Mordechai Z. Cohen

“The Best of Poetry .. .”:
Literary Approaches to the
Bible in the Spanish Peshat

Tradition

Traditional Jewish biblical exegesis, spanning many centuries and
lands, cffers a number of interpretive approaches to the Holy Scrip-
tures (kitvei ha-kodesh). Despite significant differences, the Midrash,
the medieval French and Spanish peshat schools znd the traditional
commentaries of recent centuries all share fundamental beliefs abour
the Bible’s divinity and authority. Indeed, each of these sub-traditions
saw itself as another link in the continuous chain of Jewish exegesis.
Yet, to evaluate the unique contrbutions of each school, one must
examine the intellectual environment in which it was produced and
identify the underlying assumptions that guided its exegetical enter-
prise. Occasionally, a principle formulated in one era is questioned,
or even rejected, in a later generation and different milieu. While the
notion that such axioms are subject to debate may, at first glance,
seem disturbing, this type of controversy in fact ensures the vibrancy
of the Jewish tradition of learning, which thrives on differences of
opinion.

One such fundamental exegetical issue relates to the following
question: Can one apply a literary analysis to the Bible? In other
words, can one legitimately analyze God’s word using methods nor-
mally applied to human literature? Although contemporary scholars
reveal the Bible’s artistic beauty through the prism of modern literary
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criticism, their view of “the Bible as literature,” which gives it the
value of human literary accomplishments, seems incompatible with
its divine origir.. For this reason, the “literary approach” is sometimes
considered alien to traditional assumptions about the Bible. Yet, a
strong precedent for analyzing Scripture in literary terms occurs with-
in Jewish tradition, in the medieval Spanish (Sephardic) peshat
school, albeit not without controversy. The belief that poetic analysis
enriches our understanding of Scripture is most clearly articulated by
Rabbi Moses Ibn Ezra, the great eleventh-century Spanish Hebrew
poet, who aimed to define the Bible’s literary artistry according to the
poetics current in his day. Although his specifically literary orienta-
tion was unique in the medieval tradition, the literary principles he
formulates illuminate the exegetical assumptions of medieval authori-
ties such as Sa‘adia Gaon, Abraham Ibn Ezra, Maimonides and Radak.
We intend to outline this medieval literary approach and the contro-
versies it sparked, which led to the development of an alternate “anti-
literary” approach as well.

1. Maimonides’ Literary Principles

It is not surprising that exegetes who themselves wrote poetry, such
as Sa‘adia Gaon (882-942) anc Abraham Ibn Ezra (1089-1164),
employed poetic principles in their biblical commentaries. But to
demonstrate the pervasive, almost inescapable literary influence on
Jewish scholars in Muslim countries, we begin our study with
Maimonides (1135-1204), a jurist and philosopher with limited inter-
est in poetry. He devotes much of his philosophical work, Guide for
the Perplexed, 1o biblical exegesis, in particular to znalyzing allegory
(mashal). An allegory is a fictional tale that conveys a true “inner”
meaning; for example, the prophet Nathan uses it to rebuke King
David for taking Bathsheba from her husband, Uriah. Instead of chid-
ing the King directly, Nathan describes 2 man with several flocks
who slaughters a poor man’s only lamb to prepare a lavish meal for a
guest. Furious, King David pronounces a death sentence on the
wealthy man, whereupon Nathan responds: “You are that man!” (II
Sam 12:1-7). Nathan’s tale is obviously fictional, and the Rabbis
already recognized it as such, labeling it a mashal (Bava Batra 15a;
cited below); but Maimonides applies this literary category more
broadly, arguing that allegory is a widespread, typical biblical genre.
Maimonides thus classifies as fiction biblical sections which are ac-
cepted as historical in rabbinic :radition. This divergence becomes
evident when we compare his analysis of Job with that of the Tal-
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mud. Among the opinions cited in Bava Batra 1 5a regarding the time

;?eriod in which Job lived, we find an attempt to view him as a fic-
tional charzcter:

Oqe of the rabbis was sitting before R. Samuel bar Nahmani and
said: “Job did not exist, nor was he created; but was; simply a
mashal.” Said [R. Samuel] to him: “For you Scripture said, ‘There
Wwas a man in the land of ‘Uz, Job was his name’ (Job 1:1) o

The unnamed scholar persists, since, after all, in the above-cited bibli-
cal reference, Nathan also speaks of his characters as if they “existed”:
“What abou:, ‘The poor man had nothing but one small lamb . . (II.
Sam 12:3); did he exist? Rather he was merely a mashal, this too. t'hen
is a masbal” But the Talmud closes the discussion by’ rejecting this
ax'qalogy: “If so, why [does Scripture recard) his name and the name of
his town?” Unlike Nathan’s characters, anonymous “stick-figures” obvi-
ously invented merely to teach a lesson, the many details presented
about Job’s life indicate that he really existed. If not, the Talmud rea-
sons, why would Scripture wasie words on those details?

But Maimonides (Guide 111:22) validates the rejected view, arguin
that the obscurity of Job’s time period, which the Talmud ne,ver con%
clusively determines, indicates that, in fact, he never reallv did exist
And, indeed, Maimonides’ analysis of this book, to which' two cha ~
ters of the Guide are devoted, reveals his belief that it is a masbarl)z
BuF questions still remain. What does Job teach according to Mairﬁ-
onides? How would he answer the Talmud’s concluding criticism? To
determine his response to these questions, we must examine' his
method for interpreting allegory.

Normally, sne reveals an allegory’s “inner meaning” by dentifying
a set 'of parallels between the fictional story and the real situation it
describes. In Nathan’s story, for example, the rich man and his flocks
represent King David and his many wives, the poor man and his
lamb, Uriah and his only wife; but the “guest” is puzzling, since
Pavid took Bathsheba for himself! The Rabbis (Sukkah 52b) at,tem t-
ing to find meaning in every detail of the allegory, identiéy him Zs
Dayid’s ‘evil inclination, which was satisfied only by Uriah’s wife. Bu\t
Maimonides rejects the assumption underlying this interpretation and
argues that sometimes allegorical details can be ignored:

In some proph.etic allegories . . . the fictional tale, taken as a
whole, teaches its entire inner meaning; and in the . . . tale there

.will be very many things, not every word of which adds to the
Inner meaning (Guide, Introduction).?
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The opposite approach, Maimonides argues, *. . . wil force you to in-
terpret matters that bave no interpretation, and were not placed [in
the story] to be interpreted.”® An allegorical story thus teaches its
inner truth when taken as a literary unit.’ If we apply this principle to
Nathan’s story, we could derive ils meaning simply by observing the
rich man’s depiorable behavior, without accounting for the “guest.”®
The method Maimonides rejects is found in rabbinic exegesis, which
assumes that Scripture cannot contain empty language, “matters that
have no interpretation.” To avoid this cogent axiom, Maimonides
argues that the otherwise meaningless details fulfill z literary function:
“to embellish the allegory and arrange its elements” (loc. cit).”
Referring to nothing in the real world, they are employed purely for
literary purposes, (1) to provide poetic beauty and (2) create a coher-
ent story-line ®

Returning to Maimonides’ analysis of Joo, we find that it ilustrates
the far-reaching implications of the second, “structural” literary func-
tion. The Bible portrays a righteous man, Job, whose possessions and
family are destroyed by Satan for no reason. Tortuous dialogues
ensue, with three friends who attempt to rationalize his suffering,
until God Himself settles the discussion. According to Maimonides,
Job and his friends, who did not exist in reality, symbolize four erro-
neous philosophical approaches to the problem of evil, which antici-
pate Greek and Arabic thought; the fifth, correct, view is attrbuted to
God. After presenting this “inner meaning” of Job in Guide I11:22-23,
he writes: “When you see all that I have said . . . and study all of the
book of Job . .. you will find that I have included and enccmpassed
its entire content” (I11:23). Recognizing thzt his synopsis falls short of
the forty-two chapter biblical epic, Maimonides adds: “Nothing has
escaped us, except that which comes for ibe structure of the elements
and the coberence of the allegorical tale® as 1 have explained often in
this work” (ibid.).

For Maimonides, Job's “inner meaning” could have been presented
more concisely, in a chapter or two (as Maimonides himself does);
but Scripture takes forty-two chapters to cevelop a drama enacted by
Job, Satan, the friends and God. It was precisely this element, Job's
elaborate, realistic detail, that the Talmud cited as proof for its his-
toricity, arguing that Scripture would not expenc words except to
record actual facts. But Maimonides rejects this reasoning. He be-
lieves that an allegory might contain elaborate details, such as Job’s
name and the name of his town, even the names of his friends and
their towns, specifically to enhance “the coherence of the zllegorical
tale,” in other words, to make it more realistic. In fact, Maimonides
here boldly asserts that almost the entire book of Job consists of such
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“matters that have no interpretation.”
But this approach raises a difficulty: Why would Scripture s
der forty-two chapters only to weave a fictional tale, even a re;];“1 Sic
one? Maimonides does not answer this question dire’ctl but an
ge;h;p; infer hli)s reasoning from a similar dilemma Zlidresledcgr;
abbi josepa Ibn ‘Aknin of Fez (twelfth century) h
halakhic and ethical works, and a friend - a‘r; n o O’f
from Muslim Spain like Maimonides, Ibn ‘?:k?xlli?r?wzzljes.ro&tn ten;]glze
same Jewish culture as was Maimonides and reflects Eimi erary
conceptions in his commentary on the Song of Songs
Taken literally, the Song is a love poem, but the R;ibbis int i
as an allegory for the love between God and Israel. Ibn ‘Aker'pret .
plains what motivated this tradition: “It is inconceivabl.e that [So‘llgrlngzi
m.g, vao;xcl)cri] gc;)z?c;zi a book in which he described a dialogue consist-
o Songs € . . . between a lover and his beloved.”! The
bl % telge o‘re anduded that the Song contains an “inrer mean-
diicd u n ‘Aknin asks why. this inner meaning is not expressed
lirectly; in otker words, why did Solomon “compose a book
isrllstn.]g 'of songs of love? He answers that the “outer meaning , éi);gg-
. 8 In its own right, is not wasted, nor is it incidental; it wa d i ;
intentionally to fascinate readers: “[Solomon’s] pu ‘ . 651gr}ed
his idea in these words was to make it attracti o e muching
fascinate them.”? Attracted by the Song’s li oy ey, s and
“when they became a little more learneécgi . .lt.e;:leze:eﬁét[?:aﬁ? f:sae:'
:111(: l;i) rds hme:ﬁ:ﬁfi z;c;g]rding to] the 1e}xoteri(: sense of the husk of
C € mysteries.”"? Applying this reasoni
Job, one would argue for Maimonide i i i o
ploys a drama that compels the readirt}:(a)t:scl:p\s(/u}ii 1;;‘2[;0“.31:])’ ous
man ’lose his possessions, family and health? By bringing thengr ‘;0“5
of evil to life, Job’s story, more than a concise, impersonal phill)o(s)opehrilf

Cal analy51s € lgages the rea y p y
y deIS Sym atll and motivates h]l”le}
Ieadlllg and l“@est]gatl()n.

lar literary

2. [dentifying The Bible’s Poetic Features

Mosks IBN EZRA’S AESTHETIC EXEGEsIS
Mai . o ,
wixar??nl}lqes saw value 11? literary design, at least enough to justify
iy l3[)1[.111 lers.re otherwise meaningless bblical verses. But he iden
iblical literary techniques only to .
' . argue that they “hav
Interpretation.” As a philoso " ot
pher, rather than a literary critic
’ : ‘ ‘ or poet,
i\izum;l)md@ subordinated analysis of the Bible's literary style pto a
arch for its meaning. Even Ibn ‘Aknin, who praises the Song of
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Songs’ literary beauty, devotes his commentary to its “inner mean-
ing.” But Rabbi Moses Ibn Ezra (1055-1138)," adopted a different
perspective. Although he, too, was a philcsopher, his love for poetry
attracted him to the Bible’s literary features per se and kindled within
him a desire to reveal its poetic elegance.

Born and educated in Muslim Spain, Ibn Ezra was a student of
Rabbi Isaac Ibn Ghiyath (1038-1089), a talmudist, religious poet, bib-
lical exegete and philosopher. Ibn Ezra mastered zll of these fields,
but excelled especially in poetry and was known as ha-sallah, the
great composer of seliboth (penitential poetry).’ He was regarded as
a mentor by Judah Halevi (1075-1141), a younger Spanish ccntempo-
rary and great poet in his own right. Typical of his era, [bn Ezra
embraced Greek and Arabic learning, and, like other Spanish Hebrew
poets, adhered to Arabic conventions in his poetry. In addition to
poetry, Ibn Ezra wrote expository works relating to biblical exegesis,
in which he extensively cites Talmud, Midrash, Targum, and medieval
rabbinic scholars, especially Sa‘adia Gaon, in addition to Greek and
Arabic sources, Although Ibn Ezra apparently did not write biblical
commentaries, these expository works of his define fundamental
exegetical principles, which were applied by later exegetes.'” His
writings seem to have influenced Maimonides, for example, and are
cited explicitly by other exegetes, especially Radak (1160-1235)."®

Ibn Ezra's most valuable and unique insights appear in his book
on poetics, Kiiab al-Mubadara wal-Mudhbdkara (The Book of Discus-
sion and Conversation).” The distinctive literary focus of this work is
singular in the medieval Jewish tradition.?® It traces the history of He-
brew literature from biblical to medieval times and justifies the adop-
tion of Arabic literary principles by medieval Hebrew poets. The
Kitab was intended to be a practical guide for writing Arabic-style
Hebrew poetry. It therefore includes a lengthy section that defines
twenty Arabic poetic devices (Arabic: badi‘ Hebrew: kishutim; lit.
“ornaments”) appearing frequently in medieval Hebrew poetry. And
since, despite their extensive use of Arabic techniques, medieval
Hebrew poets regarded their work as an extension of the biblical lit-
erary tradition,?! Ibn Ezra attempts to find precedents for the Arabic
ornaments in Scripture. As a result, the Kitab provides a systematic
analysis of biblical style through the prism of Arabic poetics.

Maimonides examines the Bible’s meaning; Ibn Ezra describes its
beauty.?2 He judges the Song of Songs, for example, on the basis of
its poetic imagery. Postulating that elegant poetry “enwrap{s] many
ideas in few words” (K [=Kitab] 76a),? he especially admires the simi-
le, “Like a scarlet thread are your lips” (Song 4:3), which “combines
three [aspects] of the lips: softness, color, and delicateness” (K 134b).
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Reve;.aling delight in a tone uncommon in the medieval tradition. he
exc-laxms: “Ii the Song of Songs would boast to Ecclesiastes on’the
basis of this verse, it would be justified!” (K 134b).** Others might
pecome this excited about a brilliant idea,? but it is specifically poet-
ic beauty that elicits Ibn Ezra’s enthusiasm.,

.Ibn Ezra’s Kitab reveals the conceptual framework behind Maim-
onides’ literery principles. As mentioned above, some evidence sug-
gests that Maimonides, born in Spain a century later, was actualig
influenced by Ibn Ezra’s writings. In any case, the Kz’talb is based or})’
the Arzllbic and Greek learning embraced by Jews in the Golden Age
(?f Spain that was an integral part of Maimonides’ education. A citga-
tion fror?q Atistotle in Ibn Ezra illuminates Maimonides’ anz;lysis of
Job: .“Arxstot.e said: philosopty cannot do without the science of
poetics and :he words of the rhetoricians and orators because
poetry and thetoric are splendor and embellishment for logic”. (K
-732~b?. The philosophy of job, for Maimonides, is indeed presented
in Scripture according to “the science of poetics,” which includes “the
structure of the elements and the flow of the allegorical tale.” Ibn
.Ezra explains why allegory, in particular, is most effective for t.each—
ing ph.ilosophy: “because know'edge of the senses, for the masses, is
$(<))rrde u'[r}l]med:ateb;lmd easier than intellectual knowledge.” In odyxer

S, the “tangible” all i
ey ane wan gly ” 14?3%;())_“&1 tale can convey subtle concepts most
The.notion of literary embellishment that Maimonides applies to
fllegoncal details derives from the elaborate Arabic system of poetic
ornaments” delineated in the Kitab. Ibn Ezra observes that thirs:: Sys-

tem i“UStlateS [lle le]atio“shi betWe n Iy
p € [he Greek and i i
- : Arablc lltera

[Aristotle] enumerated the feawures throu i is i
proved and embellished, and found them %2 l:veh:ecigh:) Oe[ry[irllsclilrg:
ing] the strength of the words, the pleasantness of. ihle ideas
enwrapping many ideas in few words, the beauty of the similes,
?nd the quality of the metaphors. . . . But the Arabs divided then;
Into many more than this number and were very precise in this
study, as you shall see in this work (K 76a-b).

Aristotle described poetic beauy in gereral terms, but the Arab
developed a range of specific cevices, the badi’ (“‘ornaments”) ts
adorn their poetry. These include universal techniques, like ima ’e

and hyperbole, and more characteristically Arabic on,es relating t?)’
wo‘rd. order and verse structures. Ibn Ezra considered the bacfi‘ a
defining characteristic of Arabic and medieval Hebrew pcetry. To
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establish the Bible’s literary beauty, he cites prec§dents for .them in
biblical Hebrew: “For each . . . [ornament} 1 will cite an Arabic verse,
and a corresponding verse found in the Holy Scrlp:ures, lest . . . 1tlpe
assumed that . . . our language is devoid of the‘m (.K _116b.). Rea l1)2—
ing, however, that Arabic poetics was unknown in biblical times, Ibn
Ezra admits that such examples merely resex'nl')le, but cannot de
regarded as genuine applications of, the badi’ (z.bzd.). In otherl 'wor sd
the prophets intuitively employed literary techniques later delineate
tically by Arabic poetics. ‘

Sys’;;rzal(img di);ectly adpdresses a fundamental q.uestion that arlses
naturally from this assumption: Does the Bible, like the Greek an
Arabic traditions, distinguish between poetry and prose? Following
those traditions, Ibn Ezra defines poetry (Ar. $i‘r hv.w]) as rhymed,
metrical verse, and prose (Ar. nathr) as verse that is not ermal.ly
confined.® Given the greater stature of the former, espec.xally in
Arabic theory, it is not surprising that Ibn Ezra fj)rrr‘xulates h‘xs q;;es-
tion in the following manner: Is there genuine si’ in the E1ble.. A
medieval author might have been tempted to clas§ify as poetry bibli-
cal passages explicitly labeled sbir(ah), Ehe medieval Hebrew fLelrm
for poetry (phonetically similar to Arabic si7). But Ibn Ezra, care hto
distinguish between biblical and medieval usage, argues tha.t t 151
label does not imply poetic form.? He insists on measuring biblica
genres using Arabic categories:

We have found nothing in [Scripture] departing from prose save
these three books: Psalms, Job and Proverbs. And these, as you
will see, employ neither meter nor rhyme in the manner of the
Arabs, but are only like rajaz?® compositions (K 24h).

These “depart from prose” since they manifest a certain metfical
form, being composed of balanced couplets and triplets, and vl\;ntteg
stichographically rather than continuously.®* Even Psalms, ch. an
Proverbs, however, manifest neither strict meter nor rhyme 1_n the
manner of the Arabs,” and cannot truly be regarded as, Qoelry in the
Arabic sense. Ibn Ezra likens them to rgjaz, the least rigid, and .least
elegant, Arabic poetic form; and even this is a loose comparison,
since rajaz is normally rhymed.> .

Ibn Ezra’s desire to identify the Bible’s poetic featufes must be
seen within his overall aesthetic philosophy. His outlook informed by
Greek and Arabic thought, Ibn Ezra appreciated [h? powerful ef'fects
of art, in all of its manifestations, on the human mind z‘md emouo'ns.
Ibn Ezra discusses the capacity of music to elevate man’s soulz which
he views as the reason for its central role in the T?mple S&’\fle :.md]
prophecy.3? Citing “ancient philosophers,” he describes how it “stirs

G
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up the noble forces of the soul” by awakening man’s unique aesthet-
ic sensibilities, which were implanted in his nature “when God . . .
attached the individual souls to animals’ bodies.” Music, Ibn Ezra ex-
plains, “cortesponds to [man’s] four temperaments and harmonize[s)
their differences;” he thus analyzes how each musical tone produces
a distinct spiritual effect in the listener.® Ibn Ezra describes the effects
of poetry on man’s spirit in similar terms. Stimulating his aesthetic
sense, poetry captivates man’s soul and becomes indelibly absorbed
into his heart like “engraving in a stone” Its melodic rhythm, uniform
meter, clever sound-plays, noble diction, beautiful imagery, and other
ornaments all cause poetry to be “most strongly fastened to the ears
and most closely attached to [man’s] nature” (K 14b-15a)3* Ibn Ezra
thus believed that the Bible’s poetic language stirs man's aesthetic
sense and fastens God’s word to his soul, much like the Temple
music inspired worshippers and enhanced their divine service’

CRITICISM OF [BN EZRA’S ANALYSIS

Although Ibn Ezra argues that the Bible manifests beauty measurable
by the standards of Arabic poetics, his conclusions are troubling. The
Bible’s ornaments are not quite genuine badi‘ and its poetry resem-
bles only rajaz, the least elegant Arabic poetic form. [bn Ezra's
Arabic yardstick indeed demonstrates that the Bible is not “devoid of”
elegance, bu: also implies the superiority of Arabic poetics. In fact,
he cites a biblical verse supposedly to prove that the Arabs are more
gifted than any other nation in literary expression.3 Accordingly, he
prefers Arabic poetic conventions when they conflict with biblical
ones and recommends their adoption by Hebrew poets. Regarding
certain types of biblical alliteration avoided in Arabic poetry, for
example, he writes: “What Scripture permits is permitted; however,
inasmuch as we follow the Arabs especially closely in poetry, it is
necessary for us to follow them to the degree that we can’ (K 86b).
Evidently, Ibn Ezra is content to claim that the Bible manifests a mea-
sure of poetic artistry, which in fact is surpassed by Arabic poetry.

But other options were available. Ibn Ezra cites an opinion that
Solomon actually composed poems, now lost, in the higher Arabic
qasida form. The author of this view, who has been identified as
Isaac Ibn Ghiyath, Ibn Ezra’s teacher,? cited 1 Kgs 5:12, “. .. his shir
was one thousand and five,” for support, assuming that the biblical
Hebrew term, shir, is equivalent to Arabic s7'7. But Ibn Ezra, who re-
jects this comparison,® is skeptical that Sclomon’s lost works differed
from other biblical ‘poetry,” which at best resembles rajaz (K 25a).
Theoretically, Ibn Ezra could have adopted the view of his contem-
porary, Judah Halevi, who maintains that biblical style is superior to
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Arabic, and laments the Hebrew poets’ adoption of Arabic conven-
tions (Kuzari 11:74,78).%° Biblical poets, he argues, “aspired to a more
excellent and useful quality” (Kuzari 11:70), implying that they inten-
tionally avoided the Arabic model.® Samuel Ibn Tibbon (1160-1230),
the translator of Maimonides’ works and a biblical commentator in
his own right, makes this point explicitly: “We must assume that the
poems of [David and Solomon] were superior to [Arabic style He-
brew] poems produced nowadays, for they were not limited [poeti-
cally] and could have easily and skillfully included in thelif] poems
whichever matters they wished to put in them.”! But since neither
author matches this vague claim with a detailed study, Ibn Ezra, com-
mitted to scientific literary analysis, could not accept it. He adopted
Arabic poetics as a fixed coordinate system upon which to plot the

Bible’s literary artistry.®

THE ZOHAR’S CRITICISM

While Ibn Ezra, Halevi and Ibn Tibbon debate the relative aesthet-
ic merit of Arabic and biblical literature, they all accept the validity of
the aesthetic standard.®® But the Zobar sees things differently. Ironi-
cally, the Zohbar uses Ibn Ezra’s conclusions to undermine the literary
approach altogether by arguing that the Bible’s supposed “inferiority”
by secular aesthetic standards simply proves their unsuitability for its
evaluation. The Zobar thus rejects any comparison between the Bible

and human literature:

Woe onto the person who says that the Torah comes to impart
mere tales and secular matters. For if so, we now could make a
Torah with secular matters, more excellent than all [the Scriptures]
. . . [for}] even the princes of the world possess more sublime
works; if so, let us follow them and compose a [new] Torah in that

manner (Zohar 111:152).4

Although Ibn Ezra does not equate the Torah with “mere tales and
secular matters,” he does use the same tools to analyze both; and his
advice that poets should embrace Arabic rather than biblical poetics
implies that “we now could make a Torah with secular matters, more
beautiful than all [the Scriptures].” The Zobar seizes this theological
weak link to argue that secular standards inevitably detract from the
lofty status of the Torah, which is sui generis, completely unlike hu-
man literature. Although the Zobar's author proves his point by citing
the Torah's supposed literary inferiority, his objection is no doubt
more fundamental. He seems to reject the application of secular aes-
thetic standards to the Bible in principle, even if they would prove
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the Torah’s aesthetic supericrity (as Judah Halevi and Samuel ibn
Tibbon may have believed). The literary approach simply entails a
category mistake; just as one would not analyze the color of a poem
literary categories, indeed the very issue of aesthetic beauty, are sim-’
ply irrelevant in biblical study.# ’

We will construct Ibn Ezra’s response to this criticism later in this
essay, after we establish that his approach was shared by other major
agthors in the exegetical tradition. In fact, a precedent for his deszlte
with the opinion represented in the Zobar occurs earlier in the
medieval tradition, between Sa‘adia Gaon and his studént Dunash
Ibn Labrat (920-990). In Baghdad, over a century before I\/ioses Ibn
Ezra, Sa‘adia directed attention to the Bible's poetic qualities, which
he ref?rred o as zabot, an obscure tiblical word (occurrir;g only
once, in Isa 32:4) he coined as an equivalent of the Arabic litera
te.rm. Jasaba (“poetic elegance”).* These terms reveal the source 2;
his literary standards, which, as related by Dunash, Sa‘adia applied to
assess the relative literary skills of various biblica’l authors gut D
nash criticized this application: ‘ "

1 amwsurpris.ed. at the one who says that Isaiah's language is ele-
ga.ntZ anq similarly Amos, because this is pleasing in his eyes. But
this is a mistake, because all of Scripture is the word of God. *

Dunash rejects this differentiation because he argues that God Hi

self i§ the sole author of the entire Bible % Another, more fundamlm-
Fal Cr.lticism, however, is implici: in his phrase (“bec’ause this is le?;:
ing n hbis eyes”). By what standards are Isaiah and Amos deimed
SUPGI‘IOI‘ to other biblical writers? Sa‘adia applied the rules of JSasaba
?vhlc.h are “pleasing in his eyes”; but such secular standards Du‘na.s};
implies, are subjective and limited, and inappropriate for th°l word of
God.* The Zobar, no doubt, would concur 5! e

3. Exegetical Manifestations

We can now delineate two tradiions on viewing the “Bible as lite

ture.” A definite anti-literary attitude appears in the Zohar, which ura:
holds Dunash’s position and vehemently rejects the seculz;r yardstici
The Zohars popularity in Christian Spain a few generations afte'
Moses 1bn Ezra’s death might help explain why his Kitab was nev :
translatt.ed into Hebrew in medieval times. The demand for suchear
translation in Christian Spain, where Jews no longer read Arabi

would have been sharply diminished by the Zobars clear condemnlef-,
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tion of his literary project.’? But Jews in Muslim lands embraced
Arabic literary achievements and proudly attributed to the Bible the
aesthetic beauty of the greatest human literature.? Sa‘adia, introduc-
ing the notion of zahbot in biblical exegesis, encouraged this perspec-
tive, and his view, rather than that of Dunash, guided the Spanish
peshat traditior. Abraham Ibn Ezra records this debate and sides un-
equivocally with Sa‘adia;>® his older contemporary, Moses Ibn Ezra,
delineates the principles of zabot in his Kitgb;** and Maimonides and
Joseph Ibn ‘Aknin employ this concept in their study of biblical alle-
gory. As we shall see, the literary approach enabled the Spanish
peshat tradition to revolutionize biblical exegesis.

SEPARATING STYLE FROM CONTENT

Philosophers since Plato have accused pcets of deceit because they
celebrate imagination rather than reality, painting a fantastic, “untrue”
world. This polemic passed into the medieval tradition in ths maxim
“the best of poetry is its most false” (K 62a).% The poets actually
embraced this motto, admiring creative imagery and hyperbole. As
Moses Ibn Ezra explains, the “most false,” most beautiful poem is de-
corated elaborately with metaphors and other ornaments, without
which it “would not be a poem” (K 62a). But this value-system ran-
kled medieval philosophers, who regarded poe:ry as trivial and
fraudulent. Moses Ibn Ezra, both poet and philosopher, was especial-
ly plagued by this conflict since he regarded the Bible, the word of
God and true by definition, as poetry, which is false by defirition. To
resolve this conflict, he invokes the basic principle of Arabic theory
that elegant literature consists of two separable ccmponents: (1) an
idea (2) adorned by beautiful, poetic language. The ornaments deco-
rate ideas that could be expressed more precisely and directly, albeit
less poetically, in plain, unadored language.’” Ibn Ezra expresses
this clearly in connection with metaphor, the most basic ornament:
“Although literal language is fundamentally more reliable . .. a com-
position, when . . . clothed in metaphor . . . becomes beautiful” (K
118b). The “falsehood” of poetry thus relates only to its poetic “garb,”
an artistic exterior that contains a true, meaningful content. both in
the Bible and in good poetry (K 62b). Regarding the Bible's content,
its noble ideas, the opposite maxim pertains: “the best of a composi-
tion is its most true” (K 62a).

While the Kitab teaches how to adorn plain truth in “false” orna-
ments, the literary theory it imparts suggests the opposite for inter-
preting poetry. its “false” adornments must be removed to uncover
the essential, true idea. This exegetical byproduct is developed at
length in another work by Moses lbn Ezra, Magqalat al-Hadlqa fi
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Ma'ni al-Majaz wa-"l-Haqlqa (The Treatise of the Garden on Meta-
pbgr and Lieral Language)>® In that work, he constructs a system of
phll?sophical exegesis by separating two types of biblical iangua H
fzaqzqa dit. “truth”; Heb. emer), i.e, literal language, and majaz (%it-
metaphor”; Heb. ba‘avarab), ie., figurative language, such as meta:
phor, simile and hyperbole.® Ibn Ezra ‘translates” the; Bible's majaz
mto' fyaqz'qa by removing its figures of speech which are “false"jb
d?fxnltion and employed merely for decoration. The majaz-hagi Z
dxchgtomy, used in Qur'anic exegesis since the eighth c::ntu' i;]d
ap_p!led to the Bible by Sa‘adia Gaon in the tenth, is Certainrly not
grlgxnal to Ibn Ezra.® But it acquires special meaniné within theymat
m'( _of his literary theory: corresponding to the range of badi’ in th(;
Kitab, the concept of majaz i the Magalat represents the Bible’s

most fal§e exterior which must be removed to reveal its “most true”
essence, its hagiqa.

ANTHROPOMORPHISM

The majazhaqiqa dichotomy provided a powerful tool for solvin
the Qroblem of biblical anthropomorphism, i.e., the description ogf
F}od m, h‘uman terms. The Spanish exegetes, believing axiomaticall
in God'’s incorporeality, were troubled by verses like “The eyes of ch
Lord turn.to the righteous and His ears to their prayers” (Ps 34:16-
17). Sa‘adia argues that this is simply figurative language, i.c ma.'d
apq actually refers to God's providence.® Applying thi;; 'm.f;thoc{ tz ’
similar pa'ssages, he demonstrates that the Bible typically uses anthro?
pomorphism to portray God’s abstract qualities. This principle guided
the Spanish peshat tradition.®? Moses Ibn Ezra, in his Maqa'i:t freate
an 'extensive “dictionary” of anthropomorphic majaz usz;ges foxs-
which he provides literal haqiga equivalents; and this model wa
adgpted by Maimonides, who created 2 similar dictionary in h's
G'uz.a'e.63 The “definitions” in these dictionaries were applie?il to thlS
biblical text in the commentaries of Abraham Ibn Ezra and Radak & ‘

Parts of Magalat al-Hadlga were translated into Hebrew as ‘Am—
gat’bc‘z-Bosem in twelfth century Provence for the benefit of Jews in
Ch.rlstxan lands, who no longer tead Arabic but retained interest i
philosophical biblical exegesis.® In ‘Arugat ba-Bosem. the rocedu;n
of- renqering anthropomorphic majaz into hagiqa is ,pomgyed as :
mirror image of poetic metaphor as described in the Kitab.® In co
nection with biblical descriptions of God, we read: - "

Th(ej true idea [h.a[ is intended is too wondrous and exalted 0 be
i1:jr1 erstfood 'px_easely. The wise man must [therefore] divest the true
eas of their ‘garb of] gross figurativeness &’ and [relclothe them in
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leasant garb,® so that he will reach through them ;he intended
ipdea to the extent of human capacity to comprehend.

This passage implies that ideas are “dressed” by languag?, whx:tt;dmiz
i Kitab describes how poetry is cre
be ornate or simple. The es b e reated b
i i horical “garb” the corollary
ning an idea with ornate, metap . ’ ere
2cii:(s)ciribegs how this “garb” must be “stripped away” to revea]‘ thfhcon;ig;l
nal idea and dress it in “simpler clothing,” i.e., more accuraie, g
tic, literal language.” » . ]
leSSSii(Z: anthropomorphic descriptions are maccurate,_eve?lmxsle:de
ing, one migat ask why Scripture didn’t simply use ht.era1 103;?117 g)
angci describe God directly. Radak’s father, Joseph .mehx ( ,
a Spanish emigré in Provence, addresses this question:

The Torah tends to speak {about God] in t[mmau;1 languz;]ger:n .e mp[}e]:ogrsl
v God”. . .. [But these ar

“the eyes of God,” “the ears of : e arel 1

to eedzcate people, [by causing them] to picturz Him mf };ufrrrzirr;k

form, although this is not accurate [lit. “th(;ughdmety a(x;eanad fron
’ is i d should understan -

Him”]. This is so that the uneducate ' : A iy

is wi the wise since they comp
hend God; and this will not harm :
Efr:ende the truth of the matter; they remove the husk and eat the

fruit.”*

|OSeP1) }(ln]h], llke A?ugat bﬂ-B()Senl, explalns tha[ the W1S¢ Comple-
l g .

hend dle trutn t)y Ieﬂl()\/[lng [lle llusk ﬂlld eadll the h uit BU‘ he
alSO aI)pIeClates the tension between the false exterior a“d true nner
In?‘alung :t SU:h k lngags. In CthEl O!dSY he e](plflllls h} [he
~ )

1S u ed to begin Wlth. In a manner reminiscent ()1 the maxim

hUSk S b g
[he best O‘ Poet(y s mo. he algues that SCIlptute Speaks
151 St 1alse,
I) pl l pl L
Of GOd mn hullla[l terms so that cople Wll clure Him in hu”lan
f() m Ih naccu aCy 1S nece Saly (S ]le u educated S -
S. since t n
rm. 1S 1 I Ci masses can
not beheVe n muC]l leSS feal a COlIlpletely abS[IaC[ dl\/lne Belng.
y s

I \ Vld I) ure ore t]lan any abStICC[ phllOSOphlcal deSC“pth“
he 1 1ct , mor y
Wl“ CathIe thell l[Ilagl“a[lO[l, lllSplle Ille" [hOUghtS, a“d motivate

them to worship God.”

DRAMATIZATION ’ ‘ -
The literary aspect of Moses Ibn Ezra’s style-content dichotomy

echoed by Radak a century later in Provencg ina reveallflg. COI’;];H[G}I:;
about the nature of prophecy. In the episode of adVl.Slo;lrom he
prophet Micaiah (I Kgs 22:19-22), Kir.lg Ahab seeks ahvxi;o m e
four hundred prophets, led by Zedekiah ben K.ena:ina , [[Opbame]
success in the campaign against Aram, all saying: “Go up
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and the Lord will deliver [ther] to his majesty!” (I Kgs 22:6). Micaiah,
God’s true prophet, denounces this message as false and foretells
Ahab’s defeat. To persuade Ahab, Micaiah depicts “the Lord seated
upon His throne, with all the host of heaven . . . to his right and left

- lasking] “Who will entice Ahab. . . ?” whereupon a spirit comes
forward, saying: “I will entice him . .  and be a lying spirit in the
mouth of all his prophets,” to which God answers: “Go out and do
it!” The other prophets were inspired by this spirit, identified in the
Talmud (Sarbedrin 89a) as Naboth, who was murdered by Ahab and
now sought revenge. The Talmud classifies Ahab’s prophets as “false
prophets,” cefined in the Mishnah (Sanbedrin X1:5) as “one who
prophecies what he did not hear and what was not told to him.” But
this creates a dilemma: if their message actually was sent from heav-
en, why are these “prophets” guilty of false prophecy? Speaking of
Zedekiah ben Kenaanah, the Talmud asks: “What could he have
done, the spirit of Naboth misled him!”

The Talmud resolves this problem in a somewhat forced manner
based on Rabbi Isaac’s rule that “no two prophets prophecy in the
€xact same style” (ein shenei nevi’im milnabbe'im besignon ebad).
Since the four hundred prophets all used the identical language (“Go
up . . . the Lord will deliver ., . .”), the Rabbis reason that Zedakaiah
should have recognized that their prophecy came from a “lying spirit”
and was fallacious. In giving this answer, the Rabbis uphold their ini-
tial assumption that the false ‘prophecy” actually derived from a
heavenly source. The four hundred, led by Zedakaiah, were guilty of
“false prophecy” not because they fabricated their prophecy, but be-
cause they should have discerned it as a false message. The Talmud
thus widens the narrow mishnaic definition of a “false prophet” to in-
clude anyone who knowingly transmits a false message in God’s
name, even ore received from a beavenly source, sent by God Him-
self.74

Radak on I Kgs 22:20 advocates a new approach to Micaiah’s
vision that neatly resolves the Talmud’s dilemma while preserving the
simple reading of the mishnaic definition. Postulating that prophecy
sent by God is true by definition, he argues that the four hundred
were false prophets because they received nothing from heaven;, they
“prophesied what they did not hear and what was not told to them.”
Radak, of cousse, recognizes that he must account for Micaiah's
vision, which explicitly contradicts this claim. Alluding to the Tal-
mud’s dilemma, he prefaces his commentary by noting that “these
things are a great quandary for those who understand them literally,”
and then offers a new approach, that the scene of God sending the
“lying spirit” never occurred in reality but is merely a poetic device:
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These are poetic words of rhetoric (divrei melizab), Micaiah said
them as a way of presenting [God’s] words; not that Micaiah saw
these things, nor did he hear them.”

To indicate that this scene is “false,” i.e., Micaiah’s fabrication, Radak
calls it melizab, a technical medieval Hebrew term for poetry and
rhetoric which evokes the medieval maxim, “the best of pcetry is its
most false.””

But we must now ask why Micaiah himself is not a “false pro-
phet.” After all, Radak (but not the RabbisD) claims that “Micaiah [did
not seel these things, nor did he hear them,” echoing the Mishnaic
definition of a false prophet.” Evidently Radak assumes that the
“truth” of a prophecy is judged by its content, which must be re-
ceived from God, not its poetic style, which may be fabricated. And,
in fact, earlier in this passage, Radak refers to Micaiah’s message it-
self—that the four hundred prophets are lying—as ha-emet, “the
truth,” i.e., the authentic content, in contrast to the “false,” poetic
vision.” This defense of Micaiah as a true prophet, constructed from
Radak’s terminology of melizab vs. emet, echoes Moses Ibn Ezra’s
terminology, majaz vs. hagiga (=emet), and his defense of poetry
from the charge “the best of poetry is its most false,” i.e., the poetic
garb alone is false, but the idez it contains is true. Radak thus takes
advantage of the style-content dichotomy articulated by Moses ibn
Ezra to advarce an approach avoided by the Rabbis, who would not
consider the possibility that a true prophet might fabricate any aspect
of his prophecy.”

Radak’s language here suggests an answer to an obvious question:
Why did Micaiah use the false poetic medium (melizab) rather than
stating his message (ha-emel) directly? Micaiah uses this echnique,
Radak writes, “as a way of presenting {God’s] words,” i.e. to convince
his audience. The vivid dramatization—God cornvening the heavenly
court, sending the “lying spirit” to mistead Ahab—powerfully and
clearly illustrates God’s message. Radak regarded Micaiah'’s strategy as
typical. In his commentary on Jer 6:29, for example, he describes
prophecy as “a constant attempt to use zllegory and rhetoric (mashal
u-melizab) 1o reform [the people].”® Radak calls Micaizh’s vision
melizah; elsewhere he refers to dramatization as mashal. For exam-
ple, Jeremiah comforts the Judean exiles by relating God’s consolation
to their weeping matriarch Rachel, “Restrain your voice from weeping
... For there is a reward for your labor . . . hope for your future . . .
your children shall return to their country” (Jer 31:15-16). The Rabbis
(Lam. Rab., Petibta 24) took this realistic conversation literally,
explaining how Rachel herself, in heaven, approached God for
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O . )
mercy.® But Radak classifies this scene as a mashal, indicating that

j?remiah cenceived it to illuminate the horizon of despondent, disillu-
sioned e;::iles, enabling them to envisior. God’s continued protf;ction 82
[heRadaI:i s lclommems suggest that the prophet does not simply relate
words he hears from God verbatim; he takes the idea communi-
cated by God and reformulates it, using mashal and melizab. Moses
Ib.n Ezra says this explicitly: “A prophet must convey his rrlessa
with words that make it penetrate the mind [of his audience)] th g}?
these might be different than the words that he heard” (K’ 77ot;]883
?oth authors thus regard the prophet as a poet ).
clothe” the ideas he receives from God in rhetorica} devices. If “th
best of. poetry is its most false,” the best of prophecy illustra‘tes anfl
dramatizes to ensure that it penetrates the hearts of callous and uni
terested listeners. Moses Ibn Ezra thus argues that dramatic h ver.
bole, though false by definition, is essential to the mission o}flpt;rc;

prophets,® “and if not for it, theli .
plished” (K 137b) % , thelir] objective would not be accom-

since he must

POETIC REPETITION

anc?king the styl.e-contem dichotomy, the Spanish beshat tradition
thevxsed a revg]uulon'ary approach to the biblical tendency to repeat
e saine idea in similar words. Labeled ‘an idea repeated in diffe
:vords (kefel ‘inyan be-milim shonot) in the medieval traditionreg[
Synonymous parallelism” by modern scholars, this is erhaps ,thr
most cl.‘laracteristic feature of biblical poetic stylé Emplo };d rep 1 le
‘1‘n lt)llbljcal sections Moses lbn Ezra classifies as poetic, }i’t «"reagtgsa;r);
Czigg; I;:i:iys r;gh?, igénbot a strict meter. This style naturally
: nton,™ but it was already analyz
earlier b}./ jor'lah Ibn Janah (Spain, 985-1040),y0ne Zfetclil; gcri;ttl;?:
Hebrew linguists, who discussed its exegetical implications:

That which is added for empasis an i “

}.ms r.nade and done?” (Isa 51:4); thecrjeeilsegjgcrc;l e o
[1mphe.d]'in “and he made” beyond that which is in “he has done”;
but this is imply] literary elegance and artistry. Similarly, ‘I h v
created, fashioned and made him” (Isa 43:7); there isy’ o]
meaning [implied] in “fashioned” and “made”‘ s
limplied] in “created” .
analogously 8

eaning element

[new}
that is not already
- . And you must treat all similar examples

To i o
illustrate his principle, Ibn Jarah partitions two verses from Isaiah
’

one into two, the other j
) into three, syn “p n oupe »
(and “c”); » Synonymous phrases, “a,” “b,
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a.) Who has made b.) and done?

a.) I have created b.) fashioned c.) and made him.
Ibn Janah does not attempt to explain what is added by phrase “b”
(and “c”). Instead, he identifies the shared sense of “a,” “b,” (and “c”)
which, in his view, completely represents their meaning. This method
diverges significantly from rabbinic exegesis, which is illustrated by
an alternative midrashic reading of Isa 43:7 cited by Moses Ibn Ezra.
According to that reading, “created” refers specifically to conception,
“fashioned” to formation of limbs and veins, and “made” to growth of
the skin. Siding with Ibn Janah, Ibn Ezia calls this “overly minute
analysis” (K 87a). In favor of the midrashic approach, however, one
might ask: if nothing is added by phrases “b” and “c,” why are they
used at all? Anticipating this objection, Ibn Janah continues: “And if
someone asks . . . Would not brevity be more appropriate? We would
tell him that in the art of rhetoric, elaboration is more fitting, artistic
and elegant.” Ibn Janah here and in the passage cited above reveals
the literary foundation of his rule by invoking the Arabic terms for lit-
erary elegance and artistry, fasdba and baldgha®® Repetition is
employed in the Bible purely for poetic reasons; the added phrases,
“b” and “c” are merely “ornamentation” for an icea adequately ex-
pressed by “a.” In light of the sharp style-content dichotomy, this im-
plies that all specific connotaticns of “a,” “b,” and “c” beyond their
shared meaning element must be “stripped away,” since they are
“matters that have no interpretation, and were not [written] to be
interpreted,” to borrow Maimonides’ expression (ciied above, p. 18).

Ibn Janah'’s principle became a hallmark of the Spanish peshat tra-
dition. Abraham Ibn Ezra, labeling synonymous repetition zahot,
used it to avoid (sometimes forced) rabbinic distinctions between
synonymous phrases.® Radak applied Ibn Janah’s rule, for which he
coined the formula “an idea repeated in different words,” even more
systematically, often citing the alternative midrashic analysis it obvi-
ates.® Ibn Ezra and Radak similarly identify verbatim repetition as a
biblical poetic technique. For example, on Gen 23:1, Radak observes
the redundant words omw . . . v in the sum of Sarah’s age, mwnNn
omw paer ew orean (“one hundred years and twenty years and seven
years™). Following Rashi, he mentions the midrashic explanation that
“at age one hundred she was like a woman of twenty with regard to
sin, and at age twenty like a woman of seven with regard to beau-
ty.”®! But Radak cites similar biblical verses to support an alternative
advanced by Abraham Ibn Ezra: “they say this is [simply] literary ele-
gance (zahbot) in Hebrew.”??

The literary approach to biblical repetition appears later in the
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Spanish pesbat tradition in the writings of Nahmanides (1194-1274).
Living in Christian Spain, he was no longer exposed to Arabic poet-
ics; yet the literary principles of his Spanish predecessors were an in-
tegral part of his exegetical heritage, and sometimes caused him to
reject midrashic readings. On Ex 4:9, 07> vm 980 1 Npn ToR DR ¥
nwa (“And the waters you take from the Nile shall become blood
on the dry land”), for example, he observes that Rashi, citing the
Midrash, derives meaning from the extra word »m.9® But Nahmanides
argues that this is unnecessary: '

We do not require the midrashic reading, because the linguists
(ba‘alei ba-lashon) have already determined that the normal style
of many biblical verses is to repeat words for emphasis, or because
of a lengthy interruption that comes between them.

The “linguists” referred to here are Ibn Janah and Radak, who dem-
onstrate that Scripture typically repeats words for rhetorical or stylistic
purposes, raher than to teach new information.® Applying their prin-
ciples, Nahmanides argues that the second »m is used exclusively for
stylistic purposes and could have been omitted without changing the
meaning of the verse.

STRUCTURAL REPETITION

Beyond applying principles of his predecessors, Nahmanides con-
tributed his own literary insights to the Spanish pésba! tradition.
Earlier exegetes treat the Pentateuch as one continuous work; but
Nahmanides, manifesting keen sensitivity to literary structure, argues
that each of its five books can stand alone as a distinct unit, unique
in theme and independent in design.% This furnishes him with an
original, though natural, resolution for a redundancy that troubled
Rashi on Ex 1:1-4, namely why Scripture repeats the names of Jacob’s
sons who came to Egypt, information already recorded in Genesis 46.
Citing the Midrash, Rashi exphins that the repetition shows God's
love for Israel, which prompts Him to repeat their names at every
possible opportunity. Nahmanides, however, while affirming the
validity of this concept, argues that it need not be invoked to explain
the redundancy. Defining Exodus as the “Book of Exile and Redemp-
tion,” he maintains, instead, that the brief review of the roots of the
exile is necessary simply for the sake of literary coherence. Although
this information already appeated in Genesis as part of the story of
the patriarchs, here it provides the setting for the exile and unfolding
redemption, the theme of Exodus.%’
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4. The Anti-Literary Response

RABBINIC “OMNISIGNIFICANCE”
Having seen the exegetical implications of the literary approach, we
can now summarize the ways in which the Spanish tradition sets its
course apart from rabbinic exegesis. The well-defined Arabic concepts
of literary dramatization and embellishment adopted by the Spanish
exegetes were unknown to the Rabbis, who did not apply the style-
content dichotomy. As we have seen, the Rabbis do not regard
Micaiah’s vision of the “lying spirit,” or Jeremiah’s portrait of Rachel,
as a literary fabrication. Nor do they treat biblical anthropomorphism
as a “false” exterior to be “stripped away.”® By now it should be
apparent that Maimonides’ tendency to disregard (strip away”) alle-
gorical details employed for poetic enhancement is simply another
manifestation of the style-content dichotomy. But the Rabbis reject
Maimonides’ assumption that such details “have no interpretation.”
Regularly expcunding every word, even every letter of Scripture, they
believe instead that all biblical details are meaningful, a doctrine
referred to by James Kugel as “omnisignificance.”” This belief also
prevents the Rabbis from accepting Ibn Janah’s principle that synony-
mous and repeated language could have been omitted without any
loss of meaning. Instead, the Rabbis normally attempt to differentiate
between synonymous phrases, and even words repeated verbatim,
assigning a specific meaning to each and every word in Scripture.’®
The Rabbis, applying the doctrine of “omnisignificance,” implicitly
reject the “literary” approach by avoiding the methods of the Spanish
peshat school. But since they obviously were unaware of this
medieval development, they could not directly address, much less
refute, its principles. This task fell to the Malbim, a nineteenth century
rabbinic Bible scholar who witnessed the damaging religious effects of
literary Bible interpretation in his day. Constructing his exegesis on a
rejection of the principle “an idea repeated in different words,” he
argues that in Holy Scripture an additional word always implies a new
idea. In articulating his exegetical theory, Malbim carefully chooses his
language to reject the axioms of the Spanish tradition:

In the poetry of the prophets, there is no husk devoid of interior,
body without soul, clothing without a wearer,'®! language devoid
of a lofty idea, a saying within which does not dwell wisdom, for
the spirit of the living God is in all the words of the living God.'*?

Malbim argues that style cannot be divorced from content; no pro-
phetic word can be attributed purely to stylistic embellishment and
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“stripped away.” His justification seems like a tautology: “for the spirit
of the living God is in the midst of all the words of the living ng ?
The key V\./ord here is all: the “spirit of the living God,” ie., a diviné
messa%e, ls contained in every single one of the “the livi;lg God's
words,” whereas the Spanish exegetes, according to the Malbim, re
duce the Bible’s divine character, believing that only some wc,>rds-
convgy mezning, while others “have no interpretation.” This reveals
Malbim’s motivation, which echoes the objections by Dunash and the
Zobar. Those authors reject, in principle, the application of aesthetic
standards to the Bible; Malbim applies similar reasoning to attack the
exegetical implications of the literary approach. Even if the best of
human poe:ry “is its most false,” it is sacrilegious in his view to
assume that the word of God contains “false” or even meaningle

language, which can be “stripped away,"103 g

“THE TORAH SPEAKS As HUMAN Beings Do”

Hov.v would the Spanish tradition respond to Malbim’s sharp, com-
pelling attack? We begin by addressing his specific critique of ’its ap-
proach to synonymous repetition. Although most of rabbinic exe esri)e
adopts Malbim’s principle, we find a talmudic precede;‘nt forgIbr;
jar?ah’s view in the rule, “the Torah speaks as human Eein s do”
(c‘iz.ber.ab Torah ki-leshon benei adam). Admittedly marginal 1%1 rab-
bllmc literature, this rule is cited in connection with repeated or oth
wise redundant bibljcal language. " The Talmud (Kiddushin 17b) feor;

example, records a debate regardin e aiis
8 a master’s bibl
duty to reward his freed slave: iblically mandated

The Rabbis taught: “IYou will surely furnish him (% pwn pwn) out
of the flock, threshing floor and vat] with which the Lord your God
has blessed you” (Deut 15:14): One might [think] that if the house-
hold was blessed because of him you furnish him, but if not \ou
do not furnish him. Scripture thus teaches [otherwi;e]- 7wn 71;7")1, (a
doubled verb); in any event [he must be furnished]. . -

ga? .?)crxpture- said simply 1% payn, the master's obligation would, in
ct, be conpngent; but the added word, pwn, teaches that it is
absolute. A dissenting view is recorded:

R. ‘El‘azaf ben ‘Azariah says: The verse must be taken exactly as it is
written; if the household was blessed because of him you should

furnish him, but if the household w
, as naot bl i
you do not furnish him. eosed because of him

The Talmud Fhen returns to the doubled verb: “If so, what does Scrip-
ture teach [with] 7wn myn? The Torah speaxs as human beings do.”
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R. El‘azar is criticized for his fzilure to interpret the word pwn. The
Talmud normally solves this type of problem without questioning the
axiom of omnisignificance by assigning some other meaning to the
added word. But R. El'azar apparently rejects this axiom, asserting
that “The Torah speaks as human beings do,” and adds words merely
for rhetorical effect, emphasis, or other purposes, :ust as human be-
ings do;'® hence one need not derive additional laws from or at-
tribute specific meaning to every single word of the Torah. Malbim
advocates the view of the talmudic questioner, who assumes that no
word of the Torah is “devoid of a lofty idea.” But the Spanish peshat
tradition follows R. El‘azar’'s view that the meaning of mwn myn
would have been adequately expressed by the word 7wn alone.'®

Beyond providing a precedent for Ibn Janah, this talmudic debate

exposes the pivotal point that divides the Spanish peshat tradition
from midrashic exegesis. If the Torah indeed “speaks as human be-
ings do,” it must be analyzed according to linguistic methods applied
to ordinary human speech. The opposing position, that “the Torah
does not speak as human beings do” (lo diberab Torahb ki-leshon
benei adam), considers these methods improper for God’s word,
which is unlike human language. On this view, the Torah is a divine
“code” accessidle only through its midrashic keys.!” The Rabbis thus
replaced ordinary linguistic analysis with unique hermeneutic rules
(midot she-ba-Torab nidreshet baben) which direct talmudic and
midrashic biblical exegesis.!®

But the Spanish tradition develops the belief that human linguistic
analysis accurately yields the Torah’s message.'® Exposed to exten-
sive Arabic studies of language and literature, this school discerned
various types of “human language,” and instead of analyzing Scrip-
ture simply as ordinary speech, regarded it as artistic, literary lan-
guage. Perhaps this is why these exegetes replaced the talmudic
maxim with literary terms like zabot and melizab. In any case, this
novel conception of “human language” opened up new exegetical
avenues; instead of attributing redundancy to the wastefulness of
ordinary speech, this tradition could view it as a poetic technique
employed deliberately to produce an aesthetic effect. If secular alle-
gories are enhanced by extra details, Scripture is as well; and like
secular poetry, Scripture employs dramatization and “false” imagery
for vividness and impact.

Comparison with the Northern French pesbat school of Rashi
(1040-1105) and his grandson, Rashbam (1080-1150), highlights the
unique Spanish perspective. Rashi manifests an incipient, though hes-
itant, literary approach. He occasionally explains extra words in terms
of literary design,"? but frequently adopts midrashic readings, indicat-

Mordechai Z. Coben 37

(ijng.a.cceptance of “omnisignificance.”™ Rashbam’s attitude is more
mesci'xgs}i:fe:“sy?;ematfxcally avoiding midrashic readings, he regularly and
ully identifies biblical stylistic tendencies , i
to explain otherwi
redundant phrases.’? But Jackin i , Slogy
. g the literary theory and termi
of the Spanish tradition, even i s 1
, Rashbam could not view mu
' ish trad . , ch le
;i::lcnbe,hthu Bible’s style in poetic terms. Whereas Moses Ibn Eer:
an tglznz ;bn ]Zn}h identified biblical stylistic patterns by searching
adi‘ and fasaba in Scripture, Rashi d R i
them empirically and intuitiv. ; rosbat maany 4 ocerned
c ely. The French peshar i
Scripture as if it were ordin et orprets
inary, though well structured. h
. : , hum
speech; but the Spanish beshat tradition interprets it as “he b of
i the best of

gf:iscd;et;rr:é:en t1s attrlactive bfacause it affirms the primacy of the rab-
dentiy assum: 1{(}:1 ruTes ap‘plxed thrqughout the Talmud, which evi-
Lty assur e orr?lhs omnisignificance .14 [p addition, the
quely divine auth(?;s}.np »of Ih}f Torah, which consists of the exact
§ L Invites the presumption of omnisignifi
g?:ezr(;ih;tfoan}?eWrmngs, ?n the oth'er hand, formulated lfy l}ifilr;c:s
RO rrgre rcey slrlwuu ab? or divine inspiration (ruab ba-ko-
o CO.TI ' adily per«?el\'ed as manifesting literary features.
ex@geées o ha p mise position does not actually appear among the
¢ have seen in the debate between the literary and anti-ljt-

int, whether f eople th
divine inspiration, ' Analogously, Ibn Janah, M}z)sels) Ibn rg;rgah

A ; )
tet;x:iaham Ilbn Fizrfi, Malmomdes, Radak and Nahmanides 4il consis-
o yhemp oy .hexr. {1terary principles in the Pentateuch, just as in the
: aE' Ets and Wrxppgs.‘” Nor is this perspective limited to the
1 eibols : pes/'yat tradition. To begin with, the rule of diberab Torap ki-
ica”ynto et;zlez I?dam, where it appears in the Talmud is applied specif-
¢ Pentateuch. And linguistic convent; ‘ i
significance, is invoked b onially by o oAk
, y Rashbam (and occasionall b i
invo .Rash
:;f;: criedltlm/;ialnues in the Pentateuch. While they une};uiZI/oca;l;)a[co
ed all halakbot derived in rabbinic I i
. | terature through the herme-
;:;lec rules, the medieval exegetes maintained that the Dpeshat o;I:fe
ateuch must be determined using another exegetical method,!1®




38 The Torab U-Madda Journal

THE ZOHAR’S CRITICISM REVISITED

Identifying in Scripture known genres and qualities of human litera-
ture, the Spanish literary approach suggests that the Torah speaks in
a human voice because it is written for human beings. Like the best
human literature, Scripture addresses man’s aesthetic sensibilities and,
aiming for poetic beauty, “dresses” its ideas in poetic “garb.” For
what type of aesthetic excellence did biblical authors aim?''* The
principle diberab Torah ki-leshon benei adam implies that Scripture,
intended to iaspire human beings, adheres to measurable human
artistic standards, rather than scme mysterious “divine” artistic stan-
dard. Moses Ibn Ezra assumed that biblical poetics adheres to a uni-
versal human sense of literary artistry and could be defined through
the prism of Arabic poetics. Analogously, it is reasonable to assume
that the Temple music was aesthetically pleasing to human listeners;
and on this basis Sa‘adia and Moses Ibn Ezra identify its instruments
and melodies with those regarded beautiful according to the musical
theory of their days.'?

We can now return to the Zobar's criticism: How can we apply
secular literary standards to the Bible if they imply its artistic inferiori-
ty? The solution rests in the medieval style-content dichotomy. Moses
Ibn Ezra, who admits that the Bible's artistic style is surpassed in
Arabic literature, would argue that its divine content is unique and
unsurpassed.’” In other words, even he must consider the Bible’s
artistic garb secondary, though indispensable. This relationship can
be illustrated by a common modern analogy. A person who is not
judged primarily on appearance, a Rabbi, for example, will still wear
a respectable suit to conform with accepted norms of proper attire.
Yet we would not expect him to win a “best dressed” contest since
his attire, while not trivial, is secondary. Moses Ibn Ezra sees the
Torah's literary attire in similar terms. God’s word, given to mankind,
must be elegant and compare respectably in artistic terms with other
literary works, although its ultimate worth must be judged in a com-
pletely different arena.'?

The author of the Zobar evidently dismissed this response, proba-
bly because ke would reject Moses Ibn Ezra’s analysis even if it had
shown the Bible’s literary superiority. In other words, the Zobar dis-
avows the whole idea of diberah Torab ki-leshon benei adam.
Scripture, being the word of God, would not employ human literary
conventions, no matter how beautiful. We can now define the essen-
tial debate between the Zobar and Moses Ibn Ezita most clearly: the
Zohar, representing the anti-lilerary approach, views the Bible in
light of its divine source, while the Spanish literary tradition views it
in terms of its human audience. To be sure, the anti-literary approach
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‘has.a certain appeal: it regards the Bible’s very language and styl
1r}trmlsxcally divine; like an angel, even like God Himself it is atycgnis
é)c(reitetzr:oly, c;:her-wqudly entity. But the Spanish tradition viewed
t tpd as a uman-like document, holy by virtue of its divine con-
“en, €spite its use of seéular genres.!® Abraham Ibn Ezra writes th
words are like a body, and thelir] content like the soul” o
mentary on Ex 20:1). The Torah, a divine essence encas
form, thus mirrors the human situ
the holy within the mundane.

(onger com-
divin ed in earthly
aton; it challenges man to discover

5. Modern Literary Analysis

I::]pr;oed(ietrr;v :[e}ie;,i?rcei tolfi t::: Spanish tr;tdition emerges when we
‘ . ary approaches to the Bible based on
;neosdte;;lt tl;zzge;g:;e Cclosniléjca:stﬁz is dinteresténg because literary theo-
adv. p e .
century reject the principles of Arag?ct goeg::, Ifln?}f:m "cli o
Cleanth Brocks, a seminal literary critic, the moder'n the 'Pwor o
profound distrust of the old dualism of’ form and conteotr o
sense of the failure of an ornamentalist rhetoric fi
;mag?ry, alliteration and other “poetic devices” ca;mor be “stripped
Wz:;}lle”tzn%eioagt;hg?em’s meaning; they all contribute to iis “organic
s of *erens Eether Ereate Ffbe poem. The New Critics devised meth-
o  lterany oo ng speci xcally. to‘ capture the subtle connotations
o2 e In 1ts own individual language and ‘orm. The
panish exegetes saw language as “clothing” that could be d
more or less ornate without altering its content; but Meir W s 8
modern proponent of “close reading” of Scrip[ure,, writes: e

hare “a
d a real
"2 In this view,

;I‘ahe gavr(/rpent can be changed and the body . . . will still be the
lOsr?e. Wine can be emptied frem one container to another without
ng 1ts taste or bouquet. However, if you change the wording of

a poem by paraphrasing it
‘ , You have taken away i
something else in its place.!?s 1 souland put

This echoes Malbim’s critique of the Spanish peshar tradition: but

Weiss is actualy relyi inci
! ying on the principles of New Critici i
gards paraphrase as literary “heresy.”126 riciom, which re-

Advocates of the modern litera
ances of language, tone and even
resemble those found in the anti
€xegetes, regarding diction as ar

ry approach, ever sensitive to nu-
0 sound, often suggest readings that
-A.lterary tradition. The Spanish peshat
bitrary, viewed word-plays merely as
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literary artistry; but both Midrash and modern literary stuSies careful-
ly analyze biblical word choices for subtle connota!tlc?ns. M. Wefss,
based on New Critical theory, justifies his approach in the following

way:

Any thought that has been expressed in a certain manner can be
realized only through these very words in thefr given order,
rhythm, souad pattern and associative context—this order znd no

other.!%

A striking precedent for these words appears a century ago in Mal-
bim’s formulaton of rabbinic exegetical theory:

In prophetic poetry there are no . . . words or verbs placed }llay
chance. . . . [This is true] to the point that all the words . . . that
comprise every phrase, not only are they necessary font l.ha[ phrase,
but indeed it would not have been possible for the dn{u?e poet to
use another word in its place; for all of the words of dl:legne poetry
are weighed in the scales of wisdom and understanding.

This principle provides the basis for Malbim’s midrasbic approid; to
synonymous repetition. Not surprisingly, modern l{[erary sC (1)- afs
eschew Ibn Janah's view of this feature as a meanmglesvs sty ISH.C
device and instead analyze the connotatons of the “echo” effect it
130
Crese[;,&the shared exegetical path of the Malbim and Weiss, .Of the
Midrash and biblical New Critics, belie divergent cenceptual Pomts of
origin. The Rabbis, followed by the Malbim, rgspond specifically t'o
Scripture’s divine origin in applying their metictlous hermeneutic
methods, which they would not apply to a huma'n docume.m. But
modern literary critics apply their meticulous analysis tq the Bible be-
cause this is exactly the way they approach human hterature.; they
believe that modern literary critcism, which reveals the meanmg.of
the greatest human literature, will also reveal the greatness of Scrip-

ture. As Robert Alter writes:

By literary analysis [of Bible] I mean the manifold varieties of
minutely discriminating attention to the artful use of' language, to
the shifting play of ideas, conventions, tone, sound,‘lmagery, syn};
tax . . . and much else; the kind of disciplined attention . . .'whxcd
through a whole spectrum of critical approaches has 1Ilummateh,
for example, the poetry of Dante, the plays of Shakespeare, the

novels of Tolstoy.!?!
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The modem literary approach, like its medieval counterpart, adopts
the principle diberah Torab ki-leshon benei adam.'3?

6. Conclusion

As we have seen, the questions that opened this essay were an-
swered affirmatively by the Spanish peshat tradition, which applied
medieval literary theories to biblical lirerature. While this approach
was formulated most explicitly by Moses Ibn Ezra, it underlies the
thought of other figures in that tradition, such as Sa‘adia Gaon, Abra-
ham Ibn Ezra, Maimonides and Radak. The style-content dichotomy,
derived from Arabic theory, forms the common denominator of this
school, on the basis of which the Bible’s content was viewed as be-
ing clothed in poetic ornamentation. Sa‘adia and Moses Ibn Ezra
evaluated the Bible's poetic style per se. Others in this tradition
focused on Scripture’s message and “stripped away” its ornamental
“garb,” whica includes literary devices such as dramatization, repeti-
tion and allegorical details, all of which, in the words of Maimonides,
are “matters “hat have no interpretation.” This revolutionary approach
Wwas not universally accepted; in fact, it inspired a distinct znti-literary
tradition. The very idea that the Bible’s poetic style could be mea-
sured by human aesthetic taste was questioned by Dunash and re-
nounced by the Zobar. And the exegetical principles of the Spanish
peshat tradition, unknown in rabbinic exegesis, were rejected outright
by the Malbim, who argued that “in the poetry of the prophets there
isno . . . language devoid of a lofty idea.”

In modern times, the debate takes 2 new turn: somewhat paradox-
ically, the modern literary approach to Scripture, applying the ideo-
logical axiom of the Spanish peshat tradition, yields “close reading,”
which amounts to the Opposite exegetical result. The Spanish tradi-
tion advocates a “literary” approach to the Bible; but like other hu-
man disciplines, literary criticism evolved over the centuries to the
point that its methods were completely transformed. This finds paral-
lels in other secular fields applied to Torah. Rabbi Joseph B. Solovei-
tchik, for example, following Maimonides, uses secular philosophy to
analyze the conceptual underpinnings of the halakhic system; the
two can thus be said to share a central ideological position. Yet their
conclusions dramatically diverge because modern philosophy runs a
different course than the Aristorelian system of Maimonides. If we
imagine the evolution of literary criticism as a multi-story building,
Wwe can say that the modern and medieval literary approaches view
Scripture from different floors of the same building. Coincidentally,
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the panorama visible from the “modern” floor resembles that of rab-
binic exegesis from an adjacent building, since both reject the style-
content dichotomy, insisting instead on “close reading.”'** This raises
an interesting historical question: how would Maimonides, Moses 1bn
Ezra or Radak approach biblical literature if they lived today? Would
they still advocate the style-content dichotomy, or would they adopt
modern theories and become mare sympzthetic to midrashic exege-
sis? We cannot answer this question for the medieval exegetes, but it
highlights our unique perspective as modern readers, enabling us to
bridge the gap between the literary and midrashic traditions,!3
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1. English translations of biblical and medieval passages cited throughout this essay
are my own, tnless otherwise noted.

2. He argues, for example, that the author repeats similar ideas in the speeches of
Job and his friends to hide the true, unique positions of each (Guide 111:23), an
explanation which assumes that the book is a fabricated dialogue, no: an accu-
rate record of one which historically took place. It is interesting to note that a
compromise rabbinic position, between the extremes of absolute fiction and strict
history, appears in Gen. Rab. 57:3, which records a view that Job himself is a his-
torical character, whereas the biblical story abcut him is fiction. This preserves
the Talmud's postulate that job's “name and the name of his town” would be re-
corded only if historically accurate, an assumption Maimonides rejects.

3. English translations of the Guide are my own, based on Maimonides' original
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f\mbic. .\Y/he‘re ciyted in this essay, the Arabic appears in Hebrew characters to ref-
ect M:umomdt;s own usage, which was standard among medieval Jewish Arabic
writers (semetimes referred to as Judeo-Arabic.) Hebrew citations of the Guide

are from Samuel i ) - )
e o uel Ibn Tibbon's translation, which was approved by Maimonides

case, “every word in the allegory has meaning” (ibid). But he argués that this
agprogch, stgndard in rabbinic exegesis, is legitimate only with respect to a
minority of biblical allegories, saying: “Normally, you must seek only the general
idea, for that is what is intended” (ibid.). See, however, Mishnab ‘Im%’em h
Rabbenu Moshe Ben Maimon: Seder Nezikin, J. Kafih, tra,ns. (Jerusalem 19655)

onci%ed to }eﬂect a consistent viewpoint. I intend to address this issue in a forth-
coming article devoted to Maimonides’ exegetcal methodology.

5. Th-ls relsembles Maimonides’ methedology for ascertaining ta‘amei ha-mizvot (the
rationa e'for the laws of t}l1€ Torah) in Guide 111:26. Positing that the details of
;nany miztot are necessarily arbitrary, he argues that a rationale cften can be
we;:ﬁ:)rlr::ned qzly.m aI lgerf)erall sense, by viewing a given mizvab in its entirety,

‘ considering all of its details. See I. Twersky, 7 troduc ’

¢ Maimonides (New Haven, 1980), 398-400. r fnireduction to the Code of
- Maimonides himself does not discuss this case; i i i

by Mosdar Doy, ey o ase; but his method is applied, e.g.,

7. uubrgljnhwm Swnn mavs. Although the Hebrew can be construed difeerently (“to
embellish the ?llegow and the arrangement of its elements,” taking 1w o™ TID
as :;nother object of the verb mav), Maimonides’ Arabic, 2rrm YR ponro
" " PP :

T POR (see above, n. 3;}11(. for embellishment of the allegory and [for]
frrangeman of lf]e Worgis' in it”) supports our translation, which presents
arrax;gemetr;”.‘ .h. has a distinct function. Compare S. Pines’ English translation

. €moellish the parable and 1o render it more [« " Z ,
Perplexed;. Mbdses Maimonides [Chicago, 1963], I12). eherent” (Ipe Guide o e

8. Sql'though it is common in modern traditional dircles (see below, p. 37) to admit

mxs approach only in the Prophets and Writings (Nevi'im u-Ketuvim) but not in
e Per?la[euch (Torr'zb), Maimonides evidently considered it applicable through-
out Scripture and th not exclude the Pentateuch. See Yom-Tov ibn al-Ashbilli
(Ritba), Sefer fya-Z{kkaron, K. Kahana ed. (Jerusalem, 1956), 41, who demon-
strates that Miimonides identified “matters that have no in(erpretati,on " which are
employed purely for the purpose of allegorical coherence, in Genesis!l8
9. Pwnn Temmona T T NIW 7 NOR 3T 1 Vo kY, '
10. iSsef1 ;. [Shhllatl, (;d., Iggferot ba-Rambam (Jerusalem, 1987), 25, who notes that this
e student Mai i ‘ i
ey the of Maimonides, Joseph Ibn ‘Aknin, to whom the Guide is
11 _{;sg;;)h bex'n Judah Ibn ‘Aknin, Hitgallut ha-Sodot ve-Hofa‘at ba-Me'orot: Perush
qblr ‘a-}.(Sh.m’m, ed. A.S. Halkin (Jerusalem, 1964), 2-5; English trans. in A. Halkin
o In Aknin’s Qommentary on the Song of Songs,” Alexander Marxjubileé
Golufne, ed. S. Lxebem}an (New York, 1950), 407. See also F. Talmage, *Apples of
/e?m c;bT;De I;mne;.lMe;nxng of Sacred Texts in Medieval Judaism,” in A 'Green ed
irituality: ] ! ' 986),
Jow ly: From the Bible Through the Middle Ages (New York, 1986),
12. Ibid.
13. Ibid. Evidently Ibn ‘Aknin was not di i inci
. . S sturbed in principle by love poe b
me:}:aly considered it trivial and unwerthy of Solomon's literar;, anenlign l;:Z;;'allzl[
to the problem we raised regarding the Job story for Maimonides. Ibn ‘Aknin’s
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answer—that the Song contains a hidden inner meaning—resolves the second
problem, not the first. Moses Ibn Ezra responds more direcily to the inherent reli-
gious problem of the Song’s (sometimes erotic) love poetry; see D. Pagis, “A pro-
pos de I'amour intelectuel dans les oeuvres de Moise Ibn Ezra,” REJ 126 (1976):
191-96.

It is important to observe the scurce of Ibn ‘Aknin’s analysis, which he cites

for support:
The Ind:ans in the book they called Kalfla wa-Dimna. . . spoke in fables in
the form of discussions between animals and birds and . . . decorateld] it

with illustrations so that the masses would run and savor its wisdom and
take pleasure in it until their intellect strengthens and would examine and
find the insights and wisdom bound withir.
Although the Song is Holy Scripture, Ibn ‘Aknin cites an example from secular lit-
erature to account for its literary format. Evidently, he believed that Scripture
employs human literary methods, 2 view shaied by Maimonides, who regards
substantial biblical passages as literary embellishment, not unlike that in secular
literature.

14. The notion that the Torah employs otherwise superfluous passages to captivate
and motivate readers appears in contemporary rabbinic thought, in the writings
of the late Rav Nissan Alpert 2"/ Although the Talmud, as a rule, recommends
brevity (in the dictum, “One must always teach his student in a concise way”;
Pesahim 3b), Rav Alpert observes that many biblical passages, especially in
Genesis, are repetitive or could otherwise be written more concisely. The value
of brevity, he explains, applies primarily in Halakhah; but, in narrative, the Torah
employs a lengthy style in order to more effectively convey moral and religious
teachings. Using the very reasoning we attribute to Maimonides, Rav Alpert ex-
plains that these narratives are carefully designed so that “a person’s heart will be
captivated by their beauty” (emphasis in original), and thus be sparked with
greater religious devotion and fervor. See N. Alpert, Sefer Limmudet Nissan ‘al
ba-Torab (New York, 1991), 8-9. I am indebted to Rabbi Y. Neuberger for this
reference.

15. Other than the shared patronymic, ‘Ibn Ezra,” we have no evidence that he was
related to his younger contemporary, the well-known Spanish exegete, Abraham
Ibn Ezra.

16. Abraham Ibn Daud, the twelfth century Spanish historian, writes: “R. Moses son
of R. Jacob Ben Ezra {was] of a princely family, and a great scholar in Torah and
Greek wisdom, and a composer of poems and hymns (mmwmnr) . . . and he
that heard them, his heart would soften and he would be filled with awe of his
creator” (Sefer ba-Qabbalab, ed. G. Cohen [Philadelphia, 1967}, 73). Ibn Ezra's
selibot are recited to this day in some Sephardic traditions.

17. For his contributions to the exegetical tradition, see my forthcoming article, “The
Aesthetic Exegesis of Moses Ibn Ezra,” Sec. 31.2 of Hebrew Bible / Old Testament:
The History of its Interpretation (Vol. 1 / pt. 2), ed. Magne Saxbe (Gottingen:
Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht).

18. For his influsnce on Maimonides, see S. Pines, “Sefer ‘Arugat ha-Bosem: ha-
Keta'im mi-Tokh Sefer Mekor Hayyim,” Tarbiz 27 (1958): 218, n. Radak cites
Moses Ibn Ezira in Shorashim, s.v. bad and s.v. ‘zb and in his commentaries on
Gen 1:5 and Isa 51:1. For evidence of his influence on other medieval exegetes,
see P. Fentor, Philosopbie et exégése dans le Jardin de la métaphore dz Moise Ibn

‘Ezra (Leiden, forthcoming), 264-67.

19. Originally written in Arabic, the Kitib was not ranslated into Hebrew until mod-
ern times. The best modern transletion, published together with the Arabic, is
AS. Halkin, Sefer ba-'Tyyunim ve-ba-Diyyunim (Jerusalem, 1975). References to
the Kitab are from Halkin's edition; English translations are my own. Where the
original Arabic is cited in this essay, it appears in Hebrew characters, as it does in
the manuscripts and published edition of ibn Ezra’s writings (see above, n. 3).
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20. Perhaps oher such works existed but were lost, N. Allony claims that Sa‘adia’s
work on Hebrew language, Ha-Egron, contained a section on poetics no longer
extant (He-Egron, ed. N. Allony Uerusalem, 1969], 79). He bases this on (1) the
Arabic title of that work, Kitab Usil as-3i'r al- Tbraniyya (The Book of Principles of
Hebrew Poetry); (2) its introducticn, which mentions chapters on poetics; and (3)
a fragment he believes belongs to those chapters (see below, n. 31). éased on
parallels between this fragment and the Kitab, N. Allony (pp. llZ-f}) claims that

a ;he Igst section actually influenced Moses Ibn Ezra.

. See D. Pagis, Hiddush u-Masoret be-Shirat ha-Hol ba-‘Ivrit (Jerusa -
64. Samue! ha-Nagid (933-1056) manifested this belief by(lj entitlli‘;z’lzigsm)(’)esﬁlc
works Ben Tebillim and Ben Misblei. P

22, Qn a paralel dichotomy in Muslim thought and Qur'anic exegesis, see W, Hein-
richs, “On the Genesis of the Hagiga-Majaz Dichotomy,” Slud;a Islam'ica 59
(1984): 120, see also J. Wansbrough, Quranic Studies (Oxford, 1977) 228-29.

23. He attributes this notion to Aristotle; see below, p. 22. ' " .

24. There are several textual problems in this passage and I follow the reading
favored by J. Dana, Ha-Poetika Shel ba-Shirab ba-'furit bi-Sefarad bi-Yemel ba.

2 ?einayim (jerusalem, 1982), 151. Cf. Halkin's note, ad. loc.

- 9¢€¢, e.g., Maimonides’ enthusiasm for Resh Lagish's equation of Satan and th
“evil inclination” (Guide I1I: ini i i in
e nclinat (Gugde s 22) and for rabbinic attempts to explain miracles in

26. Literally, nathr means “scattering,” as opposed to the Arabic nazm, 'it. “strin of
pea'rlsz" a metaphorical term for rthvmed, metrical verse, i.e., poet}y., - ®

27. A sxm‘dar concern appears in the nineteenth century commentary of the Neziv
(Rgbbx .Naftzli Zevi Yehudah Berlin), who cites Deut 31:19, “Write for yoursel\;es
this shirah” (taken by the Rabbis as a command that every Jew write his own
sefer To.rab), as evidence that the Pentateuch is poetry (shirah), which he con-
trasts‘wmh prose (sippur perozi). Drawing upon literary notions of his day, he
explains that, whereas prose can be understood in a straightforward man’ner
poetry must be interpreted as an intricate complex of multifaceted allusions Hé

Lhu§ argues that the exegetical methods applied by the Rabbis reveal Scripn'Jre's
platq sense (peshal), and are not merely homiletic (derush, see below, n. 118, for
thelxmplications of this claim). See N.Z.Y. Berlin, Sefer Bereshit "ln.z Per,'usb
Ha a'rr?ele Davar (Jerusalem, 1975), ii. Although he works with different literary
deﬁqxtnons a:1d reaches antithetical exegetical conclusions (see secticns 3 and 4
Qf this essay), the Neziv's use of the prose-poetry distinction, taken from general
h!efary theory, does follow the precedent established by Moses Ibn Ezra

28. Cmng Moses’ Song of the Sea and Ha ‘azinu, which he regards as “pcet.ic" in the
i&rablc sense he writes: “Some biblical shirot cepart from prose,” but then adds:
Now 1 [intentionally] said ‘some of the shirot’ because [texts) i;’l prose also aré
, callgd .sbirab like the Song of Songs . . . and others” (K 25a).
9. llj’aézxz] ;5] g:f least rigid Arabic poetic form; it is rhymed, but its meter is not strict-
30. It is likely tkat this categorizatio i i ‘
(musical orey oy < [ﬁree boor}l(s'was also influenced by the unique fe‘amim
31. He cites three thymed verses in Job that come closer to the rajaz form, but rec-

ognizes them as exceptions rather than a poetic convention: “Some'limes b

chance in some of thelse books] there is something by way of [genuine iey

thymed] rajaz, for example (Job 28:16, 33:17 and 21:4]" (K 252). N. Mlony’SéG.:

8?, conjectures that a fragment he atributes to Sa‘adia (see above, n. 20) ‘;«/hich

cites Job 28:16, 21:4, and Isa 49:1 as examples of rajaz, was Ibn, Ezra's ’source

Ibn Ezra, however, substitutes Job 33:17 for Isa 49:1, perhaps because he does;

not fegard Isaiah as a poetic book. See A. Berlin, Biblical Poetry Through

Medieval Jewish Eyes (Bloomington, 1991), 81, . ¢

32. 1bn ?zra’§ discussion of music appears in another work of his, Magalat al-

Hadiqa fi Mani al-Majaz wa- I-Haqiqa (The Treatise of the Garden on Metaphor
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and Literal Language), MS 203-18. Although the majority of this work (discussed
below, p. 27} remains in manuscript, the section on music was published and
translated into English in A. Shiloah, “The Musical Passage in lbn Ezra's Book of
the Garden,” Yuval: Studies of the Jewish Music Research Centre 4 (1982): 211-24.
Ibn Ezra clearly relies on Greek and Arabic theory to define the workings of
music; but he correctly identifies musical charm as a genuine biblical concern. He
cites biblical passages (e.g., I Chron 25:1-5) indicating that the psalms recited in
the Temple service were set to music, and infers the essential role of music in
prophecy from Elisha’s request for a minstrel (Il Kgs 3:15). See A. Shiloah, 219-20
(Arabic), 223-24 (English).

33, A. Shiloah, 218-19 (Arabic), 221-22 (English). Judah Halevi also speaks of music
as a “revered art” that “transfer(s] the soul from one mood to its opposite” (Ku-
zari 11:64-65). Maimonides (Shemonab Perakim, chap. V) applies this in a med-
ical context, prescribing “listening to melodies and musical instruments” to cure
melancholy. A biblical precedent for this therapy (not mentioned explicitly by
Maimonides) appears in the episode of David playing the harp to cure Saul's
depression (I Sam 16:23).

34. The connection between music and poetry is further developed by later medieval
authors, e.g., Moses Ibn Tibbon (thitteenth cenwry; son of the translator, Samueb
and Shem-Tcv Ibn Falaquera (thirteenth century). See A. Berlin, Biblical Poetry,
89-99.

35. This notion, of course, underlies Ibn ‘Aknin’s explanation for the literary beauty
of the Song cof Songs (above, p. 19).

36. Identifying biblical Kedar as Arabia, he cites as a prooftext Isa 42:11, “The inhabi-
tants of Kedar . . . shall sing and cry out from the peaks of moun:ains.” This
forms one part of his three-part, universal distribution of knowledge: (1) Israel as
expert in prephecy and divine law; (2) Arabic supremacy in language and litera-
ture; and (3) Greek preeminence in philosophy and science (K 19a-22b). See U,
Simon, Arba Gishot le-Sefer Tebillim (Ramat-Gan, 1982), 153-55. The verse Ibn
Ezra relates to Greek philosophy, Gen 9:27, “May God beautify Yephet,” is
already adduced in Megillab 9b apparently to praise the poetic beauty of the
Greek language (see below, n. 53); but since lbn Ezra assigns this to Arabic, he
takes the verse as a reference to Greek philosophy.

37. U. Simon, Arba Gishot, 152.

38. See above, p. 22.

39. This criticism is surprising since Halevi's poetry follows Arabic conventions. See
R. Brann, The Compunctious Poet: Cultural Ambiguity and Hebrew Poetry in
Muslim Spain (Baltimore, 1991), 88-89.

40. This appears to be a Jewish version of the Amabic belief in ijdz al-gur'an (the
inimitable wondrousness of the Qur'an). Writing in a Muslim milieu, Halevi felt a
religious need to combat the claim that Arabic is divine and superior to all other
languages. See N. Allony, “Ha-Kuzari—Sefer ha-Milhamah ba-Arabiyyah le-
Shihrur ha-Yehudi,” Eshel Be'er Sheva 2 (1980): 119-36; df. R. Brann, 26, 88-89;
see also belcw, n. 42.

41. This passage, from Ibn Tibbon's ccmmentary on Ecclesiastes which is no longer
extant, is preserved in a citation by Rabbi Judah Moscato (sixteenth century), Kol
Yebudah [commentary on Kuzar] (Vilna, 1905), 161. The Hebrew (mistranslated
in A. Berlin, Biblical Poetry, 89) reads:

b DY 1M I DITT N KRY 9,000 DRI DTN Y e 5an oyt e m vn
AR Y D DI MWD WD TN PR ovea

42. Some therefore regard ibn Ezra as a “defeatist’ in the batle between Arabic and
Hebrew culture (see R. Brann, Compunctious Poet, 69). Nonetheless, he was
acutely aware of the theological problems created by this preference. See N.
Allony, “The Reaction of Moses Ibn Ezra to ‘Arabiyya (Arabism),” Bulletin of the
Institute for jewish Studies 1 (1973): 19-40.

43. The absolute objectivity of “the aesthetic standard” assumed by Moses Ibn Ezra
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and his contemporaries is, of cousse, questioned in modern thought. which tends
to view aesthetics (as well as ethics) in subjective terms. It is interesting to note
that the modern perspective resolves much of the perceived dilemma created by
Ibn Ezra’s‘comparison of biblical and Arabic poetic conventions. Instead of
demonstrating the Bible's aesthetic “inferiority,” this comparison, using the mod-

ern tYiew, merely reveals the different aesthetic standards of biblical and Arabic
poetics.

44. The Aramaic reads:
IORT YOVINT PO RDYPI PNAL ARINRG KON RAYMR RAT TIRT VI RS M
<+ W20 PN RN2WA WPTAT Hona RIITIR TaynY PYY IR RT RIATI aN
TAPNIANTAIR ST 07 R P PROY PR mM»A SR RDSYT MDET NIR DR
RIMN Y A
See J. Daq, Ha-Sippur ha-‘Tvri bi-Yemei ba-Beinayim (Jerusalem, ?9:'7’;;1 ,1’(;)‘112" f:),:
an ana'lysxs of this passage and the anti-literary orientation it repres‘ents éven
acco‘rdmg to the traditional view that the Zokar was composed early in t.he tal-
mudic era (as opposed to modern scholars who argue that it was written in thir-
teen'th century Spain), this passage would have played a pivotal role in an
medxgval debate over the literary approach to the Bible. Regardless cf its ori ina)l/
historical centext, medieval readers in thirteenth century Spain (where the Zgobar
had become popular) would have understandably regarded it as a criticism of
Ibn Ezra's Kitab. Furthermore, Rabbi Ya'akcv Emden, Sefer Mitpabat Sefarim
(erusalem, 1995), who accepts the antiquity of the original Zokar, 'argues that
many passages were added in medieval times. Given the strong li('erarV aware-
ness in medieval Spain, it is reasonable to regard this as one of the i)assa es
addgd there. For a survey of the various views on the Zohar’s authorship frcg)m
;nzesdxlc(;/sal to modern times, see Y. Tishbi, Mishnat ha-Zobar (Jeruszlem, ,1949)
demsaléniefggéz?415{.S§zsher, Ha-Zobar" Sinai Sefer Yovel, ed. Y.L. Maimon

45. {Uthough a number of talmudic sources attach value to aesthetics (see below, n
)3)‘, a‘negative attitude towards aesthetic beauty can perhaps be discerncd‘ ir;

Ta‘anit 7a-b. Upon meeting R. Yehoshua ben Hananyah, who apparently was
rather unattractive, a Roman princess exclaimed, “How could such beaufifu); wis-
dqm [be contained] in [such] an ugly vessel’” R. Yehoshua answers m:;t just as
wine preserves in plain earthenware but spoils in beautiful gold and silver ves-
sels, an u.gly person is a more appropriate receptacle for Torah than a handsome
one. Taking this analogy at face vaue, the Talmud then asks, “But are there not
handsome people who are learned? The response is: “Had d;ey beer ugly, the

would ‘have been even more learned!” Perhaps this talmudic passa-geK cz’m bz
taken, in t-he spirit of the Zohar, as an indication that beauty, as perceived by
human beings, does not enhance, and even detracts from, God's word. But one
can reasonably argue that this source is not relevant to our discussion .sincc the
Talmud explzins that R. Yehoshua's opinion is based on the fact that a handsome
person is'less likely to manifest humility, a necessary component of true Torah
ls)ceholars‘hu:a. This suggests that arrogance, a moral flaw, rather than aesthetic
wj?};l?'loi::sf‘ is the trait actually identified by the Talmud as being incompatible

46. See above, n. 20, on Sa‘adia’s work on tics. On
Ha-Egron, 26-30; D. Pagis, Hiddush u-Mpzsc;)mt, 52. the term zabor, see . Allony,

47. Dunash'’s Hebrew, ny uwb, corresponds with Sa‘adia’s term, zabor.

48. Teshuvot Dunash ‘al Rasag, ed. R. Schréter (Breslau, 1{36‘6)' 25-29 Although
Dunash does not cite Sa‘adia by name, his identity is revealeci by Af;raham Xgn
Ezm,. who cites this debate (see below, nn. 49, 54). However, we have no d
of this statement in Sa‘adia’s extant writings. , reeer

49. Dunash’s position seems to conflict with the rabbinic rule, “No twa prophets
pf'ophecy in the exact same style” (Sanbedrin 89a; see belovuj, n. 49 Sél)plngf:edb
his extreme view is unique; the more prevalent position is that of,Mﬁi;n(>ni(les:
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who maintains that only the Pentateuch is God’s exact language, but the
Prophets and Writings (Nevi'im u-Ketuvim) were written by people, through vari-
ous levels of divine instruction and inspiration. See Guide 11:45; see also discus-
sion below, n. 83.

$0. This should be contrasted with the claim of biblical superiority over Arabic poet-
ry advanced by Judah Halevi and Samuel Ibn Tibbon. Like Dunash, they refuse
to accept the Arabic standard as an absolute measure of aesthetic beauty. But
they intimate that human aesthetic taste is an objective standard by which the
Bible's literary beauty could theoretically be measured, given the proper insight
and skill. In contrast, Dunash implies that human aesthetic taste is inherently sub-
jective and limited, and thus cannot be used to measure the Bible’s beauty.

51. Note that Dunash, who explicitly deals with prophetic writings, is more inclusive
than the Zobar, which mentions only the Pentateuch (Orayta). See below, n.
116.

52. In contrast, Ibn Ezra's Magalat al-Hadiga, a more conventional work on philo-
sophical biblical exegesis (discussed below, p. 27), was wanslated into Hebrew
(as ‘Arugat pa-Bosem) in medieval times. See M. Idel, “Zehuto Shel Metargem
Sefer ‘Arugat ha-Bosem le-R. Moshe Ibn Ezra,” Kiryat Sefer51 (1976): 484-87.

53. Although the well-defined aesthetic notions of the Spanish school were certainly
novel in Jewish tradition, aesthetic concerns co arise in rabbinic literature. The
benediction formulated by the Rabbis for “one who beholds beautiful creatures
and beautiful wrees” (Berakbot 58b, see also ‘Avodab Zarab 20a) demonstrates
their appreciation for aesthetic beauty. Furthermore, the value they attached to
such beauty is apparent in the talmudic principle of biddur mizvab (“embellish-
ing the mizvahb”), which requires that mizvot be performed using zesthetically
superior objects. The Talmud specifically applies this principle to require that a
Torah scroll be written in a most beautiful fashion (sefer Torab na'eb). See Shab-
bat 133b; see also Inzeklopedia Talmudit, VII:271-76, sv. biddur mizvab. Of
particular interest for our purposes is a talmudic observation regarding literary
beauty in connection with Scripture, appearing in a discussion of R. Shimon ben
Gamliel's view that Scripture may be translated into Greek, but not any other lan-
guage. Citing the verse, “May God deautify Yelet” (Gen 9:27), the Rabbis regard-
ed Greek as aesthetically superior to all other languages. Apparently applying the
biddur miziab principle, the Talmud thus reasons that Greek, apart from He-
brew itself, is the only worthy receptacle for Holy Scripture, according to R.
Shimon ben Gamliel. See Megillab 9b and Rashi ad. loc.. s.v. yafyuto shel yefet
(cf. Moses Ibn Ezra's view, above, n. 36). Cf. what would zppear to be a different
talmudic attitude towards aesthetic beauty, cited above, n. 45.

54. Sefer Sefat Yeter, ed. D. Torsch (Warsaw, 1895). 32; see translation and discussion
in J. Kugel, The Idea of Biblical Poetry (New Haven, 1981), 184. Ibn Ezra justifies
Sa‘adia’s evauation of the prophets' relative literary skills by arguing that they, in
fact, formulated their own prophecies based on ideas received from God. This is
a natural explanation for the rabbinic rule that “No two prophets prophecy in the
exact same style” (Sanbedrin 89a, discussed below, p. 29), which thus supports

Ibn Ezra. We should note, however, that this defense does not apply to the
Pentateuch, traditionally viewed as the word of God Himself. Perhaps Ibn Ezra
felt that Sa‘adia judges the relative poetic merit only of the prophetic writings. In
any case, the medieval literary approach normally does not distinguish between
biblical books based on authorship, divine or human (see below, p. 38). As dis-
cussed below (n. 119), the talmudic maxim, “The Torah speaks as human beings
do” (diberak Torab ki-leshon benei adam) can be understood to imply that God
Himself adopted human literary conventions, an assumption that would validate
the literary approach even for the Pentateuch itself.

55. N. Allony (above, n. 20) conjectures that the Kitab is actually based on Sa‘adia’s
lost writings on Hebrew poetry. Ttis theory lacks evidence except for a parallel
(noted above, n. 31) between lbn Ezra’s identification of biblical rmajaz and a
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fragment Allony regards as ‘adia’
: : part of Sa‘adia’s Ha-Egron.
56. This Arab._c aphorism, translated into Hebrew as 1 TN 3vMm, echoes Plato’s
s:ns;r% of the7 ;Of; as deceitful. For its history in Greek and Arabic literature
e R. Brann, 72, ; R. Scheindlin, “Rabbi Moshe Ibn Ezra on th iti '
o %c;lezry”, Medievalia et Humanistica 7 (1976): 107-08. ¢ legiimacy of
>7. This is rejected in modern theorv, whi i
el e venn e v, ich regards style and content as integrally
58. Never published, this work remains in MS C i i
ormery Stes pnis or Cerusalem National Library MS 5701,
59. A]thoug[h majfiz literally means ‘metaphor”, Ibn Ezra uses it to refer to a wide
;gﬁ(g):v ;) Snf)rzl-'hleraii (i\rjt l;wt necessarily metaphorical) linguistic usages; in this he
a‘adia an abic writers. See H. Ben-Shammai, “H ’
» i . ” ; : X akd ' ‘adi
5 Ga qn h-Yes.ha yahu,” Tarbiz 60 (1991): 380-82; W. Heinrichs 122—2;;12lt f Saada
. :g; 1:; A;ib';c‘ background, see W, Heinrichs, 111-40. On Sa‘adia’s m;zjdz exegesis
abic sources, see M. Zucker, 4/ Ta -
3 ;959), 229-36; H. Ben-Shammai, 380-82. ruum Rasag la-Torab (New York,
- £munot ve-De‘ot 2:10, followed by Mose 7] i i
6 des Comne i Y s Ibn Ezra (Magalat, 163) and Maimoni-
2. See S. Rawidowitz, “Ba‘a
s yat ha-Hagshamah le-Rasag ve
y Mabshevet Yisra'el Uerusalem, 1969), 171-223. 8
3. g; l:?;if}:i, Fgrty-fexghF Chaﬁt;s of the Guide, Maimonides defines the literal and
ses of various biblical words. See L. Strauss, “How to i
; E . ’ !
o Itf;aemGul;de of the Perplexed,” in Guide of the Perplexed, trans. S Pineieg ;;clivf)X)f\KrUdy
. rally, certain terminological changes (which reflect diffe ; , ions
metaphor) arise in this tradition, which S, es, Sx'adis i Moser
. , pans three centuries. Sa‘adiz a
égn I}Z]zra AUSC, rtzajaz; a; does Maimonides in his commentary on menl\(/lﬁls\gl(::}?
Ga‘t; egrm )\,‘ The Third Principle”), written in his youth. But throughout the
(5::; ee ge agzlixss ;14"68‘;9“;31)1) isii'dra (Heb hasb'alab), Arabic for metaphor
¢ eg, € 1:4,0,7,9,10). In Mishneb Torabh (Hil, Yesodei ba-Tt :
i\gaxmomdes employs the Hebrew term mashal, which is also usea byorAabbraIi;;l;frz
GennE6zr62 (egA,J onl(4}er)1 1:3, longer commentary on Ex 19:20) and Radak (e.g., on
‘0 anc Jer 14:8). See my forthcoming book ibli
o glflftapbors ir Radak and His Predecessors. ® + TPree Approache to Bivlical
>. Selections from this work were i in Zi
: published in Zion 2 (1849): 117-23, 134- -
60, 175 and n Litteraturblatt des Orients 10 (1849): 747-48. Accordi;lgato SI\Z' Ildse7l
ah anslator but S. Abramson argues that it w. : :
Harizi. See M. Idel, Zebuto (cited above, n. 52); . Abrgamson “Met::gil:;jastletflel;

‘Arugat ha-Bosem le-R. Mosh izi
b oshe Ibn Ezra Hu Rav Yehudah al-Harizi,” Kiryat Sefer

-la-Rambam,” Tyyunim be-

- p- 27. A 68), this “mirror image” is not
f:q ;;xl'otng{y ;mphe[d in the original Arabic. Although our inferences aregfrom gloe
ator's tormulation, the parallel in the Kitab dem i
p thinking was not foreign to Moses Ihn Ezra. erraies that s way of
7. ;Ij‘he lHebrew here reads, MEIN MEYAR MYy TR VR ownm, which evi-

ently should be emended to read nMaynn wynn, based on thevsubsequenl

. ;nm; (=oera5m) in the next phrase (see following note).
- Here the Hebrew (rmoawn moyn owab) follows the Arabic, RO (=Owam, “and

he will clothe them™), more i
e o for el precisely, although the translator added the phrase

69. Zion 2 (1849): 137.

70. This passage actually indi imitati
his p: y indicates the limitations of language whi
limitations of human intellect, Prefacing that the “trueg idega ,[abotjcthS([)flT ffOXi'I; :Qg
wondrous anc exalted to be undersiooxt precisely,” it implies that lhe' .b‘esl we
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can do is replace the gross biblical anthropomoerphisms (o TYMN) with less
poetic, but not completely accurate literal language, which still carry the limita-
tions of speaking about God in human terms.

71. Joseph Kimhi, Sefer ha-Berit, ed. F. Talmage (Jerusalem, 1974), 34. The “husk-
fruit” metaphor is borrowed from Hagigab 151, “R. Meir found a pomegranate,
ate its interior, and discarded its husk,” a description of his relationship with Aher
(Elisha ben Avuyah), his teacher.

72. Bahya Ibn Pzkuda, Hovot ha-Levavct, Sha‘ar ba-Yibud, chapter X, also maintains
that the uneducated are permitted to imagine God in human form. But
Maimonides strongly argues that no one is permitted to do so. See Guide 1:35;
Hil. Teshuvah 111:7 (cf. Rabad's gloss, ad. loc). Judah Halevi, Kuzari 1V:3-5, goes
to the opposite extreme and argues that even educated people require tangible
imagery to fully grasp God’s existence.

73. Compare the formulation of Rabb! Joseph B. Soloveitchik: “anthropomorphic
metaphors . . . lend warmth and color to the personal God-man relation . . . the
worshipper . . . begs the Almighty for a guiding hand, a friendly eye and a for-
giving smile.” See The Halakbic Mind (New York, 1986), 39-40. “Guided by the
practical needs of the worshipper,” this account, he notes, deviates from
Maimonides’ strict prohibition of imagining God in humin form (see previous
note), which was not accepted by Jewish tradition (p. 115). From among the
medieval authorities cited in the previous note, Rabbi Soloveitchik most closely
follows Judah Halevi, since he implies that anthropomorphism is a legitimate
need for all worshippers, not only “he uneducated.”

74. See Me'iri, Sanbedrin 89a, who reinterprets the mishnaic definition in a more
comprehensive sense to include the widened application of the Gemara.

75. Radak’s (unnamed) source here is Kuzari 1:73. We cite Radak because he
responds to the talmudic source mcre directly, and applies this principle to other
prophecies (see below, p. 31).

76. To be sure, Radak accepted talmudic authority implicitly and unequivocally. Yet,

this passage indicates that in exegetical matters, he believed that talmudic analysis
was not necessarily intended to be definitive ard could therefore be reconsidered
in later generations, a view well represented in medieval halakhic sources, e.g.,
Sa‘adia Gaon, Sherira Gaon, Hai Gaon and Miimonides. See M. Saperstein, De-
coding the Rabbis (Cambridge, MA, 1980), 6-14; Inzeklopedia Talmudit, s.v. Ag-
gadabh, 1:20; see also below, n. 100. Based on these sources, M. Rosensweig con-
cludes that within the tradition of Orthodox judaism, “rabbinic texts do not exert
the same measure of binding authority in areas of parshenut and bashkafab as
they do in halakhic discussions.” See M. Rosensweig, “Eilu ve-Eilu Divrei Elohim
Hayyim,” Rabbinic Authonity and Personal Autonomy, ed. Moshe Sokol (North-
vale, NJ, 19§9), 96. (It may seem that by rejecting the Talmud's definition of a
false prophe|, Radak opens a halakhic debate with the Rabbis; but his claim that
God never sends “false spirits” actually renders this debate inconsequential from a
practical [halakhic] point of view. The Talmud dlassifies one who knowingly trans-
mits a message from a false spirit as a false prophet; Radak simply argues that this
situation can never really occur.) Similar exegetical freedom is also manifested in
Maimonides’ tendency in Mishneb Torab to derive a given law from a biblical
verse other than the one adduced in the Talmud. He evidently believed that tal-
mudic authority does not preclude a search for greater clarity in the use of biblical
sources as a foundation for Halakhah. See 1. Twersky, Introduction to the Code of
Maimonides, 57; see also B. Epstein Torab Temimabh on Lev 10:6.

77. Compare Radak’s language BYRW N2 7R DT ¥ AR K7 with that of the
Mishnah: v Now m Rumn.

78. Radak writes: “The truth is that God aroused the spirit (M PYN) of the false
prophets to beguile Ahab, not that the spirit of prophecy W™ came to any
one of them.” He does not clarify the difference between God “arousling] the
spirit of the false prophets” and actually sending them ‘a spirit of prophecy.”
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Evidently, the former indicates “encouragement” to sin b
% }Ir_;] contrast to God actually sending a “false” prophecy.
: wu? ZT[]}I::)L: }(ISan[bedn‘;z 8{193) allows one exception: a prophet may deduce God's
, gh not explicitly exprs inci i
; v hennough Me’mypad_ l}(;c'xpr ssed, through principles of inference (e.g., kal
- Neither mashal nor melizab are indi
‘ 2 icated b i : i
51 Tn;ikes this comment particularly instructive. Y fhe context in Jer 6:29, which
. o ;ss, tgﬁie;sv:;gle I;hti glr]e\}'litous gxample, Ashould demonstrate that midrashic exe-
oo ot 7 ohien gt to be primarily allegorical, is often hyper-literal. See
82. i i iti i
;Rf;l}cl;l kclieox'; il:(;gdl?cg' to recorcing the midrashic tradition, cites the Targum
ret this passage allegorically. But, unlike Radak i ’
employ the literary term mashal o se . ’ y (e baroar e ot
the lit parate the two readings (s
;f?; sthls attitude towards the literary approach). On Rsshi% lér;eir:)i)ogw’ iejg ‘
ber;m, Dugma bg—Perush Rashi le-Shir ha-Shirim,” in Bein Yebudim Ie)-l}\’o 2l ,
5 Ab‘ arshanut ba-Mikra (Jerusalem, 1991), 13-30. i
. f r:;ﬁamM IFn Ez'ra makes a similar claim in Sefer Sefat Yeter § 84, cited above nn
Sm,on .divgmlonfdes'agrees that Fhe Prophets and Writings reﬂeét human cor;u o—.
i [h,a[ [hmc y inspired, bul‘ assigns a less creative role to the prophets by arpu-
Heg mus m(; iic[er_'tes tfhey deplc; reflect actual visions God implanted in their miﬁd
ains, ior example, that Micaiah, in his “mind’s eye,” :
: xa ’ e, act “ea
God sending the false spirit. See Hil. Yesodei ba-Torah, chap. 73] Gu;:;el;?'lz%S; v

y fabricating a prophecy,

vord f medieval Spanish i
Moo oS, phoe g L ; .o panish usage, he includes
’ s prophets.” This us i i
65 Ibn Ezra’s longer commentary on Ex 11:5. 82 15 also atested, @8- In Abraham
. slc;m;?]are Moses Ibfn Ezra’s description of allegory, cited above p. 21. The exam
5 he cites are from supernatural passa 2 i jreat cz :
» fror ges that describe great czlamiti
great prosperity. (Similar examples i i i in 2y
5. 4 ples are cited by Maimonides in Guide I1:29,
é(r f:,:e [I]rtllseirr::cééxr}[gly, Hzln Ezra could not classi%y this stylistic device as 2)poetic
. it was discouraged i i i i
) dKlsc(;umlges i e cour rf °d Seﬁrabnc peetry and, true to his prnciples, he
- Kitab al-Luma’, ed. J. Derenbour i 6
ma ed. J. g (Paris, 1886), 288-89; Hebrew i
o I'I[Efl](tieasz I:m Tibbon in ;efer ha-Rikmab, ed. M. Wilensky (Jerusalem 156?)5133%? of
. These. }zsggnslated into Hebrgw as zahot and haga'ab (ryan). ,The eL,quiva‘lent
1','[,3}31 uansla[q wz;s Sf:[ by Sa‘adia (see above, 5. 25). Ibn Tibbon's meticulous]
o reacn 1Lg;n1 , c:hlagba-baga‘ab is misleading. While the Ar. root b-l-gh meanz
=), the noun balagha is a i ite: :
gg Ssze, e Tor Errs o e 751:15’ 78:15.techmcal term for literary elegance.
. > ;_), ;.Cgc.),g]}]liazizk u?,rsl 5([;;12 azri dl joshd6:26. dThe Northern French peshat tradition
¢ even devised a similar exegetical rule for jts j
pretation. See e.g., Rashi on Ex 15:6; Rashb ¥ n 4922, See be.
oo o35 e &8 Ras ; Rashbam there and on Gen 49:22. See be-
) | , 8Y between the Spanish and French sha iti
p- 37, ¢ : y v ? L
91. ;Ida\s,g; zec(;t?)no;x Zf kt;us x}:ndrashm reading (without the alterrl:aelive p?s?yftosz;dmg
y Radak), which is typical in his com
his rejecticr, o i whi ‘ mentary, would seem 1o indicate
ry approach in favor of th ini i
02 lrf{\‘rery word of gcripture conveys meaning (see below, ep n’;l;?mlc Aesumetion that
- 1s source is Ibn Ezra on Ps 1:2, who rej imilarly i i
) ’Iu;]g by imvoking the moon FS. za,b o 0 rejects a similarly motivated rabbinic read-
- The English translation does not refl
y came p2h 1 mbmmmnpnwmr:imic;m the redundant M, and would be the
- See Ibn Janah, Sefer ba-Rikm : F /
ek 1o S ab, 293-94; Radak, Sefer Mikhblol, ed. 1. Rittenberg

95. See also Nahmanides on Gen 12:1 (regarding the superfluous T2) and Gen 12:11
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(regarding the word Ri), where he rejects Rashi's midrashic reading on the basis
of “the style of the language.”

96. This is most clearly manifested in ais separate introductions to each of the five
books. See E.Z. Melamed, Mefareshei ba-Mikra: Darkethem ve-Shitotethem (Jeru-
salem, 1978), 937-39. On Nahmanides’ sensitivity to literary structure, see Y. El-
man, “It Is No Empty Thing: Nahmanides and the Search for Omnisignificance,”
The Torah U-Madda Journal 4 (1993): 1-83.

97. Nahmanides, introduction to Exodus and on Ex 1:1. See Y. Elman, 25-29, who
refers to this technique as “resumplive repetition” and finds a precedent for it in
the peshat commentaries of Rashi, e.g., on Gen 39:1 and Ex 6:29-30 (see below,
n. 110).

98. A summary of the Rabbis’ approach to anthropomorphism is beyond the scope of
this essay. But even a cursory reading of their literature reveals that they do not
systematically reinterpret it as do the Spanish exegetes. In fact, sometimes they
actually depict God in human terms even more blatantly than Scripture does. See
E. Urbach, Hazal: Emunot ve-De‘ot (Jerusalem, 1986), 29-52. See also M. Saper-
stein, Decoding the Rabbis, 7-8.

99. The Idea of Biblical Poetry, 104-05. For further discussion, see Y. Elman, 1-8. See
also R. Steiner, “Meaninglessness, Meaningfulness, and Super-Meaningfulness in
Scripture: An Analysis of the Controversy Surrounding Dan 2:12 in the Middle
Ages,” JOR 82 (1992): 431-50.

100. The conclusions in this paragraph nise a critical question: How does the Spanish
peshat wradition reconcile its exegelical methods with rabbinic precedent? As we
have already noted (above, n. 7€), some freedom from talmudic exegesis is
accepted within the halakhic tradition. But the fundamental methodological shift
delineated here amounts to a complete rejection of rabbinic exegesis and
requires 2 more substantial explanation. Abraham Ibn Ezra and Maimonides both
address this issue in similar terms. Ibn Ezra maintains thzt the Rabbis knew the
plain sense (peshat) of Scripture, but, regarding it as obvious, did not devote
commentaries to it, apart from Targum Onkelos (Introduction to the Pentateuch,

“The Fifth Approach”; shorter commentary on Ex 21:8 {cited below, n. 109]). He
thus reasons that midrashim which violate the rules of peshat were never intend-
ed to represent the actual meaning of the biblical text and are purely homiletic
(Introduction to Lamentations). Known for his sarcastic “anti-midrashic” remarks,
Ibn Ezra actually directs his criticism at those who misconstrue Midrash by
regarding it as actual biblical exegesis (Safab Berurab, ed G. Lipman {Jerusalem,
19671, 5a). Maimonides also maintains that many rabbinic derashot were intended
only as homilies, “similar to poetic inventions”™ (vwn r¥n mmo), ‘but not [to
express] . . . the meaning of the biblical verse” (NI DA™Y . . . N»; Guide
111:43). This stems from Maimonides’ overall view that midrashim which seem
irrational must not to be taken at face value, but rather must be reinterpreted “in
order to make [them] agree with reason, and conform with the truth and Scrip-
ture” (VTN YanoH NoRS DRI Y2vmn IR RN N ¥12); and, like Ibn Ezra, he
strongly criticizes those who insist on taking such midrashim at face value

(Mishnahb ‘Im Perush ha-Rambam: Seder Nezikin, J. Kafih, trans., 136-37). In light
of Maimonides’ well-defined—and strongly asserted—exegetical principles in the
Guide, it stands to reason that he applied this approach o midrashim diverging
from his conception of accurate biblical exegesis. Ibn Ezra and Maimonides
would thus deny that the Rabbis ever adopted the doctrine of “omnisignificance”
as a legitimate exegetical principle. See also below, n. 109

101. wavrm N2 viab v K93 TN XY NaYp DRIin nvdbna Raens K. These three
images derive from the medieval tradition, which uses them to manifest its liter-
ary orientation. The “husk . . . intefior” image appears in Joseph Kimhi (above, p.
28); the “body . . . soul” image is from Abraham Ibn Ezra’s longer commentary
on Ex 20:1 (cited below, p. 39); and the “clothing” image is from ‘Arugat ba-

Bosem (above, p. 28).
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;(()); ’I;d}?lbin} on Isa}ah (Jerusalem, 1978), Introduction, p. 1.
. Str:lr:; 1; h?xzio 1mh;j)orlt:}m excegm‘on to this generalization: Malbim (who manifests
phical leanings) does not reject the Spanish

morphism, since he, too unequivocall i b oo ropo-

, too, y believes in God's incorporeali i

Szg;gnstratfs thst one might theoretically acopt principles of mergpai?s;lw[.;eg:t
radi (:)r;mscei ;lcet;v:zegsgiz eg., b'elow, p. 37); however, in their originai context

as an int i ’

fite Topan D CeTES integrated system of thought that included a def;.

104, . .
04. The controversy regarding this rule underlies a fundamental debate between the

;?(;Cé:' it(altoger.her, and zealqusly derives halakhot from the most minute details
(]cmsallp uxel, See Y.N. Epstein, Mevo ot le-Sifrut ba-Tana'im ve-ha-Amora’im
bk ;rr:;lkZ]S”b 52};-?2; M. Elon, Ha-Mishpat ba-Turi (Jerusalem, 1973), 11:310-
59’51—. .\x/h'je l, har el ha-Aggadab ve-ba-Midrash (Giv‘atayim, 1991), 119-20
K uai[ v‘lbl in theory t.hc opposing sides of this debate appear to representy
ngt foi,l N :1 tserarbl])m;;;ew}fo;ms, the majority of rabbinic exegesis, in fact, does
rule aiverab Torch ki-leshon benei adam, whi p ;
10 ;ls)::::i a gozgl u/;ne; throughout rabbinic literature, See bek;w anI]O;Eppears only
. O-Rashi, Nedarim 3a, s.v. lindor neder. explai At “Biod
. Ned s v explains that “ki-leshon b 1
z]z_a]’ar:,h;xclga:?s d;)xs is the way pecple [normally) speak.” Cf. Yerusbalmi Ned;;:'renl
Véd,)s iy Cét:i ;i)l;‘)al examples of ordinary conversations that include doubled
5, €.8., 130, Nap3 AD21 D 1o 0 (“You had I
ooy <& : ’ 2 ' ad to leave, for you were
[1;311,g your father's house”), said by laban to Jacob. See also M. Elon,

224
’ S
106. Ibn Janah mj ht say There i no meaning element [mellcd] in the word 7N

107. Even i is vi
accorcing to this view, however, the Torah adopts some human linguistic

names of God (7"apn Yv vrmw ow rmnn i
108 into ordinary words and scntencés. ' 7 and a5 such is not o be divided
. STﬂogsgsfo‘;hfm: Me[iia 2116, s.v. diberab Torab, thus argues that even talmudic
adopt the rule diberah Torab ki-lesh / i
Sag on benei adam apply it only i
r;r::;;(z nsuemb;r of cases, but usually accept the prevalent rabll))l'x)n)i]c exegye(l;;
theth Ar € osafot, Sotah 24b, s.v. ve-Rabbi Yobanan, for an even more restric-
¢ Conlzg pltcaulon. Ald(}ough the rule diberab Torab ki-leshon benet adam provides
ual precedent for the Spanish Deshat exe
1l prece . . getes, they would not
:vc:ij;;;ei this minority talmudic position as their source of auth);)rity b«'c;l(:sehgriz
o ma;’i:; .pué [l;lem at odds yidl the more prevalent talmudic \;ie;w Instead
ey m assu:ieng [d[ab[e aliJ [;lmllljdlc sages agree that the peshar of Scripture iS’
£ rab Torab ki-leshon benei adam, and that t i
, _ : almud
::1 Oe; lhés rule relate 10 a separate ream of analysis, namely the mnemo::fcd:slzgce:
ato tsmletween the halakhot and the text of the Torah (see following note: se.
abo b ((I)IZ n 118). .lCompare M E!on, 11:313-17, who claims that even R. Ak'iva‘z
not consider omnisignificance to be a genuine exegetical principle

and therefore normally im lClllCllled t-only to foi 'mulat mnemoni ut not to
y
yol i y T! ate CS, bul t

109, Thi . . . .
9 [}T]i:g& ohf S}ouriefdconﬂxcts with the widespread talmudic derivation of halakhot
o g e nidot sbg-bq-Torab nidreshet baben. The response of the Spanish
ttion to this conflict is complex and requires lengthy analysis, and “Iz)c cljn
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cludes that where such “derivations” contradict the peshat, they could not have
been intended as biblical “interpretation,” but sre merely mnemonic devices to
remember and organize laws given orally at Sinai. See above, n. 100; see also U.
Simon, “Le-Darko ha-Parshanit shel ha-Rav Avraham Ibn Ezra ‘al pi Sheloshet
Bi'urav le-Pasuk Ehad,” Bar-llan Annual 3 (1965): 130-38. Ibn Ezra's resolution is
also adopted 5y Judah Halevi (Kuzari 111:73). Neither author questions the bibli-
cal (de-orayta) weight of such laws; they simply argue that their derivation does
not represent the meaning of the biblical text. A more extreme view is formulat-
ed by Maimonides (Sefer ha-Mizvot, C. Heller ed. Jerusalem, 1946], 7-8), who
argues that some laws “derived” in the Talmud from biblical verses are actually of
rabbinic origin. (Compare his notion of asmakbta in his introduction to his Mish-
nah commenary, Mishnah ‘Im Perush ba-Rambam, J. Kafih trans. ferusalem,
1963}, 10.) Although Maimonides does not apply this rule universally, and regards
many laws derived through the hermeneutical rules as biblical, his suggestion
that some of them are merely rabbinic evoked strong criticism from Nzhmanides.
See Sefer ba-Mizvot le-ha-Rambam ‘'m Hassagoi ha-Ramban, C. Chavel ed. (Jeru-
salem, 1981), 44-45, and discussion below, n. 112,

110. E.g., on Ex 15:6, Rashi observes what modern scholars refer to as “staircase paral-
lelism”; and on Gen. 39:1 and Ex 6:29-30, he observes what Y. Elman, 25, calls
“resumptive repetition.”

111. See examples cited above (pp. 33-34), which prompted reactiors by later
exegetes who applied a literary approach instzad of Rashi’s midrashic reading.
For the relationship between peshat and derash in Rashi, see A. Grossman,
Hakhemei Zarefat ha-Rishonim (Jerusalem, 1995), 193-201.

112. See, e.g., commentary on Gen 49:22 and Ex 15:; see also E. Touitou, * ‘Al Shitato
ha-Parshanit shel Rashbam be-Peirusho la-Torah,” Tarbiz 43 (1979): 248-73. Rash-
bam'’s approach, applied even in legal sections of the Peniateuch, often conflicts
with halakhot derived in rabbinic literature through the midot she-ba-Torah
nidreshet baben. To resolve this conflict, he argues that the Torah encompasses
two distinct levels of meaning. One level, the peshat, is accessible through nor-
mal methods of analyzing (human) language; the other, embodied in the rabbinic
derashot, is derived by analyzing the Torah as an omnisignificant code, decipher-
able through the midot she-ba-Torah nidreshet baben. Although he devotes his
exegetical project exclusively to peshat, Rashbam regards it as little more than a
surface readng of the divine text, having only marginal ‘mportance. Ultimately,

he insists, the derashot reflect the primary meaning of the Pentateuch, and there-
fore determine Torah law. See commentary on Gen 1:1. 37:2, Ex 21:1, and E.
Touitou, 251-53. Without citing Reshbam as his source, Nahmanides embraces
the doctrine that the language of the Pentateuch simultaneously communicates
both peshat and derash as two distinct levels of meaning. On this basis, he rejects
the older Spanish view of Abraham Ibn Ezra and Maimonides (cited above, n.
109), who tended to regard derash as unrelated to the text. See E. Wwolfson, “By
Way of Truth: Aspects of Nahmanides' Kabbalistic Hermeneutic,” AJS Review 14
(1989): 125-29.

113. As we note below (n. 118), this evidently stems from the exegetical approach of
modern traditional commentators (Abronin) on the Pentateuch. Particularly
important in this context is the Neziv's view (cited above, n. 27) that the
Pentateuch, by its very literary natre as shirab (which he takes to mean “poet-
ry,” as defined in his day), requires midrashic exegesis. Since only the Pentateuch
is referred to in Deut 31:19 (the Neziv's proofiext) as “shirah,” one might consid-
er excluding the Prophets and Writings from this conclusion. While theoretically
viabte, this distinction is not, in fact, adopted by the Neziv, who maintains that

the special poetic features he delineates as the basis for midrashic exegesis
inhere “not only in the Holy Torzh, but also in all of the Holy Scriptures.” See
N.Z.Y. Berlin, Sefer Bereshit ‘Im Perush Ha'amek Davar, ii; see also Ha'amek

Davar on Deut 18:18.
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114. f(());ln‘ﬂf:mgwha; [et;native language here (“which evidently assume .. .") accounts
view of Abraham Ibn Ezra, Judah Halevi and Mai i cite:
109), who would disagree with this inference, monides (cted above, o
115. See above, n. 49 and n. 83).
116. Z::‘e cI:I)e;xv (sef: above, n. 113) also makes this equation and thus rejects the mod
mpromise position. Dunash, of course. would i .
because he argues that “all of S i i ord of G ameelr G st
cripture is the word of God Himself” (see abo
ipﬂ. 252].1 Perhaps the Zobar, which, in rejecting the literary approach, refers :x 1‘::-’
idy only to the Pemat;uch (see above, n. 51), is open to this com;;romisc Bp i
;Z nionfcexvable lthat this specific reference is meant simply to highlight thé ruotbn
le m(; ;Z:{ii?,rclﬁ Glod s v:;ord Vzim “secular matters,” but not to limit the critx-')cisn;
alone. Accordingly, the Zch i
. ;)I/z; the rest of Scripture in literary te};ms. rwould then also refuse o ana-
. rei,ox:(liz;ntfsl ;EI[I)E?' a‘bovc(,i n. 107) makes another type of distinction when he
alistic tradition that the text of the Torah
God, which indeed endows it wi i i o o et by ancs of
) : ith unique significance not shared th
[c;fuikclrfture. This doctrine makes every word, even every letter !z;‘t)hee;’grfgf
e ever;rc‘i:’f)sra:iry;,1 :st ; p;r;) gf Goc;li’s name. Yet, since it does not a(l}ibute meaning
: , e Rabbis and Malbi i i
§ o the Craces, 25 the Rabbls 2 albim do, it does not imply omnisignificance
8. S is highli
: ael:en iz?cviﬂ r;. 21?12@ ;:2}(]1 ;Orl 1 :.;‘izxsbhxghll)fhts an essential difference between the
! I . a -leshon benei adam, which is always i
;(232 :; L;]);r[;xcul;: halat;hxc derivation (/immud), and the medieval :;ege‘:gf e\(\l/l*:g
on the authority of the derashot. The medi Y
nev : . medieval exegetes th i
dizgr:;et;lodbev.en accordmg. to the talmudic view that reject% the p:iSnZialll:a;?
oo g ldom ki-leshon benei adam. Rashbam and Abraham Ibn Ezia. for Fr:)xam-
1evé1 bt:[ maar[g\;e t}(;at the talmudic debate in sach case refers only to ’Lhe derash
) or determining the h i it
ooy hat for detg hummglangugzi at, all almudic authorities would accept
E. Touitou, 253, observes that i
) , X , unlike the medieval exegetes, mod i
gor;:g;l)c%mrlxll)gntators‘ §uch as Rabbis Y. Mecklenberg, N.Z.Yg Be;li;n (s:;nat:)a\?ek
d.eme,Ot aas L;lrg,pigbl;lirchhmaeng D[ Hoflt;mlann, attempt to identify the halakhk;
_ entateuchal text. Rejecting the axiom of Ra
?en(?[il;\lllz;film?@des that the_Pentateu:h conveys peshat and derash as two dlss}ﬁ):cr:1
acgcordi e levels of meaning, they argue instead that it can be interpreted onl :
ecor ?Oglto (tlhzlderc:i;)ot she-ha-Torabh nidreshet baben. This approach ng
¢ , fostere: € modern compromise position th: h ‘ , Y
interpreted as an omnisignificant divin “ihe Proghas o e
e code, even if th iti
- ;::n be analyzed according to literary principles. ¥ the Prophets and Writings
. oes u;e t:e ghrase “biblical authors” to refer to the prophets and sages who com-
gen;t t [: Arophets. and' Writings and to God Himself, the author of t;lne
o et:c . Thg maxim diberab Torab ki-leshon benei adam suggesis that even
" enhateuch itself adopts a human voice; and, if 5o, its divine author can b
0 }s: id to have a.uned for aesthetic bezuty measurable in human terms e
121. Tc}); a%analysls of this endeavor, see U. Simon, Arba Gishot. 29-35 i48 57
. s idea is articulated in the “first recension” , bn Ezra's intro
- to Psalims (U Simon,. dria ey s sion” of Abraham Ibn Ezra’s introduction
. ;Ir‘?; (;eflutomhlp between the content and artistic style of Scripture can be illus-
ate bﬂlanszn;; tof Dr. N. Lamm’s discussion of personal shelemut (“wholeness”)
>3 atance bet ween Torah sl_uc_iy and developing other talents, such as music or
ot Valgue ; merit of dz]il‘llSllC endeavors, while regarding Torah study as a
. , he asserts that one might best ‘devel hi igi
sonality” by allocating effort in e balanee L Gous per
the foliowig m;mner:g bota areas, a dynamic balance Lamumr depicts in
ﬁe?:((;p;pf e for such an approach is a Platonic one, adopted by R
alevi . . . of the person of shelemut presiding over his character
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like a pririce ruling a city. He must allot to each attribute its due, assign to
each its duty, see to it that none of them overdoes or overreaches, while
making sure that the totality functions smoothly with all interrelated parts
working cooperatively . . . An even more appealing metaphor might be
that of the conductor of an orchestra who must make optimum use of
every musician and every instrument, allowing no sound or combination
of sounds to be more or less than is necessary for the total effect of the
emerging symphony.
See N. Lamir, Torah Umadda (Northvale, NJ, 1990), 219-20. My thanks to Rabbi
Yaakov Neuberger for bringing this source (and its relevance here) to my atten-
tion. Rabbi Neuberger suggested that one can view the iesthetic dimension of
Scripture as a reflection of “shelemut ba-Torab,” much as Dr. Lamm describes
personal shelemut. Although it is not the primary concern, poetic beauty, accord-
ing to the Spanish tradition, certainly contributes to “the total effect of the emerg-
ing symphony” of the divine word.
While this relationship may seem ironic, at first glance, it is not unusual within
traditional Jewish thought. Rav Kook, for example, expresses this notion exactly
in formulating his concept of kiddush ba-hol (“sanctifying the mundane”): “The
sacred must be established on the foundation of the profare.” They are related to
each other as matter is to form—the secular is matter, the sacred is form-—and
“the stronger the secular, the more significant the sacred.” See N. Lamm, Torah
Umadda, 128.
Princeton Ercyclopedia of Poetry and Poetics (Princeton, 1974), s.v. ‘New Criti-
cism,” 568. For a useful survey of modern critical theories, including bibliogra-
phy, see also ibid., s.v. “Modern Poetics,” 514-23.
The Bible From Within (Jerusalem, 1984), 22. Weiss, a Rabbi in Hungary before
World War I. who subsequently taught Bible zt the Hebrew University, uses his
literary approach to combat source criticism, which assigns multiple authors to
biblical books based on stylistic discrepancies. Citing New Critical theory, Weiss
argues instead that these reflect literary ingenuity and complexity.
As C. Brooks writes in his now famous essay, “The Heresy of Paraphrase”: “To
refer the structure of the poem to what is finally a paraphrase of the poem is to
refer it to something outside the poem. . . . Most of our difficulties in criticism are
rooted in the heresy of paraphrase” See his The Well Wrought Um (New York,
1947), 201.
For example S. Rozik, “Mi-darkei ha-Midrash u-mi-Darkei ha-Sifrut be-Parshanut
ha-Mikra,” Bet Mikra 21 (1976): 71-78, compares Bubers close readings with
midrash. See also R. Alter, The An of Biblicai Narrative (New York. 1981), 11,
who notes a midrashic precedent for his close readings. Naturally, there are sig-
nificant differences between the midrashic and modern approaches, as both Alter
and Rozik observe.
The Bible From Within, 23.
Malbim on Isaiah, Introduction, p. 1.
See, e.g., studies of parallelism in R. Alter, The An of Biblical Poetry (New York,
1985) and A. Berlin, The Dynamics of Biblica! Parallelism (Bloomington, 1985).
Both of these follow J. Kugel's seminal work, The Idea of Biblical Foetry (cited
above, n. 54). Kugel already notes the rabbinic precedent ‘or the modern view of
parallelism, and devotes an entire chapter to Malbim, although he observes dif-
ferences between the rabbinic approach (including that of Malbim) and the mod-
ern one, based on modern literary methods.
The Art of Biblical Narrative, 12-13.
Naturally, non-traditional scholars, denying the Bible's divine authorship, regard
it as nothing more than leshon benei adam. But traditional scholars like M. Weiss
and N. Leibowitz (see below, n. 133), rely on this maxim in their application of
New Critical principles to Bible.
This confluence is perhaps best illustrated by Nehamah Leibowitz who applies

134.
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the principles of New Criticism in the spirt of Malbim ini i
Indeed, much of her work is devoted to rgvealing the “clo:(ic;iit;rl:;nst"ci;;?igc?ts l;
Rashi and other traditional commentators. Unlike Malbim, however, she advo-
cates “close reading” on literary grounds, and maintains that it is reqlvjired for all
lfterary texts. In discussing this matter with me, she remarked that while stud in
hteratgre at Berlin University before New Criticism had arrived in Euro yshg
was disturbed by the lack of sensitivity to nuance in literary scholarshi p:\,/hich
sh.e‘ f'ound in abundance in Rashi and Midrash. When later exposedptyo New
l(]:;;u;:ésxr'l,hsk;e welcomed its formulation of a belief she held intuitively based on
Simp]yvs:i b ;ﬁfr;o;nnr;ciii lx;:;r.nely that the language of a literary composition is not
Despite this confluence, the modern literary appr ike i i
antecedent, which included eminent rabbinjcr)t:lgul;fe)s (;iicceh’S;::il;ea::; ﬁ:&eval
dt;s, admittedly has few prominent rabbinic proponents. Contempora Orthozm_
Bible 'scholars that apply literary methods thus do so based on l;nye religi s
authority of the medieval precedent. One might even argue that the r'ﬂodcmgli?‘:f
ary approach, which insists on “close reading’ of the biblical text, hardly requifes

any such justification since it avoids th i i
: _ e controversial exegetical i
the medieval literary tradition. 8 conclusions of




