INTRODUCTION

METAPHOR AND BIBLICAL INTERPRETATION

Vivid imagery abounds in the Hebrew Bible. Raging storms, calm
waters, dark vallevs and bright pastures boldly depict the moods of
the psalmists; Isaiah and Ezekiel majestically portray God’s throne,
palace and chariot; the Song of Songs plaviully uses botanical and
zoological imagery to capture the unpredictable turns of youthful
love. These and other scenes, which, in the woids of one recent
critic, derive from “the enchanted planet of the imagination” and
comprise the “glory... [and] essence of [biblical] poetry,”’ have
become paramount in the literary school of biblical study. As this
school reveals, metaphor and related imagery-evokirg techniques such
as simile, allegory and symbolism, enrich Scripture’s meaning and
heighien its emotive charge. The impressive results of this scholarly
trend arousc interest in earlicr treatments of biblical metaphor and
draw attention to another milieu that celebrated literary beauty: the
Jewish exegetical tradition in al-Andalus (= Muslim Spain} that coin-
cided with an era of vibrant Hebrew literary activity inspired by
Arabic poetry and poetics.? This book aims to show how three great
authors in this tradition harnessed the litcrary tools available to them
to devise a hermeneutic for analyzing biblical metaphor. Using mod-
ern linguistic and literary studies as a gauge, we will show that the
Andalusian school is not monolithic with respect to metaphor, but
rather represents a progression that led to an appreciation of its
expressive potential.

Twentieth-century literary criticism and the associated method of
“close reading,” i.c., a “concern for nuances of words and shades of

' Abnso Schéckel 1988:95.

2 On the new interest in traditional Jewish exegesis sparked by literary studies,
see Berlin 1997. The poetics of the Andalusian school has been explored by Pagis
1970; Dana 1982; Kugel 1981:172-200, Berlin 1991; the tension created by its use
of Arabic poetics by Scheindlin 1976; Brann 1991. Midrashic exegesis has also
benefitted from the new literary approach: sce Hartman and Budick 1986; Fishbane
1985; 1993. Representing a different convergence of the modern interest in metaphor
and medieval rcadings of Scripture, Matter {1990! analyzes the allegorical exegesis
of the Song of Songs in Western Medieval Christianity.
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meaning,”™ have sparked a new interest in biblical metashor. (In this
work, we use “metaphor”™ as short for “metaphor and related tech-
niques, simile, allegory and symbolism,”™ except where greater precision
is required). Once viewed as mere ornamentation, it is now recog-
nized as a powerful expressive tool that “activate[s] ... emotional
and conceptual overtones.”™ The earlier view, popular in the nine-
teenth century, led to the “conceptual translation™ of metaphor, i.e.,
its replacement with abstract, non-metaphoricel language. L. Alonso
Schéckel (1988:101) contrasts his modern literary rcading with that
older method:

Anyonc who trics to apply this sequence throughout the biblical mate-
rial will neither understand nor be able to explain bibical language,
but wil put something else in its place. . . . Conceptual translation may
gain in precision but it loses in richness, it may gain in clarity but it
loses in allusiveness, it may be more manageable but it loses its imme-
diate impact.

F. Landy {1983:104-05) illustratcs this contrast in his discussion of
Song 4:12, “A locked garden is my sister, my bride,” which “has
most frequently been understood to be a banal reference to virginity.”
That, he argues,

... may be only one of its implications. The pctentiality of a metaphor,
while not incxhaustible, is usually multiple; otherwise it would be
superfluous. A garden is private, secure and beautiful; in it, nature is
humanized, like the girl, whose genctic endowment is perfected through
culture. She, like the garden, is her own creation, fostered by her par-
ents and society, secluded. both as a girl in the ancient world and as
a human being with an innate sensitivity and capacity for growth. She
is enclosed in her person, protected by the defenses that preserve her
identity, her unique privacy.

This example typifies the efforts of the modern literary school to
capture the expressive potential of biblical metaphor.”

" PEPP, sy. “New Criticism.” 567.

' This convention, common in literary scholarship, heps us to speak about these
techniques together based on their shared properties; sez below, n. 49.

* Weiss 1984:130.

® For other literary studies of biblical metaphor, see Alter 1985:185-203; Alonso
Schockel 1988:95- 141; Weiss 1984:130-135. For an overview of the recent schol-
arship on biblical and cognate Semitic metaphors, scc Watson 1984:251 72. For a
comprehensive analysis of biblical metaphor from a linguistic perspective, sec Caird
1980. Macky ¢1990; builds on Caird and other modern studies of metaphor to ana-
hvze its role 'n Scripture from a theological perspective. Brettler (1989} has devoted
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Until now, however, attempts to find precedents for this literary
approach in the Andalusian school have bcen frustrated.” If anv-
thing, its most poetic authors adopt the hermeneutical mode of con-
ceptual translation. A prime example is Moses Ibn Ezra (c. 1055-1138),
an cminent Hebrew poet whose exegetical work, Alaqalat al-Hadia

fi Ma‘na al-Majaz wa-I-Hagiqa [The Treatise of the Garden on Figurative

and Literal Language) reveals the wide range of metaphors in Scripture.
But that work is cssentially a dictionary for deciphering biblical
metaphors rather than cxploring their special expressive potential.
The key to this seeming lack of literary sensitivity can be found in
his Aitab al-Muhadara wa-l1-Mudhakara (The Book of Discussion and
Conversation), a handbook for writing Arabic-style Hebrew poetry. This
Hebrew poetics, almest unique in medieval Jewish literature, lauds
the literary merit of metaphor and outlines its workings in Scripture.
But it embraces the ornamentalist attitude of Arabic poetics and
describes metaphor as an ornate garb superimposed on an idca that
could be expressed more directly, if less beautifully, in literal lan-
guage. Having defined poetry in Aitab al-Muhidara as the art of
embellishing prosaic iceas, Magilal al-Hadiga aims to get at the divine
content beneath Scripture’s poetic exterior.”

Moses Ibn Ezra reveals the lierary outlook shared by other authors
more prominent in the exegetical tradition. Abraham Ibn Ezra
(1089-1164)," also a poet, represents the culmination of the Andalusian
school of peshat, i.e., an empircal, contextual reading of Scripturc
that adhcres to the rules of language, biblical literary conventions
and historical context.!” He illustrates this method by contrast with

a ful-length study to the manifold implications of the single conceptual metapher
God is king in Scripture (see chapter cne, n. 242).

7 See Weiss 1984:37: Simon 1992:134.

" On Moses Ibn Ezra’s cxcgesis ir these two works, see Cohen 2000b.

? Not related to Moses Ibn Ezra. In this work, we refer only to Abraham Ibn
Ezra simply as “Ibn Ezra™; Moses Ibn Ezra is always referied to by his full name,

" For this definition of peshaf, see Kamin 1986:11-17, Rosenherg 1969; Sarma
1993:10--12; Garfinkel 2000; Simon 1992, 2000; Japhet 2000:54-78. This concept.
of course, shares much with modern biblical scholarship (see Greenberg 1983:567,,
and the term peshat is thercfore popularly used among Hebrew speaking Bible schol-
ars to denote a scientifically sound biblical reading, as opposed to derash. 1.e., a subjec-
tiveh imposed reading (see, c.g., Fraenkel 1991:11-12i. (For a different analysis of
the peshat-derash dichotomy informed by modern litcrary theory, see Fishbane
1989:114-120.} In modern Hebrew parlance, then, peshat has become simply a label
of approbation. Hosvever, when discussing the various medieval exegetes, it is impor-
tant 10 maintain a perspective of peshal as a method (*an ennirical, contextual reac-
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Midrash, which takes Scripture to be jui generis by virtue of its divine
origin and aims to show its “omnisignificance™' by extracting mean-
ing from every biblical word."” Defying literary context and con-
ventions, as well as the rules of language, the Rabbis make dramatic
inferences from textual nuances.'® But the pestaf hermeneutic, in a
tradition dating back to Sa‘adia (Baghdad, 882-942), assumes that
Scripture adopts human literary conventions.' Arabic poetics pro-
vided Sa‘adia’s successors in Muslim lands with a powerful literary
theory and hence, in their view, the keys to biblical interpretation.
Ibn Ezra tapped into this source of exegetical energy to interpret
metaphor. Whereas the Rabbis fancifully explored the nuances of
biblical imagery, he argued that it was used by biblical authors sim-
ply as a literary ornament. To remain faithful to Scrip:ure’s intent,
Ibn Ezra thus distinguishes between its purely aesthetic aspect and
its core message, which he expresses in conceptual translation.
Maimmonides (1135-1204), another son of the Andalusian tradition,
made metaphor the exegetical focus of his Guide for the Perplexed. He,
too, adopts the peshat conception of Scripture as a literary text and
invokes the notion of poetic embellishment to undercut fanciful rab-
binic readings of metaphor. But as a rationalist with other demons
to fight, he also used metaphor as a hermeneutical tool for recon-
ciling Scripture with science and purging the popular anthropomor-
phic notion of God that resulted from a literal reading of Scripture.
Drawing upon a tradition established by Sa‘adia, his goal was to get

ing of Scripturc that adheres to the rules of language .. .,” as abavel, not neces-
sarily the correct interpretation (a point made by Kamin 1986:12-13% This acknowl-
edges the subjective dimension of every interpretive method and lzaves room for
different varieties of peshat based cn different underlying philosophical, hermencu-
tical and even scientific assumptions (see, e.g.. below, n. 33). The claim we will
make, in fac., is that Radak deviscd a new peshat method by revising the literary
assumptions of his predecessors.

"' “This term was coined by Kugel {1981:104~03): compare Elman 1993:1-8.
Fishbane (1989:33—45; 1998:12-12) demonstiates that tie hermencutical doctrine
of omnisignificance stems from a view of Scrpture as “ontologically unique litera-
ture” {1989:33) not subject to the “natural or scientific method™ of analysis nor-
mally applied to human litcrary expression (1989:44).

2 See Hemnemann 1970:96-129; Rozik [= Kamin] 1976:77; Kamin 1986:16;
Kugel 1981:96-109.

" See Kasher 1988; Fraenkel 1991:11-12; 39-232. The term pestat appears spo-
radically in rabbinic literature to indicate (1) literal or (2) contextual reading {Kamin
1986:23—48; Weiss-Halivni 1991:52-78; Ahrend 1994:237—44%; but ‘t does not rep-
resent a comprehensive hermeneutic as in the medieval tradition.

" See Kugel 1981:172-81; Cohen 1995/6.
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behind Scripture’s picturesque language and capture its true, “inner”
meaning, which he did by replacing the biblical idiom with a philo-
sophical vocabulary.”

Despite its poetic sophistication, the Andalusian peshaf traditicn
trezted metaphor as an exegetical obstacle, an clegant veneer that
disguises Scripture’s essential meaning. The otherwise profound peshat
tradition culminating with Ibn Ezra and Maimonides was reluctant
to explore metaphor’s special suggestive power. Those authors, in
the words of Alonso Schiocke!, aimed for “precision . .. clarity . . .
[and making Scripture] more manageable,” to the disappointment
of those seeking a medicval literary reading of Scripture that cap-
tures the “richness... allusiveness... [and] immediate impact” of
biblical metaphor.

That prospect, however, would be unlocked a generation later by
David Kimhi (1160-1235), known as Radak, a transplanted scion of
the Andalusian tradition in Christian Provence, who manifests greater
sensitivity to the expressive potential of metaphor. At first glance,
Radak would seem an unlikely candidate to devise a new literary
approach. Educated by his father, Joseph (c. 1105-1170), and older
brother, Moses (d. c. 1190), both Andalusian emigrés, he aligned
himself with the peshat ideology and, by virtue of his extensive, pen-
etrating and lucid commentaries, became one of its most renowned
champions. Unlike his predecessors, Radak was not a poet, nor did
he have direct access to Arabic poetics. As a Talmud teacher,'® Le
was immersed in rabbinic literature and was thus exposed instead
to the anti-literary midrashic approach. Moreover, his Provengal com-
munity, which itself was in the intellectual orbit of Northern France,
embraced the midrash-laden commentaries of Rashi (1040-1103),
which bolstered its indigenous midrashic tradition."”

Yet this may have been just the right climate to cultivate a new,
more literarily sensitive peshat hermencutic, since Radak’s position at
a crossroads between conflicting methods enabled him to evaluate
both critically." In al-Andalus, authors let their inagination run free

" See Halbertal and Margalit 1992:56-57, and studies cited below, pp. 13-14.

"> Shorashim, post-script; see Talmage 1975:14—19.

'” Represented, e.g., by Rabbi Moses the Preacher (hz-Darshan) of Narbonne
(eleventh century), who compiled older midrashic sources and devised new readings
in a similar style.

" A generation later, a similar bi-cultural perspective would benefit the great
Catalan talmudist-exegete Nahmanides (1194-1270), who likewise aimed to integrate
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in poctry, for example, in far-fetched metaphors and clever word-
plays.”” With that creative outlet, they maintained biblical excgesis
as a sober intellectual pursuit, strictly bound by a formalist poetics.
Radak, on the other hand, would apply his creative energy to biblical
interpretation. Midrash seems to have highlighted for him the limi-
tations of conceptual translation; but he could not accept the Rabbis’
undisciplined approach, since, as a peshat exegete, he read Scripture
through the lens of human literary coavention. Radak’s solution was
to formulate a new litcrary conception of metaphor as an expres-
sive tool that the biblical atthors used to convey subtle overtones.
Like his Andalusian predecessors, he aimed to remain faithful to the
intent of Scripture by understanding its literary conventons; but the
special nature of metaphor, in his view, required a creative exege-
sis that matched the biblical authors’ creativity and revealed the con-
notations of their metaphors,

Medieval Terminology

Though endowed with keen literary intuition, Radak coald not have
devised his new concept of mectaphor without drawing upon the
poetic terminology and categories defined by his Andalusian prede-
cessors. Those analytic tools enabled him to ciscuss metaphor with
a precision unavailable to authors ignorant of Arabic learning, even
those showing an acute sense of language such as Rashi and his stu-
dents Joseph Qara (c. 1055-1125) and Rashbam {c. 1080-1160) in
northern France (below, n. 22). Indeed, one of the strong points of
the Andalusian peshat tradition was its ability to differentiate among
linguistic and poetic catcgories through careful definitions and use
of technical terminology, a subject to which we devote the first half
of this book.

A study of this kind, however, poscs significant challenges, since
we investigate how an intellectual continuum from Sa‘adia to Radak,
which spans three centuries and three languages (Arabic, Hebrew

EEINNYS

and Aramaic), analyzed what we now call “metaphor,” “simile,”

strands of the rationalist peshal school that had developed in al-Ardalus with the
midrashic excgetical mode represented by Rashi; see Septimus 1983 and below, pp.
198, 244, 330: chapter three, n. 57: chapter six, nn. 13, 48.

¥ See Pagis 1976:78 -104; sec ako Heinrichs 1986; Cohen 2000a:13-17.
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“allegory” and “symbolism.” Although the medieval Jewish authcrs
did not use thesc actual terms (which Western tradition inherited
from Greck learning). most of them were familiar with Arabic cquiv-
aleats from their exposure to Greco-Arabic poetic learning.”® Moses
Ibr: Ezra thus distinguishes among isti@ra (metaphor), tashbik (simile)
and mathal (allegory, symbolism). His definitions differ slightly from
the Greek ones, but this three-fold division is a good point of depar-
ture for our study of the medieval terminology.

Other authors of this school, who knew the Arabic terminology,
however, did not take advantage of this detailed classification. Abraham
Ibn Ezra, who fled al-Andalus for Christian countries and wrote for
audiences who did not read Arabic, limited himself to the single
Hebrew term mashal® (cognate of Ar. mathal) to label all three cat-
egories.”” Maimonides, still writing in Arabic, shared no such lin-
guistic restraint, but draws upon the logical (rather than poetic) stran
of Greco-Arabic learning and distinguishes only between istiara ard
matial (a term he used also for simile and symbolism). A gencraticn
later, Radak develops a fuller system of Hebrew terms by supple-
menting Ibn Ezra’s mashal with melisah, borrowing a coinage by Raski,
and faskh’alah, a loan-translation of istiara, which by then had been
standardized in Hebrew translations of Maimonides® Guide.

* Jewish authors learned of Greek poetics through the Arabic tradition much as
they studied Greck philosophy in Arabic translation. The theory that Arabic poet-
ics in the ninth century responded to Aristotle’s Rhetoric and Poetics has been chal-
lenged (scc Bonebakker 1967:192-93, 208-09; 1970:77, 90-95; 1981:586-88; Heinrichs
1973:32; Van Gelder 1962:4-5). Yet by the twelfth century, Greek poetics had
acquired adhcrents among Arab critics, though others avoided it for nationalistic
reasons. A Jewish author lke Moscs Ihn Ezra naturally had no such compunctiors,
and cites Aristotle and other Greek thinkers frequently; sce Cohen 2000a:1-3.

' Compare the observaion by Caird that the biblical awhors themselves did not
have the specialized terms “which we use for the figures of speech [based on a tra-
dition] inherited from Aristotle and the Greek rhetoricians. ... but [rather] used
one term, mashal, to cover a varicty of kindred forms” 11930:183).

# Unlike Ibn Ezra, who could not express the three-fold Arabic distinction m
Hebrew, northern French peshal excgetes such as Rashi, Joseph Qara and Rashbam
were ignorant of it entirely. Those authiors may have had contact with like-minded
Christian exegetes during the so-called twelfth-century renaissance in northern France
(see Touitou 1979; Grossman 1995:473-75) and were certainly exposed to Christian
hermencutics in polemical contexts sece Grossman 1995:475-97). It is thus con-
ceivzble that Rashi and his students were familiar with Latin literary terms such as
allegia and metaphora (see Kamin ard Saltman 1989:12-15; Kamin 1991:13-3I;
73-68: Matter 1990:52-57,, but they would have viewed these as foreign concepts
isee delow, chapter one, n. 61, whercas Ibn Ezra and his compatriots were at home
in the terminology of Arabic poetics.
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These shifts in technical terminology tell a story of cultural tran-
sitions anc changing literary conceptions. Tao properly assess this
moving target and, at the same time, plot the dynamic development
of the medieval conception of metaphor, we use modern linguistic
terms (metaphor, simile, etc.) as a fixed coordinate system. Yet even
the modera terminology requires clarification, not least because of
disagreements about it in modern literary and linguistic studies.
Accordingly, a special section appears at the conclusion of this intro-
duction, in which we define our terminology in light of recent scholar-
ship and the needs of this study.?®

Outline

By now it is clear that two academic fields converge in this book:
medieval Hebrew philology and biblical interpretation. Recognizing
that some readers will be more interested in one or ancther, I have
divided the book into two parts. The first, comprising three chapters,
is devoted to language, namely, the medieval conceptions of metaphor
and the terminology used to express them. In chapter one we study
Abraham Ibn Ezra and his background in Hebrew and Arabic poet-
ics and hermeneutics. This chapter (the longest in the book) also
serves as an introduction to the remainder of our study, since it pre-
sents the basic Andalusian conceptual framework for discussing
metaphor, which Maimonides and Radak both inherited. Chapter
two focuses on Maimonides’ definitions of metaphor and its sub-
categorics based on his training in Arabic logic, which he combined
with his rabbinic learning. In chapter three, we demcnstrate how
Radak, reflecting his Provencal environment, used a dichotomy devised
by Rashi to augment the classification he inherited from the above-
mentioned predecessors and offer a new perspective on metaphor.
The sccond part of this work, comprising three chapters and a con-
clusion, focuses on hermencutics and traces the interpretation of
metaphor within the Andalusian tradition. Here we civerge from
chronological order and begin with Maimonides (chapter four), since
he revives an older, philosophically-driven system established by

» Two recent studies of the medieval terminology should be noted: Talmage
1986, a study of allegory and symbolism in the Andalasian exegetical tradition;
Stern 1991 (compare Bovarin 1993). a study of the rabbinic mashal genre.
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Sa‘adia. We then turn to Abraham Ibn Ezra {chapter five), who
shews greater poetic sensitivity than Sa‘adia and Maimonides, but
limits the imaginative potential of biblical metaphor in his desire to
define a peshat method in opposition to midrashic exegesis. In chap-
ter six we define the creative literary approach advanced by Radak,
its roots in the traditions he inherited and the new possibilities it
opens. In the conclusion (chapter seven), we use our findings to illu-
minate the continuum of biblical interpretation from Midrash to the

medieval peshat tradition to modern literary scholarship.

Prior Scholarship

Recent advances in the study of Jewish biblicat excgesis ( parshanut
ha-rugra) have brought the field to a new level, making the time ripe
for fresh avenues of inquiry.* To begin with, many previously unavail-
able texts by important commentators have been identified, critically
edited and translated into modern languages.” Based, in part, on

* Just two decades ago, M. Greenberg (1983:559; commented that “modem
schoars told the history of [ Jewish biblical] exegesis and described its accomplish-
ments, but hardly analyzed the exegetes’ assumptions and their definitions [of inte~-
pretive principles].” The recent explosion of scholarly output in this field since then
has done much to rectify this deficiency. To take just ore example, the crucial
noticn of peshat in the northern French tradition (the subject of Greenberg’s article),
has been critically analyzed by S. Kamin (19861 and. mors recently by S. Japhet
(1994; 2000:56. 63}; sec alse above, n. 10: compare n. 43 below on Radak. Happily,
the large number of recent important studies on parshanut aa-migra make it impos-
sible to mention them all in this context. In the text and notes below, we focus on
those dircctly relevant to tiis work.

® Yor example, the exegetical works of Moses Ihn Chiquitilla and Judah Ibn
Bal‘am, two eleventh-century authors in al-Andalus who irfluenced Abraham Iha
Ezra and Maimonides, had been lost to subsequent generations and were not pub-
lished with the advent of printing in the early modern era In recent vears, how-
ever, a good number of their commentaries have been edited ‘in some cases based
on leng-lost manuscripts) and translatzd into Hebrew: sec Perez 1999:43; NMaman
2000262, 275-81. On newly found commentaries by Ihn Ezra and David Kimb,
see below. Sa‘adia’s commentaries (many of which were previously available only
in Arabic, others found recently} have heen translated from Arabic into Hebrew in
the last thirty vears by Q:ifih and Zucker. a project now carried on by Ratzaby
and Ben-Shammai. Moses Ibn Ezra’s poetics, Aitab al-Muhddara ‘once available only
in M8 and Halper’s loose translation. Shirat Yisrael (19247}, was eritically edited and
re-translated into Hebrew by Halkin (1973). Moses Ibn Ezra’s exegetical work,
Magdlat al-Hadiga, has until now been available only in MS éwhich is the basis fo-
the citations in this work}; F. Fenton's edition and Hebrew translation of this impor-
tant weatisc is scheduled to appear in the coming vear. The French peshat exegete
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the wider range and better quality of primary sources now available,
a number of seminal studies have refocused our understanding of
Jewish biblical hermencutics and sugges: new directions for its rescarch.
Some of the current studies highlight the literary conceptions of the
peshat tradiion and its debt to the surrounding Muslim and Christian
cultures.? We take advantage of these developments to evaluate the
literary implications of the shift in the traditior that had reached its
senith in akAndalus and was then transplanted to Christiaa Provence.

Rashbam is another striking example of a medieval Jewish biblical interpreter whose
writings have bencfitted from recent scholarly editing. New critical editions of his
commentaries on Qohelet { Japhet ard Salters 1985) and the Song of Songs {Thompson
19885, hoth with English translations, have replaced inferor carlier printed editions.
The horizon of Rashbam scholarship has been widened yet further by Japhet's crit-
ical edition of the previously unpublished commentary of Rashbam on Job (2000),
which incluces an cxtensive introduction that offers a comprehensive, up-to-date
analysis of this exegetc’s methods and interpretations (sce Cohen 2003). (Lockshin
[2001] questions the attribution of the Job commentary to Rashbam, although he
admits that it reflects this northern French pehat scholar's exegetical style and may
have been written by a student of his [2001:103-04].}

% Our study of the weatment of biblical metaphor in the twelfth and thirteenth
centuries owes much to recent scholarship that focuses on earlier Jewish exegetes
in Muslim countries and their we of Arabic learning The key role plaved by
figurative inlerpretation {a staple of Quanic hermenentics) in Sz‘adia’s thinking
has been outlined by M. Zucker, wiose conclusions were refined by H. Ben-Shammai
and R. Stener. Additional light has been shed on Sa‘adia’s hermeneutics by
M. Polliack. who explores his methods of translating Scripture into Arabic in com-
parison with the Karaite school. Fenton (1997} offers a comprehensive survey of
the subsequent tradition, from Samuel ben Hofni Gaon through Moses Ibn Ezra,
and demonstrates how these authors enriched their intcrpretive scope by applving
to Scripture a broad range of concepts from Qur’anic hermeneutics and Arabic
poctics. My own essay devoted © the defimtion of ist@ra, i.e., metaphor proper
{20003, demonstrates how Moses Ihn Ezra and Maimonides drew upon Arabic
poctics and logic respectively to define this iterary technique with a level of pre-
cision unique in medicval Jewish learning. Elbaum {2000) addresses the tendency
of authors in the Judeo-Arabic tradition. from Sa‘adia to Abraham Ibn Ezra and
Maimonides. to interpret rabbinic Midrash figuratively, an issuc dosely related to
our subject. Although our work is devoted to the Jewish cxegetical school that had
developed in a Muslim milien, we have also benefitted from the cultural approach
{0 the French peshal school and its Christian surroundings in studies by S. Kamin,
E. Touitou. S. Japhet and A. Grossman. Of special reevance (o our study is the
investigation by R. Harris (1997} of the literary conceptions manifested in this peshat
school.

2 | have taken two recent works as mocels for my own study in this volume.
‘1" W. Heinrichs’ 1977 monograph. The Haud of the Narthiwind: Opinions on Metaphor
and the Early Meaning of Isti‘ara m Arabic Poetics, which reveals a dedsive shift in the
conception of metaphor among Arab cxperts on poetry, something we attempt o
do within tie Jewish excgetical tradition. 12 U. Simon's Four Approaches o the Book
of Psalms: From Saadiah Gaon to Abraham Ibn Ezra (1991, which analyzes a cross-
section of the exegetical tradition with respect to a specific set of issues. Rather
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Current research on Ibn Ezra illuminates the exegetical personality
of this itinerant scholar, whose commentarial activity began when
he fled al-Andalus at age 50. Wandering from town to town in Chris-
tian Europe, Ibn Ezra made his living by writing commentaries in
which he promulgated the philological, literary-historical conception
of teshat exegesis he had inherited from predecessors whose works
(written in Arabic) were largely unknown to his new audiences. New
critical cditions, several based on manuscripts recently identified by
U. Simon and A. Mondschein,” highlight Ibn Ezra’s penchant for
re-writing his commentaries throughout his travels. During his stay
in Italy in the 1140’s, the Andalusian emigré wrote his first round of
commentarics;?® a decade later, he resettled in France and wrote new
versions of his commentaries on seven biblical bocks.” (A. Mondschein
[1997, 2000b] has identified fragments of a third version of the
Genesis commentary, recorded by a student, while Ibn Ezra was in
England at the end of his life [ca. 1158-1164].) The wandering
Andalusian emigré also wrote monographs (some of which were also
written in multiple versions) on the Hebrew language, mathematics,
astronomy and astrology, all of which aimed to transmit the Judco-
Arabic cultural heritage to his new audience in Christan Europe.!
These works have attracted a good deal of scholarly attention in the
past decade, yielding a number of important sudics of Ibn Ezra’s

than studying individual authors in isolation, Simon traces an intellectual continuvm
by showing how later excgetes build upon their predecessors’ work, a framework
that effectively opens the door to this study of biblical metaphor. ‘

"f See Simon 1989, 1991: Mondschein 1997, 2000b. Kecently found commen-
taries on Jeremiah and Ezekiel have been attributed to Ibn Ezra, but Simon (1998
concludes that this identification is erroneous and that those commentaries were
actually written by Menalem ben Simon of Posquiéres.

2 In Rome (1140--1142), he wrote the commentaries {in the following order: on
Qohelet, Job, Lamentations and Danicl (critically edited by A\Iond5(‘heink[1977]:. In
Lucca (1142-1145), he wrote on the five books of the Torah fincluding the so-
called “short” commentary on Exodusi, Isaiah, Song of Songs, Esther, Ruth, Miror
Prophets and Psalms {of which we have only the introduction and the commen-
tarics on Psalms 1 and 2, published by U. Simon [1991]}. For the dates and prove-
nance of these commentaries, see Levin 1969:24-27; Mondschein 1977:xxix; Simon
1991:145-52; Scla 1999:16. /

% These include Genesis {of whica we have only the introduction and a partial
commentary}, the “long”™ commentary on Exodus, Minor Prophets {published by
Siron [1989]), Psalms, Danicl, Esther and Song of Songs. These commentarics
were written, apparently in the city of Rouen in northern France. between 1153
and 1136: sec Levin 1969:31- 35: Simon 1991:146- 48; Sela 1999:16.

¥ On Ihn Ezra's linguistic works. sce Charlap 1999:6-13: for his works on mah-
cmatics, astronomy and astrology. sce Sela 1999:20-26, 379 82.
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linguistics,® as well as his philosophical and scientific conceptions
and their impact on his exegesis.*

The new texts by Ibn Ezra and studies of his thought have shed
light on his exegetical outlock as it developed through the different
stages of his career. His attitude towards the intellectual heritage of
his host communities, for example, has sparked debate over this itin-
erant schoar’s cultural identity. Siman (1988a, 1991, 1998) argues
that he ignored the vibrant French exegetical school® and maintained
his dialogue primarily with ghosts of his Andalusian youth. On this
basis, Simon (1985, 1991, 1992, 1993a) concludes that Ibn Ezra—
often portrayed as an iconodlastic champion of peshat—svas actually
a conservative thinker who resisted the more racical exegetical notions
advanced by great Andalusian predecessors such as Jonah Ibn Janah
(carly eleventh century) and Moses Ibn Chiquitilla (mid-cleventh cen-
tury). On the other hand, A. Mondschein (1992, 2000a) highlights
Ibn Ezra’s emigré experience in Christian Europe by arguing that
his commentaries include numerous implicit responses to Rashi’s
midrashic exegesis, which reigned supreme outside of al-Andalus.
This opens the door to the possibility raised by some scholars that
Ibn Ezra, especially while in France and England, absorbed the
exegetical insights of his French contemporary Rashbam, a kindred
peshat spiri=® As often occurs in scholarly debates, both Simon and

2 See Charlap 1999, a dedicated study of Ibn Ezra's linguistic system in com-
parison with his predecessors, especially Sa‘adia, Hayyuj and Ibn Janah.

# This new scholarly focus, represented in the studies of S. Sela. Y. Langermann,
J. Cohen and M. Halbertal, has revealed tha: Ibn Ezra’s peshat hermeneutic is not
based solely on philological-literary methods, but is also the product of a medieval
Greco-Arabic philosophical and scentific wond-view, which granted a ccmra_l role
to astrology. Ibn Ezra’s philosophical outlook and its impact on his exegesis are
also brought to light in the recently published annotated critical edition of Tesod
Mora :Colien and Simon 20021

#* It is indeed surprising that Ibr Ezra ignores Joseph Qara and Rashbam. whose
peshat insights ofien resemble his own. Simon [988a:40-<1 maintains that he never
saw Qara’s writings and does not mention Kashbam ‘about whom he docs secem
to have known! because “he did not consider him a pestat exegete worthy of con-
sideration .. due to his firm conviction that Hebrew grammar is the exclusive her-
itage of Spanish scholars, since it was revealed by Judah Havvu).”

* Bascd on striking parallels in their respective commentarics, Margalivot (1953)
argued that Ibn Ezra used Rashbam in his long commentary on Exodus, which
was written in 1153 in Rouen in northern France. (Since Rashbam himself resided
in Rouen at that time, it is conccivable that the two prshat exegetes actually met
one another there [see Golb 1976:60-66].: Indeed, it would scem that by 1153 our
Andalusian emigré had reached a point of readiness to acknowledg: his new intel-
Jectual miliew in France, since most of his explicit references to Rashi are found in
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Mondschein sce different aspects of the truth,? and their views will
cnzble us to better understand Ibn Ezra’s motives in his exegesis of
biblical metaphor. In chapter one we will see that Ibn Ezra coa-
tended with Sa‘adia and Ibn Janah with respect to their linguistic
corception of metaphor. But in chapter five i will become clear
that, on literary matters, the Andalusian emigré returned to the safety
of the hermeneutic those authors represent when faced with what
he perceived as midrashic anarchy.

A new image of Maimonides has also emerged: once portrayed
only as philosopher and jurist,” he is now viewed also as an exegete*

the long commentary on Exodus (ses Steiner 1998:251n}. Unlike Rashi, however,
Rasibam is never mentioned by name in Ibn Ezra’s writings. Simon /1965:130-36;
1991:259) thus challenges Margalivot's conclusions and deems the similarities between
Ibn Ezra and Rashbam nothing more than coincidental cenfluences that might be
expected between two pesiat exegetes. S. Japhet, on the other hand, goes beyond
Margaliyot’s modest claim and believes that Ibn Ezra used Rashbam’s work even
when writing his early commentaries in ltaly (personal communication: see alo
Japhet 2000:52, 67, 71, 196, 228). This view requires consideration in light of the
numerous parallels between the two exegetes noted by Gémez Aranda (1994:90,
25, 30, 34, 90, 117, 166, 177; in his critical edition of Ihn Ezra on Qolelet fwrt-
ten in Rome in 1140). In this volume, as well, T have noted a number of parallels
between Rashbam and Ibn Ezra (including his Italian writings}; see chapter one, n.
17; chapter three, n. 61; chapter five, n. 80; chapter six, n. 12. Just before tkis
book went to press, Dr. A. Mondschein kindly sent me his new study (2001} ded-
icated to re-evaluating this question. He concludes that Ibn Ezra did not actually
see Rashbam’s work until he settled in England at the ead of his life, at which
point the Andalusian emigré strongly criticized some of his French contemporary’s
anti-kalakfuc peshat interpreiations. Mondschein (2001:41; does, however, leave open
the possibility that some of the great French peshat exegete’s interpretations circu-
lated among Jewish intellectual circles in Christian Europe and might have become
known to Ibn Ezra in that form earlier in his lifetime.

% It stands to reason that Ibn Ezra’s later commentaries would reflect his greater
awareness of the cultural and intellectual milieu of Jews in Christian Europe, a
development that Sela (1999:17-19; chserves by comparing the two versions of Ihn
Ezra’s commentaries on Genesis.

7 In line with this narrow range of interests, it was generally thought see, c.g.
Twersky 1980:250-51, 482) that Maimonides opposed poetry, following in the tra-
dition of Plato, who denounced poets as liars see Brann 1991:73: PEPP, s.v.
“Plaonism”). But Yahalom (1997; 1999} has recently raised the intriguing possibil-
ity that Maimonides not only appreciated poetry, but even composed fanciful verse
himself (cf. Shailat 1988:11:694-95).

* In studies on method by A. Hyman, S. Rosenberg and S. Klcin-Braslavy, ard
on specific issues and texts by S. Rewidowicz, Z. Harvey and H. Kasher. For a
bibliography of older studies rclated to Maimonides® biblical interpretation. see
Dienstag 1970 and the updated bibliographic list in Dienstag 1989. In her first
work on the great philosopher’s biblical exegesis (published just twenty-five vears
ago [1978; reprinted in 1987)), Klein-Braslavy pointed to Bacher’s 1896 study as
the ‘ast comprehensive analysis of this subject {1987:10-11}. Symptomatic of the
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The old view resulted, in part, from his failure to write a running
commentzary; moreover, his biblical readings in the Guide were dismissed
as philoscphical derash by authors as diverse as Spinoza and M. H.
Segal.® Recently, however, S. Rosenberg (1981) has shown that
Maimonides defined principles of exegesis based on a keen sense of
language, poetics and psychology, which, admittedly, he applied to
serve his philosophical agenda. S. Klein-Braslavy, in two books (1986;
1987) devoted to Maimonides’ interpretation of Genesis 1-3, reveals—
in a line-hy-linc analysis—how he applies those principles. Nevertheless,
this literarure continues to view Maimonides the exegete within the
rabbinic and Greco-Arabic philosophical traditions he cies explicitly.
Our study aims to reveal his place in—and silent debt to—the Anda-
lusian peshat school that culminated in the work of Abraham Ibn
Ezra.™ We will also show how Maimonides’ linguistic and exegetical

paradigm shift is a recent study by Fradkin {1997 sec response in Stern 1997), who
raises the question of the genre of the Gude and considers classifving it as a work
of biblical cxegesis.

¥ See Rosenberg 1981:88-89.

" A prime example of this tread is Klein-Braslavy 1996, an inportant study of
Maimonides™ theory of allegory in hght of his rabbinic and Greco-Arabic sources.
His medieval Jewish philosophical sources are more difficult to trace because
Maimonides seldom cites them by name. Alter a lengthy discussion of his Arabic
sources, Pines (1963:cxxxii—cxxxiv} cites a few parallels with Sa‘adia, Moses Ibn
Ezra and ha-Levi. but concludes that the author of the Guide “had no use for a
specific Jewish philosophical tradition.™ Twersky (1993:21, 4041}, on the other
hand, calls for a more balanced approach that credits tae Jewish influence, as does
Kreisel {19911, who discusses the possible influence of Bahya, ha-Levi and other
authors on the great philosopher. (In this spirit, we should note R. Eisen’s forth-
coming volume, 7he Book of Job in Medieval Jewish Philosoply, which views Maimonides’
interpretation of Job [Guide 111:22-23] in the context of a Jewish philosophical tra-
dition begirning with Sa‘adia and culminating in the post-Maimonidean Provengal
philosophical school.)

# On the members of this tradition who clearly influenced Maimonides, sce
below, chapter two, n. 1. The question of tis possible debt to Akraham Ihn Ezra
has long engaged scholars and is relevant to our discussion throughout the current
work. A wel-known letter attributed to Maimonides addressed to his son, Abraham,
mncludes ardent praise for Ibn Ezra's commentarics (Qoves Teshuvol ha-Rambam 11:39—40).
Citing that letter for support, Perla (1975 [orig. publ 1914--17|:15) argued that
Maimonides™ distinctive system of enumerating the commandments in Sefer ha-Misuwot
can be traced to principles in Ibn Ezra's theological-philosophical work, Yesod Mora.
Subsequent scholars have rclied on Perla’s cpinion and have adduced further par-
allels betwezn the two authors (see Jospe 1994:197; Harvey 1988h:209-11; Cohen
and Simon 2002:30; sce also Bromberg 1963 64). Twersky {1993}, however, deems
the casc for direct influence unproven. As he notes. the letter extcliing Ibn Fzra is
no longer considered authentic 11993:23); moreover, it s not clear that 1esod Mora.
completed n London in 1157, was available to Maimonides in Egypt when he
composed Sefer ha-Misieol just over a decade later (19¢3:39). Yet Twersky himself
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insights, originally motivated by a philosophical agenda, entered the
mainstream exegetical tradition when used by Radak for literary

purposes.
The current state of Kimhi scholarship owes much to the ground-

breaking work of I. Talmage, whosc studies in the 1960’s and 1970’s
outlined the work of Joseph and Moses Kimhi, as well as Radak’s
philological, rationalist pesiat method, all in the context of the cul-
ture clash between the family’s scientific roots n al-Andalus and its
new midrashic Provengal milien.* His perspective is enriched by the
important studies of Simon (1968:203-09) and Meclammed (1978:734—
78, which highlight Radak’s adherence to the hermeneutical principles
formulated by Abraham Ibn Ezra and other Andalusian predeces-
sors, principles that enabled Radak to distinguish between his peshat
method and the midrashic mode of reading Scripture popular in
Provence.* But the new perspectives on Radak’s predecessors offered
by the most recent scholarship (as outlined above) have yet to bring

compiles his own substantal list of additional parallels between the two thinkers on
matters of philosophy and biblical exegesis (1993:25-39), and argues that the ques-
tion of influence must give way to the equally important matter of the commyn
intellectual environment that produced these two great thinkers. In other words, it
was only natural for Maimonides and Ibn Ezra to arrive at similar rcadings of
Sc;riprure because both drew upon the rationalist Andalusian peshat tradition. In this
spirit, we note additional points of contact between Ibn Ezra and Maimonides on
excgetical matters in this work; see, e.g.. chapter one, n. 21: chapter four, nn. 6,
19, 126, 134: chapter five, nn. 36, 66, 99. As a talmudist, however, Maimonices
more willing than Ibn Ezra (o rely on rabbinic readings of Scripturc; on this dis-
tinction, see chapter four. n. 1.

. # 1‘110 following three texts by Radak were edited and published for the fist
time n the twenticth cenury: (1) the allegorical commentary on Gen 2:7--3:1,
Finkelstein (the introduction of which was published scparatcly by H. Kasher:;
the introduction to Radak’s standard Pentateuch commentery. by A. Golan: /3
Proverbs commentary, by F. Talmage, bascd on a Vatican MS identified as Radak’s
by U. Cassuto. (On the recent debate over this attribution, see below, chapter three,
n. 41). Radak’s other commentaries are widely available in the Rabbinic Bible: on
the critical and other editions, sec Bbliography below and Talmage 1975:188-02.
For a new perspective 01 the MSS of Radak’s works, see the introduction to
Y. Berger’s critical edition of the Chronicles commentary 20031 Tn separating out
the MS groups, Berger has found evidence of substantial revisions by Radak dur-
ing ais lifetime. which reflect different stages of development in the styvle and con-
tent of the Provengal autkor’s cxegesis. ’

“In my 1994 cssay, however, I show that Radak’s peshat at times manifests a
Midrash-like sensitivity to linguistic nuance. The Provengal exegete’s respect for
Midrash is also document=d by Perez (1983), who shows that Radak often relied
on rabbinic literature for historical information. In his more recent studv. Perez
{2009 addresses Radak’s greater reliznce on Midrash in his exegesis in general.
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about an analogous paradigm shift in our perception of David Kimhi’s
exegetical thought and practice. The previous studies paint a por-
trait of Radak as a faithful scion, a master tecacher and an elucidator
of the Andalusian peshat legacy, rather than an independent thinker.
Inspired ky the new outlook on the medieval exegetical tradition, I
would like to challenge this portrait by revealing Radak’s innovative
qualities and showing how he drew upon a variety of intellectual
streams converging in Provence to forge a novel peshat method with
enhanced literary sensitivity.*

Modern Linguisiic and Lierary Terminology®

The terminology and conceots of metaphor that we will use in this
work are based on recent scholarship in linguistics, literary criticism,
philosophy of language and psychology.** Although the medieval writ-
ers obviously did not have access to the modern views, they intu-
itively grasped somc of the issues that are now defined explicitly.?’
The discussion below is, of necessity, technical and theoretical. Analytic
minded readers will deem it essential for a smooth reading of what
follows, but some may wish to proceed to the analysis of the medicval
authors ir chapter one and refer back to this introduction where
necessary for clarification of terminology and theory. With this in
mind, I have indicated key technical terms in SMALL caps when first

" For an overview of the Kimhi legacy from this perspective, see my recent
essay, “The Qimhi Family™ (Cohen 2000c!. New studies by N. G-unhaus (2003a,
2003b) explore Radak’s use of midrashic literature and shed further light on his
multifaceted interpretive outlook.

* Somewnat surprisingly, there is no widely accepted standard terminology read-
ily available for the analysis of metaphor. In fact, variations among academic ficlds
even make terms used by some scholars unacceptable to others, creating a gap that
we cannot completely bridge. In the following pages, we aim primarily to define
the terminology used in this volume and the concepts on which it is based.

* The purpose of this section of the introduction is to draw upon contemporary
studies of metaphor to develop a vocabulary for analyzing the writings of the
medieval authors who are the focus of this study. For an analogcus use of mod-
cim theories of metaphor to understand its workings in Scripture, see Caird 1980:7-84,
131-97: Watson 1984:251--72; Brettler 1989:17-28; Macky 1990:4-36.

¥ This has been demonstrated amply in Arabic poetes by Abu Deeb (1979 in
his extensive study of the theory of metaphor advanced by the eleventh-century lit-
crary critic ‘Abd-al-Qahir al-Jurjani. Abu Dech (1979:9-15) outlines “modern crit-
ical theorics on poctic imagery” and goes on to demorstrate how they illuminate
al:Jurjani’s innovations (sce chapter six, n. 26} in rclaion to the conceptions of
metaphor he inherited from the earlier tradidon of Arabic poetics.
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introduced, both in the section below and agan in the body of this
work {where I have also referred in notes back to the relevant mate-
rial in the following section),

Figurative Language

Metaphor, similc and allegory arc figures of speech or figurative language,
which can be defined as (a) non-literal language (bj that compares
dissimilar objects or ideas.* Variations between the techniques result
from different types of “non-literalness” and forms of comparison.
Most contemporary analysis of figurative language focuses on
metaphor,” which we study first, followed by simile and allegory.
We then address symbolism, which is closely related, though no.t,
strictly speaking, figurative language.

Metaphor

The “non-literal” quality of figurative language is expressed in the
typical definition of METAPHOR as “language that says one thing and
means another.”™ More specifically, metaphor—as opposed to other
types of figurative language—can be defined as

any IDENTIFICATION of one thing with another [or] any REPLACEMINT
of the more usual word or phrase by another.™

We illustrate with threc biblical cxamples, each manifesting a slighily
difierent structure, accompanied by an interpretation that expresses
the “other thing” that is mecant but not said.

(1) He shall gather together the dispersed of Judah from the four wings
of the carth (Isa 11:12). t

# See PEPP, s.v. “Figures of Speech™; Beckson and Gaz 1973, s, “Figurative
Language™; Fogelin 1988:1—4. Figurative language includes other 'tCC]]ni(]llY(?S. such
as hyperbole, metonymy and irony. but those are not, by and large, included in
the medicval discussions of mashal, hash’alah. etc. ’ )

* Sce Black 1962:35; 1993:20. As Shipley 11970. s.v. “Figure”™: notes, Aristole
“called all figures of specch esscntialy metaphorical.” ) 4

" As formulated by Osven Barficld: sec Black 1962:32; 1993:22; Davidson 1984:260.
In speaking about “non-licral language.” we assume a basic Lind(‘rst;mding of the
definition and workings of literal language. on which, see Macky 1990:32 39: Stemn
1985:678; 2000:40—43. 63-71, 301-18. ' ' '

' Brooke-Rose 1970:17; comparc Fogelin 1988:26-27.

.



CHAPTER TWO

MAIMONIDES: MASHAL, HASHALAH

Unlike Ibn Ezra, Maimonides never left the Muslim domain and
wrote most of his works in Arabic. For the most part, he also could
ignore the challenges posed to his older Andalusian contemporary
by the midrashic exegesis popular among Jews in Christian lands.
Instead, the great philosoplker, whosc most important works were
written in his mature years in Egypt, took up the more traditional
issues of cencern in the Judec-Arabic tadition, especially the endeavor
to reconcile Scripture with reason. His Guide of the Perpleved is largely
devoted to the figurative interpretaticn of biblical passages that are
problematic in this respect, an endeavor pionzered by Sa‘adia and
refined by his successors in al-Andalus, as we saw in the preceding
chapter.' But to reach Sa‘adia’s goals, Maimonides utilizes new
methodologies based on more precise linguistic concepts culled from
Arabic learning, particularly the logic of al-Farabi. Like Ibn Ezra,
he avoids Sa‘adia’s catch-all majaz category; but whereas his older
Andalusian contemporary replaced it with another single-category
hermeneutcal system, Maimonides builds a two-category system using
the Arabic notions of istiara and mathai, rendered in Hebrew #as#’40101
and mashal, respectively.?

' The influcnce of this tradition on Maimonides is 10t immediately apparent
because the great philosopher gencrally docs not cite his medieva Jewish prede-
cessors (see introduction, n. 40). Nonetheless, Sa‘adia’s exegetical motives and strate-
gies reverberate throughout the Guide; see Rawidowicz 1969:187, 194-230. (See
Dienstag 1996a for an extensive bibliography on the relationship between Maimonides
and Sa‘adia.) Ibn Janah seems to have been Maimonides' usual hinguistic reference
‘below. n. 32), and he held the conmentaries of Moses Ibn Chiquitilla and Judah
Ibn Bal'am in high esteemy; see Tratise on Resurection 32630 (Ar.}; 359-61 {Heb.}.
The possible influence of Moses Ibn Ezra on Maimonides is discussed below, chap-
ter four, n. €0. On the scholarly supposition that the great philososher knew and
used Abraham Ibn Ezra’s writings see introcuction, n. 41. For further discussion
of Maimonides™ reliance on the Andalusian execgetical tradition. see Birnbaum
1944:187-90; Twersky 1980:56-58

* Mashal is the Hebrew cognate of mathal: hast’alah imetaphor; lit. borrowing) is
a loan-translation of Arabic istira ‘above 1.2.3). These eguivalences were standard
already in the medieval translation tradition. We use the Hebrew terms because
they facilitate our comparisons with Abraham Ibn Ezra and Radak.
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Throughout the Guide, Maimonides highlights the mashal-hask’alak
distinction as a critical hermeneutical tool. In one passage, after dis-
cussing a number of examples of figurative readings, he directs his
rcader to apply his method independently:

Take ... what I have not mentioned in the manner that I have men-
tioned in this chapter® and distinguish . . . between . .. what has been
said by way of mashal [and] what has been said by way of hast’alah'

- [as opposed to] what has been said literally (lt. exactly according
to the first conventional mcaning). (11:47;409)

Since the term isti@ra lit. borrowing) was used in Arabic literature
to translate Greek metaphora, we render it (along with its Heb. equiv-
alent hask’alah) “metaphor,” which conforms with Maimonides’ usage.’
The Arabic term mathal is used in reference to a broader range of
figurative expressions, and its cognate, mashal, has a long, complex
history in biblical and rabbinic Hebrew.” Maimonidss uses it primarily
to indicate what we call allegory or parable, though he also uscs it
to lahel similes and symbolic visions. My preference, therefore, is to
leave the term untranslated, and where translation is necessary to do
so contextually.?

’ Siace he did not write a comprchensive biblical commentary, Maimonides uses
this formula to establish a rule applicable clsewhere based on his sclected exam-
ples. Compare Guide 11:46:403-04; see also 11:29:342-43.

! Fer other references to the mashal-lask’alah distinction in the Guide, see 1:33;70);
I1:47:407. Maimonides here speaks of a third category. al-idna’ ilit. going to the
limit; -eferred to by other authors in the Judeo-Arabic tradition as laghdyi [see
Fenton 1997:334-33]), ie., exaggeration or hyperbole (Heb. guzma), which he dis-
cusses at length in this chapter of the Guide i11:47; together with the closely related
term nubalagha (Heb. haflagaiy. Analvsis of hvperbole in Maimonides' hermeneuti-
cal system is beyond the scope of the current study, as we focus on his primary
dichotomy between mashal and hasi’alah, which he applies throughout the Guide.

* References in this chapter, unless otherwise indicated. are from the Guide and
follow S. Pines’ translation with some modifications based on the original Arabic
text. Where Hebrew appears in citations of the Guide, it reflzcts Maimonides™ use
of Hebrew (usually biblical or rabbinic quotations) within his Arabic text. /Citations
of Helrew translations of the Guide are identified as such specifically.) References
in notes below to “Pincs,” “Qafih” and “Schwarz” without further bibliographic
information are to the notes in their respective translations of the passage from the
Guide under discussion.

® On the term istiGra, sec above 1.2.3, 1.2.4. Pines usually renders this term in
the Guide more broadly as “figurative language™ (though he sometimes renders it
“derivative term” [introduction; 5]}

" See Stern 1991:9-13: Bovarin 1995,

¥ Pines usually renders mahal “parable,” but he sometimes renders it “allegory™
{introduction; 13) or “image™ (I1:2;419); Friedlander renders mathal “simile™; Munk
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Although mashal and hash’clah are both types of figurarive language
and thus have much in common, Maimonides insists on separating
them. Without appreciating the importance of this distinction, some
modern scholars have been unable to fully discern Maimonides® views
on prophecy, Scripture and their interpretation. L. Strauss, for exam-
ple, points to a supposed contradiction in Maimonides' opinions:

The assertion [by Maimonides] that Moses’ prophecy was entirely inde-
pendent of the imagination leads to a great difficulty if one considers
the fact that it is the imagination that brings forth similes [meshalim]
and, we may add, metaphors [shemot mush’alin], as well as the fact that
the Torah abounds if not with similes, at any rate with metaphors.’

As we shell sece below (2.32), Maimonides, in fact, distinguished
between mashal and hask’alal specifically with respect to the need to
activate the imagination. Once we recognize this, the problem Strauss
raises can be resolved. The current chapter is devoted to defining
Maimonides’ mashal-hash’alel distinction; in chapter four we show
why it is crucial for his biblical exegesis.

2.1 The Lingustic Coneept of Hash’alah

Maimonides first introduces his notion of has’alah when outlining
the primary goal of his Guide for the Perplexed in the introduction to
that work:

The first purpose of this Treatisc is to cxplain the meanings of cer-
tain terms occurring in Scripture.'” Some of these terms are equivo-
cal (Ar. ymosrariks; Heb. wesncrrasny it shared); hence the ignorant
understand them according to [only] some of the meanings in which
the term in question is used. And some of them are metaphorical (Ar.
musta‘@a; Heb. musf’alim; Lt. borrowed); hence they understand them

renders it “allegory.” On the ambiguity of the term in Arabic literature, sce EI,
s.v. Mathal. '
* Strauss 1963:xxxvii. Klein-Braslavy 198723 (see below, p. 223) raises a simi-
lar dilemma.
" Lit. the books of prophecy. A reference to all of Scripture, net only the sec-
tion referred (o as NewPim, as opposed to Torah and FKeturim; see Klein-Braslavy
1996:41; Harvey 1996:34. Compare Ihn Ezra’s use of the term T2 as a refer-
ence to all biblical authors {e.g., long comm. on Ex 11:5); see also Simon 1993b:305.
There are times, however, that Maimonides sezms to spezk specifically about a style
of the literary prophets; sec, c.g., below nn. 63, 111. ’
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zs well according to the first meaning from which they were derived
(Ar. wstuirat; Heb. husk’alu; Lit. borrowed)."

To understand the linguistic terminology in this passage, it is helpful
to turn to the Treatise on Logic, a work that relies heavily on al-Farabi
and is thought to have been written by Maimonides in his youth.”

2.1.1  Equivocal and Metaphovical Terms: The Treatise on Logic

Chapter thirteen of the 7reatise discusses how words acquire their
meanings.”” Arabic tradition refers to nouns and verbs collectively as
isma (sing. ism), i.e., “names.” An ism is a linguistic sign that desig-
nates a thing or action, the mussama (“that which is named”), in a
relation called tasmiya (“giving a name”)."* The smple case of fas-
miya involves a word with onc meaning."”” By contrast, a word with
more than one meaning is an ism al-mushtartk (Heb. shem meshuttaf),
an “cquivocal” (lit. shared) term, i.c., a name shared by different
meanings, of which six sub-types are listed in the Treatise. A word
shared coincidentally by two independent meanings is ALISM AL-MAHEL
ALISHTIRAK, (Heb. HA-SHEM HA-MESEUTTAF HA-GAMUR), “the absolutely equi-
vocal term”™:

' Maimonides here also lists another type, “amphibolous terms™ {Ar. mushakkika;
Heb. mesuppagim). on which, see Wolfson 1938. But this is a minor category in the
Guide, see below, n. 27.

12 Sec Hyman 1991:177. The tradiional attribution is challenged by Davidson
2001:118-25. 1t is beyond the scope of this study to decice this matter, but we
should note that the parallels discussed in this chapter bewween the Treatise anc
Guide with respect to linguistic terminclogy are unmistakable and suggest commor.
authorship. At the very least, our study shows that Maimonides was intimately famil-
iar with the Farabian definitions presented in the Treatise.

'» On the linguistic concepts in this chapter. see Hyman 1991, Rosenberg 1978

" These Arabic terms werce used occasionally by Ibn Janah and Moses Ibn Ezra,
sce chapter onc, n. 198. One might render tasmiva “denomination” and compare
ism and mussama with Latin nomen and nominatum; see Versteegh 1977:154-59. As
Versteegh observes, Arabic linguists were not carcful in their phrascology to dis-
tinguish between the meaning (sense) of a word and its referent, i.e., the extra-men-
tal entity to which it refers {on this distinction, see introduction, p. 29j; see, e.g.
below, n. 16. Nonetheless, Zwiep (1997:94-97) shows that this linguistic tradition
related signification to meaning (sense) rather than reference. We therefore usually
speak of the mussamé as a mcaning rather than “a thing named.” On the medieval
concept of denotation and its relation to sense and reference, see Eco 1989.

5 The basic case is that of terms that are “distinct” /mutabayyinaj, i.c., that name
a thing with only one name. By contrast. “synonvmous” (muradifa) terms are differen:
names for the same thing; see Hyman 1991:177-78.
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handiwork,” has special poetic feawres that the other expressions
lack. But in the Guide, Maimonides dismisses that qualty and focuses
only on its derived, non-physical scnse, which leads him to argue
that Scripture could just as well have employed the less poetic expres-
sions and conveved the sane meaning.”

2.2 The Literary Concept of Mashal

After presenting the analysis of equivocal and metaphorical terms as
his “first purpose” in the Guide, Maimonides goes on to say:

This treatisc also has a sccond purpose, namely the explanation of
very obscure meshalim occurring in Scripture” . .. an ignorant or heed-
less individual might think that they are said only ’d(‘(f()l“ding to thgg
obvious meaning (Ar. za@hir) and there is no deeper meaning (Ar. batun)
to them. {Introduction; 3)

Unlike the terms haskalak and shittuf, which are taken entirely from
Arabic sources, the great philosopher’s analysis of mashal _draws heav-
ily upon its usage in Scripture anc rabbinic literature,” though he
borrows Arabic terminology to describe its workings.

2.2.1  Allegory. Symbolism and Simile

Whereas Maimonides applies the label hash’aiah to a single metaphor-
ical term (a shem musi’al) in a larger linguistic context, a mashal is
normally a self-contained literary unit, a ficional allegorical tale or
account'{sometimes called a parable).”™ Unlike simple fiction, a mashal

' Compare Ps 8:4. “the skies, the work of your fingers (TSR YRy LT N(')t
surprisingly, Sa‘adia in his T avoids translating the grosshy anthropomorphic
term TTIPIER. ] ) )

7 For other examples in which Maimonides asserts that eqmvalfnc:c of .thp
metaphorical expression and its literal paraphrase {using }he formula “it is as if it
said™), sec I:6:31 (“MONT UR—i: is as if it said 1373 7577 Hebrew text and para-
phrasel; L17:44 ¢9%8 127=pn—it ds as if it says ‘let me know™; Hebrew text and
Arabic paraphrase’.

7 Lit. the books of prophcey: see above. n. 10. ‘ ) »

7 The rabbinic mashal genre is the subject of a dedicated stucy by Stern x;]991_>.
As Bovarin 119871 demonstrates, Maimomdes™ view that the concept of mashal is
critical for understanding Seripture can be traced to rabbinic tradition. o

® The use of the term mashal to connote fiction cen be traced to _r;ab\nmc liter-
ature; sce. e.g., BT Baba Bathra 15a icited belowy Leewe 1961:173-75.
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represents a factual state of affairs, This is expressed using the Arabic
terms z@kir (external, obvious meaning), ie., the fictional account,
and bafin (inner, hidden meaning), the facts or ideas it symbolizes.’™
The classic example of a mashal cited in rabbinic literature (BT Baba
Batira 15a) is the “poor man’s lamb™ parable devised by Nathan the
prodhet (Il Sam 12:1-4) to illustrate to King David the moral repug-
nance of his actions with Bathsheba. Maimonides follows an opinion
cited in the same talmudic text that the book of Job, likewise, is a
masial. He thus takes the tale of this rightcous man’s suffering and
subsequent discussions with his friends to be a fiction employed by
Scripture to convey various philosophical views about the problem
of evil. The “second purpose™ of the Guide implies that full com-
prehension of this biblical bock requires more than merely under-
standing the literal tale {z@hir); one must also explain its inner meaning
(batim), i.c., the philosophical views that it confains, an exegetical
enterprise to which Maimonides devotes Guide 111:29-23 {(see bclow,
4-1'2>-1¥U

Maimonides also uses the term mashkal in reference to similes® and

™ Compare Moses Ibn Ezra’s comment regarding mashal and fiddah: =R &S

K05 TR N N2 e (Aiab 146a; above 1.2.1% Maimonides' defines hiddah
similarly: 7IRD D KD FIERD D TN STR SRSSOR T 0T Mishnah Commentary,
introduction to Pereq Heleg [= Sanhedyin X], Qafih ed., 202). On the Hebrew equiv-
alents used to translate @k and batin, sce above. 1.1.4 and below. 3.2.1.

* In the Guide, Maimorides interprets hiblical and rabbinic meshalim and evea
devises his own ion which, see Stern 1991:224-27;. In interpreting rabbinic meshalin
(sce. e.g., 1:59:142, 11:30:353, I11:6:427;, Maimonides may be fulfilling an earl-
promise to compose the “Book of Correspondence™ on this subject introductior:
9; see also Klein-Braslavy 1987:17-18; Kasher 1992/3:122--29.. Of particular inter-
est is Maimonides interprctation of a rabbinic maskal that he cites to explain the
workings of the biblical maial genre (below, p. 122;. That example illustrates how
Maimonides rcads Scripturz in light of rabbinic tradition (sce chapter four, n. 1.
Perheps the best known of Maimonides® original meshalim is the “palace mashal,” in
whick the intricate labyrinth of a palace in al-Andalus represents various levels of
spiritual proximity to God (see below, n. 130). For other meshalim devised by
Maimonides, see e.g., 1:33:71, 1:46;97.

¥ We already noted this application by Abraham Ibn Fzra fabove 1.2.21. The
structure of a simile is different from ‘hat of an allegory. In an allegory, the topic
or “thing represented” is hidden and therefore merits the label batin. But in a sim-
ile, the topic is mentioned explicitly alongside the image; Maimonides therefore does
not we the zakir-batin dichotomy in analyzing similes. He does explain, however,
how the image resembles—and thus fluminates—the topic (see 1:1;23. He com-
ments, e.g., on Ezck 1:14, “the living creatures ran and returned as the appear-
ance of a flash of lightning™:

-~ . their motion consis'ed in running and retracting their way. And he made
it clear in a mashal, seying, “as the appearance of a flash of lightening™ . .
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symbolic visions. The latter category is especially important for his
theory of prophecy, since he maintains that most prophets receive
communications from God in masial form, i.e., a symbolic vision,
which amounts to an imaginary tale or scene that “occurs” in some-
one’s mind. He discusses many such cases in the Guide, but it is
interesting to look at his discussion of this phenomenon in Afiskneh
Torah, where he must use Hebrew terminology to express the Arabic
zahir-batm dichotomy:

The matters communicated to the prophet in a prophetic vision are
communicated to him in symbolic form (dewekh mashal). And immedi-
atcly the interpretation (n7roy) of the mashal is impressed upon his mind
in a vision so that he gresps what it symbolizes (lit. is). Such, for exam-
ple, was the case with the vision the Patriarch Jacob saw (Gen 28:12-15)
of a ladder with angels ascending and descending it—and that was a
symbol (mashal) for the monarchies and their oppression of Isracl,® the
animals in Ezekiel's vision (Ezekic! 1), the steaming pot (Jer 1:13} and
the rod of an almond tice (Jer 1:11) seen by Jeremiah, the scroll seen
by Ezekicl (Ezck 2:9). ... (AT, Hilkhot Yesodei ha-Torah 7:3)%

In these cxamples, the zahir is the content of the prophetic vision
and the batin its “interpretation,” i.c., the facts it symbolizes. Writing
in Hebrew, Maimonides uses BH pitron (interpretation” as an equiv-
alent for the Arabic term batin and he refers to the zahir as the
mashal. ie., the symbol itself*> Maimonides reveals the pitron of only
one cxample, Jacob’s ladder; for the others he refers the reader to
Scripture since “these prophets recited the mashal together with its
interpretation” (ibid.). For example, Jeremiah records:

whose motion appears to be the swifiest of motions and which stretches out
rapidly and at a rush frorr a certain place and then with the same rapidity
contracts and returns time after time 1o the place whence it moved. (I11:2;419)
For other examples of simile lancled as mashal, see below {on Prov 25:11); sec also
L:49:110 Cws7 7R o) TE7:429 @opt memesy; compare 11:36:370, wherce he
comments that the rabbinic maxim. “a dream is [like! an unripe fruit of prophecy”
is “an extraordinary simile [tashhih].” Although Maimonides occasionally uscs the
Arabic term tashbih, which does connote sinile (above, 1.2.2), he also uses that term
more generally in the sensc of fgurative comparison (sec, e.g., [1:47;408, where he asso-
ciates fashbih and istiara); it thus does not represent a distinct category in his exeget-
ical system (cf. Ibn Ezra's use of the term dimyon; chapter one, n. 88).
8 See Klcin-Braslavy 1988:330-33 for the rabbinic source of this reading.
8 Compare Guide 11:43.
# On the Hebrew root =@ as an cxegetical tarm equivelent to (@uil, see
Wansbrough 1977:246.
% A gimilar convention was employed by Ihn Ezra; sce chapter one, n. 76.
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And the word of the Lord came to me .. .: What do you sce? I replied:
I see a stcaming pot )
Tipped away from the north.
And the Lord said to me:
From the north shall disas.ier break loose
Upon all the inhabitants of the land (Jer 1:13-14

Immediately upon sceing the scenc of the steaming pot, Jeremiah is
told its inner meaning (batin/ piron): the impending disaster from the
north, a Babylonian invasion."

2.2.2 The Two Steps of Mashal Analysis

Although both mashal and haskialah arc types of figurative language
and, as such, “say one thing and mean another,”® they differ fun-
damentally because a mashal docs not involve any revision of seman-
tic meaning. In other words, the language of a mashal retains its
literal sense and gencrates the zahir, i.e., the literal tale or scene.®
which, in turn, symbolizes or calls to mind the datin.*® When \;fe
speak about the figurative meaning of a shem muskal, we are making

% Maimonides (11:43;392) mentions two methods by which the graphic image
shown to the prophet yields its d@fin. In the usual case, the inner meahing is derived
'through an analogy with the image itelf, what Maimonides calls an “imitation of
idcas” (muba"k_dt ma‘amn), e.g., Jeremialk’s menacing seething pot image, which rep-
resenis a military menace rom the north. But in some cases, an Eqﬁi\'ocal term
that would come to mind in onc meaning) when the prophet sought to describe
the scenc hints at the decper message through one of its other mcanin:gs. Maimonides
illustrates with another one of Jeremiah’s visions: ' )

The word of the Lord came to me: What do you see, Jeremiah? 1 replied: |
sce a branch of an almond trce (shaged). The Lord said to me: You have seen
right, for I am hurrying (shoged) 10 bring my word to pass {Jer 1:11-12).
He.re the pitron is derived by a play on words: the Hebrew oot 'IF\J !almond)) hints
at its other meaning fo kwmn. As Maimonides explains, “The intention of the mashal
did not concern the idea of a rod nor that of an almond,” but only the associa-
tion with the other meaning of the equivocal root TP0. Or this symbolic mecha-
nism, see Rosenberg 1981:184-835; Klein-Braslavy 1986:184-87.
# 8ee introduction, n. 50. ’
™ This applies even in the type of mashal that relics on an equivocal term to
hint zt the atin (above, n. 86), e.g., Jeremiah’s vision of an almond branch. The
language describing the vison retains its literal sense; i.c.. the word shaged in Jer
I:11 means only an almond rod. The symbolic meaning docs not interdict the nor-
mal path of denomination; it is derived. instcad, through an additional step in the
standarq mashal model: the visual image evokes its own linguistic sign, which, in
turn, brmg§ to mind a different sense of that sign. k o l

_m !n a simile. this model must be modificd slightly: the image calls to mind cer-

tain featurcs of the topic. o )
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a claim about its semantic meaning, i.e., the sense of a language expression.
But when speaking about the “decper meaning” of a nmashal, we make
a claim about something it communicates indirectly, much as we might
speak about the “meaning” of a painting or as Maimonides would
speak about the meaning of God’s commandments (fa‘amet ha-miswot).™

The above distinction applics to hask’alah both as defined in the
Treatise and in the Guide. \When we contrast mashal end hash’alah as
defined in the Guide, their divergence is even greater. One can the-
oretically speak of “two levels of meaning”—-a literal and figurative
meaning—in both mashal and haslt’lah, but enly mashal has a genuine
zahir, since the literal sense of a shem muskh’al is incorrect where it is
used metaphorically, since it dircetly conveys the derived sense.”’ But
interpreiing a mashal is always a two-step process; one must first
understand the language literally to understand the zahir, before
thinking about how it symbolizes the batin. This special feature of
mashal can be inferred frem Maimonides® initial presentation of his
“two purposes” in the Guide (above, pp. 100, 118). People err when
they take shemot mush’alim “according to the first meaning”; but meshalim
pose a different challenge, the ignerant err if they understand them
only “according to their external sense (zahir, and [believe] that they
possess no internal sense (batin).” It is correct to interpret a mashal
literally; the crror is to stop there without sceking the decper mcaning.

Since Maimonides recognizes the literary integrity of the zahir, the
literal sense of the mashal genre, he must address its naturc and pur-
pose. In his introduction tc the Guid: he offers two possible approaches
to this matter, the first based on a rabbinic source, the second derived
from Scripture itself:

Our Rabbis say:"”? A man who loses a sela’ (a coin) or a pearl in his
howse, can find the pearl by lighting a taper worth an issar (a coin of
little value). In the same way, this maskal in itsclf 15 worth nothing,
but by mecans of it you can understand the words of the Torah.
{Introduction; 11)

“ On the distinction between semantic and nonsemantic meaning, sce intro-
duction. pp. 21 22. In allegory and symbolism. the batin is communicated indi-
rectly: a stmile calls to mind the shared aspects of the topic and image, though,
semantically speaking, it expresses only the existence of a similitude, not its content
isee introduction, p. 26}

' This applics only to the Guide; in the Treatise the metaphorical sense must be
derived anew from the literal sense in each instance (above, 2.1.3%

" Maimonides' source is Shi- ha-Shirim Rabbah 1:1; see Boyarin 1987:480--84.
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As this passage shows, the Rabbis relied on an analogy, 1.e., mashal,
to llustrate the workings of hiblical meshalim. Maimonides goes n
to explain the point of this analogy in his view:

jl‘hc hidden matters (bawatin, pl. of batin of the words of the Torzh
is the “pearl” whereas the zihir of all meshalim is worth nothing, ard
they likened the matter . . . tc a man who let drop a pearl in his house,
which was dark and full of furniture . .. until ... he lights a lampfl
an act to which an understanding of the meaning of the mashal cor-
responds. (Introduction; 11)

According to the Rabbis, the great philosopher explains, the zakir
of a biblical mashal is valuable only insofar as it aids in understanding
the batin. This would perhaps apply to Nathan’s tale of the poor
man’s Jamb, Jacob’s ladder vision, Jeremiah’s stecaming pot and even
Ezekiel’s chariot vision, all of which seem to serve merely to illus-
trate deeper moral or philosophical truths. In that case, the tale cor
vision itself is “worth nothing.” i.e., it has no educational, moral,
historical or practical significance.

Maimonides presents the alternative model based on his analysis
of Prov 25:11, “A word fitly spoken is [like] apples of gold in sel-
tings (M=Zwn) of silver,” an approach he thus attributes to King
Solemon.” "This biblical simile compares well formulated language
to a valuable, beautiful artifact, but Maimonides gives a more specific
meaning to both the image and topic. He maintains that King
Solemon refers specifically to he mashal genre and that the silver-
covered golden apples reflects its workings:

—_

D200 means filigree tracertes . .. in which there arc apertures with very
small eyelets, like the handiwork of silversmiths . . . ‘The Sage (Solomor
accordingly said that a saying uttered with a view to two méanings is
like apples of gold overlaid with silver filigree work having very small
holes. Now see how marvelously this dictum describes a well con-
structed mashal. For he says that in a saying that has two meanings —
a zalir and batin- -the zahir ought to be as beautiful as silver, whil
its batin ought to be more beautiful than its zakir, the former being in
comparison to the latter as gold is to silver. Its zahir also ough} to

* Maimonides accepted the traditional view that Proverbs was penned by King
Solomon, a figure that Maimonides ctherwise regarded as a master of the mashdl
genre; sce Klein-Braslavy :996:112. Maimonides™ analysis of Prov 25:11 may be
ongiral, since he does not attribute it to the Rabbis, nor is it found in Sa‘adia’s
commentary, although it is possible tiat he saw it in a canmentarv that we no
longer possess. ’
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contzin in it something that indicates to someonc considering it what
is to be found in its internal meaning, as happens in the case of an
apple of gold overlaid with silver filligree-wors having very small holes.
The meshalim of the prophets are similar. Their zawahir (pl. of zdhir)
contains wisdom that is useful in many respects, among which is
the welfare of human societics, as is shown by the zawahir of Pro-
verbs. . .. Their batin, on the other hand, contains wisdom that is use-
ful for beliefs concerned with the truth as it is. (Introduction; 11)

In King Solomon’s mashal model, the zahir has educational value
falbeit on a lower level than the bafin), unlike the rabbinic model,
in which “mashal in itself,” i.c., the zahir, “is worth nothing.” Maimo-
nides does not decm it necessary to reconcile these two models and
may have considered both to be applicable to different meshalim. 1t
would seem, for example, that he regarded King Solomon’s own
meshalim, 1.e., those in Proverbs, to have value cven on the level of
the zahir®

Even where the zahir is “worth nothing” from an educational per-
spective, Maimonides makes it clear that its literary integrity must
be respected. Although the batin is normally his primary target, he
at times invests much effort to establish a correct understanding of
the zahir. He thus devotes a lengthy section of the Gude (IH:1-7) to
Ezekiel’s chariot vision, which he takes as a mashal symbolizing meta-
physical secrets known as Ma‘aseh Merkavah (the Account of the Chariot)
in rabbinic tradition.” Given the rabbinic injunction against reveal-
ing these secrets, he carefully limits his analvsis:

I shall interpret to you that which was saic by Ezekiel the prophet,
peace be on him, in such a way that anyecne who heard the inter-
pretation would think that I do net say anyvthing . .. that is not indi-
cated by the text, ...as if T translated words from cne language to
another or summarized the mcaning of the external sensc (zahir) of
the saecch. (III: introduction; 416)

To understand the batin, the rcader must look elsewhere:

On the other hand, if that intcrpretation is cxamined with a perfect
care by him for whom this Treatisc is composed and who has under-

*' See Qafih here and Klein-Braslavy 198740-42. This conforms sith Maimonides’
analysis of Prov 25:16 (below, p. 128) and Prov 7:6-21 (below, p. 182). We can
argue similarly that Maiinonides regarded the literal tale of Job to be mcaningful
for the masses, even though they are to remain ignorant of its deeper philosophi-
cal content; sec chapter four, n. 44.

* Sce Klein-Braslavy 1996:39-48.
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stood all its chapters—every chapter in its turn—the whole matter that
has become clear and manifest to me will become clear to him . .
‘Ihid.)

Schelars have pondered the esoteric content Maimonides hints at
here, but for our purposes it is significant that he devotes seven
chapters to analyzing the language of this biblical passage and reveal-
ing the details of Ezekiel’s vision, but not their ceeper significance.
It is as if he is not analyzing a mashal, but simply engaging in philo-
logical exegesis, following the cxample of great exegetical predeccs-
sors he mentions elsewhere, Ibn Janah, Ibn Chiquitilla and Ibn
Bal‘am."

Maimonides’ theory of translation also reflects the integrity of the
calir. Although a shem mush’al must be rendered according to its
mctaphorical sense (unless the target language equivalent is also a
shem musfial), he allows for literal translation of a maskal® This is
implicit in his peshat exegesis of Ezekicl’s chariot vision, but emerges
more clearly when he addresses the Targum on Ex 33:23, “You
shall see "N (lit. my back), but 2 (lit. my face) will not be seen,”
said by God to Moses. Onkelos avoids the blatant anthropomor-
phism here by rendering £2 and =% cach according to a metaphor-
ical sense attested elsewhere in Scripture, yielding: “8=ra7 m v
T RS WTPT (“You shall perceive those which are behind me. but
those which arc in fiont of me shall not be perccived”; 1:37;86).% This
leaves the more subtle philosophical difficulty that nothing can be
“in front of” or “behmnd” an incorporeal God. Maimonides thus

" See above, n. 1. Within Maimonides® treatment of Ezekel’s chariot vision, we
do find semantic analysis of some equivocal terms. Faced with a description of the
chario’s wheels as “full of &0 (it. eves)” (Fzek 1:18), for example, he explains
that BH 7" has another meaning in this context:

Itis possible that he meant that tkey had many colors, as in the passage, “and

tke color thercof (5% as the color of (93} bdellium™ (Num 11:7). {I1:2:420;
(Interestingly, neither this sense of "2 nor another two that he considers here are
cited in Guide 1:44, the lexicographic chapter devoted to this equivocal term.; But
this has nothing to do with the édtin of Ezckiel's vision; Maimonides merely inter-
prets the zahir to determine what the prophet saw, i.c., many colors, not many
eyes. In other words, he does not mean to say that onc sense of the shem meshuttaf
is operative in the zdhir and the other in the batin. He identifies the single correct
mcaning of the language, which signifies only the zakir. For other examples of his
philological analysis of Ezekidl 1, see his discussion of 777 (111:2:419%; 5353 (11T:4:424).

" Though he does not require its literal translation; he thus does not criticize the
Targum for rendering meshatim according to the batin {scc below).

" Cn this Targumic reading. see Klein 1982:45- 46,
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posits that Onkclos took this verse as a mashal,” the real subject of
which relates to two tvpes of entities, “incorporcal intellects” and
lower beings “possessing form and matter™

There are great created beings whom man cannot apprehend as they
really are. These are the incorporeal intellects, and [Scripture] speaks
of them as being “in front of” God ... because of the power of His
providence constantly watching over them. But the things that, in his
opinion—-1 mcan that of Onkelos—can be grasped ir their true real-
ity arc such as arc beneath the scparate intellects with respect to their
rank in that which exists, I mcan things endowed with matter and
form. Of them [Onkelos] has said: “You shall see that which is behind
me”, he means the beings from which it is as if I have “turncd away”
and “turned my back,” speaking by way of mashal, because of their
remoteness from His existence. {Ibid.)

Taking this verse as a mashal, Maimonides identifies its two levels of
meaning, the z@fur and batn. The Targum reflects only the gakir, an
imaginary scene of beings surrounding God, some “in front of ” Him,
others “behind” Him. Onkelos’ metaphorical translation of 7% and
T2 thus conveys only the zahir, much like Maimonides’ explicit
analysis of Ezekiel’s vision. The imaginary scene,' in turn, sym-
bolizes the bagin, the relatve ontc status of “things possessing form
and marter,” which can be revealed to Moses, as opposed to the

“incorporeal intellects,” which cannot.

2.2.3  Th> Mashal-Hash’alah Border

Maimonides’s mashal-hash’alah distinction comes into sharp relief in
borderline examples that allow him to choose between the two inter-
pretive modes. This occurs, for example, n connection with BH
terms from the semantic field of eating 928 (lit. to cat), which, as
Maimonides explains, are often used mctaphorically (= by way of
hast’ alahl in connection with the acquisition of knowledge (Guide 1:30).
For support, he cites a rabbinic exegetical rule about Qohelet: “all

* Maimonides devises this nashal reading only te justify Onkelos: he himself
{1:37-38) prefers other readings that apply the hasi’alah mode. On Maimonides’
analvsis of Onkelos and its relationship to his own interpretation of this verse, see
Kasher 1995:44  48: see also Kreisel 1991:111-112.

0 Unlike Ezekiel's vision, which the prophet actualy saw in his mind, this mashal
is a literary fabrication, much like Nathan's parable or the meshatim that the Rabbis
and Maimonides compose to illustrate abstract conceots.

i e
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77728 (lit. eating) and 770 (lit. drinking) in this book are nothing
but wisdom (s W98 7R (1:30:64).'”" Maimonides takes this tc
mean that acquiring wisfom is actually the sense of these terms. This
rule results in rather forced exegesis, as we see in his reading of the
following verse in Isaiah:

102

—— e ——

Scriptures] frequenty call @SN 7T2; it their frequently calling’
knowledge & «"watcr‘!' “All that is 823 (lit. thirsteth) come ve for &
{it. water)” /Ibd 55:0. (Ihid)

Maimonides could have taken this versc as a meshal, which would
allow it to retain its literal sense, and argued tha: study is the batin
of Isataly’s picturesque language. But instcad he invokes the notion
of denomination (using the technical Arabic term fasmiya [above,

101]} and argues that the word &% here actually means knowl-
edge, not water.

Maimonides was evidently willing to use this rule to reinterpret
an entire verse, a strategy that he found in the Targum:

Jonathan ben Uziel, peace be upon him, translates the verse, “You
shall jovfully draw water from the springs of salvation,” {7 CRaND:
W TIomn PRWOZ; Isa 12:3), saving: “With joy shall vou receive new
teaching from the chosen of the righteous™ @ma 57 527w poapm
§p s TaR). Consider his interpretation (t@’wi/'*® of T2 (lit. water)
that it is the Anowledge that will be received in those da\c And he
makes [the word] "2 to be lke ““7¥n the community™ {N
meaning the notables [of the comniunity], who arc the wise men. o
And he says “from the chosen of the rightcous,” as rightcousness is
true salvation (DWW, Sce accordingly how he reinterprets ({@’awwala;
every word in this verse with a view to the notion of knowledge and
lcarning. (Ibid.)

In rendering O knowledge, Jonathan applies Maimonides’ dictionary
definition. But the term 7’1 requires more radical treatment that
the great philosopher—surprisingly—supports and even seems to
accept. After citing yet another tenuous reconstrual (1% [lit. salvation]

1 As Schwarz notes, thal this seems to be 2 paraphrase of Qohelet R([bb(zll 2:26,
3:16 (M2TR 2SO OO0 SO AT TRIT TPURD TN AT ATToR S

" Compare the language in the Tiatise, “[people]’s calling G Dwu, a gcncr—
ous man ‘the sea’™ (above, p. 102).

' On this technical termr, see chapter one, n. 32.

""" For attempts to rationalize this tenuous “philological™ analysis, sce Pines and
Schwarz here.
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= rightcousness), he commends Jonathan’s reading of “every word
in this verse with a view to the notion of knowledge and learning.”'"

But elsewhere Maimonides recognizes that -his metaphorical usage
is meant to conjure up an image of cating, in which case he uses
the term mashal rather than hash’alak:

... it is said, “Hast thou found honey? Eat so much as is sufficient
for thee, lest thou be filled therewith and vomit it” (Prov 25:16). ..
How marvelous is this mashal inasmuch as it likens knowledge to eat-
ing, as we have said.'™ [t also mentions the most delicious of foods,
namecly, honey. Now, according to its nature, honey, if caten to excess,
upsets the stomach and rauses vomiting. Accordingly, Scripture says,
as it were, that in spite of its sublimity, greztness and what it has of
perfection, the nature of the apprehension in question [i.e., intellec-
tual apprchension]-—if not made to stop at its proper limit and not
conducted with circumspection - may be perverted into a defect, just
as the eating of honey may. For whereas the individual eating in mod-
eration is nourished and takes pleasurc in it, it all goes il there is too
much of it. Accordingly Seripture . .. says “[ . ..] and vomit it.” (1:32;69)

Here Maimonides does not engage in scmantic analysis to re-con-
strue the components of this verse (finding honey, eating sufficiently,
being filled and vomiting) to relate to study. Instead, he takes the
literal sense of the verse as a literary unit, ie., the zahir.'" Taken
literally, this verse offers sound gastronomic advice;!"™ but the verse
also has a deeper meaning based on the model of something won-
derful becomes harmful when used improperly. Solomon portrays

" For a similar example, see Maimonides’ analysis of Num 12:8 (1:3:27}.

" The reference is actually to Guide 1:30, where Maimonides dites this usage as
hask’alah. See the following note.

""" His reference to Guide 1:30, then, raiscs a possible contradiction: is his inter-
pretation of “eating” as “study” iash’alah or mashal? In fact, immediately following
his analysis of Prov 25:16. he cites Prov 25:27, “it is nct good to eat much honey”
as expressing a similar idea, implving that it is also a mashal; but that verse appears
in [:30:63 i1 a list of cxamples of hask’alah. See Klcin-Braslavy 1996:141.) Perhaps
we can resclve this apparent contradiction by positing a hask’alah-mashal continuum:
a biblical author might re-animae a dead metaphor {see introduction, n. 80) and
construct a mashal out of a shem musi’al. (Cempare Radak’s analysis of Deut 32:42
[Shorashim, 5. S28], discussed below, 3.1.1) In Maimonides’ view, then. “eating
honey™ (Prov 25:27! is a case of hask’alah {as stated in 1:30:63), i.e., a dead metaphor
denoting sfedy. But in citing this same versc in 1:32, he means to say that the fos-
silized. wora-out literal sense of the hasi’alal in Prov 25:27 is brought back to life
in Prov 25:16, which is a mashal. .

' This seems to be an example of a mastal in which even the ;ahir entails “wis-
dom that is useful in many respects” {above, p. 124).
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the spiritual dangers of improper speculation'™ about esoteric mat-
ters by making us think of the physical pleasure of cating honey and
the ordeal of vomiting—images that would be obliterated by a hashala
analysis.

2.2.4 The Role of Philological Analvsis

The preceding examples give the impression that a mashal is always
analyzed as a unit, whereas hasw’alah entails breaking down a text tc
its lexical components. While this is a general pettern in the Guide,
it is not fundamental to Maimonides’ mashal-hask’alah distinction, nor
is it even always true. Although fasfalah analysis lends itself most
naturally to an individual word ithe shem mush’al), Maimonides is will-
ing to apply it to cntire phrascs. For example, roting a pattern in
prophetic literature whereby human prosperity is described as if
nature rejoices, he coriments:

[Scripture’s] saying, “The mountains and hills shall break forth before
you singing, and all the trees of the ficld shall clap their hands” (Isa
35:12). This is clearly hashalah. And similarly its saying “Yea, the
cypresses (CWNTD) rejoice at thee...” (Isa 14:8.... [All of] these
metaphors (Ar. istiarat; Heb. hasfalol) are cxtremely common in the
books of prophecy.” (11:47;408)'?

By contrast, Maimonides cites the Targum on his last example:

But Jonathan ben Uziel trandated: “Also the rulers rejoiced in thee,
those rich in property,” making this a mashal. (Ibid.)

Maimonides here contrasts two interpretive modes: Jonathan reads
this verse as a mashal, not as hast'alah.’’® The latier requires proof-
texts to demonstrate that phrases depicting personified nature rejoic-
ing co not convey their normal literal sense, but have become idioms
in BH that convey the sense of human prosperity.* But one cannot

1 See Klein-Braslavy 1996:139-42.

"0 In a similar way, Maimonides (1:34;73; applies the term mashal to the metaphor-
ical we of the term “water” in reference to Torah study when he wishes to high-
light the implications of this image.

11 See above, n. 63.

"2 For other examples of entirc phrases analyzed as hash’alah. see 11:29;336-345
{a tex: analvzed below, 4.2.4).

% This point is made by Qafih here.

" Throughout Guide 11:29 Maimonides thus uses formulas such as “the phrases
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similarly support the Targum philologically; Maimonides thus posits
that Jonathan took Isa 14:8 as a mashal, which requires no linguis-
tic basis since it does not make any semantic claim a»out the lan-
guage of this verse.

Mashal analysis may seem best suited for a self-contained tale that
can be taken as a literary unit; but Maimonides scems to advocate—
at least in some cases—bhreaking up the zafir and deriving the batin
from it word by word. This arises in connection with his funda-
mental rule of mashal analysis:

Know that the prophetic meshalim are of two kinds. In some of these
meshalin (1) each utterance'® corresponds to [lit. necessitates] a[nother]
idea,"® while in others (2) the mashal as a whole indicates the whole
of the symbolized idea (Ar. al-mana al-mamthil; lit. the idea represented
by the mathal). In such a mashal very many utterances (Ar. kalimai) are
to be found, not every one of which adds somcthing to the symbol-
ized idca. ”lhc) serve rather to embellish the mashal ard to render it
morc coherent, or to conceal further the symbolized idea, hence the
speech proceeds in such a way as o accord with cverything required
by the mashal’s external mecaning. (Introduction; 12)

The second type of mashal which, as Maimonides goes on to state
explicitly, is prevalent in Scripture (ibid.; 14), reflects the general pat-
tern noted above. In this type, the zafur is an irreducible literary
unit with its own internal logic that includes elements for its own
poetic embellishment and coherence. The batin is denved by con-
sidering the whole picture painted by the zak, not minute analysis
of its details.!”

But the first type of mashal requires the interpreter to split the text
into smaller components and derive the batin from the zakir picce-

x,v.z all reelly mean nothing but ¢ for similar expressions; see chapter four,

149. C()mpar(’ the rabbinic philological formula Maimonides cites on the words
u'? 8 and 7T in Qohelet (above, p. 127

2 Ar. kalima. The Hebrew translation ﬂ'?‘_, offered by Samuel Tbn Tibbon and
adopted by Qafih, Schwarz. NMunk (“mot™) and Pines (“word™, is misleading; see
below. T3™F might be a better Hebrew equivalent.

"% Ar. igteda mana. 1 have deviated from Pines™ translation (“has a mcaning™) for
two rcasons. 1} The Arabic verb ¢dr (form VII, to demand, require, nccessitate)
is more forceful than implied by Pines’ phld%OlOg’\ {compare Schwarz’s translation:
mEAen 52T (2) Since Maimonides is not speakmg here about semantic mean-
mg, I prefer to render ma‘a an icea. iLater in this passage, Pines scems to recog-
nize the difficuity of rendering ma%a “a meaning™ and instead rendess it “a subject™;
sce below, n 120].)

""" Maimenides™ analysis of this type of mashal is discussed at length below, 4.1.
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meal. This threatens the sharp mashal-hasi’alah disincdon stressed
elsewhere in the Guidz, and has brought the great Maimonidean
scholar S. Klein-Braslavy to the conclusion that

this type of mashal s nothing but a mosaic of equivocal terms (R
TURUR T30 MY 0 TETE §OR). To understand its hidden level of
meaning it is necessary to interpret every one of the equivocal terms
of which it is composed.'’®

On this basis, she argues that Maimonides’ objective in his mashal
analysis is to “allow the perplexed reader to negaie or erase (N 1505
P .TI(:'D) the mcaning of the literal level of the text™ <k198/.:)3,.

To evaluate this understanding, which I consider inaccurate, or
at least overstated, we must consider Maimonides’ own analysis of
the first type of mashal. He illustrates his rule with Jacob’s ladder
vision (Gen 28:12-15):

Seripture’s saying (Ar. gawluhu)"® “ladder™ indicates one idea;'? its say-
ing “set up on earth™ indicates a sccond idea; its saying “and the top
of it reached to heaven” indicates a third idea. . . . and its saying “and
behold the Lord stood above it” indicates a seventh idca. Thus every
expression (Ar. lafza"®' occurring in this mashal refers to an additional
subject in the complex of subjects represented by the mashal as a whole.
{Introduction; 12-13)

Without revealing its bafin hers, Maimonides establishes that this
vision is a mashal simply by claiming that it rcpreserts something beyond
what Jacob saw. Later in the Guide (I:13), he cxplains what each
detail represents: the “angels of God” are the prophets; their “ascent”
is their perception of a prophetic message, their “descent” bringing
that message to the people. The ladder is thus a symbol for prophetic
inspiration, by which the prophet “ascends™ to spiritual heights, and
“descends” back into the mundane world.!?

"% Klein-Braslavy 1987:42 (translation my ownl. Klcin-Braslavy reiterates and
applics this methodological point throughout her hook.

' Pines renders gawluhu “the word™ (Munk. “le mof™). Our literal translation (“its
saying”" which matches Hebrew 372K, as rendered by Ibn ‘libbon and Qafih, fol-
lowed by Schwarz [727]), though more awkward, avoids the impression that
Maimenides is thinking about philological analysis.

2 Ar. ma‘na, which Pines renders “a subject”; see above, n. 116.

"2t Pines’ translation, “word” (compare Munk’s mof), like Hebrew 75 (Samuel
Ibn Tibbon and Qafihy, is wisleading. Schwarz’s translation. "2, is preferable; see
below.

122 For further analysis of Maimondes’ reading of Jacob’s ladder vision. see
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Klein-Braslavy (1988) supports her view cited above by demon-
strating that most of the words appearing in the biblical depiction
of Jacob’s ladder vision are analyzed as equivocal terms elsewhere
in the Guide.'” On this basis she argues, for example, that accord-
ing to Maimonides 287 in the description of Jacob’s vision means
prophets and that 729 (lit. ascent) and 77" (lit. descent) mean spiritual
ascent and spuritual descent, respectively.'* Using Maimonides’ dictio-
nary, onc derives the batin by plugging in the non-physical senses of
the terms making up the zahir.

But Maimonides had neither philblogical analysis nor semantic
meaning in mind when speaking about the first type of mashal, in
which “each utterance {Ar. kalima) corresponds to a[nother] idea.”'?
In paraphrasing this type of maskal as “a mosaic of equivocal terms
{shemot meshuttafim),” Klein-Braslavy (1987:42) relied on Samuel Ibn
Tibbon’s Hebrew translation of the Arebic term kalima as word {177,
which she may have taken as being interchangeable with Hebrew
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Klein-Braslavy 1988; Diamond 2002:85-130. Both of thesc scholars note that
Maimonides offers other readings of the ladder vision elsewhere in his writings, but
they maintain that Guide 1:15 reflects the one he had in mind in the introduction
to the Guude.

¥ For the methodological assumption underlying this type of analysis, namely
that Maimonides intends that his philological analysis be applied throughout the
Guide, see Klein-Braslavy 1987:52-59.

" Klein-Braslavy 1988:343- 44, citing 1:6;252; 1:7:266 (where Maimonides scems
to use midrashic sources); 1:10;36.

' This is not to say that philological analysis never has any place in the inter-
pretation of meshalim. In the type of mashal that relies on an equivocal term evoked
by the vision scene {above, n. 86, one can speak of philological analysis that helps
to uncover the bafin. But not eer; word of that type of mashal is to be analyzed
philologically. Even in Klein-Braslavy’s article devoted to facob’s ladder vision. there
is one symbolism, ladder = material existence (VAT TREAT ROR R CTHR
1988:341), fer which she camnot find a philological basis in the Guide. (She cites
instcad the midrashic derivation =% = 297 [1988:338], which is based on gimatria,
a mcthod Maimonides hardly endorsed [see chapter five, n. 36].) When all is said
and done. then, even Klein-Braslevy must admit that not every word of Jacob’s
vision is a shem meshuttaf.

% His traaslation reads:

RTTSUDT D ANID YR D92 L. D AD W MW Soma ate Sow ohon oo
om s
Pines’ English translation reads similarly:
In some of these parables each word has a mcaning, ... Every word occurring
in this parable refers to an additional subject. {Pincs trans., 12-13; emphasis
added [MC]J).
He also trandates & 300 "50 577 2932 7% as “the word {Ar. gawlh) ladder indi-
cates onc subject.” Admittedly, Neimonides uses the roct dl/ 8987 to indicate} in
the Treatise when speaking about semantic mezning (above, p. 102} the Arabic term
TS would have been more precise there.
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shem (Ar. ism). But in describing the first type of maskal, Maimonides
avoids the term ism (deliberately, it would seem) and uses only the
Arabic terms kalima and lafza. Although Hebrew translators of the
Guide have traditionally rendered both of those terms word (72),'%
a mcre precise translation would be “utterance” or “language expres-
sion,” i.e., a group of words." And, indeed, the format Maimonides
sets up for interpreting Jacob’s vision actually involves seven phrases:
(1) “ladder’; (2) “set up on earta”; (3) “and the top of it reached to
heaven”. . .. (7) “and behold the Lord stood above it.” Instead of a
lexical division, he divides the wvision itself into distinct scenes, each
of which represents another element in the batin.'* This does not
mply semantic reconsirual; the language retains its normal literal
sense and conveys what Jacob actually saw in his dream, which
Maimonides neither negates nor erases. We can thus conclude that
in the first type of mashal, every detail of the zahir—not every word—
has @ decper meaning. And indeed, this understaading, rather than
the notion of a “mosaic of equivocal terms,” best describes the other
meshalim in the Guide that belong to the first category.'

47 See above, nn. 115, 121; compare n. 119.

' This more precise translation is reflected in Schwarz’s choice of Hebrew “i*z:
sce akove n. 121.

2 In her 1988 article devoted to Jzcob's ladder vision, Klein-Braslavy modifies
her language to reflect the possibility that Maimonides is really not thinking about
word for word analysis:

520 7T mpmn-It v S0 SETED tuan Sunt RaTD ssw oen Sun

nSon ant I Swnn o onsI G2 monon O av o nwimp w e

(1988:338) ... OvTCD Munbn STET T FYTn WS o i oweon

Instead of speaking only of individual words (which can be subject to philological

analysis), here she introduces the notion of “a group of words,” and “basic units

of meaning.” This understanding is also adopted by Diamond 2002:83, who speaks
of the “seven wunits of Maimonides’ interpretation of Jacob’s ladder.”

40 3.g., Maimonides’ “palace masha™ (II1:51:618-19), which illustrates different
levels of “proximity™ to God ({on this mashal. sce Kasher 1989. In this vivid descrip-
tion of a palace, its network of walls, gates, courtyards and antechambers, every
detail is carefully deploved to represent another spiritual level. As Stern {1991:226)
notcs, this mashal (which is tvpical of other Maimonidean meshalim) is of the first
type, not the sccond, and thus contains no meaningless details added purely for lit-
erary zmbellishment. (It stards to reason that Maimonides’ own meshalim would not
reflect such poetic playfulness: as a philosopher rather than a poet, his goal—cer-
tainly in the Guide—was clarity of content. On the great philosopher’s attitude
towards poetry in general. sce introduction, n. 37.) Yet the palace mashal is hardly
a “mosaic of equivocal terms™ since Maimonides does not use words like “city,”
“palace™ and “antechamber” in a new sense. What makes this a mashal of the first
type is the fact that every one of its details has a deeper meaning; i.e., every phrase
in the zakir, taken literally as depicting another feature of the palace precinets,
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2.3 Metaphorical Language vs. Metaphorical Thought

By insisting that a mashal is never “a mosaic of equivocal terms,” we
arrive at the critical distinction betwzen Maimonides’ iwo modes of
non-literal interpretation. The characteristic feature of his literary
mashal anelysis, in fact, is its preservaiion of the integrity of the zahir,
which becomes evident by contrast with his philological analysis.
Since a shem musk’al is an cquivocal term, hask’alah analysis does yicld
“a mosaic of equivocal terms.” Maimonides cites just such a read-
ing from the Targum on Isa 12:3, “You shall joyfully draw water . ..”
{above, p. 127}, which “reinterprets {({@awwala) every word™ in this
verse with a view to the notion of knowledge” (1:30,64)."% In his
hasl’alah analysis Maimonides intends to “necgate or erase . . . the lit-
cral level of the text” (above, p. 131i. But whereas hasi’alal is dead
metaphorical language, mashal entails dynamic metaphorical thought,
percciving one thing in terms of another. Maimonides would hardly
advocate erasing the gzakir because it is essential for producing the
vivid effect of the mashal, an allcgory, simile or prophetic vision.'®

2.3.1  Pucture vs. Idea: The BH Term Temunah

As noted in modern scholarship, Maimonides™ writing is often sclf-
referential ¥ In other words, a point he makes in one context might

illustrates another aspect of man's closeness © or remoteness from God. Compare
Maimonides” analysis of Prov 25:11, “A word fitly spoken is like apples of gold in
settings of siver” tabove, p. 123). Although he analyzes every detail in that mashal.
the gold. silver. their relative value, their settings, etc., he does not imply that the
words of this verse have a new dictionary sense.

Y Ar. kul kalima. Here kalima is used in the sense of “a word.”

" As Maimonides explains, Isaiah “calls kiowledge ©27; hence. T in Isa 12:3
does not mean water any more than 5T means face in Ruth 47,

7 We car illustrate with an example that Klein-Braslavy hersclf uses (1988:343 - 4),
the equivocality of the term T2 (fit. angel; in Jacob’s ladder vision. As Maimonides
observes, this term is used in BH in the sense of @ prophit in Num 20:16, “He sent
a 8% (= Moses) and brought us forth from Egypt” (11:6:262). According to Klein-
Braslavy. this meaning is activated in Jacob's vision of “CT9-K "2892 {lit. angels of
Godi ascending and descending . ..” (Gen 28:12). But in Num 20:16, the sense angel
is incorrect and TR means only « prophet, whercas Jacob’s drecam did feature angels
ascending and descending the ladder. Exven if one claims that those angels represent
prophets. Maimonides' analysis dozs not erasc the literal sense of the language.

" See Klein-Braslavy 1987:52-39: Diamond 2002:30. As Diamond 12002:13 -28)
demonstrates. Maimonides attributes this self-referential method to the Rabbis and
identifies its occurrence in midraskic literature.

1
i
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illuminate another seemingly unrelated issuc clsewhere, which he
expects a careful reader to notice. Keeping this writing technique in
mind, we should note that a discussion in one of the lexicographic
chapters illuminates the theoretical hermencutical distinction between
the great philosopher's philological (hasi’alah) and literary (mashal)
modes of analysis:

The term 7200 (lit. figure) is used amphibolously'® in three different
senses. (1) ... to denote the thing outside the mind that is apprehended by the
senses, | mean the shape and configuration of the thing. Thus it says, “. . . and
make a graven image, the 71327 (= figure) of any thing” (Deut 4:25). . ..
(2)...10 denote the smaginary form of an individual object existing in the
imagination after the object of which it is the form is no longer man-
ifest to the senses. Thus it says, “in thoughts from the visions of the
night ... a 70 was before mine eyes” {Job 4:13) meaning a phan-
tasm of the imagination. (3) ... o denote the true noton grasped by the intel-
lect. Tt is with a view to this third meaning that the word b is used
with reference to God, may He be exalted. Thus it says: And the 70
of the Lord 037 (lit. he shall look upon)” (Num 12:8) the meaning
and interpretation being: he grasps the truth of the Lord. (1:3;27)

-——

In a mashal, the language evokes a 7720 in the second sense: a pic-
ture or pictures in the listener’s mind that make up a scene or tale
To compose—and to understand—a maskal thus requires activating
one’s imagination. But a skem musk’al, as defined in the Guide, car
dircctly convey a it in the third sense, i.e., an idea, a “notion
grasped by the intellect,” which has no physical manifestation. By
employing his /ash’alah mode, then, Maimonides can bypass the imag-
ination, even where the language of Scripture—taken literally—woulc

conjure up vivid imagery.'®

% On this type of equivocal term in Maimonides, sce Hyman 1991:178-82; on
its background in Arabic and Greek tradition, see Wolfson 1938.

"% Interestingly, we find a parallel to the cquivocality of the BH term 530 in
medieval Hebrew, as Samudl Thn Tibbon comments (Perush ha-Millim ha-Zarot. p. 2::

TR TSR TIST A0Dn 5D RS TR TS on: LR TSN o
eyl ]‘a\';'h TN L LLTTTERT TR WITRN CES T2 maanh vreee

In his vocabulary (which became popular in medieval Hebrew). siur is used both
in the sensc of a man-made image and an idea. This dual usage is actually a loan-
translation {from Arabic: see below, chapter four, n. 96.
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2.3.2  The Role of ihe Imagination

Having scen how mashal and hash’alah differ with respect to their
need to activate the imagination, we can return to Strauss’ critique
that we raised at the beginning of this chapter. Maimonides main-
tains that Moses received his prophecy through the intellect alone,
unlike all other prophets who prophesied through the imaginative

faculty.'™ If so, Strauss reasons:

The assertion that Moses’ prophecy was entirely independent of the
imagination leads to a great difficully if one considers the fact that it
is the imagination that brings forth similes [meshalim] and, we may add,
metaphors [shemot musi’alim], as well as the fact that the Torah abounds
if not with similes, at any rate with metaphors.'*

This problem is largely resolved when we recognize that the great
philosopher’s conception of metaphor in the Guide is not dependent
on the imagination. The aim of his biblical dictionary, in fact, is to
demonstrate that the shemo! mush’alim appearng in Scripture with
relation to God signify only “true notion[s] grasped by the intellect”
(73N in sense #3, not sense #2). As we shall see in chapter four,
this is the benefit of the fasi’alah category that motivated him to
employ it widely, even where the mashal mode would seem more
appropriate. This preference reveals Maimonides’ philosophical agenda
to translate Scripture’s imagery-producing, graphic language into a
conceptual one. Radak, on the other hand, as we will see in the
next chapter, used the great philosopher’s masial-hashalah distinction
to highlight the former category, yielding an cxegetical system that
capturcs the imaginative aspects of hiblical metaphor.

"7 Sce Mishnah Commentary, introduction to Pereq Heleq (= Sauhedrin X), prin-
ciple #7; MT, Hilkhot Yesodei ha-Torah 7:6; Gride 11:45;4(3.

™ Strauss 1963:xxxvii. His language suggests that he was unsure about metaphors:
“we may add...” indicates that only mashal (which hz translates as “simile™) is
really the product of the imagination.

CHAPTER THREE

RADAK: MASHAL, MELISAH, HASH’AIAH

The cultural tension Ibn Ezra sncountered as an adult in Christian
lands (but that sparec Maimonides) shaped Radak’s thinking as a
youth. His father, Joseph Kimhi, had fled from al-Andalus and set-
tled in Provence before his birth, placing Radak at a crossroads
between the Andalusian peshal t-adition and the northern French tal-
mudic-midrashic one that dominated the Provencal horizon. As a
scion of the Andalusian tradition, his first allegiance was to its great
sons, Ibn Ezra and Maimonides. But whereas Ibn Ezra had little
use for Rashi’s peshat and less for his derash, Radak, a Provencal
Talmud teacher, respected both. Within this convergence of intel-
lectual streams, he synthesized a new approach to metaphor tha:
included a refined system of terminology. Using Ibn Ezra’s concept
of mashal as his base, Radak created a more versatile categorization
using two other technical terms: kash’alah, taken from Ibn Janah and
Maimonides; and melisah, from Rashi.!

3.1 Mashal as Literary Comparisen

Radak follows the pattern established by his Judeo-Arabic predeces-
sors by assuming the centrality of metaphor in Scripture. He thus

' Neither Ibn Janah nor Maimonides actually used the term hash’alah, a medieva,
Hebrew loan-translation of stiGra (above 1.2.3). The Hebrew term was popularizec
in the translations of their works that Radak read. (His ability to read Arabic is
debated, but he clearly used Hebrew versions where available [sce Cohen 1929:xix.
Abramson 1976}). On rare occasions, Radak uses other terms in connection with
metaghor, e.g.. harhavah (a loan-translation of Ar. ittisa% sce chapter one, n. 134
and /d‘avarah (a loan-transletion of Ar majaz; sce chapter cne. n. 335 sce below,
section 3.3.1 and chapter four, n. 89. Radak classifics hyperbole as a technique dis-
tinct from mashal and calls it haflagah and guzma isee Melammed 1978:859-61 and
below. pp. 278-79). In this respect he follows Maimonides (see chapter two, n. 4
but Ibn Fzra uses ncither of those specific terms and refers to hyperbole as mashai
(sec, e.g.. his comm. on Deut 1:10i. Analysis of hyperbole s beyond the scope of
our study.
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Sa‘adia’s excgetical project of reconciling Scripture with reason,
though serving as inspiration for three centurics of exegetes, underwent
modification in the subsequent tradition. As we saw in chapter one,
exegetes such as Moses Ibn Chiquitilla and Abraham Ibn Ezra devi-
ated from Sa‘adia’s mode of non-literal interpretation. A modest
exegetical evolution, as we shall see below, occurred even among
philosophers such as Bahya Ibn Paquda (cleventh century) and Judah
hz-Levi, who otherwise relied more heavily upon Sa‘adia. Maimonides
incorporated these traditions into his thinking' and also drew upon
an array of linguistic, literary, psychological and political concepts
from Arabic and Greek learning.? Yet unlike his immediate prede-
cessors, he deployed his exegetical innovations to bolster Sa‘adia’s
original model.

Though all of Maimonides’ works contain biblical exegesis, his
Guide of the Perplexed is devoted specifically to this subject—that is,
philosophically driven exegesis in the rationalist Andalusian mold. In
the Mishnah Commentary, written much earlier in his career, the
young Maimonides humbly refers to his predecessors when commenting

" All of the above-mentioned authors, with the possible exception of Abratam
Ibn Ezra, scem to have influenced him; see introduction, nn. 40-41 and chapter
two, n. 1. Despite his frequent reliance on the Andalusian peshat tradition, the author
of the Guide often drew upon rabbinic sources to interpret Scripture; see Boyarin
1937:480—-84 (see above, chapter o, n. 77); Klein-Braslavy 1996:153-61, 201;
Diamond 2002:13-28. For examples of this tendency, see below, p. 189 and nn.
125, 130-131; see also chapter two, n. 82 and p. 122. While it was natural for a
talmudist like Maimonides to rely on rabbinic interpretations of Scripture, this weuld
have conflicted at times with the Andalusian notions of peshat excgesis that he inher-
ited (scc, e.g., below, p. 183; compare chapter five, nn. 59-60). Indeed, Maimonides
was well aware of the peshal-derash opposition; sce Sefer ha-Miswot, principle #2 (Qafih
ed, pp. 12-15); Rosenberg 1981:103n; Wolfson 1989:126-27; Weiss-Halivni
1991:83-88. (Sce also Twersky 1980:145-50, who compares Maimonides’ original
pesial exegesis with his use of talmudic readings of Scripture.) The interplay between
these two aspects of Maimonides™ excgesis is addressed in my forthcoming essay,
“Puishat Excgesis of a Philosopher” [Hebrew], and I hope to dedicate a subsequent
scparate study to this subject.

* See Pines 1963:Ivii—exxxii: Macy 1986; Klein-Braslavw 1996:15-30.
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on the anthropomorphic depictions of God that abound in Scripture:
“All of these are mgaz, as they have said: ‘Scripture spoke in the
language of men,” and people have already discussed this matter at
length.”® In using the term magjaz, he echoes the tradition running
from Sa‘adia to Moses Ibn Ezra that we saw in chapter one;* but
in the Guide, the great plilosopher devises a more sophisticated
hermeneutical system for reinterpreting philosophically or otherwise
problematic biblical verses. As we saw in chapter two, Maimonides
distinguishes m the Guide between two types of figurative language:
hash’alah i.e., mectaphor), which assigns a different semantic mean-
ing to the problematic language, as opposed o mashal (i.c., allegory,
svmbolism and simile), which conveys a deeper, symbolic mcaning
{batin) in addition to its literal sense (za@hir). In this chapter we aim
to demonstrate why this distinction was a crucial element within the
great philosopher’s biblical hermeneutics.

4.1 Mashal: Lterary ana Psychological Analysis

As its title suggests, the Guide of the Perplexed ams to rectify the “per-
plexity” ¢f an cducated reader faced with biblical passages that con-
tradict reason and scicnce. The simplest solution involves Maimonides’
mashal caegory:

if we. .. draw his attention to their being meshalim, he will take the
right road and be delivered from this perplexity. (Introduction; 6)°

Accordingly, he devotes a chapter of the Guide (I1:46) to religiously
problematic activities performed by the prophets, for example, Isaiah’s
“walk[ing] naked and barcfoot” (Isa 20:3) and Hosea's marriage to

* Introduction to Pereq Heleq (= Sanhedrin X), principle #3 (Qafih ed., 211); see
also principle #8 (Qafih ed., 214

Y In this comment, he is probably referring to Sa‘adia (above, p. 93) and per-
haps Moses Ibn Ezra’s Magalat al-Hadiga, m which biblical anthropomorphism is
classified as m@iaz {above, p. 63). Maimonides’ specific formulation here, cspecially
his citation of the rule “Scripture spoke in the language of men” resembles Bahya's
language ibelow, p. 208). See Krcisel 1991:101n, who argues that “Maimonides
made extensive use of Sa‘adia ... as well as Bahva ... in this arca,” i.e. the inter-
pretation o7 anthropomorphism.

* Unless otherwise indicated. references in this chapter are to Maimonides™ Guide.
On the coaventions related to dtations of the Guide m this volume, see chapter

two, n. J.

ey
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a harlot (Hos 1:2ff). Maimonides argues that all such episodes were
simgly meshalim, i.e., prophetic visions meant only to convey a deeper
message.® In these cases, he does not have to do much to resolve
the perplexity; he simply asserts that these bizarre activities occurred
“only in a vision of prophecy, but they are not real actions, actions
that exist for the external senses” (11:46;404), though they may seem
to be presented in Scripture as such.’

In the above-cited examples, the great philoscpher aims primar-
ily to neutralize the implications of a literal (i.e., non-mashal) read-
ing.® Elsewhere, Maimonides expends more effort to get at the deeper:
meaning of Scripture’s meshalim, which prompts him to formulate the
fundamental rules of mashal exegesis that we discussed in chapter two
(p. 130). He differentiates between two types of mashal: in the first
type, “each utterance corresponds to a[nother] idea”; but in the sec-

ond type

the mashal as a whole indicates the whole of the symbolized idca. In
such a mashal very many utterances are to be found, not every one of
which adds something to the symbolized idea. They serve rather to
embellish the mashal and to render it more coherent, or to conceal
further the symbolized idea, hence the speech proceeds in such a way
as to accord with everything required by the maihal’s external mean-
ing. (Introduction; 12)

The first type of mashal actually serves as little more than a foil for
defining the second type, which Maimonides views as the dominant
one in Scripture. Practically relegating the former to obscurity,” he

% Ibn Ezra, who makes the same claim (comm. on Hos [:2), may have been
Maimonides’ source; see introduction, n. 41.

7 Nuriel (1990) argues that in certain instances Maimonides preserves the out-
ward appearance projected by Scripture and only hints at his view that a given
biblical cpisode is merely a mashal rather than a historical account.

8 After making his claim about those prophetic episodes, Maimonides thus reit-
erates the exegetical goal he formulated in his introduction: “After it has been stated
expressly that these were meshalim there remains no room for obscurity as to any
of these things having a real existence” (11:46;407). In those meshalim, the batin—
i.e., the deeper message dramatized through the bizarre actions—is stated explic-
itly in Scripture and does not require elucidation.

? Yor the rare examples of this type of mashal cited in the Guide, sec above, 2.2.4.
Klein-Braslavy (1987:44, n. 378%) quesions the validity of this programmatic state-
ment, since, by her reckoning, Maimonides most often engages in word-by-word
analysis of biblical meshalim. But she incorrectly includes passages that Maimonides
actually interprets using his linguistic riodel (i.e., as a compesite of shemot meshutiafin
and must’alim) and would not regard as meshalim; see below, n. 127.
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directs his reader to assume that any given mashal analyzed in the
Guide is of the second type:

When vou find that in ... this Treatisc I have explained the mcan-
ing of a mashal and have drawn your attention to the general idca it
symbolizes, you should not seek [meaning in] all of the details occur-
ring in the mashal and wish to find something corresponding to them
in the symbolized matter .. ." Your purpose, rather, siould ahways be
to know, regarding most meshalim, the whole that was intended to be
known. {Introduction; 1<)

Accordingly, Maimonides is highly selective in interpreting the details
of any given mashal and oen specifically pcints out his selectivity.

4.1.1  Literary Criticism: The Great and Important Principle

To illustrate his excgetical rule, Maimonides cites Prov 7:6-21, a
passage about a young man seduced by a harlot, which he takes to
be a mashal” The youth represents mankind and the harlot repre-
sents “[corporeal] matter, the cause of all... bodily pleasures” in
an allegorical portrayal of man’s struggle to achieve spiritual per-
fection. According to the author of the Guide, “the proposition that
can be understood from this mashal as a whole [is] that man should
not follow his bestial natare” (introduction; 12). He dismisses the
nced to further analyze the vivid details of the harlot’s activities,
since

all of them figure only in the consistent development of the mashal’s
external meaning (zdhir), the circumstances described in it being of a
kind typical for adulterers. Understand this well, for what I have said
is a great and important principle with regard to matters that 1 wish
to explain. (Ibid.; 14}

1 Nonctheless, Maimonides sometimes stresses that a particular detail in a bib-
lical mashal is meaningful. He comments, c.g.. that the date and place of Ezekiel’s
vision must have a deep meaning, which he does not reveal (H1:7:428; sce Rosenberg

1981:92). More strikingly, he imvites his reader to seek meaning in the details of

Ezekiel’s vision that he was unable to interpret: after having elucidated the “entirety
of the subject in question . . . except for a few slight details and repetitious speech,
whose meaning remains hidden,” he adds “Perhaps upon consideration, this too
will be revealed and nothing of this will remain hidden” iibid., $30. One would
have expected Maimonides to cismiss the anexplained remainder, as he does, e.g..
in his analvsis of Job JTL:23:497: cited below, p. 189.

" On this approach and its detractors. see Talmage 1986:327.

e
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The mashal is composed according to literary principles dictated by
the literal tale rather than its inner meaning.

Maimonides’ enthusiasm for his “great and important principle”
is hardly gratuitous, for it powers his mashal excgesis and constitutes
a contribution to biblical interpretation that grants him entry into
the pantheon of great Andalusian peshat exegetes. This principle rep-
resents a departure frem over-zealous midrashic exegesis, which man-
ifests what J. Kugel calls the doctrine of “omnisignificance.”"? Guided
by a belief that Scripture i1s a special type of text by virtue of i1
divine source, the Rahbis extracted meaning from cvery biblical word
and letter, without regard for the rules of language and literary analy-
sis that apply to human texts.® By contrast, the Andalusian peshat
tradition that Maimonides inherited analyzed Scripture according to
the conventions of human literary composition.' Details of the text
from which the Rabbis derived meaning were often explained in this
tradition as manifestations of stylistic conventions.” In this spirir,
Maimonides argues that otherwise meaningless details of a mashal
serve “to embellish the mashal and to render it more coherent,
poctic values that his Muslim literary environment led him to appre-
ciate.' The great philosopher was well aware that his approaca
departs from the older midrashic one, which he deems untenable:

s

Inquirfing] into all of the details occurring in the mashal . .. would
lcad vou ... into assuming an obligation to interpret’® things not

' See introduction, n. 11. Kugel 1981:287-92 notes that Malbim, the nineteenth-

century Eastern European rabbinic cxegete, articulated this rule:
In the poetry of the prophets, there is no rind lacking a core, body without
soul, clothing without a wearer, language devoid of a lofty idca, a saying within
which does not dwell wisdom, for the spirit of the living God is in all the
words of the living God. {Comm. on Isaiah. introducton, p. 1i.
This comment is directed against the fundamental axioms of the Spanish peshat tra-
dition: see Cohen 1995/6:25-35. Compare Maimonides™ depiction of Midrash as
“a few grains belonging to the core, which are overlaid by many lavers of rind”
(1:71:176); scc Klein-Braslavy 1987:47; 1996:101.

'* See introduction. n. 12.

'* Sec introduction, n. M.

" A prime example of this strategy is the Andalusian approach to the repetitive
phrases that result from the biblical convention now known &s parallelism; see Kugel
1981:172-81 and helow, p. 239.

" Above, p. 181 (the other function, hiding the batin, is discussed below.

'" The notion that biblical literature must conform to poctic standards was not
taker. for granted in the medieval tracition; sce Cohen 1993/6:23-23: 38-39. Even
Maimonides did not deem this embellishment to be absolutely necessarv; his own
meshalim, ¢.g., lack extrancous details; sce chapter two, n. 130.

" Ta’wil here denotes interpretation in general: see chapter one, n. 32.
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susceptible to interpretation and that have not been inserted with a
view to interpretation . .. [and] result in extravagant fantasies such as
arc entertained and written about in our time by most of the sects of
the world, since cach of these sects desires tc find meanings for expres-
sions whose author in no wise haed in mind the significations wished
by tiem. {Introduction; 14)

Maimonides here criticizes contemporary writers who adopt midrashic
methods and substitute “extravagent fantasies” for legitimate inter-
pretation. Discovering the intent of the biblical authors requires
understanding the literary principles that guided them.

What brought Maimonides to adopt this non-rabbinic exegetical
approach? Onc can point, first of all, to the Spanish peshat tradition
and its cultural context in Arabic voetic theory, which sharply dis-
tinguished between content and literary sty.e. Moses Ibn Ezra, for
example, viewed metaphor as a graceful literary garh in his poetics;
but in his exegetical work, he sought to divest Scripture’s metaphor-
ical garb to reveal its essential idea (above 1.2.5).”" A century car-
lier, Jonah Ibn Janah had identified biblical words added for the
sake of literary elegance (jasaha wa-balagha) that are otherwise mean-
ingless (below, p. 240). This thinking may have brought Maimonides
to argue similarly that many details of a mashal serve to beautify the
embroidery of the zahir, but “have not been inserted with a view to
interpretation.”

But the great philosopher otherwise seems to have been inclined
towards Gestalt rather than piecemeal analysis, as evident in his atti-

* This does not impugn the Rabbis themselves, because, as Maimonides explains,
they never meant for their readings to be taken as genuine interpretation; see fol-
lowing ncte. This strategy was typical in the exegetcal traditicn that had devel-
oped in al-Andalus and was adopted, e.g., by Abraham Ibn Ezra (see chapter one,
n. 211. This is another example of a parallel between the two authors that can be
added to the list of such parallels compiled by Twersky 1993 (see introduction,
n. 41). But whereas diverging from rabbinic exegesis was only natural for Ibn Ezra,
Maimonides’ decision to do so is noteworthy since he often relies heavily on rab-
binic sources in his biblical exegesis (above, n. 1).

# Sce Cohen 1995/6:25-37. Kugel (1981:1051 observes tha: reducing biblical
expression to a poetic style was exactly what the Rabbis intended to avoid in their
midrashic exegesis. Maimonides defuses this potential conflict by applying a simi-
lar analysss to midrashic literature, arguing that many fanciful Midrashim “have the
character of poetical conceits,” a claim he supports by arguing that “at that time
this method was generally known and used by everybody, jus: as the poets use
poetical expressions” (111:43;575; see also Elbaum 2000:140- 41)

A similar observation can also be made about other literary ornaments that

he identifics in Scripture; sce Cohen 2000b:293-300; Fenton 1697:332-41.
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tude towards the rationale for Torah commandments (fa‘amei ha-
miswol).”2 Though Maimonides insists that all divine commands must
serve a clear purpose, he argues that the details of many com-
mandments need not be explained. For example, “the offering of
sacrifices has in itself a great and manifest utility. ... but no cause
will ever be found for the fact that one particular sacrifice consists
in a lamb and another in a ram” (I11:26;509). Hence, when he offers
a rationale, the author of the Guide views the totality of the com-
mandment, not its particulars. In language reminiscent of his criti-
cism of the midrashic model of mashal analysis, he counters the
alternative view here as well:

In my opinion, all those who occupy themselves with finding causes
for something of these particulars are stricken with a prolonged mad-
ness in the course of which they do not put an cnd to an incongruity,
but rather increase the number of incongruities. Those who imagine
that a cause may be found for things like this are as far from the
truth as those who imaginc that the generalities of a commandment
arc not designed with a view to some utility. (Ibid.)

Elsewhere in the Guide (II1:43;572-73), Maimonides implies that these
“interpreters” follow the example of midrashic comments that attribute
meaning to particulars of specific commandments. But the grea:
philosopher argues that the Rabbis uttered such comments merely
as “poetic conceits” (above, n. 20), not meant to be taken at face
value and certainly not as an exegetical model.

From the parallel to la‘amei ha-miswot, one might argue that Maimo-
nides arrived at his Gestalt approach to mashal without the literary
conceptions of the Andalusian peshat tradition, in other words, tha:
he was inclined to sees meaning—whether of a text or ritual prac-
tice—in a totality, not the sum of individual parts. Yet he still needed
to harness the literary outlook in order to successfully implemen:
that approach with respect to mashal. In ta‘amei ha-miswot, the greai
philcsopher invokes modal logic to support his view, arguing thar
the commandments, by their very nature, must include arbitrary
elements: (

* My thanks to Prof. U. Simon for suggesting this alternative to Maimonides'
literary motivation. Recent scholars have noted this correlaion between the grea:
philosopher’s principle of mashal analysis and his approach to {aamei ha-miswot; see
Twersky 1980:397-400; Nehorai 198429-42. Cf Stern 1998:67-86, who explores
this parallel from a different perspective.
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Necessity occasioned that there should be particulars for which no
cause can be found. ... It was, as it were, impossible in regard to the
Law that therc be nothing of this class in it . .. [since] when vou ask
why a lamb should be prescribed and not a ram, the same question
woud have been asked if a lamb had been prescribed instcad of a
ram. But onc particular species had necessarily to be chosen.” (Ibid;
573)

But no logical necessity compels an author to add details to a mashal
without deeper meaning. To account for these without blurring the
clarity of the “big picture” in the mashal, MNaimonides had to draw
upon the poetics of his day to formulate an analogous aesthetic
necessity.

Maimonides’ approach to the Song of Songs derionstrates how
his “great and important principle” opens avenues unavailable to
exegetes committed to finding meaning in every detail of a mashal.
In the Song, two young lovers converse amorously, graphically, even
erotically, drawing comparsons from fragrart spices, beautiful plants
and graceful animals. In scenes that go from city to countryside to
a drcam-world, a fragmented story-line emerges that traces the bud-
ding love in springtime as it matures along with nature into sum-
mertime and bevond. Rabbinic tradition takes the Song as a historical
allegory, in which God is the lover pursuing lIsrael, his beloved, a
framework within which everv detail of the text is explained as
another historical episode.®* In midrashic I'terature, these readings
defy chronological order, a feature that troubled exegetes as diverse
as Rashi and Abraham Ibn Ezra, and prompted them to interpret
the Song according to a stricter chronological framework, anchored
in the unfolding literal love story.” Yet cven they were committed
to interpreting cvery scene of the Song as another historical episode.”

3 Prof. Mark Steiner intends to analvze this logicel argumen: in a forthcoming
article.

2 Yor an overview of the rabbinic interpretation of tho Song, sce Pope 1977:93-102.

% On Rashi. see Kamin 1991:31 62. On Ibn Ezra, see below. 5.3.1. For a sur-
vey of the medieval Jewish approaches to the Song. sec Pope 1977:102--12. The
allegorical reading was shared by the mecieval Church (sce Matter 19903, though
some modern Christian readings “humanize the love™ in the Song (Pope 1977:112- 32;
195-205). Modern scholarship. of course, typically 1cjects the allegorical reading
and views the Song exclusively {rom the perspective of human love; see Pope
1977:34-85.

* \With minor exceptions. Rashi at times {e.g., on Song 2:13: 5:6, 16) tacitly
accepts a version of the rule Maimonides would formulate by interpreting some
details only on the literal level without attributing an allegorical meaning to them.
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Maimonides advances a new approach, even while taking the Song
as a mashal. His readings of isolated verses in the Guide”’ arc based
on a view of the Song articulated in Mishneh Torah:

What is the love of God that is befitting? It is to love the Eternal with
a great and cxceccing love, so strong that one’s soul shall be knit up
with the love of God, and one should be continually cnraptured by
it, like a lovesick individual, whose mind is at no time free from his
passion for a particular woman, the thought of her filling his heart at
all times, when sitting down or rising up, when he is eating or drink-
ing. Even more intensc should be the love of God in the hearts of
those who love Him ... This Solomon expressed allegorically /derech
mashal) [saying,] “For I am sick with love” (Song 2:3). The entirc Song
of Songs is a mashal for this idea. (MT, Hilkhot Teshuvah 10:3)

The closing phrase here echoes Maimonides’ model in the Guide, in
which “the mashal as a whole indicates the whole of the symbolized
idea.” He first rcads the Song as a litcrary whole depicting “lovesick
individual[s], whose mind|[s arc] at no time free from” their passions
for one another; this image, in turn, svmbolizes an individual’s love
for God. This reading fullvy harnesses the passions expressed in the
literal tale, which arc diluted when “nationalized” by the midrash:c
approach.” Maimonides did not need to account for every detail of
the Song according to this bafin, which in any event doecs not read-
ily offer the interpretive template of the historical approach.® His
reading is made possible by the “great and important principle,”
which exempts him from the midrashic challenge: “when ... 1 have
explained the mecaning of a mashal ... you should not seek {mean-
ing in] all of the details occurring in the mashal and wish to find
sonmiething corresponding to them in the symbolized matter.”*
Apart from freeing him from interpreting the Song’s many details,

7 UI:51, 54. On these passages and Maimonides’ approach to the Song, see
Rosenberg 1990:133-41.

% Interestingly, in his Episile to Yemen, Maimonides reads some verses according
to the historical allegory; sce Twersky 1980:114.357. It is possible that he attri>-
utes more than one batin 10 this biblical mashal: compare Klein-Braslavy 1988. But
it is more likely that the Guide and Hilkhot Teshurah represent his definitive analy-
sis, as opposed to his homiletic usage in the Epistle; compare Soloveitchik 1980:305-19.

# Although subsequent exegetes in the post-Maimonidean school took up this
chalienge; see the following note.

# See above, p. 182. As Maimonides states in his introduction to the Guide, this
rule applies to most biblical meshalin, and his gencralized treatment of the Song
implies that he viewed this biblical book in that light. Indeed, this was the under-
standing of the great philosopher’s rationalist-minded Provengal followers Moses 1hn
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¢ “great and important principle” affords Maimonides an appre-
ciation for its literary charm rare in medieval radition.”! The Midrash
interprets the Song piecemeal, making cvery verse another “window”
into an episode of Jewish history. Even Ibn Ezra, a distinguished
poet, diverged litte from this model and attributed significance to
cach versc in the book inasmuch as it illuminates the historical rela-
tionship betwecen God and Israel (below, 5.3.1). Bu: Maimonides’
analysis nvites the reader to appreciate how the pictaresque details
in the Song “embellish the mashal and . . . render it more coherent.”
Ironically, by dismissing its details as devoid of decper meaning, he
grants the zafur independence as a Gestalt, a self-contained compo-
sition that can be apprecizted for its literary merit. A more beauti-
ful and complete za@hir more powerfully evokes the emotionally charged
image of youthful love that is ardent and tempestuous, playful yet
painful. Not ail of the animated sensations in the z@hir need be pro-
jected inio the realm of divine love since it s the overall emotional
impact of the image, not its details, that conveys the batin.

4.1.2  Job: Concealment as a Political Function of Mashal

Maimonides’ “great and important principle” is also crucial in his
analysis of Job, the only hiblical book he endeavors (o interpret in
its entircty.” As Scripture recounts, Job was a righteous man whose
family and possessions were destroyed by Sazan to test his faith. To

Tibbon and Joseph Ibn Kaspi. who explicidy classified the Song as a mashal of the
second type as defined in the Gride; sce Halkin 1950:412; Berlin 1991:92-93, 105.
Gersonides, on the other hand, was 1mpued by Maimonides’ philosophical 1eadmg
w0 offer a rather detailed interpretation of the Song and insisted that only “in a
small number of places. .. [do] those attrbutes [of the two lovers] relate to the
allegory only . .. [being dt‘ployccﬂ merely for the sake of] the perfection of the text
and its beucrnmnt" {Kellner 19¢8:14). Whereas Gersonides still recognized the lit-
crary-aesthetic function falbeit in a minimized way), a fundamentally different
a])pmach emerged in the commentaries of the mysucal post- Maimonidean school
in Egypt, vluch interpreted the language of the Song exhaustively by drawing upon
Sufi concepts to demonstrate how this csoteric biblical text S\mbohzes the vearn-
ing of man’s soul for God; see Fenton 2000a:443n; 2000b. The authors in this
pietist tradition, which 1nc1uded Maimonides’ son, \br.llmn and other direct descen-
dants of the great philosopher, thus treated the Song as a mashai of the first type.
in which “each utterance corresponds to ajnother] idea” tabove, p. 181).

* For oher medieval approaches that highlighted the literal scnse and the neg-
ative reaction they incurred, see Halkin 1950:389-99.

2 On the pll!]()<()pl11cal thcologxcal content that \anomdes extracts from Job,
sce Kravitz 1967 Kasher 1983; Levinger 1988; Eisen {forthcoming), chapter two.
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ratienalize his suffering, three fricnds engage Job in tortuous dialogues
that comprise most of the book, until God settles the discussion.
Maimonides argues that “Job... is a mashal intended to set forth
the opinions of people concerning providence” based on the talmu-
dic statement, “Job did not exist and was not created but was a
maskal” (BT Baba Bathra 15a), which he favors over the alternate
rabhinic opinion that “he existed and was created” (111:22;486). Job
and his friends represent four erroneous opinions attested in Greek
and Arabic thought; God’s view, of course, is the correct one. After
summarizing these opinions in two chapters, Maimonides comments:
“When you see all that I have said . .. and study all of the hook of
Job ... you will find that I have included and encompassed its entire
content” (1I1:23;497). Recognizing that his synopsis falls short of the
forty-two chapter biblical epic, he invokes his “great and important
principle”: “Nothing has escaped us, except that which comes for
the structure of the elements and the coherence of the mashal as |
have explained often in this work™ (ibid.).* In other words, he cap-
tures the meaningful content cf the book, the remainder of which
is employed merely for literary purposes.

In embracing the rabbinic opinion that Job is a mashal,>* Maimonides
implicitly continues a dialogue in BT Baba Baifira 15a, in which
Samuel bar Nahmani responds negatively to his student who raised
this possibility: “For you Scripture said, ‘There wes a man in the
land of Uz, Job was his name’ (Job 1:1).” The student persisted,
since, after all, Nathan, in his classic mashal, also speaks of fictional
characters as if they “existed”:

What about, “The poor man had nothing but one small lamb .. .” (Il
Sam 12:3); did he exist? Rather he was merely a mashal; this too then
is a mashal. {Ibid.)

On the classification of Job as a masha! in the Guide, see Rosenherg 1996 (cited also
in no'es below). My forthcoming article, “Peskat Exegesis of a Pailosopher: Maimonides'
Literary lmerpretmon of Job and lts Place in Jewish Biblical Interpretation” [Hebrew]
highlights Maimonides’ inncvative literary method by comparson with peshat exegetes
such as Ibn FEzra, Rashbam and Nahmanides (see below, n. 36;.

* Compare the similar comment a: the end of 1I1:22 (cited below?.

* On this rabbinic view (attested also in JT Sotah 5:6 and Bereshit Rabbah 57
[p- 617]) and its reception in the medieval tradition, see Greenberg 1992 and below,
n. 36.



