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Introduction  

Among the earliest sources of the life of Isaac Luria and his teachings we find the 

letters of Shlomo Shlomiel Dressnitz, a Moravian Jew who emigrated to the Holy Land in 

the beginning of the seventeenth century. Unlike Luria’s followers, from whom we learn 

about his teachings, he chronicled his personal traits. For generations, he allows us to 

discover the legends about the extraordinary personality of the famous kabbalistic thinker 

who changed the Jewish world, and, thanks to him, we get a glimpse of the mystical 

atmosphere of Safed in the Lurianic era.  

But who was Shlomiel Dressnitz? What made a seventeenth-century Moravian Jew 

leave his homeland and start a new life in the city of Safed? I will try to answer these 

questions based on letters that Shlomiel Dressnitz wrote back to Europe in the years 1607-

1609. 

Firstly, it is important to understand the historical and cultural background. On the 

basis of secondary literature written by Moshe Idel or Gershom Scholem, I will begin with a 

brief description of Kabbalah. I will have a look at its early beginnings and its most important 

representatives, which are well described in the introduction to Kabbalah composed by 

Joseph Dan. I will continue to its development in Medieval Europe, outlining the changes 

that followed after the expulsion of the Jews from Spain. In this context I will introduce the 

mystical thinkers of Safed, most importantly Isaac Luria, the concept of Lurianic Kabbalah, 

and its great influence. The latter will be discussed on the basis of the works of Lawrence 

Fine, Shaul Magid, and Pinchas Giller. 

After clarifying the basic aspects of Kabbalah, I will return to the beginning of the 

journey of Shlomiel Dressnitz, to Moravia. I will briefly summarize the beginnings of Jewish 

life in the Czech Lands, continuing to the changes in the structure of the Jewish population 

in Moravia. I will be looking for information in a work published by our department - 

Vybrané hebrejské a jidiš prameny k dějinám Židů na Moravě: středověk a raný novověk, 

and the recent study of Michael Miller, Rabbis and revolution: the Jews of Moravia in the 

age of emancipation. 

Afterwards, I will finally introduce Shlomiel Dressnitz. Shlomiel Dressnitz has been 

mentioned in earlier secondary literature, for instance in the works of Fine or Scholem, 
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however, his life story, thoughts, and motives have not been studied systematically yet. I 

offer here the first systematic study of Shlomiel’s biography on the basis of the relevant parts 

of the four letters that he wrote in Safed and sent back to Europe. 

The primary purpose of the letters, written by Shlomiel Dressnitz in the years 1607-

1609, was to describe the miracles done by Isaac Luria, and his personal qualities. However, 

it includes fragmentary information about Shlomiel Dressnitz himself, which can help us 

uncover the story of his life.  

 At first, I will briefly present the sources of the four letters that are known to us. 

Then, I will foreshadow what his life was like. I will continue to explain what changes 

happened to him, and what pointed his life to a different direction. I will list some of the key 

influences and the impact it had on him, finishing with his relocation to Safed.  

The last chapter will be dedicated to the original text itself, and to my translations. 

There have been no modern translations of his letters, I will therefore work with the Hebrew 

originals. I will supply the factual evidence for the statements I made in the previous chapter. 

I will also offer a short insight into the field of economy, which, however, will not be 

analyzed deeper in this thesis, and will remain open for future research.  
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1. Kabbalah 

Trying to define the term Kabbalah is indeed a very difficult task. It has been studied 

by many, yet the meaning can be slightly, or even very different for each one of them. The 

Encyclopedia Judaica, defines this term in the following way:  

Kabbalah is the traditional and most commonly used term for the esoteric 

teachings of Judaism and for Jewish mysticism, especially the forms which it 

assumed in the Middle Ages from the 12th century onward. In its wider sense it 

signifies all the successive esoteric movements in Judaism that evolved from the 

end of the period of the Second Temple and became active factors in the history 

of Israel.1 

Kabbalah in the strict sense refers to a specific form of Jewish mysticism. Adherents 

of this school believed that the mystical lore they endorsed can be traced back to a pristine 

tradition. As the meaning of the word itself - ‘tradition’2 suggests, it has been passed on from 

generation to generation from the early beginnings until today. Kabbalah is still an integral 

part of some forms of Judaism, most notably, Chassidism. 

In this chapter I would like to summarize the historical development of Jewish 

mysticism. We will begin with the Talmudic times in the East and move over to medieval 

Europe and the emergence of Kabbalah in Spain and Provence. The expulsion of Jews from 

Spain will follow, leading us back to the East, to the new Kabbalistic center – Safed. We will 

have a closer look at Isaac Luria, one of the most influential thinkers and the Lurianic 

Kabbalah that followed, finishing up with a glance at examples of its influence.  

 

1.1. The Early Beginnings  

As has been mentioned, Kabbalah was often believed to be delivered as a part of the 

Oral Torah, that was given to Moses at Mount Sinai. However, in the Mishnah, Talmud, and 

other texts of rabbinic literature we do not find any traces of the typical doctrines of 

Kabbalah. Nevertheless, we do find some references to mystical ideas in the classics of 

rabbinic literature too. The roots of Jewish mysticism date all the way back to the Talmudic 

                                                 
1 “Kabbalah”, in: Encyclopedia Judaica. Jerusalem: Keter Publishing House, 1972, 587. 
2 SCHOLEM, Gershom. On the Kabbalah and its symbolism. New York: Schocken Books, 1996, 1. 
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times. These mystical thoughts can be divided into two figures: Ma'aseh B'reshit and Ma’aseh 

Merkavah.  

 

1.1.1. Ma’aseh B'reshit 

Ma’aseh B'reshit can be translated as “the work of creation”, including thoughts about 

the secrets of creation of the universe3 and reflecting the first chapter in the Torah – Genesis 

(Hebrew: בראשית). According to a famous passage of the Mishnah, the study of this part of 

the Torah was permitted only in a very limited way, since it entailed some mystical ideas (see 

Mishnah, Hagigah 2:1). What exactly these ideas were are not explained clearly in rabbinic 

literature. 

 

1.1.2. Ma’aseh Merkavah 

Ma’aseh Merkavah, “the work of the chariot”, was based on the vision of the prophet 

Ezekhiel described in the first chapter of the book of Ezekiel in the Torah.4 In the vision he 

saw a throne-chariot (Hebrew: מרכבה) travelling through the heavens. The chariot was 

accompanied by four living creatures with wings, with the faces of a man, lion, ox, and eagle.5 

The Mishnah forbids any public discussion of the meaning of this passage (cf. Hagigah 2:1). 

Later Jewish mysticism turned this vision into a mystical practice, travelling to the upper 

worlds and to the throne of God. These practices were described in a variety of texts called 

Hekhalot.6  

 

1.1.3. Sefer Yetzirah  

“The Book of Creation” (Hebrew: ספר יצירה), enormous in influence and small in size 

(around 1600 words) is thought to be written between the second and ninth centuries, perhaps 

in the third century7, even though recent studies argue that it originated in the ninth century.8 

The book contains the first comprehensive concept explaining the creation of the universe. 

                                                 
3 SADEK, Vladimír. Židovská mystika. 2., upr. vyd. Praha: Agite/Fra, 2009, 46.  
4 DAN, Joseph. Kabbalah: a very short introduction. New York: Oxford University Press, 2007, 11. 
5 Ezechiel 1:10, Bible: překlad 21. století. Praha: Biblion, 2009. 
6 SADEK, Vladimír. Židovská mystika. 2., upr. vyd. Praha: Agite/Fra, 2009, 47. 
7 “Kabbalah”, in: Encyclopedia Judaica. Jerusalem: Keter Publishing House, 1972, 595. 
8 WASSERSTROM, Steven M. “Further Thoughts on the Origins of Sefer yeṣirah“, in: Aleph 2 (2002), Indiana 

University Press, 201–221. 
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All that exist was created by thirty-two paths of Godly wisdom as proposed in the opening 

words of the book. 

By thirty-two mysterious paths of wisdom Jah has engraved [all things], [who is] 

the Lord of hosts, the God of Israel, the living God, the Almighty God, He that is 

uplifted and exalted, He that Dwells forever, and whose Name is holy; having 

created His world by three [derivatives] of [the Hebrew root-word] sefar : 

namely, sefer (a book), sefor (a count) and sippur (a story), along with ten 

calibrations of empty space, twenty-two letters [of the Hebrew alphabet], [of 

which] three are principal [letters] (i.e. א מ ש), seven are double-sounding 

[consonants] (i.e. בג"ד כפר"ת) and twelve are ordinary [letters] (i.e.  ה ו ז ח ט י ל נ ס ע

 9.(צ ק

The first ten paths are representing the ten Sefirot, the other twenty-two paths 

correspond to the letters of the Hebrew alphabet. The Sefirot are described as directions of 

the cosmos (north, south, east, west, up, down, beginning, end, good, and evil), as well as the 

winged creatures of Ezekiel’s chariot, or stages of the emergence of the three elements 

(divine spirit, air or wind, and water and fire). In the early times the Sefirot were also 

interpreted as the basic numbers from one to ten. 10  

 

1.2. Medieval Europe 

During the Middle Ages the center of the Jewish mysticism shifted from the East to 

the West, in particular to Rhineland, Provence, and Catalonia. There it remained for 

centuries, until the Jewish flowering was forcefully ended by the expulsion of the Jews from 

Spain in 1492.  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
9 QAFIH, Yosef. Sefer Yetzirah Hashalem (with Rabbi Saadia Gaon's Commentary). The Committee for 

Publishing the Books of Rabbi Saadia Gaon: Jerusalem 1972, 35. 
10 DAN, Joseph. Kabbalah: a very short introduction. New York: Oxford University Press, 2007, 16-17. 
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1.2.1. Chassidei Ashkenaz 

The mystical ascetic movement Chassidei Ashkenaz (Pietists of Ashkenaz, Hebrew: 

 emerged in Rhineland in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries on the tragic (חסידי אשכנז

background of Crusades, and pogroms.11 

This environment determined the ideal of the Chassid. It was a strictly religious, 

ascetic thinker whose belief in God was absolute and who separated himself from the worldly 

spheres. It is no surprise that this new deep and mystical faith came shocking to the non-

Chassidic public.12 

The mystical and ethical concepts of Chassidei Ashkenaz, their life, tradition, and 

opinions are chronicled in Sefer Chasidim (Book of the Pious, Hebrew: ספר חסדים) attributed 

to Judah He-Hasid, the foremost leader and central figure of the ascetic movement.13  

 

1.2.2. Spain and Provence: Emergence of the Kabbalah 

During the 12th and 13th centuries, Southern France was one of the main centers of 

medieval culture. Together with flowering of the Jewish culture, we see the emergence of 

Kabbalah in Provence, especially Languedoc (modern-day region of Occitanie). It is cities 

like Narbonne, Lunel, Toulouse, and others that became the centers of the kabalistic circles 

led by the first thinkers known to us as kabbalists. Their followers then shifted the tradition 

to Spain, namely to Gerona, Toledo, or Burgos.14 

 

1.2.2.1. Southern France 

The first important figure of medieval Kabbalah was Isaac the Blind, the son of a 

famous Talmudist Abraham ben David of Posquières. He was also known as Rabbi Yitzhak 

Saggi Nehor. Aramaic epithet "Saggi Nehor" meaning "of Much Light” is an euphemism for 

his blindness. He is thought to belong to one of the mystical and strictly ascetic circles.15 He 

wrote an important commentary on Sefer Yetzira, which proposes a key idea of Kabbalah: 

                                                 
11 SADEK, Vladimír. Židovská mystika. 2., upr. vyd. Praha: Agite/Fra, 2009, 52-53. 
12 SADEK, Vladimír. Židovská mystika, 52. 
13 “Chasidim“, In: NEWMAN, Ja'akov a Gavri'el SIVAN. Judaismus od A do Z: slovník pojmů a termínů. Dot. 

1. vyd. Praha: Sefer, 1998. 
14 SCHOLEM, Gershom, EDITED BY R.J. ZWI WERBLOWSKY a TRANSLATED FROM THE GERMAN 

BY ALLAN ARKUSH. Origins of the Kabbalah. Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society, 1990, 12-13. 
15 SADEK, Vladimír. Židovská mystika, 55. 
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the ten Sefirot mentioned at the beginning of Sefer Yetzira were understood by Isaac as ten 

manifestations of God’s essence. The interconnected network of the ten Sefirot eventually 

became a central idea of most forms of Kabbalah. 

An important text written roughly at the time of Isaac the Blind was the Bahir 

(Hebrew: ספר הבהיר, "Book of the Bright"). Bahir is a collection of theosophical texts from 

different sources, originating probably in the East, coming to Southern France through 

German-French Chassidism. It assumes the form of a traditional midrashic collection and 

contains commentaries on the creation, discussions of the mystical significance of Hebrew 

letters and their shape, and mostly the mysterious description of the divine realm, represented 

by the ten divine powers.16 

 

1.2.2.2. Spain  

As mentioned previously, the kabbalistic learning then spread to Catalonia, 

particularly to Gerona, where a new circle of kabbalists was established. The Gerona 

kabbalists, under their foremost leader Rabbi Moses ben Nachman (Nachmanides)17 

established the basic terms and ideas by combining the concepts Provence circle with those 

of the book of Bahir.18  

However, we can as well find utterly ecstatic mystics such as Abraham Abulafia and 

his Prophetic Kabbalah. Abulafia rejected the doctrine of the ten Sefirot, and attempted to 

combine Kabbalah with Maimonides’ teachings about prophecy instead. He transformed 

Maimonides’ philosophical theory of prophecy into a set of practices that aimed at 

establishing prophetic ecstacy. As Idel points out, the dispute between “ecstatic” and 

“theosophical” tradition lead to expulsion of the Ecstatic Kabbalah from Spain.19 

The famous book of Zohar (Hebrew: זהר, "Splendor") emerged from the background 

of “theosophical” Kabbalah. Even though it is traditionally attributed to Simeon bar Yochai20 

                                                 
16 DAN, Joseph. Kabbalah: a very short introduction. New York: Oxford University Press, 2007, 20-21. 
17 Medieval Jewish scholar, kabbalist, philosopher, physician, Sephardic rabbi, and biblical commentator (1194-

1270).  
18 DAN, Joseph. Kabbalah: a very short introduction, 20. 
19 IDEL, Moše. Kabala: nové pohledy. Praha: Vyšehrad, 2004. 18. 
20 Second-century tannaitic sage in ancient Israel. 
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21, who is also the main character, it is today considered to be a work of Rabbi Moses de 

Leon as Scholem presents in the fifth lecture of Major Trends of Jewish Mysticism22, and as 

Dan exemplifies in his short introduction:  

There seems to be no doubt that the Zohar was written mainly by Rabbi Moses de 

Leon in the last decades of the thirteenth century.23  

Dan then continues to give a brief description of the different parts of Zohar and their 

foremost features: 

The Zohar is actually a library, comprised of more than a score of treatises. The 

main part, the body of the Zohar, is a homiletical commentary in Aramaic on all 

the portions of the five books of the Pentateuch, as if they were ancient midrashic 

works (though they were not, as a rule, written in Aramaic). Among the other 

treatises included in the body of the Zohar are: the Midrash ha-Neelam (The 

Esoteric Midrash), written partly in Hebrew, and probably the first part of this 

huge work to be written; a section dedicated to the discussion of the 

commandments; and others including revelations by a wondrous old man (sava) 

and a boy (yenuka). The most esoteric discussions, regarded as the holiest part of 

the Zohar, are called Idra Rabba (The Large Assembly) and Idra Zuta (The Small 

Assembly). A later writer imitating the style and language of de Leon added two 

works to the Zohar in the beginning of the fourteenth century: Raaya Mehemna 

(The Faithful Shepherd, meaning Moses), which is presented in several sections 

of the work, and Tikuney Zohar (Emendations of the Zohar), which was printed 

as an independent work. A fifth volume in the Zohar library is the Zohar Hadash 

(The New Zohar), a collection of material from manuscripts that were not 

included in the first edition of the Zohar.24 

It should be remarked that according to a more recent theory of Yehudah Liebes the 

Zohar should be seen as the result of a “collective authorship” which included other authors 

besides Moses de Leon. Another important suggestion by Liebes is that the main character 

                                                 
21 GILLER, Pinchas. Reading the Zohar: the sacred text of the Kabbalah. New York: Oxford University Press, 

2001, 4.  
22 SCHOLEM, Gershom. Major trends in Jewish mysticism. New York: Schocken Books, c1995, 156-204. 
23 DAN, Joseph. Kabbalah: a very short introduction. New York: Oxford University Press, 2007, 30. 
24 DAN, Joseph. Kabbalah: a very short introduction, 30-31. 
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of the Zohar, that is, Simeon bar Yochai, was modeled on Todros ben Yosef Abulafia (ca. 

1225-1285), who was an important Jewish leader and courtier of Alphonse X (1252-1284), 

king of Castile.25 

The book of Zohar shortly became crucial for the following development of 

Kabbalah. For a while it became the fourth most principal text of Judaism, together with the 

Hebrew Bible, Talmud, and the prayer book. As we will see in the following section, the 

ideas that Zohar contains were fundamental for the later teachings of Moshe Cordovero and 

Isaac Luria.26 

Before closing the Spanish period, it is important to mention the forced termination 

of the flowering of the Jewish culture, and of Kabbalah. After centuries of rich culture of 

philosophy, literature, and others, the Jews were expelled from Spain in 1492, followed by 

expulsion from Portugal. After being forced to leave their homes and settling in new 

countries, they again started evolving the values and ideas brought with them. Kabbalah was 

naturally a part of them. In these tragic times, the Jewish people sought relieve, explanation 

and hope. Predictably, it was Kabbalah that they turned to.  

 

1.3. Expulsion from Spain and the New Center in Safed  

One of the places where the wandering kabbalists gathered was Safed, a small town 

in the Upper Galilee, not far from Meron, where Simeon bar Yochai is believed to be buried. 

Mystics attracted by the romanticism of Zohar turned a secluded town of no more than twelve 

hundred inhabitants into the new center of Kabbalah counting eighteen thousand Jews by the 

last quarter of the sixteen-century.27 

By this time, the Zohar became an integral part of Jewish religious thought and the 

interest in all its aspects increased. The kabbalistic thinking and the desire to “relive” the 

spiritual practices became mainstream and new mystical circles began to form around the 

great thinkers of the time. 

 

                                                 
25 LIEBES, Yehuda. Studies in the Zohar. Albany: State University of New York Press, c1993, 85-138. 
26 SADEK, Vladimír. Židovská mystika. 2., upr. vyd. Praha: Agite/Fra, 2009, 60-61. 
27 GILLER, Pinchas. Reading the Zohar: the sacred text of the Kabbalah. New York: Oxford University Press, 

2001, 14. 
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1.3.1. Moshe Cordovero  

If we are to speak about the great thinkers of the time, it is appropriate to begin with 

Moshe Cordovero (1522-1570), the leading author of systematic works on Kabbalah. 

Cordovero, who spent his whole life in Safed, is known for his ability to organize and present 

the diverse ideas of the intellectual environment of Tzfat and of Kabbalah itself.  

As Sadek describes fittingly, the system that Cordovero created can be compared to 

a perfectly refined and sophisticated diamond, which breaks the Infinity down to a finite 

range of shades understandable to the human spirit, through which one can, based on mystical 

(but also rational) understanding, come closer to God.28 

The most well known work of Cordovero is Pardes Rimonim (Orchard of 

Pomegranates). His typical style of comparing, combining, and harmonizing as many ideas 

as possible is naturally present as it is built on exegeses of essential kabalistic works such as 

Sefer Yetzirah or the Zohar.29 

 

1.3.2. Isaac Luria  

The opposite of Moshe Cordovero is the outstanding kabbalist, charismatic leader, 

and a true “Zaddik” Isaac Luria, commonly known as Ha’ARI (“The Lion”).  

His personality truly amazed his followers. After his death, hagiographic literature 

began to circulate. Among the first there were Kitvei Shevah Yaqar u-Gedulat ha-Ari30 

describing Safed, the life of Luria and his personal traits in considerable detail. These letters, 

written by a Moravian Jew Solomon Shlomiel ben Hayyim Meinsterl of Dressnitz31 will be 

more closely described in the following chapters. 

Isaac Luria, born in Jerusalem, came to Safed after coming across a kabbalistic 

manuscript in Old Cairo. For a short time he studied with Moshe Cordovero and later on, he 

formed a circle of his own, teaching a new system of Kabbalah. Typically, he did not record 

                                                 
28 SADEK, Vladimír. Židovská mystika. 2., upr. vyd. Praha: Agite/Fra, 2009, 62. 
29 GILLER, Pinchas. Reading the Zohar: the sacred text of the Kabbalah. New York: Oxford University Press, 

2001, 16. 
30 “Kitvei Shevah Yaqar u-Gedulat ha-Ari”, in: DELMEDIGO, Joseph Solomon. Ta’alumot Hokhma. Basilej, 

1629. 
31 FINE, Lawrence. Physician of the soul, healer of the cosmos: Isaac Luria and his kabbalistic fellowship. 

Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University Press, 2003, 84-86.  
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his teachings in a written form, we only know them from the works of his followers, for 

example Chaim Vital (1543-1620).32 

 

1.3.2.1. Lurianic Kabbalah  

One of the principal concepts of Lurianic Kabbalah is Tsimtsum (“concentration” or 

“contraction”, in the context of Kabbalah the best translated as “withdrawal” or “retreat”). 

As Scholem explains:  

It means briefly that the existence of the universe is made possible by a process of 

shrinkage of God.33 

This act reveals the roots of this quality, “the roots of divine judgement”. They exist 

in chaos together with the divine light that remained after the God’s withdrawal. Then another 

ray of light out of Ein Sof (God’s essential self) brings order and sets the cosmic process in 

motion. Together with this process we have to mention two other concepts – Shevirath Ha-

Kelim (“Breaking of the Vessels”) and closely connected Tikkun (“mending”). As Scholem 

continues to clarify:  

[…] the first being which emanated from the light was Adam Kadmon, “the 

primordial man.” […] From his eyes, mouth, ears, and nose, the lights of the 

Sefiroth burst forth. At first these lights were coalesced in a totality without any 

differentiation between the various Sefirot; in this state they did not require bowls 

or vessels to hold them. The lights coming from the eyes, however, emanated in 

an ‘atomized’ form in which every Sefirah was an isolated point. […] it was 

necessary that these isolated lights should be caught and preserved in special 

“bowls” […] The vessels which corresponded to the three highest Sefiroth 

accordingly gave shelter to their light, but when the turn of the lower six came, 

the light broke forth all at once and its impact proved too much for the vessels 

which were broken and shattered. The same, though not to quite some extent, also 

occurred with the vessel of the last Sefirah. 34 

                                                 
32 SADEK, Vladimír. Židovská mystika. 2., upr. vyd. Praha: Agite/Fra, 2009, 65-66. 
33 SCHOLEM, Gershom. Major trends in Jewish mysticism. New York: Schocken Books, c1995, 255.  
34 SCHOLEM, Gershom. Major trends in Jewish mysticism, 258-259. 
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The response to this disaster is the aforementioned Tikkun – the idea to repair the 

shattered world through the performance of mitzvoth (commandments) especially enhanced 

by complicated contemplative techniques.35 However, also the everyday acts such as eating 

a kosher meal or saying a prayer help the healing of the world. Every time that a mitzvah is 

performed by a human, one of the divine sparks is lifted from the forces of evil and returns 

to the upper world. Vice versa, a holy spark falls down every time that human commits a 

sin.36 

 

1.4. The Influence of Lurianic Kabbalah  

In contrast to the medieval Kabbalah, which remained in the domain of closed 

kabbalistic circles, the teachings of Luria became a part of all aspects of Jewish culture, 

spreading widely in a written and oral form. For more than four hundred years it has been 

alive and powerful.37 

 

1.4.1. Sabbateanism and Frankism  

The Lurianic Kabbalah had a great influence on Shabbetai Tzvi, the founder of a 

messianic movement that emerged in the Ottoman Empire in the second half of the 

seventeenth century. Sabbateanism spread broadly among European, North African, and 

Asian Jews.38 

Shabbetai Tzvi, born in Smyrna, experienced several revelations and developed the 

belief of being the Jewish messiah. After strange and provocative acts, he was banished from 

various communities. He began to wander and met a young Lurianic kabbalist Nathan of 

Gaza , who himself started to believe that Shabbetai Tzvi is the messiah and greatly helped 

to spread the messianic enthusiasm.39 

                                                 
35 MAGID, Shaul. From metaphysics to midrash: myth, history, and the interpretation of Scripture in Lurianic 

Kabbala. Bloomington: Indiana University Press, c2008, 19. 
36 DAN, Joseph. Kabbalah: a very short introduction. New York: Oxford University Press, 2007, 78. 
37 DAN, Joseph. Kabbalah: a very short introduction, 80-81. 
38 GALAS, Michal. "Sabbatianism", In: YIVO Encyclopedia of Jews in Eastern Europe [online]. YIVO Institute 

for Jewish Research, 2010. [05.08.2017]. Dostupné z: 

http://www.yivoencyclopedia.org/article.aspx/Sabbatianism  
39 DAN, Joseph. Kabbalah: a very short introduction, 85-86. 
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In 1666 Shabbetai Tzvi was arrested by the Ottoman sultan and forced to choose 

between converting to Islam and death. He converted to Islam following the teachings of 

Nathan of Gaza – during Breaking of the Vessels also the soul of the Messiah fell. The soul 

had to descend to the fullest depth in order to free the divine sparks and return them to the 

upper world.40 

The conversion marked the end of Sabbatianism as a mass movement, even though 

some of his followers converted with him and established crypto-Jewish communities such 

as Dönmeh in the Ottoman Empire. 41 

In the middle of the eighteenth century, another movement emerged under the 

leading of Jakob Frank, a Pole claiming to be the Messiah, the reincarnation of Shabbetai 

Tzvi. He continued his teachings predominantly in Poland and other parts of Eastern 

Europe, including Moravia. Similarly to Tzvi, Jakob Frank converted to a different religion. 

In the case of Frank and his followers it was Roman Catholicism.42 

 

1.4.2. Chassidism of Eastern Europe  

Firstly, it is important to point out that the Chassidism of Eastern Europe of eighteenth 

and nineteenth centuries had nothing to do with already mentioned mystical ascetic 

movement Chassidei Ashkenaz of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries Europe.43  

The Chassidic movement was established in the first half of the eighteenth century 

by Israel Baal Shem (“Master of the Holy Name”) and it rapidly spread throughout Eastern 

Europe.  

This pietistic, spiritual movement, led by charismatic preachers evolved into a 

network of independent communities, lead by their mystical leader – zaddik. The early 

dynasties were established in small towns in Eastern Europe. The leading mystical principle 

of the movement was the theory of the zaddik, who was seen as a divine messenger. The only 

                                                 
40 LENOWITZ, Harris. The Jewish Messiahs: From the Galilee to Crown Heights. New York: Oxford 

University Press, 1998, 151.  
41 GALAS, Michal. "Sabbatianism", In: YIVO Encyclopedia of Jews in Eastern Europe [online]. YIVO Institute 

for Jewish Research, 2010. [05.08.2017]. Dostupné z: 

http://www.yivoencyclopedia.org/article.aspx/Sabbatianism 
42 MACIEJKO, Pawel. "Frankism", In: YIVO Encyclopedia of Jews in Eastern Europe [online]. YIVO Institute 

for Jewish Research, 2010. [05.08.2017]. Dostupné z: http://www.yivoencyclopedia.org/article.aspx/Frankism 
43 SCHOLEM, Gershom. Major trends in Jewish mysticism. New York: Schocken Books, c1995, 325. 
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possible way of approaching God was through the meditation of the zaddik, commonly called 

rebbe. The rebbe was responsible for bringing the prayers of his supporters to the God, 

ensuring that the repentance of their sins will be accepted. The Chassidim, in return for the 

rebbe’s care of their faith, fertility, and livelihood, provided the worldly needs.44 

It has now been seven or eight generations of Chassidim that overcame the 

persecutions of European Jewry. After the Holocaust, their centers were reestablished in new 

places, particularly in Israel (Jerusalem or Bnei Brak) and in the United States (New York 

City).45 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
44 DAN, Joseph. Kabbalah: a very short introduction. New York: Oxford University Press, 2007, 95-97. 
45 DAN, Joseph. Kabbalah: a very short introduction, 97. 
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2. Moravia  

As this thesis focuses on the early life of Shlomo Shlomiel Dressnitz, a Moravian 

Jew, it is important to outline the historical context of the place of his origin – Moravia. I will 

shortly introduce Moravia as the center of the Great Moravian Empire in the ninth century, 

the development under the Bohemian rule, the elevation into a margravate in 1182, the 

important historical divide – the expulsion of the Jews from the royal free towns, and finally 

becoming a part of the Habsburg Empire (1526–1918).46 

 

2.1. Moravia until the 15th Century 

As already mentioned, Moravia was the heart of the Great Moravian Empire that 

prospered in the East-Central Europe from the ninth century until 906 when it was disrupted 

by the Hungarian raiders. Great Moravia was then divided between the Holy Roman Empire, 

Poland, Hungary and the early Czech state.47 

Moravia devolved to the Přemyslid dynasty that ruled the Bohemian Lands until the 

beginning of the fourteenth century. Until 1182, it was subsidiary to Bohemia. The dynastic 

seat, inherited by the oldest son was in Prague, while the appanage seats of the youngers 

sounds were located in Moravian towns Olomouc, Brno, and Znojmo. In 1182, for the next 

seven centuries, Moravia was elevated into a margravate48 by the Holy Roman Emperor 

Frederic Barbarossa.49 

During the Přemyslid rule, both Bohemia and Moravia greatly prospered. That 

naturally attracted people who migrated to the Bohemian lands in twelfth and thirteenth 

centuries. They settled in towns such as already mentioned Olomouc, Brno, Znojmo, or for 

example Uničov and Jihlava. In thirteenth century, these town gained the privileged status of 

royal towns.50 

It is in this time period that the Jews begin to settle in Moravia. The first documented 

mentions come from the eleventh and twelfth centuries. The Jews coming to Brno and 

                                                 
46 “Moravia”, in: Encyclopedia Judaica. Jerusalem: Keter Publishing House, 1972, 471-472. 
47 MILLER, Michael L. Moravští Židé v době emancipace. Přeložil Klára MÍČKOVÁ. Praha: Nakladatelství 

Lidové noviny, 2015. Židé - dějiny – paměť, 23-24. 
48 Border province of the Holy Roman Empire, ruled by a margrave.  
49 MILLER, Michael L. Moravští Židé v době emancipace. 24. 
50 MILLER, Michael L. Moravští Židé v době emancipace. 24. 
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Olomouc probably originated from another part of the Holy Roman Empire, bringing the 

Ashkenazic customs and language (Yiddish) with them.51 Due to the important law of 

Přemysl Otakar II. from the year 1254, Jews were allowed to reside in Moravia and its royal 

towns legally in return for paying taxes to the king. This was to come to an end only two 

centuries later.52 

 

2.2. Moravia After The Expulsion from Royal Towns 

To understand the motive for the expulsion of Jews from the royal towns, we have to 

look back at the times of the Hussite Wars (1420-1434). As Miller describes: 

Because Hussitism was deeply rooted in the Old Testament, some contemporary 

rabbis viewed the religious movement with “guarded sympathy” and many 

Roman Catholics denounced it as a Judaizing sect.53 

It was not once that the Jews were accused of weapon supply to the Hussites. The 

Catholic rulers used this as a ground for persecuting the Jews. For the first time, this is seen 

in Vienna in 1421. The Jews are imprisoned, tortured, and burned at the stake. The expulsion 

of Jews from Bavaria follows in 1422. The beginning of the change of the Moravian Jewish 

life is marked by the year 1426 when the Jews were expelled from the first royal town – 

Jihlava.54 

The first Moravian expulsion was based on the demands of the burghers of Jihlava to 

expel the Jews. According to them, the Jews, allegedly associated with the Hussites, posed 

danger to the Christian population. This created the precedence used by Ladislav Pohrobek 

in 1454 to expel the Jews from Brno, Znojmo, Olomouc, and Uničov.55 The expulsion from 

the last royal town, Uherské Hradiště, took place in 1514. This caused the shift of the Jewish 

population – from the royal towns, where the important communities were located in the 

                                                 
51 MILLER, Michael L. Moravští Židé v době emancipace. Přeložil Klára MÍČKOVÁ. Praha: Nakladatelství 

Lidové noviny, 2015. Židé - dějiny – paměť, 24. 
52 VISI, Tamás, Marie KRAPPMANN, Alžběta DREXLEROVÁ a Miroslav DYRČÍK. Vybrané hebrejské a 

jidiš prameny k dějinám Židů na Moravě: středověk a raný novověk. Olomouc: Univerzita Palackého v 

Olomouci, 2013. Judaica Olomucensiae, 8-10. 
53 MILLER, Michael Laurence. Rabbis and revolution: the Jews of Moravia in the age of emancipation. 

Standford, California: Stanford University Press, 2011. Stanford studies in Jewish history and culture, 15. 
54 MILLER, Michael L. Moravští Židé v době emancipace. 26-27. 
55 MILLER, Michael L. Moravští Židé v době emancipace. 27. 
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Middle Ages, to noble-owned towns such as Slavkov, Boskovice, Rousínov u Brna, Třebíč, 

Telč, Mikulov, or Prostějov, Kroměříž, Holešov, and Lipník.56 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
56 VISI, Tamás, Marie KRAPPMANN, Alžběta DREXLEROVÁ a Miroslav DYRČÍK. Vybrané hebrejské a 

jidiš prameny k dějinám Židů na Moravě: středověk a raný novověk. Olomouc: Univerzita Palackého v 

Olomouci, 2013. Judaica Olomucensiae, 8-9. 
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3. Shlomiel Dressnitz: a Kabbalist from Moravia  

When studying the life of Isaac Luria, one cannot fail to notice the Moravian Jew 

Solomon Shlomiel ben Hayyim Meinsterl of Dressnitz, repeatedly mentioned in secondary 

sources. In the following chapters, I would like to have a closer look at Shlomiel Dressnitz, 

his life, and his motivation.  

Shlomiel Dressnitz emigrated to Safed thirty years after the death of Isaac Luria to 

become a part of the kabbalistic life of the city. Between the years 1607 and 1609, he wrote 

four extensive letters back to Europe.57  

In these letters, he describes life in Safed, intellectual and practical, in significant 

detail. It is also a great source for the mystical stories about Isaac Luria, and, most 

importantly, for his personal qualities. However, my focus here is not Isaac Luria. I would 

like to summarize Shlomiel Dressnitz’s earlier life that precedes his relocation to the Holy 

Land, and his first impressions of Safed. I will do so based on translations of several parts of 

these letters. The translations itself will following in the next chapter.  

 

3.1. Letters from Safed  

The letters that Shlomiel Dressnitz wrote back to Europe were much more than 

private letters to his friends. As Fine describes: 

Despite the fact that Safed was in substantial decline by the time he arrived on the 

scene, Shlomiel was clearly motivated by a desire to impress his readers with the 

beauty and splendor of the land, with the atmosphere of learning and religious 

enthusiasm in Safed, and with stories about kabbalists, past and present, 

especially Isaac Luria. One of the letters also reveals that Shlomiel sought to 

encourage others to emigrate to the land of Israel, inasmuch as he provides 

practical financial advice in this connection. The author himself requested the 

recipients of these letters to make copies and to circulate them, clear proof of his 

intention to arouse the interest of a wider audience.58 

                                                 
57 FINE, Lawrence. Physician of the soul, healer of the cosmos: Isaac Luria and his kabbalistic fellowship. 

Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University Press, 2003, 85. 
58 FINE, Lawrence. Physician of the soul, healer of the cosmos: Isaac Luria and his kabbalistic fellowship, 85. 
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Three of the letters were edited among the works of a famous seventeenth century 

polymath, Joseph Solomon Delmedigo (1591-1655). Joseph Delmedigo, born in Candia 

(Crete), was a rabbi, philosopher, mathematician, and astronomer. In 1629-1631, his student 

Samuel Ashkenazi published his Ta’alumot Hokhma59, a collection of kabbalistic treaties.60 

The three letter were included under the title Kitvei Shevah Yaqar u-Gedulat ha-Ari. Later, 

they were numerously republished as Shivhei ha-Ari.61 

The forth letter, together with a short introduction and other letters from Safed, was 

published by Simcha Assaf in Kobez al Jad62 63 in Jerusalem in 1939. 

 

3.2. The Early Life of Shlomiel Dressnitz 

Shlomiel Dressnitz was born in Moravia (Strážnice or Břeclav) in the last quarter of 

the sixteenth century. From his letters, we assume that his early life was quite common - he 

married and had a daughter.  

It was at the age of 22 that his life took an unexpected turn. As he writes, his heart 

was awakened by God and he understood that the purpose of life lies in the Torah and 

performing mitzvoth. Shlomiel describes a religious conversion: he turned to himself, 

separated himself from the worldly duties and began the search for God in his heart and soul. 

He repented his sins and humbly turned to God. 

He reports that he started to study Kabbalah intensively. Reading various kabbalists64, 

he came across already mentioned Pardes Rimonim by Moshe Cordovero, which brought 

him great joy. He started to understand the Zohar and continued with studying Tikkunei 

HaZohar and Zohar Chadash. For more than four years he avoided all his pleasures and the 

delights of the world in ascetic living. It was only then, he relates, that God opened his eyes 

and let him see the wonders of his Torah and other kabbalistic concepts. 

                                                 
59 “Kitvei Shevah Yaqar u-Gedulat ha-Ari”, in: DELMEDIGO, Joseph Solomon. Ta’alumot Hokhma. Basilej, 

1629. 
60 “Delmedigo, Joseph Solomon”, in: Encyclopedia Judaica. Jerusalem: Keter Publishing House, 1972, 543-

544. 
61 FINE, Lawrence. Physician of the soul, healer of the cosmos: Isaac Luria and his kabbalistic fellowship. 

Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University Press, 2003, 383. 
62 An annual of the Mekize Nirdamim Society is a forum for the publication from manuscript sources of ancient 

texts in Jewish studies that are shorter than book-length. 
63 Kobez al Jad. Tom. 3 (XIII). Jerusalem: Mekize Nirdamim, 1939. 
64 Among others Pelah HaRimon by Immanuel da Fano (better known as Menahem da Fano, 1548-1620). 
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At the age of 28, he understood that the place for him to be is the Holy Land. As his 

wife and daughter did not want to accompany him, he divorced her, left her all his belongings, 

including the dowry for his daughter, and left Moravia, the place of his birth, as a poor man. 

He arrived to Safed during Chol HaMoed65 of Sukkot 5363 which means that he 

arrived between 2nd and 5th October 1602. There he began to explore the spiritual life. 

According to his letters, he was truly stunned by the place, its rabbis, and its mystical soul.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
65 The intermediate days of Sukkot. 



21 

4. Translations  

4.1. Letter translations 

As I mentioned in the previous chapter, I built the introduction of Shlomiel Dressnitz 

after translating his letters from Safed. Here, I would like to present the evidence for what I 

stated. Below is a list of the given statements followed by the Hebrew letter fragments and 

its English translations. The Hebrew originals are to be found in the appendices.  

 

Shlomiel Dreznitz was born in Moravia (Strážnice or Břeclav). 

 

 …66מק"ק דרעזניץ שבמדינת מעהרריןואני הצעיר שלמה …

 

…and I, young Shlomo, from the holy community of Dressnitz67, that is in Moravia…  

 

 …68ק לוטנבורג"ר המכונה מיינשטרל מתושבי מעהררין מק"א כהר"שלמה שלימל בן לא…

 

… Shlomo Shlomiel, son of my lord, my father, his honor, rabbi, mister also known as 

Meinsterl, the resident of Moravia, the holy community of Ludenburg69… 

 

From his letters we assume that his early life was quite common - he married and had 

a daughter.  

 

 …70י"ג שנה וגם הנחתי בת אחת אצלה אשר בעת ההיא בת […]ופטרתי אשתי בגט פטורין …

 

…and I divorced my wife with a divorce letter […] and I also left one daughter with her that 

was 13 years old… 

 

 

 

                                                 
66 DELMEDIGO, Joseph Solomon. Ta’alumot Hokhma. Basilej, 1629, 41b. 
67 German name of Strážnice. 
68 DELMEDIGO, Joseph Solomon. Ta’alumot Hokhma. Basilej, 1629, 39b. 
69 German name of Břeclav. 
70 DELMEDIGO, Joseph Solomon. Ta’alumot Hokhma. Basilej, 1629, 40a. 
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It was at the age of 22 that his life took an unexpected turn. His heart was awakened by 

God. 

 

ה העיר ה' ]=השם[ את לבי ואמ' ]=ואמר[ לי "עד מתי עצל תישן בתרדימות מיום שהגיעני קוני שנעשתי בן כ"ב שנ

 71העצלות? קום אזור נא כגבר חלצך ורדוף אחר ידיעת התורה והמצות והית לבן משכיל!"

 

From the day that my creator made me reach the age of twenty-two years, the God awakened 

my heart and told me: “Till when will you idly sleep in idle hibernation? Get up, put a belt 

on your hip72 as a man, pursue and chase after the knowledge of Torah and mitzvoth, and be 

a man of understanding!” 

 

He understood that the purpose of life lies in the Torah and performing mitzvoth.  

 

 .73אזי קמתי ואתעורר

So I got up and I was awaken.  

 

As a result, he turned to himself, separated himself from the worldly duties and began 

the search for God in his heart and soul. He repented his sins and humbly turned to 

God. 

 

עצמי מכל עסקי העולם ופניתי את עצמי לבקש ולדעת את אלהי אבי בכל לבבי ובכל נפשי ושבת ופרשתי את …

 .74לפני ה' אלהי בכל לבבי בצום ובבכי ומספד ושק ואפר

 

And I separated myself from the duties of the world and I turned to myself, to search, and to 

know my God, my father, in all my heart, and all my soul. I repented my sins before God, in 

all my heart, with fast, with crying and mourning, and with sack and with ash75. 

                                                 
71 DELMEDIGO, Joseph Solomon. Ta’alumot Hokhma. Basilej, 1629, 40a. 
72 i.e. begin to do something serious 
73 DELMEDIGO, Joseph Solomon. Ta’alumot Hokhma. Basilej, 1629, 40a. 
74 DELMEDIGO, Joseph Solomon. Ta’alumot Hokhma. Basilej, 1629, 40a. 
75 Clothing sacks and putting ash on one’s head are signs of repentence.  
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He started to intensively study the Kabbalah.  

 

בספרי המקובלים חדשים וגם אחרי שהטרחתי את עצמי בארץ מולדתי לחפש בזאת הדעת והתבונה ובינותי 

 …76ישנים

 

After I tried hard in the land of my birth to find there the knowledge and understanding77 and 

I have understood something of the books of the kabbalists, new, and also old…  

 

Reading books of various kabbalists78, he came across already mentioned Pardes 

Rimonim by Moshe Cordovero, which brought him great joy.  

 

 …79והנה קול קורא באזני שמעתי קול מבשר ואומר הוא ספר פלח הרמון שמו…

 

… and there a voice shouted into my ears, I heard a voice of someone who brings good news 

and he says book Pelah HaRimon is its name… 

 

כל הון  שמחתי בעל וכיון שנתגלה לי ]ספר[ לשם פרדס רימונים ובינותי בספרי המקובלים חדשים וגם ישנים…

 .80ואמרתי אך עשרתי מצאתי און לי

 

… and I have understood something of the books of the kabbalists, new, and also old, and 

when the book of the name Pardes Rimonim was revealed to me, I rejoiced as the master of 

all fortune. And I said, verily, I have become rich, I have found a treasure for myself.  

 

He started to understand the Zohar and continued with studying Tikkunei HaZohar 

and Zohar Chadash.  

 

                                                 
76 DELMEDIGO, Joseph Solomon. Ta’alumot Hokhma. Basilej, 1629, 42a. 
77 i.e. Kabbalah 
78 Among others Pelah HaRimon by Immanuel da Fano (better known as Menahem da Fano, 1548-1620). 
79 DELMEDIGO, Joseph Solomon. Ta’alumot Hokhma. Basilej, 1629, 42a. 
80 DELMEDIGO, Joseph Solomon. Ta’alumot Hokhma. Basilej, 1629, 42a. 



24 

 .81התחלתי לשוט בים החכמה כפי יכולתי והתחלתי לעיין בזוהר ובתיקונים ובזהר חדש

 

I began to swim in the sea of wisdom82 as I could and I began to study Zohar and Tikkunei 

HaZohar, and Zohar Chadash.  

 

For more than four years he avoided all his pleasures and the delights of the world in 

ascetic living.  

 

ה' בצום ובבכי ומספד ושק  ובכן פירשתי את עצמי מכל תענוגי ותפנוקי העה"ז ]=העולם הזה[ ושבתי לפני…

 .83ואפר בכל יכולתי והתפללתי לפני הש"י ובכיתי לפניו יותר מד' שנים

 

… and I separated myself from all my pleasures and delights of this world and I repented my 

sins before God with fast in crying and mourning, and with sack and with ash, in all I could, 

and I prayed before God, may he be blessed, and I cried before him for more than 4 years.  

 

It was only then that God opened his eyes and let him see the wonders of his Torah and 

other kabbalistic concepts. 

 

רתו מה מאד נכספה וגם כלתה נפשי שאעמוד על סודות התורה ורמזי המצות וגלה עיני ואביטה נפלאות מתו…

עשה ומל"ת ]=ומצות לא תעשה[ ורמזי התפילות ורמזי הברכות ורמזי הגלגול והעבור וכהנה וכהנה שאלות 

 .84וקושיות לאין חקר ואין מספר

 

… and he opened my eyes and I saw wonders of his Torah, how desirable, and also I desired 

very much that I will understand the secrets of Torah, and inner sense of “mitzvoth aseh”85 

and “mitzvoth lo taase”86, and inner sense of prayers, and inner sense of blessings, and inner 

                                                 
81 DELMEDIGO, Joseph Solomon. Ta’alumot Hokhma. Basilej, 1629, 42a. 
82 i.e. to read many books 
83 DELMEDIGO, Joseph Solomon. Ta’alumot Hokhma. Basilej, 1629, 42a. 
84 DELMEDIGO, Joseph Solomon. Ta’alumot Hokhma. Basilej, 1629, 42a. 
85 Positive commandments (obligations). 
86 Negative commandments (prohibitions). 
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sense of reincarnation and pregnancy of soul87, and so on, and so on, questions and problems 

which cannot be counted and enumerated.   

 

At the age of 28, he understood that the place for him to be is the Holy Land.  

 

 וכאשר הגיעני קוני שנעשיתי לבן כ]"[ח שנה הגיעני את שמע החכמה הנוראה הקדושה והנפלאה הנמצאות…

בארץ החיים ארץ צבי תוב]"[ב אשר שם ישבו כסאות לתורה ולתעודה ואור תורתם יופיע רוח הקודש על עם 

 .88מריעתו ועושים אהבת רצון קוניהם אז פחד ורחב לבבי ושמחתי על השמועה

 

… and when my creator made me reach the age of twenty-eight years, he came to me with 

wise and terrifying89 and holy and wonderful news90 that are to be found in the land of the 

living, the beautiful land, may it be rebuilt and secured fastly, in our days, where there sit the 

thrones of Torah91 and witnessing and the light of their Torah is shining the holy spirit and 

they make, out of love, the will of their creator, so I was scared92 and I widened my heart and 

rejoiced over the hearing. 

 

As his wife and daughter did not want to accompany him, he divorced her. He left her 

all his belongings, including the dowry for his daughter. 

 

לי בכתובתה וגם הנחתי בת אחת  ופטרתי אשתי בגט פטורין אחרי אשר לא רצתה לילך עמי ונתתי לה כל אשר…

אצלה אשר בעת ההיא בת י"ג שנה ולא נשאר בידי מכל אשר לי אפילו שוה פרוטה ואפילו מלבושי וספרי הכל 

 …93נתתי ועזבתי לה לכתובתה ולנדוניית בתי

 

… and I divorced my wife with a divorce letter, since she did not want come with me, and I 

gave her all which was in her ketubah94 and I also left one daughter with her that was 13 

                                                 
87 When your soul receives another soul.  
88 DELMEDIGO, Joseph Solomon. Ta’alumot Hokhma. Basilej, 1629, 40a. 
89 (inspiring) 
90 (fame) 
91 i.e. great rabbis 
92 (excited) 
93 DELMEDIGO, Joseph Solomon. Ta’alumot Hokhma. Basilej, 1629, 40a. 
94 The amount due to the wife that was to be paid in the event of divorce. 
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years old and nothing remained in my hand, from everything, even of little value, even of my 

clothes and books, everything I gave her and I left her her ketubah and dowry of my 

daughter… 

 

 

He left Moravia, the place of his birth as a poor man. 

 

 .95ויצאתי מארץ מולדתי בעירום ובחוסר כל…

 

…and I came out of the land of my birth naked96 missing everything. 

 

He arrived to Safed during Chol HaMoed of Sukkot 5363, which means that he arrived 

between 2nd and 5th October 1602. 

 

 .97באתי לארץ קדושה פה צפ"ת תוב"ב שבגליל עליון חה"מ ]=חול המועד[ של סוכות שס"ג לפ"ק

 

I came to Holy Land, here to Safed, may it be rebuilt and secured fastly, in our days, that is 

in Upper Galilee, during Chol HaMoed of Sukkot 5363. 

 

Based on these facts, a basic chronological outline can be presented. Shlomiel arrived 

to Safed in the end of 1602. We can assume that he left Moravia in 1601 or 1602, at the age 

of twenty-eight years. This would mean that he was born in 1574 or the year before that.  

Preceding his departure, in 1601 or 1602 he divorced his wife as she did not want to 

accompany him to the Holy Land. Their daughter, who was 13 years old, was presumably 

born around the year 1589. The marriage therefore must have been in the same year or before.  

The last letter from Safed dates back to April 1609, it is therefore evident that he was 

still living in Safed in that time.  

 

                                                 
95 DELMEDIGO, Joseph Solomon. Ta’alumot Hokhma. Basilej, 1629, 40a. 
96 (as a poor man) 
97 DELMEDIGO, Joseph Solomon. Ta’alumot Hokhma. Basilej, 1629, 40a.  
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4.2. Prices of Goods in Safed 

As I already mentioned, Shlomiel Dressnitz dedicated a part of his letters to the 

description of the practical life in Safed. After his arrival, he was surprised by the variety of 

fresh, tasty goods and their prices. He claims that one can live in Safed like a king for only a 

third of expenses.  

To support his statement, he describes the goods and their availability. Among the 

very cheap ones he counts rice, vegetables, legumes, lentils, or fruit compote. More 

expensive would be carob, lemons, watermelons, cucumbers, zucchinis, or pumpkins. 

Furthermore, he presents a detailed list of selected goods and their prices: 

 

Table 1 – Prices of Goods in Safed98 

 Unit Cost  

Wheat 2.5 ipot 1 talir  

Olive oil 12 ratil 1 talir  

Sesame oil 5 ratil 1 talir  

Wine (fresh) 6 ratil 1 talir  

Silan (date honey) 4 or 5 ratil 1 talir  

Burned wine 4 ratil 1 talir  

Bee Honey 4 ratil 1 talir  

Grape honey 10 ratil 1 talir  

Raisins  18 ratil 1 talir  

Chicken 1 chicken 5 or 6 calmir  

Eggs 5 or 6 eggs 1 coin 
25 pshitim in 

Europe 

Lamb leg 1 letra 3.5 calmir  

Lamb testicles  1 letra 3 calmir  

Fish 1 letra 1 pec  

 

                                                 
98 DELMEDIGO, Joseph Solomon. Ta’alumot Hokhma. Basilej, 1629, 41a. 
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As units he uses “ipa”, “ratil”, which compares to 9 liters, or “letra”. The costs are 

indicated in “talir”, “calmir”, and “pec”. In the case of eggs, he even compares the price to 

European “pshitim”. 
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Conclusion 

The aim of this thesis was to introduce Shlomiel Dressnitz, the author of important 

seventeenth-century letters from Safed, in broader context.  

In the beginning of my thesis, I described the intellectual background that influenced 

the young Moravian Jew. Even though the concept of this thesis did not allow me to explore 

the exact influences deeper, it is apparent from his letters that he was able to access various 

kabbalistic books, and Kabbalah became the motive power of his transformation. In order to 

provide the fundaments, I outlined the history of Kabbalah and its main principles.  

I began with the origins of Jewish mysticism, continuing through different phases of 

its development, leading to the central point of interest – mystical thinker Isaac Luria, 

Lurianic Kabbalah, and the spiritual town of Safed. I concluded the summary with the impact 

of the latter, perceptible till this day.  

As a part of the factual foundation, I presented the relevant history of Moravia, the 

land where Shlomiel Dressnitz was born. I described Moravia and its evolvement under 

different rules, leading to a restructuration of the Jewish society after the expulsion of the 

Jews from the royal free towns. 

In the second half of the thesis, I shifted my focus to Shlomiel Dressnitz himself. I 

first introduced his letters and the sources where they were originally published, then I 

compiled a chronological summary of his early life, up until the arrival to Safed in 1602. 

As I previously stated, there is no modern translation of the letters from Safed. The 

life story presented is based on close reading and translating the original texts published in 

1629-31 that are to be found among the appendices.   

To conclude, the thesis focused mostly on fragmentary information about Shlomiel 

Dressnitz and his early life, with a short insight into the economic situation in Safed in the 

beginning of the seventeenth century. Evidently, there is much more to be uncovered. I would 

like to point my studies into this direction and explore the topic further.   

This thesis can be considered as a starting point of a future research that intends to 

focus on the wider context of the subject. In order to do that, I would like to ask additional 

questions and understand what was the Moravian background of Shlomiel Dressnitz, what 
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works and people could have influenced him and where they came from, how he traveled to 

the Holy Land and what was his life like once he arrived, or what his position in Safed was.  
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Tato práce se v širším kontextu pokouší představit moravského Žida Shloma 

Shlomiele Dressnitze a rané období jeho života – přesun z Moravy do Safedu. K lepšímu 

porozumění toho, co zásadně změnilo směr jeho života, stručně popisuji kabalu – židovskou 

mystiku, její historii a základní koncepty. Zároveň krátce shrnuji historii moravských Židů. 

Druhá polovina práce se zaměřuje na Shlomiele samotného, jeho dopisy zaslané ze Safedu 

zpět do Evropy, a jejich překlady. 
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Annotation  

The attempt of this work is to introduce the Moravian Jew Shlomo Shlomiel Dressnitz 

and the early period of his life, relocating from Moravia to Safed, in broader context. In order 

to understand what pointed his life to a different direction, I briefly describe Kabbalah, the 

Jewish mysticism, its history, and the basic concepts. Together I shortly summarize of the 

early history of Moravian Jews. The second half of the work is dedicated to Shlomiel 

Dressnitz, the letters from Safed back to Europe, and their translation.  

 

 


