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The Ancient Jewish Cemetery in Zefat: Epitaphs from the Sixteenth
and Seventeenth Century C.E.

Yosef Stepansky & Eliyahu Ben-Tovim

In recent years a large concentration of more than 35 gravestones bearing
Hebrew epitaphs from the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries C.E. has been
exposed in the ancient cemetery of Zefat, so far the largest group of ancient
Hebrew epitaphs that may be observed in situ at one site in Israel. Among
them are the gravestones of the disciples of Rabbi Isaac Luria (“Ha-ARI”)
and of Rabbi Yosef Karo, of the heads of Torah Academies in Zefat such as
Rabbi Abraham ben Azriel Tarabut (early 16™ cent.) and Rabbi Yehoshua Ibn
Nun (late 16™ cent., who was the first to publish the writings of Ha-ARI, and
whose epitaph tells us that he was a ‘profound physician’), of well-known
women of Zefat (such as Rachel H’Ashkenazit Iberlin and Donia Reyna, the
sister of Rabbi Chaim Vital), and of other renowned rabbis (e.g. Rabbi Elazar
Azikri composer of the famous piyyut ‘Yedid Nefesh’ and his wife Mazal-
Tov, the granddaughter of Rabbi Yaakov Beirav) and members of well-known
families. The oldest dated epitaph so far is that of Rabbi Moshe Hadayan,
from 1525; we assume that even older gravestones, from the Mameluke
Period (1266-1516 C.E.), are awaiting discovery. Some of the gravestones
are of personalities whose bones were brought to Israel from abroad, several
of which might belong to the Nassi family, relatives of Dona Gracia (who
herself may have been reburied in Zefat). Stylistically, similar epitaphs can
be found in the Jewish cemeteries in Istanbul (Kushta) and Salonika, the two
largest and most important Jewish centers in the Ottoman Empire.

Among the more interesting epitaphs, some of them quite long and
composed of riddles and rhymes (e.g., epitaphs 6, 14 and 15), are those of
Rabbi Moshe Tzahalon (father of Rabbi Yom-Tov Tzahalon, 1559-1638); Rabbi
Yosef Mitrani (the ‘Maharit’, son of the ‘Mabit’ of Zefat, who passed away
in Turkey and was reburied here in his hometown) and his wife the ‘Rabanit
Lady Gracia’; and members of the Pinto, Sorogon, De Boton, Elgazi, Sagis,
Benveniste, Bahalul and Picchio families. There are many descendants of
these families dispersed throughout the world who, for the first time, may
visit the gravesites of their ancestors buried here in Zefat.

Until quite recently, the only pre-18" century epitaph known was that
of Meir Benveniste. In this article we republish and update these sixteen,
publish another seven, and mention another 13 epitaphs (some fragmentary)
that have been most recently discovered.
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