 
R Dostai his son 
R Nehorai his son 

Habakkuk 

j 

Jonah ben Amittai the Prophet 

Raban Simeon ben Gamaliel 

Joseph the Righteous 

Zechariah the Prophet 
Haggai the Prophet 
Huldah the Prophetess 
Simeon the Righteous 
The Sanhedrin 

Samuel the Prophet 

Rachei ow- mother 
I 

The Cave of Machpelah 
Jesse, the father of David 

. 
Nahum lsh Gamzo . , -. 
RAbbaHalafta 
R Yose his son 
R SimeoJl, his son 
R Avi Kav Naki 
R Jarob, his father 

' 

R Haniniah hen Akisha and his 
students 

Honi the Circlemaker 
Abba Hilkiah 
Hanan ha-Nehba 

R Judah Nesi' a and his students 
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Name of the Place 
Tiberius 

Name of the Righteous Ones 

R. Yohanan 
Ravl<ahana 
R. Moshe ben Maimon 
Jochebed 

Zipporah 
Elisheva 
R. Hiyya and his sons 
R.Huna 
RAkiva 
R. Meir 
'RJeremiah 

(83)0rdinances and Agreements of the Holy Congregation of Jerusajem, the 

Holy City which are written on a sign in the synagogue: .. 
No one is able to bring his fellow to the citizen's list if he has not warned him 

three times and he didn't heed. 

r 
The judge is not able to force any person to lend money to the community for the 

needs of the public or for any purpose, except if he wishes and desires (to do so). 

No scholar will pay any community dues or taxes at all, even if he is very ri<;h , 
t 

and also the widows do not bear the burden for the essei1tials. 

A Jew shall not buy with bad roin, and if he possesses any, he shouldn't spend it 

because he knows it is no good . 
• 

A person should not dedicate something for use in the synagogue if he decides 

only the owner can use it - rather, it should be like everything else. 

One wi» not go drinking wine to pray in Rama, Samuel's home, may peace be 

' upon him, and all the time that one stays there be will not drink wine. This is 
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done because men and women were going to drink there and becoming 

intoxicated. Thus, to protect them from ~ they forbid it, because while it is the 

custom of the city that the women go about covered with their faces veiled, they 

go about there unveiled. 

In the year 5265, all the rabbis of the territory revolted about the Sabbatical year 

because they differed about whether to follow the counting of Rashi or Rambam 

(Maimonides). (84) But they agreed and decreed that the year 5271 wot,tld be the 

Sabbatical, and thus 5278, and so forth perpetually acoording to Ram.barn. 

The aforementioned is written on the synagogue and the judge makes further 

decrees according to the needs of the time. For exafuple, that one will not sell the 

wine and the cheese at more than such-and-such a price, or that one should not 

pay the butcher more that the regulated value in order to receive a nice piece. 

No person is able to slaughter for himself or others until he shows the sage his 

knife. There is someone appointed to slaughter the fowl for the masses and he 

shows his knife to the sage in addition to the ritual slaughterer and the appointed 

inspector in the slaughter-house. 
{ . . . 

Individuals will not speak quarrdsome words in the synagogue. Instead they 

will go before the judge and the quarrel will be decided upon his ruling. Then 

two ducats will be placed in the account on behalf of the suit. 

The custom in Jerusalem,.the Holy City, is that on all the Sabbaths of the year 

(the privilege of) lighting (candles) in the synagogue is sold, i.e., one from 

Jerusalem or Otalav or Damascus or another country buys a Sabbath. It costs 

about six gold ducats and it is his all ~ days_ of his life. On that Sabbath 

.. 
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someone of his lights all. the lights in the s~gogue. (The privilege of ) taking 

out the Torah (oosts) about a ducat and a half, and all the honors of that Sabbath 

are his, whether the prayers ~r the seven called (to the Torah), he calls who he· 

-
wishes, and all the dead in his family are remembered for good and the living are 

blessed. And if he wishes he will (85) make a feast for the poor. And th.us every 

Sabbath belongs to one person and when that one dies that Sabbath is sold to 

another. And behold, his honor Asher Meshullam has Sabbath "Vaera" and 
• 

Sabbath ''Bamidbar Sinai" and on his behalf the master R Yisrael Ashkenazi 

, lights and divides the honors among the Ashkenazim. I was there on the 

Sabbath of the portion "Vaera." 

They are accustomed to carry a torch before the Torah scroll from the ark to the 

bima, and this honor is 59ld every Sabbath. On Thursday, the foµrth day of 

Chanu.kah, one of the elders named R Yitzchak Chaiyaina, and of the cantors 

named R. Judah Sofer, quarreled. One said the honor was his and the other said 

• it was his. They had alreadt gone before the judge regarding this but the 

decision had not been issu~. And now the torch was in the 'hands of the elder . 
· and their quarreling together angered the elder and he extinguished the torch in 

front of the Torah scroll Because of this the judge ruled that he should not enter 

the synagogue ~r thirty days and th.at he should pay five ducats for the light and 

that he would not perform that honor for the duration of entire year, and this • 

· was announred in the synagogue the next day. Also it was decreed that R Judah 
. 

· the smbe, since he was also at fault, should not have the honor. After the elder 
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had sat in his house for seven days all the sages entreated the-judge and he 

permitted him to oome to the congregation because he was an important elder 

and also his son was wealthy in Egypt and they receive an award from him. 

-
(86) It is the custom of the Ishmaelites in Jerusal~ the Holy City, that when it 

does not rain they say that the sin of the Jews caused it because they drink wine. 

And they ask the governor to break the Jews casks of wine. On Wednesday, 20 

Kislev, 5282, the ruler falsely aca.t.sed (the J~ws) about ~ unt:µ they 
... 

compromised with 100 ducats of their coins, each ducat is four marchelo, and 

they placed this obligation and which cost ll 2 a ducat , that is two marchelo on 

100 rotoli of wine, that is 600 of our litres. 1 

It is the custom of the governor that when a surplus of merchandise comes to 

him from Egypt he imposes it on the merchants and also the Jews take their part. 

Recently a surplus of sugar came to him and he imposed 70 rotoli o~ the Jews 

and they divided it among the spice merchants reckoning 120 dirhams to the 

rotoli. But there is no loss in this, except that it is hard for them to find the 

• 
money immediately. Sometimes these things happen, when there is great 

t 

quantity but little value., 

There was an early decree with the force of excommunication that a Jew may not 

give wine to lshmaelites, but for some time they have relaxed the law because 

they need the moneychangers, who are close to the government But this year 

" 

the moneychangers made a lot of wine to sell to the Turks and once again, they • 

(ttie Jews) obtained (oonsent) from the governor that the Turks not take 

-(impound) any wine, because they would enter a Jewish house to take from what 
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they found. For tbis reason, the moneychangers have now come before the judge\ 

to know what to do with the wine that they made at the command of the 
' 

community to sell to the Turks. (87) They imposed some cfn the commuru.ty, 

-
about 100 casks, everyone bought according to its value and afterw4fds the judge 

again decreed a fast and threat of excommunication so that no person would 

sell wine except the moneychangers - they are R Eleazar Albotani and R Judah 1 

from Corbeil - until Purim in order that they might sell what was left over . . . .. 
The custom of the prayers is similar to the Sephardic Qrder. They say :kaddish 

after the 100 blessings before Psalms. They say the Shema in a loud voice and 

thus "Ashrei" and "Come to ao-rf: (They do the) Priestly benediction every 

day. They say "v' yavor boker'' and "mincha" before supplications and on 

Monday and Thursday also "veyavor'' three times. In every final kaddish they 

say "renew the world" etc." on Israel" etc. They don't say ",asher calah" on the 

Sabbath and not "meahvatcha" rather "Atah Kidashta." They don't say "Yotzrot'' 

at all and on a fast day they don't recite "selichot'' until after the "Shemonah 

' Esrei." There is no reader on the Sabbath-except for the seven {aliyot). 
t 

.. ~ , -
On the Sabbath in Chanukah and Rosh Chodesh six read-because of the Sabbath 

and seventh on Rosh Chodes~ and they say Kaddish and maftir on Chanukah 

and after tpe blessing of the month. The Nagid ~ the rabbis debated about ' 

this and ~ shaky legal tradition according to which and "Israelite" can repeat the 

reading of the Cohen and the Levite. 

They have four appointed cantors, each one praying for one week, and they do 
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not receive a wage from the congregation, rather many of the people who go up 

to read (88) the Torah, especially guests, make donations for them. 

The Ishmaelites call Damascus "Ash-sham," Sidon "Said.ah," Shechem "Nablus;" 

Jerusalem "El Kuds," Hebron "Al-Khalil," and a half mile from Hebron there is 

a place called Otavra. I think that it is the ancient Hebron, and afterwards for 

the honor of the P._atriarchs they settled the place of the Cave of Machpelah ... 

which was at the edge of a field, and that is enough for the one who understands. 
,, 

/ 
Investigations Concerning the Ten Tnbes 

and the River Sambatyon 

When I arrived in Beirut I found I saw (sic) four Babylonian Jews and I spoke 

with one of them who knew the Holy Language (Hebrew). His name was R 

Moshe and he told me truths about the River Sambatyon that he heard from 

Ishmaelites who saw it and that there are the people ~f Moses there without a 

doubt Also he told me that one d/ly' s journey from his house there are pillars ~- -
and R Judah ben Betera is buried thei-e, and he swore to me that he saw this with 

• his eyes and it is famous, that on the night of 18 Sivan and the nights of Shavuot 

every year a pillar of cloud appears above the grave of the aforementioned R 

Judah. Every year all the neighbors go during those days to his grave and see 

this wonder. And this Jew who spoke with me appeared to me to be a good, 

innocent, and upright man who would not deceive. 
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When I was in Jerusale~ the Holy Gty, a Jew from the Land of Cush (Ethiopii} 

who had been held captive among the gentiles for ten years and then bought by · 

Ishm.aelites and sold to Jews in Egypt, and he came to see (89) Jerusalem and the 

Nagid spoke with him and he said clearly that there are there in the south many 

Jews, kings and nobles, and sometimes (they) are at war with the lndianim. And 

he said that among them are some from the First Temple and some from the 

Second Temple. Also the Nagid, may his Rocle keep and preserve him, told that 
• .. 

these three years a person from the tnbe of Simeon had lcxiged in his house. 

And he said that there are in his place four tribes. One of them, the tribe Issachar, 

observes T~rah, and (so) they £ve a prince over them from that tribe (i.e. 

Issachar); when he calls on them, they answer. 

Also I found in Tzefat an elementary teacher who came from Aden two years ago 

and he told me that in his land, there in Aden, which is from here to Egypt via 

the south a 40 day journey, there was a Jew there who stayed in Sinvel six years, 
t 

and this is the place.more than forty days beyond Aden, and it was from the 
t . ' 

truth of that {ew because in Sinvel all the Jews are kings and they send their . 

servants to war while they enter the synagogue to pray and are victorious. And 

they told me nJerusalem that a letter had come.from Sinvel which said that~ 

of them ~ righteous and a king rules them. There are only about 5000 of them, 

but all of th.em are nobles and each one has 50 or 60 servants and they send ~ 

servants to war. 

.. 
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An important elder in. Tzefat, the Moroccan judge, unique in his generation for 

his expertise in Talmud and kabbalah, righteous and upright, has three sons 

and the youngest is 16 years old. Two years ago, this youth (90) was sitting on 

the roof alone and a white dove burst upon him. He caught it in his hand and 

saw written in square Assyrian writing on one of its wings ''The Ten Tribes are 

coming." After he cried out, while he was holding the dove in his hand, he ran 

to show it to his father but he felt a hard ~lap on ~ hand so that he was forced 
... 

to open his hand and the dove flew off and was not seen again. He went and 

told his father the story and his father inquired of him and questioned him and 

he swore (91) that he had not lied. Ifeconsistently told the same story and did 

not change it at all. I have written it down just as I heard it from the father . 

A rumor came concerning the moon that is in the Sanctuary grounds. The 

Ishmaelites have a circular dome and there is a large metal column on top of it 

and an image of the moon sticks out h!med to the south. They say that on 

• 
Sukkot, 5280, it was turned toward the east ahd the Ishamelites say that it is an 

t •• • 
evil sign for their Wth and they wanted to turn (it) to the south toward Mecca ... 
but they weren't able to. Al.so, then an oak that was planted on the Sanctuary 

grounds in the days of Mohammed fell. This I heard. 

... 
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The Cuthite letters were found on coins. They are Samaritan:196 

I will bless the Lord who counseled me to go up and see the Land of Israel in her 

ruin and the Lord who showed me all the land. 'h.us may it be his will that I 

merit to see its rebuilding and the Temple on its dwelling place. 

Concerning most things that, (I wrote) "they say" , 

So people won't say Moses 

made it up. I 

. . 
(92) One who wishes to go to the Land of Life (Land of Israel) on a ship in the 

midst of the sea should only board a Venetian galley because they are safe from 

pirates and storms at sea .• When sails on it he should be careful to take a place to 

sit even if he is alone. The boat will push him from side to side saying, "Go to 

'"'Copy of the alphabet is taken from Azariah de'Rossi, omv 1lN7.), Mantua, 1573-1575, 

pg. NyP: 

• 

... 
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your place" when he is unable to stand. One should be \?ery careful not to rent a -

place in the i1'':l" from the master because if there is much cargo, the i1'':l" fills 

up, even if he cries out and implores, he'll have no room and the guards will 

certainly expel him and the master will not listen to his yelling. And even if 

there is little cargo the guards accuse him of this. Further, he won't be able to sit 

in his place until all the cargo is brought in and they load and unload goods in 

every port and will make him leave his seat coming and going, and he won't · .. 
have (any) rest Thus, one who is alone or with another should take u,,,po. One 

can be found for the cost of four or five ducats each. Also, a place in the deck is 

/ 
• good for one who has few in his.household; that place is inexpensive, five ducats 

is the cost, ~ there's a pleasant breeze from the water and the fire is close to 

there, One who has.many members in his household should take the ,1,~1lpt,,N 

from the master. It is a.spacious place next to the deck. There is no better place 

on the galley than the place of the head of the oarsmen because there is no 

distress or dispute there. Further, because the head of the oarsmen oversees and 

commands the entire gallW, anyone who is in his s)ladow is protected from 
• • 

everyone else, and .the rent is at least 15 ducats. The l"llllN17.3 and the i1"!>N~ 191 

have two nice rooms in the prow and their price is 10 ducats each. Also the 

secretary's place is like this and good and nice and thus the ,~1N01N 198 is good, 

but they are the master's. A person n~ to be careful about water, filling the 

191 The exact meaning of the words is uncertain, but from context these appear to be types • 

of ships. 

'"Mea.ningJs uncertain. 
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barrels in every port; even though those who sell the places are obligated to give 

water, one can't rely on them. Ha person gives two or three marchelo to the 
" • I 

cook he will let him cook all the way and free a place f~r his pot. And thus if 

one gives two or three markiti to the one in charge of the water he will fill his 

barrels with water and regularly the Jews gather among them a ducat to give to 

the head of the oarsmen so that he will watch over them for good and protect 

them &om evil doers because he has the power to make evil and good and one 

needs to vow in the~ of the journey and to fulfill it and that is enough 

for the one who understan~. 
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