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Genealogical Golems of the MaHaRaL’s Family 
by Neil Rosenstein 

he famed MaHaRaL of Prague (Rabbi Judah Lowe, 
1525–1609) was said to have constructed an artificial 

human being—a golem—given life by magical rites. The 
word is derived from the Hebrew for a lump or clod that 
evolved into the Yiddish for some formless thing. Perhaps, 
then, it should come as no surprise that descendants of this 
great rabbi have created artificial genealogical facts which 
are based on two fallacies, one about the MaHaRaL’s an-
cestry, the other about his descendants. 
 Other articles about the MaHaRaL have appeared previ-
ously in AVOTAYNU.1 This article will discuss published 
mistakes claiming that the family traces back to the Davidic 
royal line. In addition, it will describe how major rabbinical 
families that traced their ancestry back to the MaHaRaL as 
well as the MaHaRaM of Padua (Rabbi Meir Katzenellen-
bogen, 1482–1565), now may be seen to have traced back 
only to the MaHaRaL; the lineage back to the MaHaRaM is 
incorrect. The MaHaRaM is the primary subject of my book 
The Unbroken Chain (1976) and I, too, fell into the same 
trap, not realizing that published rabbinical genealogies 
often are incorrect, as have many other scholars and re-
searchers before me. This article corrects those errors. 

Fallacy #1 
 Fallacy #1: Published genealogical sources that claim 
that the MaHaRaL traces back to King David are incorrect. 
 In 1745, a small book was published in Zolkiew, Poland, 
called Mateh Moshe. Rabbi Moses Meir Perles (Perlis or 
Perl’s), noted Prague scribe, religious court judge and one-
time private secretary of the Viennese Court Jew, Samson 
Wertheimer (1666–1739), was commissioned to write this 
book by a Rabbi Moses Katz. The 1906 Jewish Encyclope-
dia writes of Perles that “[he] was related to many promi-
nent rabbinical families, about which he gives very valuable 
information in the preface to his Megillat Sefer.” The prob-
lem is that the information was not always correct. Given 
this fact, one might reasonably wonder if the facts in Mateh 
Moshe sometimes are incorrect as well. 
 Mateh Moshe is described on the title page as “a compi-
lation of the genealogy of R. Moses Katz, may his light 
shine, Rosh Yeshiva of the Przemysl community, son of 
Rabbi Isaiah Katz of blessed memory, brother of the Gaon 
Rabbi Naftali Katz of blessed memory.” Isaiah and Naftali 
were the sons of Rabbi Isaac Katz who married the daugh-
ter of the MaHaRaL. Below is the text that was the begin-
ning of the genealogical problem: that the genealogy dis-
cussed here is only conjecture without valid proof. The 
highlighted text says:  

For thus is found on the tombstone of the grave of the head 
of his family, here in Prague, who was called by his name 
Rabbi Liwa the elder – with this language – Our Rabbi and 
Master Liwa…” (italics by author). 

The full epitaph text then follows. 
 Contemporaneous with the book Mateh Moshe is a 
manuscript housed in the library of the Jewish Theological 
Society entitled Megilat Yochasin (Scroll of genealogy), 
dated Furth, 1768, only a 23-year difference with Mateh 
Moshe. Here we find a text different from that in Mateh 
Moshe. Instead of the head of his family, this manuscript 
states (on page 3) For thus is found on the tombstone of the 
grave of a person of his family” not “the head of his fam-
ily.”  

 
 The manuscript was published by David Schweitzer in 
German in 1865 under the title Stamtafel. The German text 
also states “a member of the family” and not “the head of 
the family.” 
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 The next edition of the family genealogy appeared in 
1864 in a book entitled Megila Yochasin by Rabbi Noach 
Haim Lewin of Kobryn. Here we find that the text of the 
first edition has evolved into different language: 

 
 The text now says, “and the head of his genealogical 
chain was his father’s father, who was called by his name 
Rabbi Liwa the elder…and upon his grave’s standing stone 
was thus inscribed–Our Master and Rabbi Liwa…” 
 Two more editions of the same book followed, one in 
Warsaw (1889), by Lewin (again) and another in London, 
England (1901), by Hanoch Henoch Moses Traub of Cra-
cow. Both of these editions have the same texts as the 1864 
edition. These three later editions, however, have a cor-
rupted text. Since the earliest edition, Mateh Moshe, was 
and remains, difficult to find (the National Library of Israel 
has one of only a few known copies) Perles' original genea-
logical statement obviously was consulted infrequently. 
 Let us now consider two major errors in these sources. 
First, as I demonstrated in an earlier AVOTAYNU article,2 
it was impossible for the MaHaRaL to have been a grand-
son of Judah Liwa the elder. Secondly, that same article 
shows that the epitaph in Mateh Moshe reads: 

 
 Thirdly Perles, without any further explanation, wrote a 
rather unusual comment in Mateh Moshe: “And the rest of 
what was written thereupon [the grave] I did not want to 
copy.” In the 1864 and subsequent editions this statement 
was transcribed as: 

 
 As my earlier article indicated, after the stone had partly 
sunk into the earth, the lowermost inscribed letters were 
still legible as early as the 18th century (which was two 
hundred years after Liwa the Elder’s death and the same 
time that Perles did his research); they showed only the 
letters “yud-shin-yud,” (ישי) which Perles read as “Jesse.” 
In fact, these three letters are the last letters of the Hebrew 
word for Thursday, part of his death date! After I commis-
sioned the lowermost parts of the stone to be dug clean, my 
assumption (that it was a date) was shown to be correct. 
 This clarification of the letters yud-shin-yud adds sup-
port to the counterclaim that the MaHaRaL not only was 
not descended from Judah Lowe the Elder, a false assump-

tion based on the text of the 1745 book, corrupted in later 
editions from 1864 onwards, but also that Judah Lowe the 
Elder was not even a descendant of the House of King 
David. This is not a negation of the epitaph’s mention of his 
illustrious rabbinical ancestry–in general terms. 
 It must be emphasized that researchers who state that the 
Liwa epitaph has a death date of 1539 are correct; others 
who have changed the date to read 1439 are incorrect.3 
Thus, the MaHaRaL could not have been a grandson of 
Liwa because the MaHaRaL was already alive in 1539 and 
would not have been named after a living ancestor which 
custom, prevalent among the Sefardim, is not done among 
the Ashkenazim.  

 
 It is of interest to note the fanciful changes that we find 
in more recent published works, such as Records of the 
Franklin Family.4 This author’s comments are in parenthe-
ses:In 1727 Rabbi Meir Perles . . . published a list of his 
(the MaHaRaL’s) descendants and the positions they had 
occupied and states that the MaHaRaL was descended from 
King David . . . The line of ascent is complete in all detail 
to an ancestor in Prague who held the position of Imperial 
Rabbi (This is not stated on his epitaph; see above.) and 
died in 1439 (should be 1539). This Rabbi is stated on his 
tomb to have been a descendant of HaiGaon (this is not 
stated on his epitaph) . . . and it is recorded that he pub-
lished the details of his ancestry for the intervening three 
and a half centuries. This document has disappeared, and 
though a search has been made for it in the Prague archives 
it cannot be found. (It never existed.) 
 Franklin further states, again incorrectly, "The document 
is, however, frequently quoted in ancient and modern books 
on the History of the Jews of Prague, and may be accepted 
as a reliable tradition."  

Fallacy #2 
 Fallacy #2: Descendants of R. Naftali Katz who died in 
1649 are not descended from the Katzenellenbogen family. 
 The standard sources for the rabbinic genealogy of the 
earliest generations of the Katzenellenbogen family list 
inaccurate or incomplete information that has led many 
researchers astray. The problem is: which of two wives was 
the ancestor of famous rabbinical and Chassidic dynasties? 
The goal here is to resolve this genealogical puzzle once 
and for all. 
 Da’atKedoshim by Israel Tuvia Eisenstadt, states that 
Judah Katzenellenbogen (son of Saul Wahl) had a daughter, 
Dinah, who was married first to Rabbi Naftali (HaKohen) 
Katz and then to the Rebi Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel. 5 
The source quoted is Rabbi Zvi Hirsch Edelmann’s Gedulat 
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Shaul.6 The problem, as we shall see, is that Eisenstadt is 
wrong; Dinah's correct ancestry is given above in Figure 1.  
 Edelmann claims that the Naftali Katz referred to by 
Eisenstadt was the Av Beth Din (chief rabbi) of Lublin, and 
that after his death, Dinah married Rebi Heschel. At odds 
with what Edelmann wrote (which Eisenstadt quoted), 
Eisenstadt lists the children of Dinah and Rebi Heschel on 
pages 97–98. No mention is made of her supposed first 
marriage to Katz and none of his children are listed. We 
know, however, that Edelmann, like Perles, was not always 
accurate in his research, as I note in an earlier AVO-
TAYNU article entitled “The Edelmann Hoax.”7 
 Since Naftali Katz died in 1649, Dinah could only have 
married Reb Heschel after that date (1649) by which time 
Heschel already had grown children. For example, Rabbi 
Issachar Berish, oldest son of Reb Heschel, was already 
head of the Council of the Four Lands by 1677, and died in 
1691. Further, Reb Heschel was already a grandfather when 
he was in Vienna for a short time in 1658.8 Heschel’s 
grandson, R. Moshe of Grodno, was in Vienna with his 
grandfather at this time, as he writes at the end of his book, 
Tiferet LeMoshe.9 From the ages of his sons, it is obvious 
that Reb Heschel had been previously married (in about 
1620/25) before he married Dinah after 1649 (about 1650).  
 Who was RebHeschel's first wife? Edelmann claims that 
she was a daughter of Moshe RebLeizers, a fact he derived 
from an old genealogical pedigree by Moshe Heilprin, pub-
lished in Gedulat Shaul. (London, 1854) Most subsequent 
scholars and researchers accept Edelmann's conclusion, but 
it is erroneous. This pedigree first was written during the 
lifetime of Saul Wahl’s immediate family (early 17th cen-
tury) in Gedulat Shaul: 

The second daughter was Pesia, her husband was the great 

manhig(leader)Meir Wahl, and they had three children—
one, Rabbi Judah, son-in-law of the katzin (officer) Moshe 
Leizers of Brisk, father-in-law of the gaonim, our master 
Heschel and our master Herz, Av Bet Din Slutzk.  

 The problem is that Edelmann misunderstood the text, 
concluding that Moshe Reb Leizers was not only the father-
in-law of Judah b. Meir Wahl [sch], but also of Reb 
Heschel and [Naftali] Herz [Gunzburg] of Slutzk. The cor-
rect reading of the text’s grammar and punctuation, how-
ever, shows that Moshe RebLeizers was the father-in-law 
only of Judah, who, in turn, was the father-in-law of 
Heschel and Herz.  
 Further clarification of this lineage may be found in Ir 
Vilna10 where Hillel Magid-Steinschneider writes about 
Reb Heschel from another ancient pedigree, that of the 
Gunzburg family: “His [RebHeschel’s] first wife was the 
daughter of the katzin Reb Moshe Leizers, and upon her 
death he married Dinah (the widow of the Gaon Rabbi Naf-
tali Herz Guzburg ABD (Av Bet Din) Slutzk) daughter of 
Rabbi Judah, son of Pesia, daughter of Sir Saul Wahl.” The 
text continues: “These facts are all mixed up here because 
Rabbi Naftali Herz Gunzburg wrote an approbation to 
Amudeiha Shiv’ah, dated…1664 and Rabbi Heschel died that 
same year. It is known that Rabbi Gunzburg died in 1687.11 
 This text is correct that the daughter of Judah refers to 
Dinah who, as mentioned before, was the second wife of 
Reb Heschel. Steinschneider understands that the text is 
incorrect concerning Rabbi Naftali Herz Gunzburg, who, 
like Rabbi Naftali Herz Katz, had been ABD Slutzk and 
thus there is confusion between them. Dinah was the widow 
of Rabbi Katz, and not of Rabbi Gunzburg. 
 Until today, the identity of Reb Heschel's first wife re-
mains unknown. Interestingly, in the definitive volume on 

Figure 1. 
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the biographies of Lublin’s rabbis, Lekorot HaYehudim 
BeLublin, by Solomon Baruch Nissenbaum (with notes by 
Professor David Kaufmann and Dr Salomon Buber), no 
mention at all is made of any wives of Reb Heschel.12  
 Anaf Etz Avot by Rabbi Samuel Kahan13 discusses only 
one of Dinah’s husbands, Reb Heschel who was the succes-
sor to Rabbi Naftali Katz as chief rabbi in Lublin.14 No 
mention is made of her first marriage to Rabbi Katz. Her 
epitaph in Brody, as recorded by Edelmann in Gedulat-
Shaul, states she was the wife of two Gaonim, Rabbi Naftali 
[…] and Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel. Furthermore, 
Rabbi Jacob Heilprin in his genealogy, as recorded by Pro-
fessor David Kaufmann (1852–1889), states correctly that 
Dinah was first married to Katz and then to Heschel, as he 
explains in detail in Anaf Etz Avot. 

 Another source that echoes the statement that Rabbi Katz 
was Dinah’s first husband is a handwritten yichus (pedigree 
record) which was in the possession of the Kuttner family. 
This document was discovered only recently (in 2012) by 
descendants of this family, hidden away in an inherited 
family book. Here we also read about their genealogy trac-
ing back to Rabbi Katz and the MaHaRaL of Prague. The 
document, dated 1856, says, “after the death of Rabbi Naf-
tali Katz, Rebi Heschel took his widow as a wife.” More 
about this Kuttner detail is discussed below. 

 Avot Atarah LeBonim by R. Aryey Judah Leib Lip-
schutz, has a long discussion of Dinah and her husband R. 
Naftali Katz and lists their (presumed) children.15 
 Our challenge to these genealogical claims of parent-
hood—whether from Heschel’s or Katz’s first or second 
wives—must find answers in other sources that these rabbis 
have overlooked. Since Dinah was considered to be Reb 
Heschel’s only spouse, they share all their children who, 
therefore, descend from the MaHaRaM of Padua (and thus 
the Katzenellenbogen family).  
 But what do we know about Rabbi Katz’s marriages, and 
thus, which children were from which marriage? We must 
dig deeper for the answers to these questions. Fortunately 
we have a number of sources that are older than these 19th 
century documents, but more obscure, including rarely 
found books and even more rare manuscripts. One such 
source is the same Mateh Moshe discussed under Fallacy 
#1. Since it was published in 1745, and Rabbi Katz died in 
1649, the information must be considered primary for our 
discussion, since these are the earliest and only original 
source. 
 Here we read that Rabbi Naftali Katz married the daugh-
ter of scholarly and wealthy “Prince of Israel, Our Master 
and Rabbi [Isaiah] Lieberl’s (Lieberlis), of blessed memory, 
who was the Primator (community leader)and Teacher here 
in Prague.” Katz’s children also are listed. More impor-

tantly no mention is made at all of his second marriage to 
Dinah, contracted only in his old age. 

 Another confused source to be discussed is the introduc-
tion of an 1865 commentary on Proverbs entitled Ma’asei 
Rikmah by R. Joshua Heschel Kuttner, published in Leip-
zig. The author writes that Rabbi Naftali married secondly 
to Shprintze, and that after he died, she remarried Rabbi 
Heschel. Since Rabbi Naftali’s second wife was Dinah it is 
obvious that Shprintze, daughter of Isaiah Lieberlis must 
have been his first, and not his second, wife. The next illus-
tration shows the original Hebrew text: 

 
 Here in the introductory section above, the author clearly 
says that Rabbi Katz’s children were from his first wife. It 
is interesting to note the difference between the Kuttner 
genealogies: one written by the son (the manuscript) and 
the other by the father (the book). The earliest genealogies 
are closer in time to the events recorded and, thus, likely 
more accurate. 
 One final source is found in Simon Hock’s Familien-
Prags, the epitaphs in the old Prague Jewish cemetery.16  
Here we find mentioned the father of Shprintze - Isaiah son 
of Isaac with reference being made to the Mateh Moshe. 
Once again no reference is made to Reb Heschel. In other 
words, the information known to these later scholars was 
incomplete. 
 The conclusion for Fallacy #2 is that the descendants of 
Rabbi Naftali Katz can maintain their claim of ancestry 
back to the MaHaRaL of Prague, but not to the MaHaRaM 
of Padua, because the offspring stem from a wife who was 
not descended from the Katznellenbogen line. The excep-
tions would be cases in which someone in a later generation 
married a Katzenellenbogen descendant, such as was the 
case of the rabbinical family of the Chief Rabbi of Edin-
burgh, Scotland, Rabbi Jacob Rabinowitz, 1869–1932. As a 
result of the discoveries outlined here, the family histories 
of many prominent families, rabbinic families and Chassi-
dic dynasties must be revised. These families include Rebbe 
Nachman of Breslov whose grave is venerated in Uman, 
Chamedes and Zausmer families, Taubes and Gutstein 
families, the Chassidic dynasties of Leifer of Nadworna and 
Rosenbaum of Kretchniv, and the Chassidic dynasty of the 
Bostoner rebbes. Others include the Amsel family, the Mar-
golis (Margolioth) family including the famous Efraim Zal-
man Margolis of Brody, the Zamosc family (including the 
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ABD of Hamburg Rabbi Zvi Hirsch Zamosc) and most of 
the Horowitz rabbinic families and Chassidic dynasties 
(who claim descent from the MaHaRaM Tiktin – Rabbi 
Meir HaLevi Horowitz—unless MaHaRaL descendants 
married direct Katzenellenbogen descendants. This writer 
has corrected these errors, which will appear correctly in 
the new updated third edition of The Unbroken Chain. 

 
 Rabbi Heschel was the son of R. Jacob who is recorded 
to have married Deborah, daughter of Rabbi Meir Wahl 
Katzenellenbogen.17 If this is correct, then his descendants 
are all part of this same family, irrespective who Rabbi 
Heschel’s wives were.18 
 The following list is presented to help more clearly un-
derstand the spousal relationships and their time frame. 
 • Reb Heschel was born about 1590/1600 and married 
first about 1620 to an unknown first wife. They had chil-
dren from this marriage. 
 • Rabbi Naftali Katz was born about 1600 and married 
first about 1620 to Shprintze, daughter of R. Isaiah Lieber-

lis who died in 1640 (only nine years before his son-in-law 
who died young in 1649). They had children from this mar-
riage.  
 • Rabbi Katz’s wife died young, in about 1645, at which 
time he married Dinah Katzenellenbogen who was born 
about 1620/25. This was her first marriage. They had no 
children. 
 • After Rabbi Katz died in 1649, Dinah married a second 
time, about 1650, to Reb Heschel. At that time she was in 
her twenties and he was already in his fifties (or more). This 
fits well with the family story recorded in Gedulat Shaulof 
how Dinah cherished the hope of marrying this sage who 
had been accustomed to visit her home and having pro-
posed to him, he married her and they probably had issue, 
in addition to those from his first marriage. The existing 
historical record does not reveal which children were from 
her second marriage to Reb Heschel. 
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