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The Shulhan ‘Aruk:
Enduring Code of Jewish Law

ISADORE TWERSKY

Shulhan “Aruk, A TERM TAKEN OVER FROM
early rabbinic exegesis in the Midrash! and applied to one of the most
influential, truly epochal literary creations of Jewish history, has a double
or even triple meaning, and its use therefore necessitates precise definition
or description. Shulhan “Aruk is the title given by R. Joseph Karo (1488
1575) to a briel, four-part code of Jewish law which was published in
1565-66, just over four hundred years ago. Shulhan ‘Aruk also designates
a composite, collaborative work, combining this original text of R.
Joseph Karo, a Spanish emigré from Toledo (1492) who lived and
studied in Turkey and finally settled in Palestine in a period of turbu-
lence and instability and apocalyptic stirrings, with the detailed glosses
—both strictures and supplements—of R. Moses Isserles (c. 1526-1572), a
well-to-do Polish scholar, proud of his Germanic background, who studied
in Lublin and became de facto chief rabbi of Cracow in a period of
relative stability and tranquillity. This unpremeditated literary symbiosis
then generated a spate of commentaries and supercommentaries, brief
or expansive, defensive or dissenting, from the Sefer Me'irat “Enayim of
R. Joshua Falk and the Sefer Siftei Kohen of R. Shabbetai ha-Kohen to
the Mishnah Berurah of K. Israel Meir ha- Kohen; and the term Shulhan
‘druk continued to be applied to this multi-dimensional, multi-gener-
ational, ever-expanding folio volume—a fact which attests the resiliency
and buoyancy of the Halachic tradition in Judaism. A person must,
therefore, define his frame of reference when he purports to glorify or
vilify, to acclaim or condemn—or, if he is able to avoid value judgments,

to describe historically.? The genuinely modest purpose of the following
remarks is, first, to chronicle the emergence of the Shulhan ‘Aruk,
especially in its first and second meanings, and then to describe a few of
its salient literary and substantive characteristics, “The test is com-
mentary,” which we should go and study.

1

I THE YEAR 15227 R. JOSEPH KARD, a young, struggling, volatile and
ascetic scholar, having settled temporarily and discontentedly in Adri-
anople, Turkey, launched a massive literary project that would preoccupy
him, sometimes at a frenetic pace, for over thirty years—twenty years in
the composition and about twelve years in editorial revision and refine.
ment.4 The stimulus was provided by the worrisome decline in scholar-
ship—" and the wisdom of their wise men shall perish"—* coming in the
wake of the rigors and vicissitudes of exile, the endless turbulence of
history, and the increasing human imperfection.t The need was great for
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2. THE RECEPTION OF THE SHULH. AN ‘ARUKH AND THE FORMATION OF ASHKENAZIC .2
JEWISH IDENTITY by Joseph Davis

Throughout Europe—in France, the Low Countries, Spain, England, Ger-
many, Poland, and the Ottoman Empire—the sixteenth century was an age of le-
gal codification” In England, Richard Morison wrote to King Henry VIII in the
1530s, proposing that “the common laws of this your realm that now be unwritten
might be written, that now be dispersed and uncertain might be gathered together
and made certain.™ A few years earlier, the Polish parliament decreed that “all the
customs, laws, and ancient statutes should be gathered from every province, that
we may begin the reformation of the entire constitution™® Consuetudines Terrae
Cracoviae (“The Customs of the Land of Cracow™) had already been published in
1506.7 Five years after the appearance of the Shulhan ‘Arukh, in 1569, an enor-
mous legal code, the Recapilacion des Leves, was published in Castile.

Each of these efforts strengthened certain political identities and weakened
others. The boundary between England and Wales was weakened in the sixteenth
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In the present case, RSK’s sphere of influence
largely corresponds to the areas where
Mideastern and Southeastern (as opposed to
Litvish and Western) dialects of Yiddish were
spoken(2], and where the gefilte fish was sweet,
not savory(3]. It turns out that our guiding
question—What goes into a rabbi’s decision
about who to turn to for answers to difficult
questions?—is answered in part by culture.
Rabbis were more likely to entrust such
questions to a greater rabbi within the same
cultural sphere. That is, in the case of Galicia, to
a rabbi who made latkes from kertoflen, not
bulbes.
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