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A Note on Citations of Biblical Texts

In the citation of biblical texts within exegetical texts, I wish to distin-
guish between the incipit and any additional verses the commentator

may cite. Therefore, I have kept to the following format: incipit texts are in
bold-face, and any other biblical text cited within the comment are in ital-
ics. I have included the sources of these additional biblical citations in pa-
rentheses only in the English translations.

Styles for citing the divine name differ in the various manuscripts and
editions, both medieval and modern. For reasons of traditional Jewish pi-
ety, I have consistently represented this name as ¡v in all Hebrew biblical
and exegetical citations, whatever the original may have been. In English
translations of Hebrew biblical texts, I have represented the name as
“LORD”; for Targum, Latin or rabbinic texts, I have used “Lord.”

xv
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1

Parallelism and Medieval Poetics in
Modern Scholarship

The modern study of Biblical poetry properly begins in 1753 with the
seminal publication of Robert Lowth’s De sacra poesi Hebraeorum.1 In

this work, Lowth introduced the concept of parallelismus membrorum, the
structuring of a verse in (ordinarily) two parallel stichs, as the principal
element in biblical poetry. In Lecture 19, he described the phenomenon in
the following way:

1

1. Throughout this study, any references to Lowth’s work will be to the facsim-
ile edition of the English translation, published some thirty years later: Lectures on
the Sacred Poetry of the Hebrews (1787) (Anglistrica and Americana 43; 2 Vols.;
Hildesheim: Georg Olms Verlag, 1969). The publication of Lowth’s commentary
on Isaiah is likewise considered a watershed in modern scholarship; see Robert
Lowth, Isaiah. A New Translation With a Preliminary Dissertation and Notes (London,
1778). Lowth himself acknowledged his debt to medieval Jewish scholarship in
developing his understanding of parallelism. In particular, in “Lecture 19” he cited
the work of the Italian Renaissance scholar, Azariah de Rossi, who in 1575 pub-
lished his ohbhg rutn, “The Enlightenment of the Eyes” (Lowth, Lectures, 2:54–55).
For the importance of de Rossi in the formation of Lowth’s understanding of par-
allelism, see James L. Kugel, The Idea of Biblical Poetry: Parallelism and Its History
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 1981), 284 and n. 191 there; Adele Berlin, Bibli-
cal Poetry through Medieval Jewish Eyes (Bloomington: Indiana University Press,
1991), 142. De Rossi’s wide-ranging, almost encyclopedic book contains a discus-
sion of Hebrew poetics, including the nature of parallelism, which de Rossi him-
self had learned through the scholarship of his medieval predecessors. For a dis-
cussion of the importance of the ohbhg rutn in the history of the study of biblical
parallalism, see Alan Mitchell Cooper, “Biblical Poetics: A Linguistic Approach”
(Ph.D. diss., Yale University, 1976), 17–19; Kugel, Idea, 172, 200–203; Berlin, Biblical
Poetry, 141–153.
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The poetical conformation of the sentences, which has been so often al-
luded to as characteristic of the Hebrew poetry, consists chiefly in a cer-
tain equality, resemblance, or parallelism between the members of each
period; so that in two lines (or members of the same period) things for the
most part shall answer to things, and words to words, as if fitted to each
other by a kind of rule or measure. This parallelism has much variety and
many gradations; it is sometimes more accurate and manifest, sometimes
more vague and obscure: it may however, on the whole, be said to consist
of three species.2

In particular, Lowth proposed that there are three types of biblical
parallelism. The first of these, which he designated as “synonymous par-
allelism,” was defined as a structure in which “the same sentiment is re-
peated in different, but equivalent terms.”3 Lowth dubbed the second type
“antithetic parallelism,”; this is “when a thing is illustrated by its contrary
being opposed to it.”4 The third category he called “synthetic parallelism.”
The definition for this third type proved to be more elusive, in that he ad-
mitted that the correspondence between the two stichs is not always im-
mediately evident:

There is a third species of parallelism, in which the sentences answer to
each other, not by the iteration of the same image or sentiment, or the op-

2 Discerning Parallelism

2. Lowth, Lectures, 2:34. Compare this definition to the somewhat more pithy
description he offered in the commentary on Isaiah, some twenty-five years later:
“The correspondence of one verse, or line, with another, I call parallelism. When a
proposition is delivered, and a second subjoined to it, or drawn under it, equiva-
lent, or contrasted with it, in sense; or similar to it in the form of grammatical con-
struction; these I call parallel lines; and the words or phrases, answering one to an-
other in the corresponding Lines, parallel terms.” See Lowth, Isaiah, 10–11; cited in
Lowth, Lectures, 2:4 n. 10.

3. Lowth, Lectures, 2:35. This definition is strikingly similar to the formula em-
ployed by the medieval Jewish commentators R. Abraham ibn Ezra and R. David
Kimhi. See ibn Ezra’s comment on Num 23:7: rcsk lrs thva 'ypanf kupf ogyv
euzjk uvubau ,ubuan ,uknc sjt ogyc, “the sense is doubled according to the rule (of
poetic discourse), for it is the way (of poetry) to speak in one sense with different
words, repeated for emphasis.” Even closer to Lowth’s definition is the oft-re-
peated formula employed by David Kimhi (Radak): ,ubua ,uknc ihbgv kpf, “the
substance is doubled with different words” (see his comment on Gen 49:6; Ps 25:4).
On Radak’s formula, see Mordechai Cohen, “The Qimhi Family,” in Hebrew Bi-
ble/Old Testament: The History of Its Interpretation, Volume I: From the Beginnings to the
Middle Ages (until 1300), Part 2: The Middle Ages (ed. Magne Saebo; Gottingen:
Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2000), 388–415 (p. 402); on Radak inheriting this under-
standing of parallelism from his father, R. Joseph Kimhi, see p. 392. Further refer-
ences to this important collection of essays will be cited as HBOT.

4. Lowth, Lectures, 2:45.
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position of their contraries, but merely by the form of construction. To
this [category] may be referred all such as do not come within the two
former classes.5

Lowth went on to acknowledge the difficulty in arriving at an abso-
lute determination regarding the third category: “The variety in the form
of this synthetic parallelism is very great, and the degrees of resemblance
almost infinite: so that sometimes the scheme of the parallelism is very
subtle and obscure, and must be developed by art and ability in distin-
guishing the different members of the sentences . . .”6 Testimony to the
elusive nature of Lowth’s definition, this third classification of “synthetic”
parallelism became over time a catch-all category for many of the other
sub-types scholars have found in biblical parallelism.

Scholars who have studied biblical parallelism during the two centu-
ries since Lowth have essentially reacted to him, either by refining his def-
initions and categorizations,7 or by rejecting his analysis outright and
seeking to understand the phenomenon of parallelism from a completely
different point of view.8 It is not the purpose of the present introduction to
undertake a history of the study of biblical parallelism.9 Rather, as the title
of this study would indicate, our focus is decidedly medieval. It is there-
fore important only to review those modern studies that have investigated
the degree to which medieval Jewish exegetes expressed an understand-
ing of parallelism in biblical composition that at least roughly corresponds
to Lowth’s. These studies are comparatively few in number.

The most significant of these is James Kugel’s The Idea of Biblical Poetry:
Parallelism and Its History.10 Actually, Kugel’s attention to the medieval

Parallelism and Medieval Poetics in Modern Scholarship 3

5. Lowth, Lectures, 2:48–49.
6. Lowth, Lectures, 2:52.
7. An example of this is Wilfred G. E. Watson, Classical Hebrew Poetry: A Guide to

Its Techniques (JSOTSup 26; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1995). See also
Adele Berlin, The Dynamics of Biblical Parallelism (Bloomington: Indiana University
Press, 1985).

8. Two noteworthy examples of this are Stephen A. Geller, Parallelism in Early
Biblical Poetry (HSM 20; Missoula: Scholars Press, 1979); and Michael P. O’Connor,
Hebrew Verse Structure (2nd ed.; Winona Lake: Eisenbrauns, 1997).

9. For a brief essay, see Adele Berlin’s “Parallelism” in The Anchor Bible Dictio-
nary (ed. David Noel Freedman; 6 vols.; New York: Doubleday, 1992), 5:155–162
(esp. 155–156 and the bibliography she provides, 160–162). See also Berlin’s “Intro-
duction to Hebrew Poetry,” in The New Interpreter’s Bible (ed. L. E. Keck et al.; 12
vols.; Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1996), 4:301–315 (esp. 303–308).

10. Kugel, Idea (see n. 1, above). A precursor to Kugel’s discussion of the medi-
eval sources in this book appeared in his essay, “Some Medieval and Renaissance
Hebrew Writings on the Poetry of the Bible,” in Studies in Medieval Jewish History
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Jewish understanding of parallelism in biblical poetry is only incidental to
the two major objectives of the book as a whole. The first of these is, in
Kugel’s words, “to arrive at some comprehensive notion of biblical paral-
lelism.” Kugel devotes the first two chapters of his book to this goal.11 The
longer component of the book presents “a history of ideas about parallel-
ism . . . from antiquity to the present.”12 It is this second part of the book,
where Kugel’s analysis of medieval considerations of parallelism is
found, that draws our attention.

Before Kugel turns his eye to medieval Jewish understandings of par-
allelism, he first examines rabbinic texts from late antiquity—the rabbinic
world that, in his memorable formulation, “forgot parallelism.”13 Kugel
determines that the single most important factor that led the rabbis to
overlook the parallelistic structure of any biblical composition was the
principle he termed “omnisignificance”:

For the basic assumption underlying all of rabbinic exegesis is that the
slightest details of the biblical text have a meaning that is both compre-
hensible and significant. Nothing in the Bible, in other words, ought to be
explained as the product of chance, or, for that matter, as an emphatic or
rhetorical form . . . Every detail is put there to teach something new and
important, and it is capable of being discovered by careful analysis.14

This principle, Kugel asserts, animates the rabbinic treatment of every bib-
lical verse. Moreover, it is not limited to a reluctance to recognize parallel-

4 Discerning Parallelism

and Literature (ed. Isadore Twersky; Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1979),
57–81.

11. For a similar approach, see Robert Alter, The Art of Biblical Poetry (New York:
Basic Books, 1985). For a concise analysis of biblical Hebrew poetry, see Benjamin
Hrushovski, “Prosody, Hebrew,” in Encyclopedia Judaica (Jerusalem: Keter, 1971),
13:1200–1202.

12. Kugel, Idea, vii.
13. The whole of chapter three, “Rabbinic Exegesis and the ‘Forgetting’ of Paral-

lelism” (96–134), is devoted to the examination of talmudic and midrashic read-
ings of poetic biblical texts, which do not recognize their parallelistic, poetic struc-
ture. Kugel points out the great irony in contrasting rabbinic readings of Scripture
that “forget” parallelism with rabbinic poetic compositions that employ it: “ . . .
while in their own compositions, the Rabbis showed ample awareness of the ele-
ments of biblical style, as exegetes they seem singularly blind to the same proce-
dures . . . the ways of biblical parallelism are everywhere apparent in rabbinic
prayers and songs: yet nowhere do the Rabbis speak of parallelism or acknowl-
edge it in their explanations or interpretation of biblical verses, even when—to our
eyes—it is so obvious that the greatest industry seems necessary to devise a read-
ing that does not comment on it”; Kugel, Idea, 97; see also 108–109.

14. Kugel, Idea, 104.
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ism as a rhetorical form. Rather, “it includes a thoroughgoing lack of inter-
est in any deducible principle of composition in the Bible, or in explaining
peculiarities of expression stylistically.”15 Put simply, the rabbis’ assump-
tion of omnisignificance in Scripture precluded any possibility of ac-
knowledging the parallelistic structure of any biblical poetic composition.
We may add that since the Rabbinic hermeneutical project—midrash—is
predicated in large measure on the omnisignificance of Scripture, recogni-
tion of parallelism as the marker of biblical poetry would have to wait un-
til the medieval exponents of peshat, or “contextual exegesis,” enabled the
Jewish reader to approach Scripture without recourse to midrash.16

In addition to the principle of omnisignificance, Kugel identifies a
number of other factors that led the rabbinic world to “forget” parallelism.
Among these he includes “the musical elaboration of the textual accents,
the decline of antiphony in the synagogue, stichography, and the inven-
tion of poetry.”17 However, since it is specifically the rejection of midrash
as an exclusive method for reading Scripture that leads the medieval con-
textual exegetes to pursue their own agenda—which will include the rec-
ognition of parallelism in biblical poetic composition—it is sufficient for
us to have examined Kugel’s presentation of the omnisignificant princi-
ple; it is therefore unnecessary for us to elaborate further on the other fac-
tors that Kugel discusses.

Kugel himself recognizes the primacy of omnisignificance in the mid-
rashic enterprise as the major reason the rabbis failed to appreciate the na-
ture of parallelism. In the beginning of his discussion of the role medieval
Hebrew literature and exegesis play in clarifying the poetics of biblical
composition, he writes, of rabbinic exegesis:

. . . it insists that every B [stich of a clause] is significantly different from
A, indeed, often a reference to some utterly separate matter. This reading

Parallelism and Medieval Poetics in Modern Scholarship 5

15. Kugel, Idea, 105.
16. Throughtout this study, I follow Edward L. Greenstein in translating the

terms yap and uyuap (sometimes more fully expressed as tren ka uyuap), as “con-
textual exegesis”; see his essay, “Medieval Bible Commentaries,” in Back to the
Sources (ed. Barry Holtz; New York: Summit Books, 1984), 212–59 (217–220). Oth-
ers prefer a translation of “plain” sense; see, e.g., Raphael Loewe, “The ‘Plain’
Meaning of Scripture in Early Jewish Exegesis,” in Papers of the Institute of Jewish
Studies London (ed. J. G. Weiss; Jerusalem: Magnes Press, 1964), 140–85; Sara
Japhet, “‘Lebanon’ in the Transition from Derash to Peshat: Sources, Etymology
and Meaning (with Special Attention to the Song of Songs),” in Emanuel: Studies in
Hebrew Bible, Septuagint and Dead Seas Scrolls in Honor of Emanuel Tov (eds. Shalom
M. Paul, Robert A. Kraft, Lawrence H. Schiffman and Weston W. Fields; Leiden:
Brill, 2003), 707–724 (711 n. 22). We will examine the methodology of peshat exege-
sis, in its northern French manifestation, in the following chapter.

17. Kugel, Idea, 109; for his discussion of these factors, see 109–134.
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. . . dimmed Jewish awareness of this rhetorical feature in their own Scrip-
ture. Moreover, the concentration of parallelism and other heightening
features in this or that passage was of no consequence. Scripture was of
one piece, sacred, incomparable to human texts, and certainly not di-
vided into “poetry” and “prose.”18

It is at this point in his study that Kugel addresses the texts that are the
central focus of our own study. In considering medieval Jewish exegetical
literature as a prelude to the achievements of such Jewish scholars from
the Italian Renaissance as Azariah dei Rossi,19 Kugel details the important
contributions to the study of Hebrew language and biblical poetics by
Jewish scholars writing mostly in Arabic and in the Islamic orbit. Kugel
stresses the crucial role played by R. Saadia Gaon in the development of
the study of Hebrew and the Bible among Jews, and observes his influence
on a host of later writers, both Sephardic and Italian.20

Kugel affords Judeo-Islamic and Italian scholarship a thorough treat-
ment and reviews it with great admiration.21 However, when he turns his
eye to northern France, the other great center of medieval Jewry, he under-
estimates the achievements of the Jewish exegetes of that school and, in-
deed, gives them short shrift. These scholars, beginning with Rabbi Solo-
mon ben Isaac (Rashi) in the late eleventh century and continuing with
Rabbis Joseph Kara, Samuel ben Meir (Rashbam), Eliezer of Beaugency,
and Joseph Bekhor Shor in the twelfth century, also displayed sensitivity
to literary and poetic matters.22 While the representatives of this school
did not apparently produce treatises on Hebrew rhetoric, such as those

6 Discerning Parallelism

18. Kugel, Idea, 171.
19. Kugel, Idea, 200–203.
20. Kugel, Idea, 181–200.
21. Consider, for example, his assessment of the accomplishments of the Se-

phardic and Italian scholars (p. 172): “ . . . in trying to reconcile different traditions
and perceptions, [these scholars] stated a view of parallelism more reasonable—
less misleading—than what had preceded in either [the Jewish or Christian
world], and, sadly, [than] what was to follow.”

22. A useful recent survey of the history of the northern French “school” of bib-
lical exegesis is Avraham Grossman, “The School of Literal Exegesis in Northern
France,” in HBOT, 321–371. This essay is essentially condensed from Grossman’s
more extensive volume, The Early Sages of France: Their Lives, Leadership and Works
(Jerusalem: Magnes Press, 1995) (Hebrew). However, Grossman does not address
literary matters per se. For that, see my essay, “Medieval French Biblical Interpreta-
tion,” in Encyclopedia of Judaism, Volume V, Supplement Two (eds. Jacob Neusner,
Alan J. Avery-Peck, and William Scott Green; Leiden: Brill, 2004), 2045–2061. An
excellent, brief discussion of the role of peshat biblical studies in the curriculum of
the northern European Jewish academies is found in Ephraim Kanarfogel, Jewish
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produced by such favorites of Kugel as Moshe ibn Ezra23 or Judah Messer
Leon,24 they do in their exegetical writings have much to say about the na-
ture of parallelism and, hence, about Biblical composition.

In this study, I argue that the northern French rabbinic exegetes, often
called the “School of Rashi,” developed an understanding of biblical par-
allelism and expressed their sensitivity to the phenomenon primarily by
using the term kpf. Kugel, however, has challenged the notion that an ob-
servation on parallelism by these exegetes reflects anything more than a
cursory understanding. In the beginning of his brief overview of the
northern French material, Kugel essentially dismisses the exegesis of Ra-
shi as little more than a continuation of ancient talmudic and midrashic
exegesis (“Thus, Rashi . . . is, in general, scrupulous in reading [the] B
[stich] as a distinction over and against A”).25 While this assessment is in-
deed true for most of Rashi’s Torah commentary, it would be an overstate-
ment—as we shall see—to consider it the final judgment for the entire
body of his biblical exegesis. Likewise, while Kugel evaluates the exegesis
of Rashbam in a positive vein,26 he cites very few of his comments and
chooses not to engage the entirety of his work. Finally, he appears not to
have considered at all the exegesis of Joseph Kara, Eliezer of Beaugency,
and Joseph Bekhor Shor.27 Indeed, Kugel’s judgment on the twelfth-
century medieval commentators is summary:

Both ibn Ezra and Rashbam use the phrase kefel lashon (“repetition of an
expression”) and the like . . . what is meant is not necessarily repetition
but any form of reiteration or restatement . . . The commentaries seen

Parallelism and Medieval Poetics in Modern Scholarship 7

Education and Society in the High Middle Ages (Detroit: Wayne State University
Press, 1992), 79–85.

23. See A. S. Halkin, ed. Moshe Ben Ya’akov Ibn Ezra: Kitab Al-Muhadara Wal-
Mudhakara: Liber Discussionis et Commemorationis (Poetica Hebraica) (Jerusalem: Me-
kize Nirdamim, 1975) (Arabic and Hebrew). On this, and other, unpublished
works of Moses ibn Ezra, see Mordechai Cohen, “The Aesthetic Exegesis of Moses
Ibn Ezra,” in HBOT, 282–301.

24. See Isaac Rabinowitz, ed., The Book of the Honeycomb’s Flow: Sepher Nopheth
Suphim by Judah Messer Leon (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1983).

25. Kugel, Idea, 173.
26. “It is clear from here that Rashbam understood the structure of the verses

mentioned, that is, understood ‘repetitive parallelism’ as a specific stylistic con-
struction that divided the verses”; Kugel, Idea, 174. See also on p. 176.

27. Kugel also examines the exegesis of Abraham ibn Ezra, David Kimhi
(Radak), Joseph ibn Kaspi and Tanhum Yerushalmi, and considers the degree to
which they observed parallelism in biblical poetry; see Kugel, Idea, 174–179. How-
ever, all of these are commentators who fall outside of our purview.
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probably represent not so much a new understanding as a new willingness
to approach the Bible’s manner of expression—its style, as it were—phe-
nomenologically . . . Yet there is something quite wrong-headed in de-
scribing any of these commentators as “understanding” parallelism, for
even in ibn Ezra it is a most passive act of comprehension. They em-
braced this seconding style only in its most obvious form and only inso-
far as it aided them in their main task, explaining the meaning of the
words.

Where it was possible to read verse halves as differentiated by nuances of
meaning, they usually did so; only when the text literally repeated itself,
or in an unmistakable way restated a single idea did they speak of “dou-
bling,” repetition, and so forth. And “elegant style,” “the manner of
prophecies,” and “the habit of Hebrew” all explain what, to these com-
mentators, ought really not to exist, mere repetition or restatement . . .
Repetition still ran counter to their notion of the text’s perfection . . .28

As the great number of texts presented and examined in this study
will make clear, Kugel has not paid enough attention to the exegetical ac-
complishments of the northern French rabbinic exegetes, and has under-
estimated their achievements. With the exception of Joseph Kara, whose
exegesis does not recognize parallelism as a structure in biblical composi-
tion,29 the other commentators reviewed here all comment on “parallel-
ism” at one point or another even where they make no philological use of
it. Of course, Kugel would claim that such observations are essentially
philological: to merely indicate a doubling without further comment is to
say that one should interpret clause B according to the sense of clause A.
But such an argument begs the question; if the exegetes are commenting
on the phenomenon even for philological or semantic purposes, they must
still be in possession of some kind of rhetorical understanding of the de-
vice. To put it another way: if an exegete bases a philological determina-
tion on a perception that a text is constructed in parallelism, then the dis-
cernment of the parallelism is not secondary and incidental but primary in
the exegete’s analysis. In addition, the exegetes of whom we are speaking
had a name for the phenomenon they discern: vkn kpf (and other permu-
tations of the term). Therefore, we will not only disagree with Kugel’s
judgment that these exegetes’ “notion of the text’s perfection” stands in
opposition to their understanding that repetition in a text could be for
purely stylistic considerations, and was not intended to convey additional
information; we will also take issue with Kugel’s denial that the medie-

8 Discerning Parallelism

28. Kugel, “Some Medieval and Renaissance Hebrew Writings on the Poetry of
the Bible,” 61–63. See also Kugel, Idea, 176–179, and Ezra Zion Melammed, Bible
Commentators (Jerusalem: Magnes Press, 1978), 465–468 (Hebrew).

29. This will be demonstrated below, in chapter 4.
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vals examined in this study truly “understood parallelism” in the way a
modern critic might.

One scholar who has treated the subject of parallelism within the
northern French school in great depth is Sara Japhet. In the introduction
that she wrote to the edition of Rashbam’s commentary on Qoheleth (that
she published together with Robert Salters), Japhet considered the aware-
ness of parallelism as a distinctive component of Rashbam’s exegesis.30 In
particular, she discusses the various formulations of technical terminol-
ogy (e.g., vkn kpf, iuak kpf) that Rashbam employs to express his under-
standing of parallelism. Following her presentation of the evidence,
Japhet concludes, “Rashbam’s sensitivity to form and to the special nature
of poetic language have led him to recognize the phenomenon of parallel-
ism and to differentiate some of its forms.”31 Later, in her comprehensive
examination of Rashbam’s commentary on Job, Japhet reached similar
conclusions regarding the important role that knowledge of parallelism
played in Rashbam’s interpretive strategy.32

Another work relevant to this study is Mayer Gruber’s edition of
Rashi’s commentary on Psalms.33 In an introductory chapter entitled
“Synonymous Parallelism in Rashi’s Exegesis,”34 Gruber reviews Kugel’s
position and considers the degree to which Rashi incorporated an under-
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30. Sara Japhet and Robert Salters, The Commentary of R. Samuel Ben Meir (Rash-
bam) on Qoheleth (Jerusalem: Magnes Press; Leiden: Brill, 1985), 23–32, 51–55 (He-
brew and English). For a fuller discussion and bibliography, see below, p. 57 n. 7.

31. Japhet and Salters, Commentary of Rashbam on Qoheleth, 51.
32. Sara Japhet, The Commentary of Rabbi Samuel Ben Meir (Rashbam) on the Book of

Job (Jerusalem: Magnes Press, 2000) (Hebrew), 170–200. In chapter 5, we shall in-
vestigate Rashbam’s attention to parallelism as a major component of his exegesis.

33. Mayer I. Gruber, ed., Rashi’s Commentary on Psalms 1–89 (Books I–III), with
English Translation, Introduction and Notes (South Florida Studies in the History of
Judaism 161; Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1998). This work has now been superseded
by Gruber’s monumental Rashi’s Commentary on Psalms (The Brill Reference Li-
brary of Judaism 18; Leiden: Brill, 2004). Regretfully, this edition, containing the
entire Hebrew text of Rashi’s commentary, with a heavily annotated English trans-
lation and comprehensive introduction, was published too recently for me to be
able to truly incorporate its findings in this study. At the present time, I can say
that the principal presentation of Gruber’s argument concerning Rashi and bibli-
cal parallelism found in the second edition (pp. 150–154) more or less reproduces
that of the first edition (pp. 30–34); likewise, the brief discussion in the second edi-
tion on pp. 7–9 (see especially p. 8 n. 43; see also p. 597 n. 2) roughly repeats the
first edition (pp. 4–5 and p. 8 n. 44). Gruber’s discussion, particularly as regards
Rashi’s developing understanding of parallelism in such verses as Exod 15:6,
somewhat parallels my own conclusions, found below in chapter 3, pp. 37–40.

34. Gruber, Rashi’s Commentary on Psalms 1–89, 30–34.
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standing of parallelism in his biblical exegesis. Following this, Gruber dis-
cusses several comments from Rashi’s Psalms commentary that seem to
indicate that Rashi attained an understanding of parallelism, at least in his
ability to rely on that knowledge to explain difficult words.35 Gruber con-
cludes that these examples “demonstrate that Rashi was far from unaware
both of the parallelistic nature of biblical poetry and of the tendency of
biblical writers to juxtapose precise synonyms.”36

In addition to the preceding, two modern studies collect and present
texts by medieval Jewish authors who articulate various observations re-
lating to ars poetica. The first of these is by Alan Cooper.37 While the central
focus of his dissertation is a modern, linguistic consideration of biblical
poetics, Cooper assesses as well observations on poetics contributed by an
array of medieval Jewish writers.38 These are scholars who wrote either in
the Islamic world (mostly in Arabic) or during the Italian Renaissance or
later (and who wrote in Hebrew). Framing his selections with R. Saadia
Gaon in the tenth century and Immanuel Frances in the seventeenth, Coo-
per discusses the relevant observations of approximately twenty authors,
and translates several of the key texts; he also provides a bibliography for
each excerpt. However, he does not address the northern French exegetes
who are the subject of the present study.

In addition to the valuable collection provided by Cooper, an abun-
dant selection of excerpts from medieval Jewish literature on poetry and
poetics is found in Alex Preminger and Edward Greenstein’s anthology,
The Hebrew Bible in Literary Criticism.39 The editors have translated over

10 Discerning Parallelism

35. See Gruber, Rashi’s Commentary on Psalms 1–89, 31–33. In the index to
Gruber, Rashi’s Commentary on Psalms (2004), 914 (s.v. “repetitive parallelism,”
“synonymous parallelism” and “synthetic parallelism”), Gruber lists a few dozen
examples in which he considers Rashi to rely on his understanding of parallelism
to interpret some aspect of a verse. Again, I regret that due to the very recent publi-
cation of this volume I am unable to consider much of this material. However, in
chapter 3, I will treat some of these comments.

36. Gruber, Rashi’s Commentary on Psalms 1–89, 33. We will examine Gruber’s
evidence in the course of our discussion of Rashi’s understanding of parallelism in
chapter 3.

37. Cooper, “Biblical Poetics: A Linguistic Approach,” cited in n. 1, above.
38. Most of the authors Cooper considers are found in the appendix, 150–162.

However, in this appendix Cooper refers as well to texts and discussions adduced
earlier, in the body of the dissertation.

39. Alex Preminger and Edward L. Greenstein, eds., The Hebrew Bible in Literary
Criticism (A Library of Literary Criticism; New York: Ungar, 1986); for the specific
references, consult the “Index to Critics,” 615–619. In keeping with the format of
the series, the editors have not included discussions, but rather let the texts in-
cluded in the anthology speak for themselves.
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twenty passages containing observations of literary interest by a variety of
medieval Jewish authors. Although Preminger and Greenstein do include
several texts written by the northern French exegetes, only one of those
texts bears directly on the subject of parallelism.40

One other modern discussion is relevant to our discussion here. In
1991, Adele Berlin published a study entitled Biblical Poetry Through Medi-
eval Jewish Eyes.41 In its design, the book is more ambitious in directly tack-
ling the subject than any of the works mentioned thus far.42 Berlin divides
her work into two sections. The first of these “contains a discussion of me-
dieval and Renaissance views of biblical poetry and rhetoric in the context
of the history of the study of biblical poetry and in the context of medieval
views of poetic language and the place of the Bible in it.”43 In the second
section, Berlin provides an anthology of texts about biblical poetics from
medieval Jewish authors writing either in Hebrew or Arabic. Working
with a catalog of writers and texts similar to that of Cooper, whom she ac-
knowledges as a predecessor,44 Berlin begins with a brief discussion of
Saadia, and then examines primarily Spanish Jewish writers of the tenth–
fourteenth centuries and Italian Jewish writers of the Renaissance. As oth-
ers did before her, Berlin completes her survey to the virtual exclusion of
the eleventh and twelfth century northern French rabbinic peshat com-
mentators. Although, in passing, she acknowledges Rashbam’s awareness
of parallelism as a feature of biblical poetry,45 Berlin assumes that there is
not much in the way of literary observation to be mined in the exegetical
writings of the rabbinic commentators. The “silence” of the ancient rabbis
regarding the Bible’s stylistic aspect

continued, for the most part, in the medieval Jewish commentaries. This
was not due so much to literary ignorance as to different hermeneutic
principles. For Jewish exegetes, every word of Scripture had its own sig-
nificance. This meant that words and phrases were never just “decora-
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40. This is Rashbam’s commentary on Exod 15:6 (p. 145), which we discuss be-
low. They have also included an observation of parallelism made by the Provençal
scholar, R. David Kimhi (p. 146).

41. Cited above, n. 1.
42. For a critical appraisal of Berlin’s book, see the review by Alan Cooper in

AJS Review 19 (1994), 79–83.
43. Berlin, Biblical Poetry, x.
44. Berlin, Biblical Poetry, 4.
45. “Occasionally, we do find commentators who are sensitive to stylistic and

poetic matters. For example, Abraham ibn Ezra and Rashbam . . . noted that a cer-
tain amount of repetition and/or parallelism was stylistic and did not necessarily
add new information”; Berlin, Biblical Poetry, 10.
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tive” stylistic devices, but always bore some specific meaning. This ap-
proach had the effect of limiting the recognition of literary features,
including poetic forms . . . discussions of poetry were not apt to be found
in commentaries; they were more likely to occur in the context of philo-
sophical essays or grammatical works, where they grew out of a concern
with current knowledge in those areas.46

We hear in Berlin’s judgment an echo of Kugel’s observation about the
“omnisignificance” of Scripture in the ancient rabbinic perspective. More-
over, like Kugel, she does not appear to distinguish the peshat-oriented
exegetes of northern France sufficiently from other, more midrashically-
oriented writers. In addition, although it is true that philosophical, gram-
matical and rhetorical treatises are more likely sources of observations of
poetics than are biblical commentaries, by overlooking the possibilities in-
herent in the writings of the northern French rabbinic exegetes, Berlin has
perpetuated the modern scholarly under-appreciation of this literature.

It is precisely to rectify this oversight that the present work is dedi-
cated. It is not the purpose of this study to offer a critique of the material
Cooper, Preminger and Greenstein, and Berlin translated and presented to
the public. Rather, with an intent to continue the study of biblical poetics
“through medieval Jewish eyes,” the present study will focus on the atten-
tion paid to the subject by the rabbinic exegetes of eleventh and twelfth
century northern France.

As we shall see, the technical terminology employed by these scholars
to identify the parallelistic structure found in biblical poetry almost in-
variably includes the word kpf, literally, “doubling.”47 For the purposes of
this study, we will primarily limit ourselves to the consideration of one
specific question: when the northern French rabbinic exegetes employed
the technical term kpf, to what extent did they thereby demonstrate an
awareness of parallelism as a rhetorical phenomenon that does not neces-
sarily express in its repetitions a distinctively new semantic sense? Or did

12 Discerning Parallelism

46. Berlin, Biblical Poetry, 10.
47. Variations include, but are not limited to, vkn kpf (“the term is doubled” or

“it is a parallel term”), iuak kpf (“the language is doubled” or “it is a parallel ex-
pression”), vkupf (“[the structure is] doubled”). Throughout this study, I have cho-
sen not to translate the technical terminology, as it appears, in a single, consistent
fashion, but have preferred to render it in the manner most appropriate to the spe-
cific context in which it is found. The term “doubling” has taken on a new life in
the structural linguistic analysis of parallelism; see Paul Kiparsky, “The Role of
Linguistics in a Theory of Poetry,” Daedalus 102 (1973): 231–44. However, the ap-
propriation is only coincidental, as Kiparsky does not build his work upon that of
the medieval exegetes considered here.
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they express only a general sense of “doubling” in biblical rhetoric with-
out actually articulating a definition of the phenomenon?48

Before immediately turning to the specific question of how the north-
ern French exegetes approached the issue of parallelism, it is fitting that
we should introduce the reader to the broader issues of exegesis that dis-
tinguished Bible scholarship in twelfth-century northern France, and to
the exegetes themselves who advanced the particular kind of biblical exe-
gesis that came to represent the northern French school.49 We may then
more fully understand and evaluate the achievements of these exegetes in
their explication of parallelistic biblical texts. The following chapter, there-
fore, will consider the contribution of the northern French rabbinic mas-
ters to the advances in biblical studies made during the “Renaissance of
the Twelfth Century.”

Parallelism and Medieval Poetics in Modern Scholarship 13

48. It should be recognized from the outset that the various exegetes will occa-
sionally employ other technical language that may sometimes describe parallel-
ism, e.g., the expression kg cxun, “is predicated upon” or “harkens back to.” More-
over, they may also express awareness of parallelism, or rely upon it as an
exegetical tool, without resorting to any technical language whatsoever. However,
the most prominent term is, indeed, kpf, and we will therefore concentrate primar-
ily on instances where the commentators invoke that term.

49. I explore this subject more fully in my article, “Medieval French Biblical In-
terpretation,” cited above, n. 22. For a survey of northern French rabbinic exegesis
within the broader sweep of the history of Jewish biblical interpretation, see my
essay, “Medieval Jewish Biblical Exegesis,” in A History of Biblical Interpretation,
volume 2 (eds. Alan Hauser and Duane F. Watson; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans,
forthcoming).
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2

“Contextual Reading”:
The Development of Peshat in

Northern France

Between the middle of the eleventh century and the end of the twelfth
century, a veritable revolution took place in biblical exegesis among

rabbinic scholars of northern France. During that time, a group of rabbis
began to formulate a new and innovative approach to reading and inter-
preting biblical texts according to a methodology that came to be called
peshat, or “contextual exegesis.”1 This French rabbinic group included
such illustrious figures as Rabbi Solomon ben Isaac, or Rashi (1040–1105);
his younger contemporary, Rabbi Joseph Kara (late eleventh–mid twelfth
century); Rashi’s grandson, Rabbi Samuel ben Meir, or Rashbam (1080–

15

1. This revolution paralleled, contributed to and was influenced by a similar ad-
vance made in ad litteram reading methodology by contemporary Christian schol-
ars, most of whom were associated with the school of St. Victor. Moreover, Jewish
and Christian masters were themselves influenced by earlier and contemporary
Muslim, Jewish and Christian scholarship achieved in the Islamic world. A useful
survey of the development of Jewish biblical scholarship emanating from the
Judeo-Islamic world is Nahum Sarna’s “Hebrew and Bible Studies in Medieval
Spain,” in The Sephardi Heritage (ed. R. D. Barnett; New York: Ktav, 1971), 323–66.
Important studies highlighting the interdependence of Jewish, Christian and Is-
lamic scholarship, in addition to the works by Avraham Grossman and Mordechai
Cohen already cited above, are: Hava Lazarus-Yafeh, Intertwined Worlds: Medieval
Islam and Bible Criticism (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1992); and Theo-
dore Pulcini, Exegesis as Polemical Discourse: Ibn Hazm on Jewish and Christian Scrip-
tures (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1998).
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1160); Rashbam’s student, Rabbi Eliezer of Beaugency (mid twelfth cen-
tury); and Rabbi Joseph ben Isaac Bekhor Shor (mid to late twelfth cen-
tury), a disciple of Rashbam and Rashbam’s younger brother, Rabbi Jacob
Tam.2 While they apparently did not compose treatises on rhetoric and
poetics as did Jews of the Judeo-Islamic world,3 their surviving works of
biblical exegesis have much to say on the subject of how to read a text.
Though many of the biblical commentaries they composed were subse-
quently lost, either to the vicissitudes of time or, more specifically, to the
Christian purges of rabbinic texts that occurred throughout the thirteenth
century,4 enough of their exegetical oeuvre has survived to facilitate its
evaluation and analysis.

In the development of peshat exegesis, perhaps no single aspect of late
eleventh and early twelfth century Bible study figures more prominently
than the abandonment of the authoritative midrashic readings of the an-
cient rabbis in favor of an approach that is rooted in what appears to the
commentator to be the “common sense” meaning of a text. Whereas the
methodology of midrash allows for a fanciful reading, encouraging em-
bellishing details and often stressing a moral or legal teaching, the term
peshat came to connote a reading that fits the “actual” meaning of a text, as
understood by a particular commentator.5 The pioneer in the northern

16 Discerning Parallelism

2. Among the Christian scholars who flourished in the twelfth century were
Hugh of St. Victor; his disciple, Andrew; and Herbert of Bosham; see Rainer
Berndt, “The School of St. Victor in Paris,” HBOT, 467–95; the classic consideration
of medieval Christian exegesis is still Beryl Smalley, The Study of the Bible in the
Middle Ages (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1952). While the present work is concerned
with rabbinic exegesis, we will revisit the implications of the Christian parallels
and consider the possibility of mutual influences in the conclusion to this study.

3. For a contrasting example of Jewish scholarship in the Judeo-Islamic world,
see the study by Mordechai Cohen, “The Aesthetic Exegesis of Moses ibn Ezra,”
HBOT, 282–301.

4. See, e.g., Kenneth R. Stow, Alienated Minority: The Jews of Medieval Latin Europe
(Cambridge, MA., and London: Harvard University Press, 1992), 251–259.

5. As a general rule, when the northern French rabbinic exegetes attempted to
arrive at the contextual meaning of a biblical word, verse, or longer text, they cast
their interpretation as tren ka uyuap or yap, or the like. However, these terms will
sometimes be supplemented or supplanted by use of the synonymous term ihbg. In
talmudic and midrashic texts, this word generally means “subject” or “matter.” Its
appearance in the Sifra’s “Thirteen Rules of Rabbi Ishmael” (ubhbgn snkv rcs, “a
matter learned from its context”) makes it possible for ihbg to become available as
technical terminology. Even so, the word was never systematically applied in an-
tiquity as it was in the Middle Ages. However, following the tenth century Span-
ish-Jewish grammarian, Menahem ibn Saruk, who used the word in a way more
closely approximating what we would call “context,” the rabbinic exegetes of
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French effort to read contextually was the great Rashi.6 He lived in Troyes,
in the Champagne region of northern France, and as a young man had
studied in the Jewish academies of the Rhineland. It is clear that there
were important precedents to Rashi in the quest to develop contextual
reading. These are mainly to be found in the work of the anonymous
poterim,7 as the scholars who glossed difficult words in the Hebrew Bible
and translated them into the vernacular Old French were called; and in
the exegesis of Menahem bar Helbo, an eleventh century Provençal rab-
binic master whose commentaries were brought north by his nephew,
Joseph Kara, later one of Rashi’s disciples.8 However, it is Rashi’s work
that became the most influential in beginning to reorient Jewish Bible
study away from ancient rabbinic midrash, and towards truly contextual
reading.

While Rashi remained fully committed to midrash in his Torah com-
mentary (in fact, about three-quarters of his comments in that work relate
in some way to a midrashic reading of rabbinic origin), he did articulate a
vision of what an individually-derived, contextual reading should look
like. This is famously seen in his commentary on Gen 3:8:

rtacu vcr ,hatrcc obufn kg ubh,ucr oursx rcfu 'ohcr vsdt harsn ah
hrcs ,cahhnv vsdtku 'tren ka uyuapk tkt h,tc tk hbtu /oharsn

/uhbpt kg rucs rcs 'ugnau trenv

There are many homiletical midrashim (on these verses), and the Rabbis
have long ago arranged them in their proper place in Genesis Rabbah and
the other midrashim. Whereas I have only come to explain Scripture ac-
cording to its contextual [peshuto] understanding, and according to the
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northern France expanded its use and regularly employed the word as a technical
term indicating “context.” For a fuller discussion of the word ihbg, with citations in
the source literature, see Robert A. Harris, “The Literary Hermeneutic of Rabbi
Eliezer of Beaugency” (Ph.D. diss., Jewish Theological Seminary, 1997), 280–300.
The question of whether and/or how the northern French exegetes employed the
two terms (yap and ihbg) in distinctive ways awaits investigation.

6. For a comprehensive review of the life and works of Rashi, see Mayer Gruber,
Rashi’s Commentary on Psalms (2004), 1–105; idem, “Rashi,” in Encyclopedia of Juda-
ism, Volume V, Supplement Two (eds. Jacob Neusner, Alan J. Avery-Peck, and Wil-
liam Scott Green; Leiden: Brill, 2004), 2226–2241. For a review article summarizing
earlier scholarship on Rashi’s biblical commentaries, see Albert Van der Heide,
“Rashi’s Biblical Exegesis,” BO 41 (1984): 292–318.

7. See the many works of Menahem Banitt, including Rashi: Interpreter of the Bib-
lical Letter (Tel Aviv: Chaim Rosenberg School of Jewish Studies, 1985).

8. See Grossman, “The School of Literal Exegesis,” HBOT, 331–332.

33
BJS \ 140341 \ Harris \ FOR PRESS
Friday, May 06, 2005 1:09:08 PM

Color profile: Generic CMYK printer profile
Composite  Default screen



aggadah that reconciles the words of Scripture and its sense, each word
understood according to its character.9

Rashi’s ability to discern between contextual and midrashic exegesis
is likewise clearly seen in his comment on Exod 19:17, a gloss that is typi-
cal of his pentateuchal commentary as a whole. The verse relates that, fol-
lowing their Exodus from Egypt and arrival in the Wilderness of Sinai, the
Israelites “took their stand at the foot of the mountain” (RSV, translating
the phrase rvv ,h,j,c ucmh,hu). The question animating Rashi’s comment
is: what is the precise meaning of the words rvv ,h,j,c? Ought it be
taken literally or figuratively? In glossing the verse, Rashi first relates a
reading that he considers to reflect the contextual meaning of the word
,h,j,c: rvv hkdrc :uyuap hpk, “According to its contextual meaning,10 this
means: at the foot (lit. “feet”) of the mountain.” However, Rashi immedi-
ately supplements this reading with one based on the midrashic tradition:
:uarsnu ,hdhdf ovhkg vpfbu unuenn rvv ak,ba, “and its midrashic interpre-
tation: the mountain was uprooted from its place and arched over them
like a barrel.”11 Here Rashi is not favoring either the peshat or the derash.
Rather, he provides both a midrashic and a contextual reading, in attempt-
ing to offer as best he can the fullest possible accounting of biblical lan-
guage.12 In this case, Rashi would consider that the figurative meaning of

18 Discerning Parallelism

9. There is a long history of slight variations in the transmission of this impor-
tant statement; I have adopted an eclectic choice among the variants, presenting
my best sense of what Rashi may have written. For a somewhat different variant,
cf. Menachem Cohen, ed., Mikra’ot Gedolot ‘Haketer’: A Revised and Augmented Sci-
entific Edition of ‘Mikraot Gedolot’ Based on the Aleppo Codex and Early Medieval Mss:
Genesis, Volume I (Ramat Gan: Bar Ilan University, 1997), ad. loc. (Hebrew). Other
variations appear in the apparatus in the first edition of Abraham Berliner, ed. Ra-
shi on the Torah: The Commentary of Solomon B. Isaac (Berlin, 1866), ad. loc. (Hebrew).

10. As noted earlier (p. 5 n. 16), I follow Greenstein in translating peshat and its
related terms as “contextual” interpretation; again, see Greenstein, “Medieval Bi-
ble Commentaries,” 217–220. In his own exegesis, Rashi did not attain as sophisti-
cated an understanding of contextual interpretation as the later French exegetes
who, in addition to the term uyuap, also employed the term yap. Thus, it could be
argued that a more accurate practice with regard to Rashi’s exegesis (at least)
would be to render uyuap as “plain sense.” However, for clarity’s sake, I have de-
cided to remain consistent. See Kamin, “Rashi’s Exegetical Categorization With
Respect to the Distinction Between peshat and derash,” Immanuel 11 (1980): 16–32
(22–23), and the more extensive treatment in her full length book Rashi (Jerusalem:
Magnes Press, 1986), 57–139 (Hebrew).

11. Certain editions of Rashi’s commentary continue with a fuller citation of the
midrash as it is found in b. Shabb. 88a or in other texts.

12. That Rashi’s goal is to offer the “fullest possible accounting” of the language
of Scripture is the heart of the argument found in Edward L. Greenstein, “Sensitiv-
ity to Language in Rashi’s Commentary on the Torah,” in The Solomon Goldman
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the word ,h,j, provided by reading contextually needed to be supple-
mented by the literality (and bold religious teaching) of the midrash. In ei-
ther case, Rashi drew upon his tremendous sensitivity to the nuance of
language, as well as upon his mastery of the talmudic-midrashic tradition,
in order to make sense of the text for his readers. While the problems asso-
ciated with Rashi’s “dual readings” should not be oversimplified,13 it is
best to understand his exegetical efforts as an early stage in the develop-
ing peshat methodology.

Rashi wrote commentaries on almost every book of the Bible.14 In gen-
eral, his commentaries on the Prophets and Writings are characterized by
a more contextual, less midrashically-driven exegesis than is found in the
Torah commentary. While partly this is due to the relative lack of ancient
midrash on the later books of the Bible (e.g., there is no “midrash Isaiah”),
it is also likely due to Rashi’s increased awareness of the importance of en-
gaging in the interpretive process without turning to the traditions of the
Sages.15 While there is continued discussion regarding the order in which
Rashi composed his various exegetical works, it is probable that he wrote
his commentaries on the Prophets and the Writings later in his lifetime; as-
suming this to be true, it is understandable that those exegetical works
more faithfully reflected his gradually increasing determination to write
comments that were more purely contextual.16

In turning to the scholars who carried on and developed Rashi’s
methodology in succeeding generations, we are faced with a serious prob-
lem—the great paucity of surviving examples of their commentaries. The
ravages of the Middle Ages prevented the transmission of much of the
scholarly corpus of the great northern French biblical exegetes. Crusades,
disputations, book-burnings and whole scale expulsions of the Jewish
communities of northern Europe all contributed to the destruction of
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Lectures (ed. Mayer I. Gruber; Chicago: The Spertus College of Judaica Press, 1993),
6:51–71.

13. On the understanding of the significance of Rashi’s dual readings, contrast
the somewhat differing approaches of Sarah Kamin, Rashi, 158–208; “Rashi’s Exe-
getical Categorization,” 25–28; and Benjamin J. Gelles, Peshat and Derash in the Exe-
gesis of Rashi (Leiden: Brill, 1981), 28–33.

14. The commentaries attributed to him on Ezra-Nehemiah and Chronicles, and
printed as such in most editions of the Rabbinic Bible, are not his. See, e.g., Gruber,
“Rashi,” 2232 nn. 41–42; idem, Rashi’s Commentary on Psalms (2004), 58–75.

15. See, for example, such sentiments expressed in Rashi’s commentary on Isa
26:11. See also Rashbam’s oft-cited comment on Gen 37:2, where he cites Rashi’s
regret over not having enough time to rewrite his commentaries in light of “the
newer contextual interpretations being innovated daily.”

16. Again, see Gruber, Rashi’s Commentary on Psalms (2004), 52–63; idem, “Ra-
shi,” 2227, 2232–2233.
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much Jewish biblical scholarship produced there during the period.17

While Rashi’s commentaries have been preserved in hundreds of manu-
scripts and printed editions and have received the greatest amount of
scholarly attention over the generations, the exegetical works of the other
outstanding representatives of the northern French school survive in a
precious few manuscripts that were hardly consulted until modern times.
Nonetheless, these exegetes—each of whom probably composed com-
mentaries on most of the Bible—are now experiencing a renaissance in
modern studies of the history of medieval biblical interpretation. Here, we
will briefly introduce the other commentators whose approach to biblical
parallelism we will examine more extensively in subsequent chapters.

Rabbi Joseph Kara was one of the most prominent expositors in the
generation following Rashi.18 Although only a few comments of his on the
Torah have been identified (and indeed, he may not even have composed
an independent Torah commentary of his own),19 he was one of the schol-

20 Discerning Parallelism

17. On the various causes associated with the decline of northern French Jewry
during the late twelfth and thirteenth centuries, see Robert Chazan, Medieval Jewry
in Northern France (Baltimore and London: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1973),
63–153; Norman Golb, The Jews in Medieval Normandy (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1998), 424–430; Emily Taitz, The Jews of Medieval France: The Com-
munity of Champagne (Contributions to the Study of World History 45; Westport,
Conn.: Greenwood Press, 1994), 185–223. On the specific event of the “trial of the
Talmud” and the role of Nicholas Donin in denouncing the Talmud to the ecclesi-
astical and royal authorities, see Salo Wittmayer Baron, A Social and Religious His-
tory of the Jews (18 vols.; New York: Columbia University Press; Philadelphia: The
Jewish Publication Society of America, 1965), 9:79–83; William Chester Jordan, The
French Monarchy and the Jews: From Philip Augustus to the Last Capetians (Philadel-
phia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1989), 137–141.

18. Wissenschaft-era treatments of Kara’s exegesis may be found in Martin Litt-
man, Josef Ben Simeon Kara Als Schrifterklärer (Breslau: Schottlaender, 1887); and in
the comprehensive introduction found in Samuel Poznanski, ed., Commentary on
Ezekiel and the Twelve Minor Prophets of Eliezer of Beaugency (Warsaw: Mikize Nir-
damim, 1913), xxiii–xxxix (Hebrew). Further references to this important essay
will be cited as Poznanski, Eliezer of Beaugency. For more recent scholarship, see the
comprehensive historical treatment offered by Grossman, The Early Sages of France,
254–346. A survey of important issues in Kara’s commentaries may be found in
Gershon Brin, Studies in the Exegesis of R. Joseph Kara (Tel Aviv: University of Tel
Aviv, 1990) (Hebrew). See also Michael A. Signer, “Exegese et Enseignement: Les
Commentaires de Joseph ben Simeon Kara,” Archives Juives 18:4 (1982): 60–63.

19. Two nineteenth century collections of comments, of Kara as well as other
medieval exegetes, from a variety of manuscript sources, are: S. Z. Heilberg, ed.,
Nit’ei Ne’emanim (Breslau: H. Sulzbach, 1847) (German and Hebrew); and Abra-
ham Berliner, Pletath Soferim (Mainz: Y. Bril, 1872) (German and Hebrew).
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ars chiefly responsible for the transmission of Rashi’s commentaries.20 He
did, however, compose commentaries on the Prophetic books, and on at
least four of the five Scrolls.21 While Kara on occasion expresses an appre-
ciation for the value of midrash as a source of religious wisdom, he explic-
itly rejects it as reading methodology; moreover, he advocates contextual
reading not only on the basis of its efficacy as a coherent approach to un-
derstanding a text, but also as fulfilling a Divine command. Consider the
following statement, excerpted from Kara’s comment on 1 Sam 1:17–18:

tka 'lrumv kfu vbur,p og vc,fb vnhka 'vtucbv vc,fbaf 'lk gs lt / / /
vhtr thcvk lhrm ihtu /oukf rxj iht unuennu 'ohtcv ,urus vc ukafh
tku 'vc,fb vnhn, 'vb,b vnhn,—vru, hf 'arsn tku 'rjt ouenn
ubhta hn kf kct /rhsthu vru, khsdvk hsf—ubhnfj arsnu /vc kf rxj,,
uv,pyaa vzk vnus 'rcs ka uarsn rjt uk vyubu 'tren ka uyuap gsuh
oa ukhtu /kmbhvk ushc vkgh rat kf zjutu 'ihphmn ohn hengnu rvbv ,kuca
:rntba vn ohhek tmunu 'uyuapu rcs rap rjt reuj vhv '¡v rcs kt uck
ohvkt ,gsu ¡v ,trh ihc, zt vbapj, ohbunynfu ;xff vbaec, ot

/ / / tmn,

. . . Know well, that when Scripture was written, it was written com-
pletely, with every explanation and need taken care of, so that future gen-
erations would not stumble in it, and in its place, it lacks nothing. More-
over, one does not need to bring proofs from another place, and certainly
not midrash, for the Torah was “given completely and written com-
pletely” (see Ps 19:8: vnhn, ¡v ,ru,), and lacks nothing. Whereas the
midrash of the Sages is for the purpose of “glorifying Torah and enhanc-
ing it” (Isa 42:21, and the liturgy). But anyone who does not know the
contextual understanding of Scripture (peshuto shel miqra), and prefers the
midrash on some matter, is like one whom the current of a river has
washed away and whom the depths of water have inundated, and who
grasps at anything he can to save himself. Whereas if he had set his heart
on the word of the Lord, he would have searched after the meaning of the
matter and its contextual explanation—and in doing so would have ful-
filled that which is written: If you seek it as you do silver, and search for it as
for treasures, then you will understand the fear of the LORD and attain knowl-
edge of God (Prov 2:4–5) . . .

“Contextual Reading”: The Development of Peshat in Northern France 21

20. See Grossman, The Early Sages of France, 171. Grossman also describes the
larger and more significant contribution of Rashi’s disciple Shemaiah in the trans-
mission of Rashi’s commentaries; see esp. pp. 359–366, 403–405 and Grossman’s
“Marginal Notes and the Addenda of R. Shemaiah and the Text of Rashi’s Biblical
Commentary,” Tarbiz 60:1 (1990): 67–98 (Hebrew).

21. For a summary of the evidence for Kara’s biblical commentaries, including
disputed attributions, see Grossman, The Early Sages of France, 290–318.
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One ought not underestimate the radical nature of comments such as
this. For rabbinic Judaism, midrash is hardly something employed merely
for “glorifying and enhancing” Torah—it is the process through which the
rabbis created and/or revitalized Judaism and is, in a sense, equivalent to
it. Kara’s spirited attack on midrash, by one who was himself thoroughly
immersed in the world of rabbinic literature, therefore should be seen not
as an attempt to undermine the foundations of rabbinic Judaism but
rather as a way to “carve out space” for the new, contextual reading he ad-
vocated. Alternatively, it may be surmised that Kara was conceptualizing
a process of reading that had virtually nothing to do with the observance
of Judaism or its authoritative belief structure. Rather, his comment
should be understood along the lines of rabbinic Judaism’s concept of
vnak vru, sunk,, “the study of Torah for its own sake.”22 The goal of this
type of Torah study is not to determine halakha but is rather a religious
value in its own right. Thus, Kara may be said to expand this notion, as it
were, and favor a scriptural reading, qua reading, that served primarily to
create contextual meaning in the encounter between reader and text.

Indeed, Kara’s commentaries are replete with diatribes against the ex-
cesses of derash. Kara further expresses his preference for peshat over de-
rash, for instance, in his comment on Isa 5:8–10:

cuyc 'ubh,ucr uvuarsa trenu tren kfa !trenk lnmg ;upfu lbzt yvu
:(t 'dx ,ca) ;uxk uhkg urnta ov ov 'arsn uhkg urntan 'oapb ihk,
r,uh trenc vcuy vshn ubk ihta 'uyuap hshn tmuh tren iht :urnt

/ / / uyuapn

ifu /tren ka uyuapn r,uh trenc vrh,h vshn lk ihta h,rnt if kgu
/h,gsk ,ha, lcku ohnfj hrcsk / / / lbzt yv rnut tuv ktrah lkn vnka
—h,gsk ,ha, lck 'ohnfj hrcs gunak lhkg vumna hp kg ;t :iur,pu
ufukhv hpk ovh,arhp itf sg /h,gsk tkt 'rntb tk o,gsk `rcs ka upudk

/ / / uyuapu

Incline your ear and prostrate yourself before Scripture! For each and ev-
ery scriptural text that the rabbis have expounded (may their souls dwell
in a good place!), inasmuch as they told a midrash about it, they them-
selves (also) said about it: “No scriptural passage ever escapes the hold of
its context.” For we have no greater principle than contextual exegesis . . .

Therefore do I say that you have no greater principle in (the study of)
Scripture than contextual exegesis. Thus did Solomon, King of Israel, say:
Incline your ear . . . to the words of the sages, apply your heart to knowing me

22 Discerning Parallelism

22. Among the many rabbinic texts stressing the importance of “Torah for its
own sake,” see, e.g., b. Sukkah 49b, or the combination of m. Peah 1:1 and b. Shabb.
127a in the daily Jewish liturgy.
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(Prov 22:17). The explanation (of this verse) is: even though it is a com-
mandment for you to “hear the words of the Sages,” apply your heart to
knowing me—according to the body of the word, “to know them” [i.e., the
Sages] Scripture does not say; rather to know me [i.e., God, through
Scripture]. Thus far have I explained them [biblical passages] according
the Bible’s conventions and its context . . .

Thus in this instance, in espousing a contextual approach versus a midra-
shic reading, Kara virtually turns an exegetical question into an internal
Jewish polemic: to truly know God, one should stress the primacy of
Scripture itself and not pay undue attention to rabbinic midrash.23

Kara’s claim that the search for contextual exegesis does not represent
a rejection of religious values—and that, indeed, that very investigation
was itself a response to a biblical commandment—is a point not to be
overlooked. For while it has long been assumed that the peshat commen-
taries did little to engage Jewish communities which needed more spiritu-
ally-inclined commentaries (an assumption that has never been proved),24

there is no doubt that the practitioners themselves, i.e., the rabbinic exe-
getes whose works we are surveying, felt that they were not violating any
kind of religious principle. Rather, they averred that contextual exegesis
was long sanctioned by the talmudic authorities, even if these latter did
not regularly engage in that type of study.25 Again, despite Kara’s occa-
sional presentation of midrashic exegesis, in general he steers clear of it as
a reading strategy, and relies almost exclusively on the methodology of
peshat.26
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23. See, e.g., additional condemnations of midrash in Kara’s comments on Judg
5:4 and 2 Sam 12:30.

24. Cf. Grossman, “The School of Literal Exegesis,” HBOT, 371.
25. For contemporary attempts to develop a religious approach to historical-

critical biblical scholarship, see Uriel Simon, “The Religious Significance of the
Peshat,” Tradition 23:2 (1988): 41–63; Stephen Garfinkel, “Applied Peshat: Histori-
cal-Critical Method and Religious Meaning,” JANES 22 (1993): 19–28.

26. See, e.g., Kara’s long midrashic excursus following his comment on Isa 4:6.
He begins this digression with the following caveat:

ohxref urhcj rjt tren rcujn ihhbgv kf h,htr itf sg rpxv ,khj,na hpk
vmhkn ihcu urhcjk tren ihc shrpn h,hhv ovhbhc arsn i,hk h,tc ukhtu ',utkukc
hsh vchatu 'uyuap hpk ihhbgv kf rcjk hck vb,tu `uhjt kgn aht usrp,hu 'v,ugrk

/,urut kyu oukav ovhkgu vfrck oburfz ubhnfj uc uarsa uarsn hpk uarpk

Since from the beginning of the book until this point I have seen the entire matter
as one text juxtaposed to its fellow, [fitting] like clasps into the loops (see Exod
26:11). Whereas had I come to offer midrash among them, I would have divided
each scriptural text from its fellow, and each expression from its mate; as a result
each text would have been separated from its brother. I have sought to interpret
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Rashi’s grandson, Rabbi Samuel ben Meir (“Rashbam”), was the most
prominent rabbi to give voice to the need to distinguish between the
worlds of peshat and derash.27 The absolute devotion to peshat is character-
istic of all of Rashbam’s extant biblical commentaries (Torah, Job, Song of
Songs, Qoheleth).28 Whether in treating the Torah’s narratives or, more
significantly, the Torah’s laws, Rashbam goes out of his way to announce
his absolute adherence to peshat as a reading strategy. Indeed, in his strict
adherence to the peshat methodology, Rashbam contrasts his approach to
Scripture with that of everyone (!) who has come before him.29 His com-
mentary on Gen 37:2 contains the most extensive presentation of his un-
derstanding of the relative places of peshat and derash in rabbinic Judaism:

iht hf 'ubh,ucr ubusnhka vn kfa hcvut ubhchu ukhfah :cegh ,usku, vkt
ubghsuvku ubsnkk ,tc vru, ka vrehg hf ;t /uyuap hshn tmuh tren
ohaka hsh kgu iuakv ,ufhrt hsh kg ihbhsvu ,ufkvvu ,usdvv yapv ,zhnrc
,ushn vrag aka hsh kgu 'hkhkdv hxuh ¡r ka ubc rzghkt ¡r ka ,ushn oh,au
,uarsv hrjt ,uybk uexg,b o,ushxj lu,n ohbuatrvu /ktgnah ¡r ka

/ / / tren ka uyuap enugc ukdruv tk lf lu,nu 'rehg iva

i,b ohcu,fu ohthcb 'vru, arhpa 'vkud hbhg rhtn hnt hct vnka ubcr odu
h,jfuu,b k¢mz ub,j rhtn r¢c ktuna hbt ;tu 'tren ka uyuap arpk ck
ohrjt ohaurp ,uagk lhrm vhv 'htbp uk vhv ukhta hk vsuvu 'uhbpku ung

/ / / ouh kfc ohasj,nv ,uyapv hpk

These are the generations of Jacob: May lovers of reason become en-
lightened and understand that, as our Rabbis have taught us, no Scrip-
tural verse ever loses its contextual meaning. Although it is also true that

24 Discerning Parallelism

each matter according to its context, and to refrain from explaining it according
to the midrash expounded by our Sages, of blessed memory, peace be upon
them, as well as the life-giving dew.

See also at Isa 8:5; 22:14, 25, etc.
27. The following four essential studies bookend Rashbam research from the

nineteenth century to the present day: David Rosin, R. Samuel Ben Meir als Schrif-
terklärer (Breslau: Verlag von Wilhelm Koebner, 1880); Poznanski, Eliezer of Beau-
gency, xxxix–l; Japhet, The Commentary of Rashbam on Job; Elazar Touitou, Exegesis in
Perpetual Motion: Studies in the Pentateuchal Commentary of Rabbi Samuel Ben Meir
(Ramat Gan: Bar Ilan University Press, 2003) (Hebrew).

28. I will not enter here into the discussion of Rashbam’s authorship of several
of these commentaries. For a perspective accepting the attribution, see Robert A.
Harris, “The Rashbam Authorship Controversy Redux: A Review Essay,” JQR 95:1
(2005; forthcoming). For a contrasting view, see Martin I. Lockshin, “‘Rashbam’ on
Job: A Reconsideration,” JSQ 8 (2001): 80–104.

29. See, e.g., his commentary on Exod 3:11–12.
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the main aim of the Torah is to teach us and make known to us, through
hints in the text, doctrines, laws, and rules of conduct which are derived
by the use in Scriptural verses of superfluous words or by means of the
thirty-two rules of Rabbi Eliezer ben Rabbi Yosi the Galilean or the thir-
teen rules of Rabbi Ishmael. In their piety the early scholars devoted all
their time to the midrashic explanations, which contain, indeed, the main
teachings of the Torah. But, as a result, they were not accustomed to the
deeper aspects of the text’s contextual meaning . . .

Moreover, our Master, Rabbi Solomon, my mother’s father (i.e., Ra-
shi), who illumined the eyes of all those in exile, and who wrote commen-
taries on the Torah, Prophets and the Writings, intended to elucidate the
contextual meaning of Scripture. Yet I, Samuel, son of his son-in-law
Meir, may the memory of the righteous be for a blessing, argued it out
with him (Rashi, i.e., privately) and before him (presumably in the study
hall, in front of others). He admitted to me that if he had the time he
would have written new commentaries in accordance with the contex-
tual interpretations being innovated every day . . .

Rashbam is not merely offering pious expressions of faith in claiming
derash as the most important element in Torah study. He was a rabbi of
great renown who composed detailed Talmud commentaries; moreover
he was esteemed for his great piety and meticulous observance of rabbinic
norms.30 However, here in his commentary he is distinguishing between
searching (derash) Scripture as a source of religious edification and hala-
khic observance, on the one hand, and reading Scripture as an exercise of
pure textual study, on the other. In his elevation of the talmudic dictum,
“no scriptural verse ever loses its contextual meaning” (lit. “no verse ever

“Contextual Reading”: The Development of Peshat in Northern France 25

30. His great piety once nearly caused him to transgress a rabbinic prohibition
arising from a biblical commandment (see Deut 22:10). As is related by the thir-
teenth-century halakhist, R. Mordecai b. Hillel Ashkenazi (Sefer Mordecai, b. Eruv.,
par. 528 (with regard to t. Kil. 5:5); Vilna Ed., 39b [78]):

ahdrv tku 'uc ihfaun srpu xux rat iurec ,ukgk vmru 'vhv ohbhg kpa / / / o¢car
ourn tx !vcrv ehsm hv, kt :vhk rnt /oa o, ubhcr uhjt inszb txhb /vhk ahjr,ht

/vkg tku gbnbu / / / !l,trek srpu xux vbvu 'lhbhg

Rashbam . . . was “of downcast eyes” [i.e., he habitually looked only at the
ground as he walked about, lest even through looking he become associated
with some sight unsuitable for his great piety]. He wished to climb onto a wagon
that was pulled by a horse and a mule, and he did not notice it. A miracle
brought his brother, Rabbenu Tam, there, who said to him: “Don’t be so righteous
(Qoh 7:16)! Lift up your eyes to the sky—here, there are a horse and a mule com-
ing your way!” . . . He was [thus] prevented, and he did not climb on.

Cited in Esra Shereshevsky, Rashi: The Man and His World (New York: Sefer Her-
mon Press, 1982), 30 n. 22.
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escapes the hold of its context”; b. Shabb. 63a), Rashbam follows Joseph
Kara in turning what is a most infrequent and unused observation in the
ancient sources into the linchpin of the reading approach he advocates.

Rashbam articulates his adherence to peshat as a reading strategy even
when dealing with legal matters. In his introduction to the Torah’s first ex-
tended legal corpus (Exod 21–23), he recapitulates his methodological
program:

unf 'rehg ova hp kg ;t ,ufkv arpk h,tc tk hf kfa hgsuh ubhchu ugsh
i,menu ',ufkvvu ,usdvv ihgnab ,utrenv ru,hn hf ',hatrcc h,arhpa
,utren ka iyuap arpk hbtu /k¢mz hnt hct vnka ubhcr haurhpc utmnh
unf 'rehg ,ufkvv if hp kg ;tu /.rt lrs hpk ,ufkvvu ihbhsv arptu 'h,tc

/tren ,reug vfkv :ubh,ucr urnta

Let knowers of wisdom know and understand that I have not come to ex-
plain halakhot, even though these are the essence [of Torah], as I have ex-
plained in my Genesis commentary (e.g., at Gen 1:1; 37:2). For it is from
the [apparent] superfluousness of Scriptural language that aggadot and
halakhot are derived. Some of these can be found in the commentary of
our Rabbi Solomon, my mother’s father, may the memory of the righ-
teous be for a blessing. But I have come to explain the contextual meaning
of Scripture. And I will explain the laws and halakhot according to realia
(lit. “the way of the world”). And (I will do this) even though (the rab-
binic understanding of) the halakhot is the essence, as our rabbis taught:
“halakha [rabbinic law] uproots Scripture” (b. Sotah 16a, with emenda-
tion).

This audacious statement, presented at precisely the point where the
Torah moves from being an essentially narrative composition to an essen-
tially legal one, is all the more significant when it is understood that the
author had himself composed an important Talmud commentary and was
one of the leading rabbinic figures of his generation. Let us consider one
example in which Rashbam’s willingness to expound Torah against the
ancient rabbinic interpretation, even when touching on matters of law and
Jewish observance, may be seen. Rabbinic Judaism had long enjoined the
donning of tefillin (the so-called “phylacteries”) for males, at least, during
prayer and at other times during the day. This practice, ostensibly derived
from such biblical passages as Exod 13:9 and Deut 6:8, involves preparing
leather boxes containing parchment scrolls of verses from the Torah and
wearing them on the arm and forehead; it is one of the central features of
Jewish prayer and is a much-cherished ritual in rabbinic Judaism.31 How-
ever, its biblical antecedents are only suggestive and Rashbam claims as
much in his commentary on Exod 13:9: §hbéhgã ihCã iOrFòzàkÊu §sÌhô-kgí ,OtkÊ §kÊ vhôvòuÍ

26 Discerning Parallelism

31. See b. Menah. 32a–44a.
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ohàrõmÊNÞnÞ ¡v §tÔmÞOv ve òzôjÔ shôC Ê hFÞ §hpÞC Ê ¡v ,rðO< vhêvÊ<Þ igíníkÊ, “And it shall be to you
a sign on your hand and as a memorial between your eyes, in order that
the Teaching of the LORD may be in your mouth—that with a mighty hand
did the LORD bring you out of Egypt.”32 Rashbam interpreted what Rashi
(and the rabbis of antiquity) had understood as the Torah’s first reference
to tefillin—as simply metaphoric language:

/lsh kg cu,f ukhtf shn, iurfzk lk vhvh 'uyuap enug hpk :lsh kg ,utk
/lck kg o,ujf hbnha :ihgf

For a sign on your hand—according to the depths of its contextual mean-
ing, it should be for you as a continuous memorial, as if it were written on
your hand. This usage is similar to place me as a seal upon your heart (Song
8:6).

Rashbam’s use of the expression “as if” (ukhtf) is testimony to his interpre-
tation that Exod 13:9 is an idiomatic, metaphoric expression that describes
what the nature of the Israelites’ remembrance of the Exodus ought to be,
and is not a statement expressing concrete law or ritual observance.

Turning his eye to the biblical concept of “day and night,” Rashbam
interprets Gen 1:5 (sjòtè oOh re ècø-hvÞhÌuð crëgè-hvÞhÌuð , “There was setting, there was
dawning: one day”33) as demonstrating that Scripture’s day begins at sun-
rise. This is a bold departure from rabbinic teaching that, for Jewish
calendric purposes, a day begins the preceding evening:

'crg hvhu tkt »/ouh hvhu vkhk hvhu¼ itf ch,f iht :rec hvhu crg hvhu
sung vkga 'vkhk ka ureuc 'rec hvhu 'rutv gehau iuatr ouh chrgva
,ragc tuv lurc ausev rnta ohnh ¡uv in ¡t ouh okauv hrvµrjav
cu,fv tc tku /gher hvh ohvkt rnthu :hba ouh khj,v lf rjtu /,urcsv
vaa uhv lthv tkt 'arpk ubfrmv tk hf 'ov sjt ouh recvu crgva rnuk

/hba ouh khj,vu sjt ouh rndb hrv 'vkhkv vrndbu ouh rhecva 'ohnh

There was setting, there was dawning: It is not written here, “there was night
and there was day.” Rather [it is written], there was setting, i.e., the first
day became evening and the light subsided, and there was dawning, i.e.,
that morning [that came at the end] of the night when dawn broke—at
that point one day was completed of those six mentioned by the Holy One,

“Contextual Reading”: The Development of Peshat in Northern France 27

32. That this verse referred to tefillin was considered self-evident by Rashi, who
commented: cu,f,a 'lhbhg ihc iurfzku lsh kg ,utk lk vhv, ohrmn ,thmh :,utk lk vhvu
gurzcu atrc irae,u ukkv ,uharpv, “And it shall be a sign for you—the Exodus from
Egypt shall be a sign for you on your hand and as a memorial between your
eyes—i.e., you should write these paragraphs, and fasten them on your head and
arm.”

33. So SB; NJPS renders, “And there was evening and there was morning, a first
day.”
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Blessed be He, in the Decalogue (Exod 20:11). Then the second day began:
God said, “let there be a dome” . . . (Gen 1:6). And the text did not come to
state that the evening and the morning were one day, for we only needed
[for Scripture] to make explicit what happened during each of the six
days [of creation], that the day dawned and the [previous] night was
completed—that is how one day ended and the next day began.

Indeed, this willingness to read against rabbinic tradition occasionally
served as cause for religious attacks on him by Jewish scholars who
claimed that his interpretations would undermine halakhic observance.34

Rashbam’s principal disciple was Rabbi Eliezer of Beaugency.35 Most
of Eliezer’s exegetical writings, including his Torah commentary, have not
survived; however, his commentaries on Isaiah, Ezekiel and the Twelve
Minor Prophets are extant.36 Eliezer’s devotion to the peshat and his almost
complete neglect of rabbinic midrash are as complete as that of his master.
His commentaries are replete with observations on the literary nature of
biblical composition, and he regularly paraphrases difficult and allusive
prophetic language. Although, unlike some of the previous exegetes sur-
veyed, Eliezer’s surviving writings do not contain an extended articula-
tion of his approach to Scripture, his methodology is evidenced through-

28 Discerning Parallelism

34. See, e.g., Abraham Ibn Ezra’s Iggeret Hashabbat and Joseph Bekhor Shor’s
comment on Num 12:6. On the former comment, see Uriel Simon, “The Exegetical
Method of Abraham Ibn Ezra, as Revealed in Three Interpretations of a Biblical
Passage,” Bar-Ilan 3 (1965): 92–138 (Hebrew). On the latter comment, see Sarah
Kamin, “The Polemic against Allegory in the Commentary of Rabbi Joseph Bekhor
Shor,” Mehkarei Yerushalayim Bemahshevet Yisrael 3 (1984): 367–392 (Hebrew); repr.
in Jews and Christians Interpret the Bible (Jerusalem: Magnes Press, 1991), 73–98
(English and Hebrew).

35. For an argument suggesting a student-teacher relationship, see Harris, “Lit-
erary Hermeneutic,” 82–111. There was not a great deal of scholarship generated
about Eliezer between Poznanski, Eliezer of Beaugency, cxxv–clxvi, and my disserta-
tion. For a brief overview of Eliezer’s exegesis, see Grossman, “The School of Lit-
eral Exegesis,” HBOT, 363–366.

36. All of the surviving commentaries are found in a single manuscript, Oxford
Bodleian OMS 625 (= Neubauer 1465); see Harris, “Literary Hermeneutic,” 12–13.
Evidence for other biblical commentaries by Eliezer exists in his extant works, and
in citations by later medieval authorities (e.g., see the commentary of Joseph Be-
khor Shor on Lev 22:25). For details, see Harris, ibid., 24–35. Eliezer’s commentary
on Isaiah was published by John W. Nutt, ed., Commentaries on the Latter Prophets by
R. Eliezer of Beaugency: Isaiah (London, Paris and Frankfort: Joseph Baer and Co.,
1879) (Hebrew, with English introduction); the commentaries on Ezekiel and the
Twelve Prophets are found in Poznanski, Eliezer of Beaugency. Eliezer’s extant com-
mentaries are now being republished in Cohen, Mikra’ot Gedolot “Haketer.”
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out his commentaries. Indeed, his stress on using context as the ultimate
determinant of meaning is one of the hallmarks of his approach.37

This may be seen in his commentary on Ezek 42:3. In the course of his
explanation, Eliezer urges his readers not to turn to any outside source for
an explanation of an elusive term, in cases where the context permits one
to make a deduction about the word’s meaning. In this case, with regard
to a difficult phrase (oh£ÝkÞ¤ÉCí eh<Þtí-hbäPÊ-ktè eh<Þtí),38 he offers the following
contextual interpretation:

dha, rat hpf 'vynk ouarph obhbgµ(o),uyhau ovhagnµoheh,tvu / / /
vnk 'vbhhbg ,yhan vsnukk kufh v,tu 'vnus vk ihta vch,c hf /ckv sh
lghsuv hrv /thva vnk vbfanh vbhhbg tkv '.rtv vmec lhbhg i,,

/ / / cu,fv

. . . with regard to the “ledges”—their construction and function—their
context will explain them below,39 as much as the mind can discern. For
with regard to a word that has no cognate, and which you can under-
stand from its function in context, why cast your eyes to the ends of the
earth!? Its context indicates its meaning. Behold, the verse has informed
you . . .

The formulation of his comment is reminiscent in its approach to the defi-
nition of peshat methodology by Joseph Kara; Eliezer uses almost the exact
wording in his explanation of the Psalms passage he uses to illuminate
Ezek 20:23.

Although Eliezer no doubt understood the biblical text as divine in
nature, he evinces awareness that the books of the Bible underwent a pro-
cess of redaction before achieving their final status in the canon of Jewish
Scriptures. Like several of the other northern French exegetes, he ex-
presses an understanding of the role of the human, non-prophetic redactor,
who did more than simply serve as the receptacle of divine writ.40 Rather,
the redactor of each biblical book gathered up the words and speeches of
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37. Again, see Harris, “The Literary Hermeneutic,” 280–300.
38. NJPS: ledge by ledge in three tiers; see Walther Zimmerli, Ezekiel: A Commentary

on the Book of the Prophet Ezekiel, Chapters 25–48 (Hermeneia; trans. James D. Martin;
Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1983), 398.

39. See his commentary to Ezek 42:5. There, in a fascinating aside, Eliezer relates
that he was so frustrated over at not being able to determine the meaning of the
elusive term eh,t—he “nodded off” ( 'ihhbgv tuv vn gshk h,rgymba rgm curn
rpxv kg h,nbnb,b)! While he was asleep, he dreamed the contextual explanation
that he offers in his commentary.

40. See Robert A. Harris, “Awareness of Biblical Redaction among Rabbinic Ex-
egetes of Northern France,” Shnaton: An Annual for Biblical and Ancient Near Eastern
Studies Volume XIII (2000): 289–310 (Hebrew); Richard C. Steiner, “A Jewish
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the various prophets, edited, and indeed, ultimately composed the books
that constitute the Hebrew Bible.

A case in point is his commentary on Ezek 1:1–4. Eliezer specifically
refers to the responsibility of a redactor for the present composition of the
biblical text:

ktezjh hrcs uhv tk :/ / / vrgx jur vbvu (trtu) / / / ohvkt ,utrn vtrtu
vhvu iudf 'vynk ubarph urpx ihbga hpk 'arhp tk una ;tu 'r,uh i,kj,n
'ohaka ,ba kg 'lk h,rnt ratf 'rmek lnx vz kgu /,punk ofk ktezjh
vn arpk ;hxuv sjh uhrcs kf c,fa rpuxv kct /uhkg jhfuh urpx ihbga

/ukkv ,utren hbac 'rmheu o,xa

And I saw visions of God . . . I looked, and lo, a stormy wind . . . :
Ezekiel’s words did not continue from the beginning, and even his name
he did not make explicit, since the context of the book will make it clear
below, as in and Ezekiel shall become a portent for you (Ezek 24:24). And, re-
lying on this, he allowed himself to abbreviate, as I have told you with re-
gard to (in the) thirtieth year , that (there) the content of the book provides
the proof for its (meaning, i.e., of the “thirtieth year”). But the redactor
who wrote all of his words together added to what Ezekiel had left un-
clear and abbreviated, in these two verses.

This comment is significant on several grounds. First, whereas Rashi
had assigned the third-person narration in Ezek 1:2–3 to the Holy Spirit,
Eliezer attributes them to a redactor. Thus, the comment demonstrates
Eliezer’s exegetical independence in contradicting Rashi’s authority.41 But
more important, the comment clarifies how Eliezer has related to the re-
dactor’s role in composing the biblical text. Eliezer has depicted a redactor
taking prophetic material in some sort of prior stage, adding to it and
compiling a finished literary product. For Eliezer of Beaugency, as for his
teacher Rashbam, the redactor is not identical with the prophet whose
speeches are included in the book that bears his name.

Rabbi Joseph of Orleans, known by the nickname of Bekhor Shor (af-
ter Deut 33:17), is the final northern French commentator whose work we
will consider in the course of this study. His commentary on the Torah
survives in but a single manuscript,42 and virtually none of his other exe-

30 Discerning Parallelism

Theory of Biblical Redaction from Byzantium: Its Rabbinic Roots, Its Diffusion and
Its Encounter with the Muslim Doctrine of Falsification,” JSIJ 2 (2003): 123–167.

41. See Greenstein, “Medieval Bible Commentaries,” 249.
42. This is MS Munich 52. For a brief description of this manuscript and a brief

history of publications of Bekhor Shor’s commentary based on it, see Yehoshafat
Nevo, ed., The Commentary of Rabbi Joseph Bekhor Shor on the Torah (Jerusalem: Mos-
sad Harav Kook, 1994), 15–17 (Hebrew).
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getical writings are extant.43 Reportedly a student of R. Yaakov Tam, the
younger brother of Rashbam,44 it is possible that he was also a disciple of
Rashbam himself. In any case, his exegetical works indicate that he had
mastered the commentaries of both Rashi and Rashbam. He was a youn-
ger contemporary of Eliezer of Beaugency.45 As in the case of Eliezer, the
extant works of Bekhor Shor do not contain a defining methodological
statement, and we are left to ascertain his approach to peshat through a
reading of his commentaries.

Like the other exegetes of the northern French school, Joseph often
comments with an eye to the literary quality of biblical composition; he,
too, was willing to assign much of the responsibility for the final casting of
the text—and, consequently, to at least some of its literariness—to a redac-
tor.46 Moreover, like Rashbam, Bekhor Shor was willing to interpret a bib-
lical law contextually even when his reading yielded an interpretation
that ran contrary to rabbinic law, or halakha. A case in point would be his
comment on Exod 23:19 (ONtÞ ckãjÔCí hsàDË k¤âcí,Ê-t¬, “You shall not boil a kid in
its mother’s milk”). As is well known, the rabbis had made the three-fold
occurrence of this verse a cornerstone of their dietary laws (the phrase re-
curs at Exod 34:26 and Deut 14:21), and had taken it to indicate a separa-
tion between the consumption or preparation of meat and dairy dishes.47

Whereas there is no doubt that Bekhor Shor, as a rabbi, upheld this midra-
shic understanding in his personal observance of Jewish ritual law, this
did not prevent him from proffering a novel interpretation of the biblical
verse:

ukhacv :unf 'rndu kushd iuak »kuahc¼ 'yapv hpk :unt ckjc hsd kac, tk
sg ubrjt,a 'unt ckjc kundku ksdk ujhb, tk :rnte hfvu /ohcbg vh,ukfat
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43. One of the rare additional examples of his exegesis that has come to light is
his commentary on Ps 19. See Moshe Idel, “A Commentary on Psalms XIX by R.
Yoseph Bechor-Shor,” Alei Sefer 9 (1981): 63–69 (Hebrew). Bekhor Shor is also cited
in a variety of medieval exegetical and legal works. See Poznanski, Eliezer of Beau-
gency, lv–lx. For additional medieval citations of Bekhor Shor’s exegesis, see the in-
dex of Efraim E. Urbach, ed., Sefer Arugat Habosem: Auctore R. Abraham B. R. Azriel
(Jerusalem: Mikize Nirdamim, 1939–1963) (Hebrew), s.v., Bekhor Shor.

44. Efraim E. Urbach, The Tosaphists: Their History, Writings and Methods (Jerusa-
lem: Mossad Bialik, 1986), 132–140 (Hebrew). For a more recent recapitulation of
Bekhor Shor’s career as an exegete of the northern French school, see Grossman,
“The School of Literal Exegesis,” HBOT, 367–369.

45. See Bekhor Shor’s commentary on Lev 22:25. On this citation, see Poznanski,
Eliezer of Beaugency, cxxviii.

46. See Harris, Redaction, 302–305.
47. See, e.g., m. Hul. 8:4; b. Qidd. 57b; b. Hul. 113a.
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:rnta euxpv ,khj, ,hhnus 'ubthc, ,hatrc tkt 'vckjc otv ubksd,a
/l,nst hrufc ,hatr

You shall not allow a kid to mature48 in its mother’s milk: According to
the contextual interpretation, [in this instance the verb] k-a-c is an ex-
pression [conveying] growth and completion, as in: its clusters ripened into
grapes (Gen 40:10). This is what it means: Do not let (the kid) grow and be
weaned in its mother’s milk, i.e., do not delay (bringing) it until its
mother has brought it to maturation with her milk; but rather at the be-
ginning (of its life) you should bring it, which is analogous to the begin-
ning of the verse, which says: The first of the first fruits of your soil [you shall
bring to the house of the LORD your God].49

Thus, Bekhor Shor’s devotion to contextuality as the ultimate determinant
of meaning finds bold expression in his comment on this verse.50 Since he
is unwilling, apparently, to atomize the interpretation of the verse, and so
presumes a connection between the verse’s beginning and its end; and
since the beginning of the verse is explicitly about the rite of “fruit fruits,”
Bekhor Shor ingeniously intuits that the end of the verse addresses the
same issue as its beginning, albeit in idiomatic, metaphoric language.51

Again, that he does this despite his interpretation’s potential implications
for halakhah is a demonstration of the independence in spirit he pos-
sesses, and his dedication to peshat exegesis above all other concerns.52

32 Discerning Parallelism

48. This verb is normally translated as “boiling,” but as Bekhor Shor takes it in
another way altogether, I have translated the incipit according to his comment.

49. I gratefully acknowledge my good friend and colleague, Baruch J. Schwartz,
for helping me to fully understand Bekhor Shor’s comment on Exod 23:19; email
communication on January 27, 2004.

50. Bekhor Shor offers virtually the same interpretation of the second of the
three occurrences of this command in his commentary on Exod 34:26. See the fol-
lowing note.

51. It is perhaps in line with this rationale that Bekhor Shor’s comment on the
third occurrence of the phrase, at Deut 14:21, is much closer to the traditional mid-
rashic interpretation. There, since the beginning of the verse in which the phrase
unt ckjc hsd kac, tk occurs also deals with prohibited food (vkcb kf ukft, tk,
“You shall not eat anything that has died a natural death”) and, indeed, since the
entire verse appears in a context of dietary restrictions (Deut 14:3–21), Bekhor Shor
interprets the verse rabbinically, beginning his comment: kack ruxt ckjc rac, “it
is forbidden to cook meat with milk.”

52. Like other thinkers, however, Bekhor Shor is not consistent in his applica-
tion of this determination. For example, he implicitly critiques Rashbam’s willing-
ness to pursue the same course in the latter’s interpretation of Exod 13:9 (see
above). In Bekhor Shor’s polemical comment on Num 12:6, he criticizes those who
would interpret such verses as Exod 13:9 as metaphoric language and not as an ac-
tual law (tefillin). That he is quite probably referring to Rashbam’s interpretation is
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When explicating Scripture, the northern French rabbinic exegetes oc-
casionally address their readers directly and point out rhetorical features
found in biblical composition. In general, however, literary and rhetorical
observations were for these rabbis secondary to their primary purpose,
which was to explicate the meaning of the biblical text. While there were, of
course, many factors enabling them to determine meaning—knowledge
of biblical Hebrew and an uncanny ability to apply other biblical texts that
shed light on the one under review are but two of the prominent ele-
ments—the factor that towers above the rest is their developing sense of
what the immediate context indicates the meaning of a text to be.

Conclusions

As Avraham Grossman has argued, the origins of peshat in the rabbinic
scholarship of northern France should be sought in the heritage of the
Judeo-Islamic world, and in the complex historical processes that led to
the twelfth century Renaissance in Christian Europe.53 The often polemi-
cal relationship between Judaism and Christianity should likewise be
seen as a crucial source in the development of northern French peshat.54

Faced with a culturally enriching as well as theologically challenging
Christian environment, the northern French rabbis developed interpreta-
tive strategies that would match the challenges facing the Jewish commu-
nity. At least in part, the adoption of peshat by these rabbis (and of ad
litteram by certain Christian schoolmen) afforded both Jew and Christian a
kind of common ground in which to engage their interfaith polemics.

However important these factors were, the peshat methodology advo-
cated by the northern French rabbinic exegetes was rooted at least par-
tially in the dissatisfaction with the type of reading engaged in by the an-
cient sages of Talmud and Midrash. In shunning midrash, and adopting
peshat in its stead, these medieval masters expressed their independence
in determining the meaning of Scripture and their unwillingness to accept
the authority of the ancients when it came to the reading process—even as
they continued to live in adherence to the religious dictates of their an-
cient predecessors.
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demonstrated by Bekhor Shor’s critical citation of the very prooftext (Song 8:6)
employed by Rashbam in the latter’s comment on Exod 13:9.

53. Grossman, The Early Sages of France, 13–46; 539–586; “The School of Literal
Exegesis in Northern France,” HBOT, 326–331.

54. Indeed, these Jewish-Christian polemics were themselves preceded by Is-
lamic attacks on both religions. See Theodore Pulcini, Exegesis as Polemical Dis-
course: Ibn Hazm on Jewish and Christian Scriptures (American Academy of Religions
2; Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1998), 57–128.
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The components of peshat exegesis examined in this chapter do not by
any means exhaust the subject. However, enough texts have been consid-
ered here to illustrate the exegetes’ sensitivity to rhetorical factors. In their
identification of context as the most important determinant in meaning; in
their understanding that the biblical canon had undergone a process of re-
daction; and in their attention to compositional technique in biblical litera-
ture, the northern French rabbinic exegetes transformed the concept of
what it meant to read a text. As we turn now to the understanding dis-
played by the these masters of the principle of parallelism in poetic com-
positions and their awareness of it as a rhetorical dimension of biblical
discourse, we will see how determined their effort was to express their au-
tonomy in ascertaining the meaning of Scripture and their unwillingness
to always defer to the authority of the ancients when it came to interpret-
ing the Bible.

34 Discerning Parallelism
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3

Rashi

We will begin our examination of the attention the northern French
medieval rabbinic exegetes paid to biblical parallelism with Rabbi

Solomon ben Isaac, or Rashi. While a multitude of studies have investi-
gated the many dimensions of Rashi’s biblical commentaries, few scholars
have even raised the question of the extent of Rashi’s understanding of the
nature of biblical poetry.1 As we shall see, this probably stems from at least
two factors: 1) the virtual dearth of remarks in Rashi’s most popular com-
mentary—the one on the Torah—that evince any awareness of the signifi-
cance of parallelism; 2) the critical problems in assessing the authorship of
those comments attributed to Rashi that may exhibit an awareness of the
phenomenon.

In his Torah commentary, Rashi uses the term kpf for a variety of
(mostly midrashic) purposes, among them to interpret various types of
doubling, as well as to explain the use of the infinitive absolute beside a fi-
nite verb. As a rule, he does not use the term to denote what we would call
parallelism.2 This should not be particularly “troubling,” in that Rashi is,

35

1. As noted earlier, a recent exception is Mayer I. Gruber. See our discussion,
pp. 9–10.

2. For example, see his commentary on Gen 17:13 (kunh kunv). We may consider a
related use of the term in his explanations of kpf hnuka,, the rabbinic term for the
biblically ordained “double indemnity” payments, in his commentary on Exod
22:3, 8, and especially v. 25. To explain the repeated mention of several of the tribal
names in Deut 33:18–25 (rat 'hk,pb 'is 'sd 'ikucz), Rashi uses the expression kpf
oezjk ovh,una: “their names are repeated for the purpose of strengthening”; see
also on Gen 47:2. This example is close to the function of parallelism according to
the understanding of some medieval exegetes; using similar phraseology in the
late twelfth century, Rabbi David Kimhi (Radak) will sometimes refer to parallel-
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after all, in Kugel’s memorable words, heir to the rabbinic world that “for-
got” parallelism.3 However, there are at least a few prophetic or “poetic”
texts in which Rashi seems to have been aware of some types of paral-
lelistic structure.

In his discussion of Rashi’s Torah commentary on texts that, to the
modern eye, exhibit parallelism, Kugel equates Rashi’s treatment of the
Song of Moses (Exod 15) with his comments on other poetic texts (Num 23
and Deut 32).4 However correct Kugel may be with regard to these texts in
general, Rashi’s comment on Exod 15:1 bears a second look. In part of this
comment, Rashi seems to use the related terms kpf and vkupf in two differ-
ent ways:

/,uagk osu rack rapt hta rcs vaga rnuk kpfv tc / / / :vtd vtd hf
vnr ucfuru xuxv itfu /xuxv in ukhpn uhkg rcd,nu urhcjc ojkb tuvaf

/ / / ohc

¡v vnjkn aht ¡v `vguahk hk hvhu vh ,rnzu hzg :vkupf tmn, vrhav kf ifu
/okuf ifu 'una

He has triumphantly triumphed: this doubling comes to say that (God)
has done a thing that it is impossible for a human being to do. When a
man fights with his fellow and overcomes him, he throws him from his
horse.5 Whereas here [both] the horse and its rider has [God] thrown into
the Sea . . .

And so throughout this Song you will find doublings: My strength
and my might is YAH/He has become my deliverance (Exod 15:2); The LORD is a
man of war/the LORD is his name (Exod 15:3); and so throughout.”6

36 Discerning Parallelism

ism as ezjk ihbgv kpf, “the sense is repeated for the purpose of strengthening,” or
the like. See, for example, his commentary on Ps 16:6 ( ezjk ,ubua ,uknc ihbgv kpf
iuakv dvbnf rcsv, “the sense is doubled with different words for the purpose of
strengthening the matter, as is the custom of the [Hebrew] language”); see also on
Pss 22:5; 29:1; 33:14; etc. Rashi uses the term kpf to explain (midrashically) the dou-
bling of the phrase cuy hf in Gen 1:9–13 (in his commentary to Gen 1:7); for a simi-
lar usage, see his commentary also on Gen 2:3. At Gen 8:21, he claims the doubling
of the expression ;hxut tk is the “language of oath-taking.” Somewhat similar, al-
though not equivalent, is his acknowledgment of the doubling of the word hbhg in
Lam 1:16: ,udupv ihta snkn iuakv kpf 'ohn vsruh hbhg shn, 'rnukf, “in other words,
(the doubling means that) my eye will always flow with water; the doubling of the
language teaches that there is no cessation.”

3. See Kugel, Idea, 96–134.
4. Kugel, Idea, 173.
5. It would seem that Rashi has in mind either something like jousting or medi-

eval cavalry warfare.
6. For a different translation, see Kugel, Idea, 173.
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It is clear that the first time Rashi employs the term kpf in this com-
ment (rnuk kpfv tc) he intends the mere repetition of the consonants v-t-d
in the case of the prepositive infinitive with the finite verb (vtòDó vt÷dó-hFÞ).
However, the second usage (vkupf tmn, vrhav kf ifu), which I have trans-
lated as “and so throughout this Song you will find doublings,” may
rather mean, “so you will find the entire song is doubled (in form),” i.e.,
parallelistic. As we shall see below, the transmission of Rashi’s commen-
tary on Exod 15 is among the most complex and storied of any of his
works, and the variants in the manuscripts and editions are numerous.7

For example, in this excerpt it is quite conceivable that the first part of
Rashi’s comment may reflect an early, relatively midrashic approach to
the text, whereas the section beginning vkupf tmn, vrhav kf ifu may in
fact be a later, more poetically-oriented reading (authored either by Rashi
or by a disciple or glossator), since the textual examples he adduces in
what follows do not contain simple word-doubling but are rather paral-
lelistic in structure. With regard to the first part of the comment, then, it
seems more likely that Rashi’s identification of doubling for exegetical
purposes here does not move far beyond a decidedly midrashic-type of
exercise, as Kugel correctly points out. On the other hand, Kugel does not
make a distinction between the first and second part of Rashi’s comment;
on the contrary, he relates to the entire comment as though it were midra-
shic in character. The second part of the comment, however, appears to
characterize the biblical song as a composition in parallelism.

Rashi’s comment on Exod 15:6 begins in much the same midrashic
way as the first part of his gloss on the phrase vtòDó vt÷dó-hFÞ in 15:1. Noting
the repetition of the word lbhnh, “your right hand” (or the two stichs of the
verse that each begin with that word), Rashi explains:

,hagb ktnav 'ouen ka ubumr ihaug ktrahaf :ohngp h,a :lbhnh 'lbhnh
/chut .gr, ,hbav lbhnhu /ktrah ,t khmvkµjfc hrstb ¡v lbhnh :ihnh

Your right hand . . . Your right hand: two times: when Israel does the will
of the Omnipresent, (God’s) left hand (also) becomes a right hand: Your
right hand, LORD, is glorious in power—to save Israel. And the second
“Your right hand” shatters the enemy.

As in the previous example, however, the comment then moves in the di-
rection of appreciating the parallelistic structure of the verse, even as it
evokes a midrashic-type of rationale by way of explanation:

Rashi 37

7. Even without reference to the manuscript tradition, a cursory comparison of
three Rashi incunabula (Rome, 1470; Reggio de Calabria, 1475; Guadelajara, 1476)
and the Venice edition (Bomberg, 1524) will demonstrate a complex transmission
process. See The Pentateuch With Rashi Hashalem, Vol. V (Jerusalem: Ariel United Is-
rael Institutes, 1998), ad loc., and 254–257 (Hebrew).
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h,a ',uagk ostk rapt hta vn 'chut .gr, vnmg ihnh v,ut vtrb hku
/,jt shc ,uftkn

But it seems to me that the self-same right hand (i.e., the one that is glori-
ous in power) is (also) the one that shatters the enemy, i.e., something that
a human being cannot do, two separate acts with one hand.

The first part of Rashi’s comment is dependent on the midrashic expo-
sition put forth by the Mekhilta.8 Yet beginning with the words “but it
seems to me . . . ,” Rashi offers what appears to be a tentative attempt to
make sense of the doubling contained in the verse. Of course, it is also
possible that this sentence by itself ( vn 'chut .gr, vnmg ihnh v,ut vtrb hku
,jt shc ,uftkn h,a ',uagk ostk rapt hta) originated as a marginal gloss
by a later hand.9 In either case, what follows in his commentary after this
sentence is an explanation that clearly seems to take into account the par-
allelistic structure that marks biblical composition as “poetic”:

/chut .gr, thv lbhnh ?v,ftkn vnµjfc ,rstbv lbhnh :tren ka uyuapu
10/ovhnusu 'uscth lhchut vbv hf ¡v lhchut vbv hf :u,ndus ,utren vnfu

The contextual meaning of the verse is: Your right hand, i.e., the one that
is glorious in power—what is its task? It is your right hand that shatters
the enemy. And there are several Scriptural texts that (follow) its pattern:
behold your enemies, LORD, behold your enemies shall perish (Ps 92:10), and
others like these.

38 Discerning Parallelism

8. See Haim S. Horowitz and Israel A. Rabin, eds. Mekhilta De-Rabbi Ishmael (Je-
rusalem: Bamberger & Wahrman, 1960), 134 (Hebrew).

9. Berliner, Commentary of Rashi on the Torah (1866), ad. loc., n. 16, notes that sev-
eral mss. (Erfurt, Leiden, Worms and Hamburg) do not contain either the sentence
beginning vtrb hku nor the one beginning tren ka uyuapu; both comments are like-
wise deficient in the Reggio de Callabrio edition of 1475 and in MS Leipzig 1. In
light of Avraham Grossman’s advocacy of MS Leipzig 1 in reconstructing a more
accurate text of Rashi’s commentary, it is perhaps of greater significance to note
the reading of that manuscript; see Avraham Grossman, “Marginal Notes and the
Addenda of R. Shemaiah and the Text of Rashi’s Biblical Commentary,” Tarbiz 60:1
(1990): 67–98 (Hebrew); idem, The Early Sages of France, 184–193. Contrast Elazar
Touitou, “Concerning the Presumed Original Version of Rashi’s Commentary on
the Pentateuch,” Tarbiz 56:2 (1987): 211–242 (Hebrew); idem, “Does Ms. Leipzig 1
Reflect the Original Version of Rashi’s Commentary on the Torah?” Tarbiz 61
(1992): 115–185 (Hebrew). I gratefully acknowledge the work of my student, Ms.
Peri Sinclair, who examined variant readings in several key manuscripts and early
editions in the seminar paper she wrote in Spring 2003 ( ,ucegc :»vtrb hku¼
hruenv h¢ar aurhp).

10. In some editions and manuscripts, additional examples are adduced. These
include references (in the following order) to the staircase parallelism found in Pss
92:10; 94:3; 93:3; 115:1; Hos 2:23; Judg 5:3; Ps 124:2; Judg 5:12; Isa 26:6; Ps 135:12.
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This paragraph, beginning / / / tren ka uyuapu, is quite likely originally
unrelated to the preceding sentence, beginning / / / vtrb hku; if so it would
by itself constitute Rashi’s contribution towards a contextual reading.11

Alternatively, on the off chance that the sentence beginning / / / vtrb hku is
in fact an early attempt by Rashi to read against the midrashic tradition,
then the section beginning / / / tren ka uyuapu might be seen as represent-
ing a still later stage in his own thinking. Either way, it represents a signifi-
cant advance in Rashi’s understanding of the poetic form.

As Wissenschaft scholarship observed over one hundred years ago,
parallelism (or at least “staircase” parallelism) is one of those areas in
which Rashi’s knowledge was advanced by his grandson, Rabbi Samuel
ben Meir (Rashbam).12 In certain manuscripts13 of Tosafistic compilations
that cite Rashbam’s commentary on Gen 49:22, the following notation is
contained: i,utk ghdn ubez vnka hcr vhvafu /ktuna hcr suxhn vz kf / / /
una kg ¹ktuna heuxpº i,ut true vhv 'oheuxp, “. . . all of this is from the
oeuvre of Rabbi Samuel. And when his grandfather, Rabbi Solomon,
would come to these verses [including Exod 15:6], he would call them
‘Samuel’s verses’, after his name.”14 Rashi’s indebtedness to Rashbam’s
comment on Exod 15:6 may be seen by comparing the two. Rashbam ex-
plains:

h,n sg `okue ,urvb utab ¡v ,urvb utab ihgf vz trenu :/ / / ¡v lbhnh
uhmj /uscth lhchut vbv hf ¡v lhchut vbv hf `uzukgh ohgar h,n sg ¡v ohgar
lt 'urcs ohkanu ukpufu 'iurjtv uhmj tcha sg urcs ohhxn ubht iuatrv

/ / / rcsn tuv hnc rhfzn iuatrv uhmjc

Rashi 39

11. Of course, it is possible that it simply constitutes Rashbam’s explanation, in-
terpolated by a later scribe into his copy of Rashi’s commentary. See below.

12. Among modern studies that also acknowledge the observation by Rashbam
and its influence on Rashi, see S. E. Loewenstamm, “The Expanded Colon in Uga-
ritic and Biblical Verse,” JSS 14 (1969): 176–177.

13. These manuscripts are MS. Bodleian 271 and MS. Vienna 32. For further in-
formation, see Poznanski, Eliezer of Beaugency, 8–9 n. 44.

14. Abraham Berliner, ed. Rashi: the Commentary of Solomon b. Isaac on the Penta-
teuch (2nd ed., Frankfurt: J. Kauffmann, 1905), ix–x (Hebrew). See n. 15 there,
where Berliner refers to his review of David Rosin’s R. Samuel b. Meir als Schrif-
terklärer in Magazin für die Wissenschaft des Judenthums (1880), 182–190; that review
(p. 189) cites earlier scholarship that first established how Rashi revised his own
commentaries in light of his grandson’s discoveries. Also see Adolf Neubauer’s
note in Abraham Geiger, Jüdische Zeitschrift für Wissenschaft und Leben 9 (1871), 215–
216. This information does not appear to inform Kugel’s discussion. Nehama Leib-
owitz and Moshe Ahrend review this material in their textbook, Rashi’s Commen-
tary on the Torah: Studies in His Methodology (2 vols.; Tel Aviv: The Open University
of Israel, 1990), 1:92–93 (Hebrew).
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Your right hand, O LORD . . . : This verse follows the pattern of The rivers
have lifted up, O LORD, the rivers have lifted up their voice (Ps 93:3); How long
the wicked, O LORD? How long will the wicked rejoice? (Ps 94:3); Behold, your
enemies, O LORD, Behold, your enemies perish (Ps 92:10). Its first half does
not consummate its intent until its latter half comes, doubles it and com-
pletes its intent; but in its first half it mentions about whom it is speaking
. . .15

Thus, while we should “credit” Rashbam with the novel interpretation
that Rashi puts forth in his comment on Exod 15:6, in this instance we also
may be witnessing the development of Rashi’s understanding of the par-
allelistic structure of at least certain types of biblical composition.16

40 Discerning Parallelism

15. The text is also translated, slightly differently, in Preminger and Greenstein,
The Hebrew Bible in Literary Criticism, 145. In the continuation of their excerpt,
Preminger and Greenstein also present part of Rashbam’s comment on Exod 15:11:
““Who is like you among the mighty, O LORD? Who is like you awesome in holi-
ness?’ [Exod 15:11]. This, too, is of the doubled [patterns] that I explained at ‘Your
right hand, O LORD, awesome in strength’ [Exod 15:6].”

16. The subject of the status of Rashi’s commentaries vis à vis the manuscript tra-
dition is complex; since we have Rashi’s own testimony regarding the changes in
his thinking on the subject of parallelism to which he was led by his grandson’s
scholarship, any attribution to Rashi of comments related to parallelism in the
printed editions should be considered tentative. On the subject of establishing the
correct text of Rashi’s commentaries through recourse to the manuscript tradition,
see Avraham Grossman, “Marginal Notes”; idem, The Early Sages of France, 184–
193; 210–215; Moshe Sokolow, “The Commentary of Rashi on the Book of Job,”
World Congress of Jewish Studies 8:1 (1982): 139–144; idem, “Ta’ufa kabboqer tihyeh:
The Vicissitudes of Rashi’s Commentary to Job 11:17,” JANES 18 (1986): 87–89; Isa-
iah Sonne, “Textual Criticism of Rashi’s Commentary on the Torah,” HUCA 15
(1940): 37–56 (Hebrew Section); Elazar Touitou, “Traces of the Commentary of
Rashbam in the Text of Rashi’s Commentary on the Torah,” World Congress of Jew-
ish Studies 10 (1985), 79–86 (Hebrew); idem, “Concerning the Presumed Original
Version of Rashi’s Commentary on the Pentateuch,” Tarbiz 56:2 (1987): 211–242
(Hebrew); idem, “Quelques critères pouvant aider à établir la version originale du
commentaire de Rashi sur le pentateuch,” in Rashi, 1040–1990: Hommage à Ephraïm
E. Urbach (ed. Gabrielle Sed-Rajna; Paris: Les Éditions du Cerf, 1993), 399–409. A
recent dissertation has advocated using the citations of Rashi in tosafistic compila-
tory Bible commentaries as a resource in reconstructing a more authentic version
of Rashi’s commentary; see Deborah Abecassis, “Reconstructing Rashi’s Com-
mentary on Genesis from Citations in the Torah Commentaries of the Tosafot.”
(Ph.D. diss., McGill University, 1999). Below, we shall have occasion to cite Sara
Japhet on the incorrect attribution to Rashi of the printed commentary on Job
40:27, 31; thus, the recognition of doubling in Job 40:18 (cited by Rashi in his com-
mentary on Ps 9:5) might reasonably lead one to doubt the attribution of that ob-
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Other comments of Rashi, while imprecise in their formulation, also
seem to point to a developing understanding of the parallelistic idea. For
example, we may consider Rashi’s comment on Ps 9:5, in which he relies
on a relevant midrash.17 Noting the juxtaposition of the terms hypan and
hbhs in the first stich of the verse (hbßhsàuÍ hyÞPòaÉnÞ ,òh¥Ýgò-hFÞ, “For You uphold my
right and my claim”), Rashi comments:

hsvxu hsg ohnac `hbhsu hypan /ovhbhc eukhj ihtu trenc ,ukupf ,uch, ah
/kzrc khynf uhnrd 'vaujb hehpt uhnmg `ohnurnc

There are [many examples of] synonymous words in Scripture, and there
is no distinction [in their meaning to be made] between them.18 [Some ex-
amples are]: my right and my claim (here); in heaven is my witness, and he
who can testify for me is on high (Job 16:19); His limbs are like tubes of bronze,
his bones like iron rods (Job 40:18).

As Mayer Gruber correctly observes,19 in this comment Rashi does not
distinguish between the juxtaposition for intensification employed by the
Psalmist in this example, and the synonymous parallelism evidenced in
the two passages cited from Job. His terminology (,ukupf ,uch,), inexact as
it may be, pertains to both features of biblical composition.

Occasionally, Rashi understands synonymous parallelism to be pres-
ent in a verse even without recourse to the kpf terminology; his comment
on Ps 55:20 is a case in point. The verse itself (osêe è c£âhùuÍ obägÔhïuÍ ktã gní£Éhà) has
been understood in various ways by modern critics and translators.20 Ra-
shi’s pithy explanation of the passage makes his own understanding ines-
capably clear:

Rashi 41

servation to Rashi, or to date it to late in Rashi’s life, after he had “learned” the
principle from Rashbam.

17. The source is Midrash Tehillim, ad. loc. See Gruber, Rashi’s Commentary on
Psalms 1–89, 78 n. 12, who notes that “while the Rabbinic source limits duplication
to five instances (Isa 46:4; Ps 9:5; Job 16:19; 39:5; 40:18) Rashi regards the phenome-
non as far more characteristic of biblical style than the Rabbinic source would lead
us to believe.”

18. Rashi’s terminology (,ukupf ,uch,) is somewhat ambiguous here. Gruber,
Rashi’s Commentary on Psalms 1–89, 74, translates: “There are in the Bible [numer-
ous examples of] precise synonyms juxtaposed. . . .” Benjamin Gelles has trans-
lated this as “there are synonymous words in Scripture having the same meaning
. . .” See Gelles, Peshat and Derash in the Exegesis of Rashi, 99–100. I have attempted to
render as literally as I can.

19. See Gruber, Rashi’s Commentary on Psalms 1–89, 78 n. 12.
20. NJPS translates “God who has reigned from the first, who will have no suc-

cessor, hears and humbles those who have no fear of God”; NSRV renders “God,
who is enthroned from of old, will hear and humble them. . . .” See also Marvin E.
Tate, Psalms 51–100 (WBC 20; Dallas: Word Books, 1990), 54 n. 20a.
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/ose cauh tuva lknv obghu 'ohcr o,ut ka o,khp,k kt gnah

God hears the prayer of those [aforementioned] multitudes, and the
King, He who is enthroned from primeval times, answers them.21

Thus, Rashi takes “hears” and “answers them” as synonymous; in addi-
tion, he understands “Enthroned from primeval times” (ose cauh) as a di-
vine epithet, parallel to the first stich’s reference to “God” (kt).22 Whether
or not modern scholarship determines that parallelism is in fact to be
found in the verse, Rashi’s explanation of what he considers to be a text
exhibiting synonymous parallelism is undeniable.

Gruber (and others) contend that Rashi wrote the Psalms commentary
late in his career.23 Moreover, Gruber has pointed to many examples in
which Rashi seems to rely on an understanding of parallelism as an occa-
sional tool in interpreting the book of Psalms.24 Even if it is clear that most
of these examples do not employ the kpf terminology, we may be able to
refine our understanding of Rashi’s developing sense of parallelism in
biblical literature. If Gruber is correct in his judgment that the Psalms
commentary is late, it would help to account for the relative lack of atten-
tion Rashi pays to parallelism in his Torah commentary, the first edition of
which was composed when Rashi was a young man.

42 Discerning Parallelism

21. Whether God is “Enthroned from primeval times,” or “Enthroned in the
East,” is a matter still in dispute; see Gruber, Rashi’s Commentary on Psalms 1–89,
257 n. 30; and Tate, Psalms 51–100, 54 n. 20b.

22. See Gruber, Rashi’s Commentary on Psalms 1–89, 257 n. 30.
23. See Gruber, Rashi’s Commentary on Psalms (2004), 57–58; cf. the contrary

opinion of Avraham Grossman, “The Commentary of Rashi on Psalms and the
Jewish-Christian Polemic,” in Studies in Bible and Education Presented to Professor
Moshe Ahrend (ed. Dov Rafel; Jerusalem: Touro College, 1996), 59–74 (Hebrew);
cited by Gruber, 57–58 n. 104.

24. Gruber finds additional evidence for Rashi’s understanding of parallelism,
expressed without the kpf terminology, in his commentary on Pss 6:7; 36:6; 50:11;
80:18; 105:8, 20; 107:10; 141:7; 144:7. See also Rashi’s comment relating to Ps 33:13–
15 in his Talmud commentary, b. Rosh Hash. 18a: :ock sjh vtur rmuhv :rnte hfv
ock ,t sjh jhdav o,ut rmuhv :.rtv hcauh kf kt jhdav rsvn te vhbhn khgks tretu,
“This is what it says: [God who is] the fashioner sees (Rashi follows the gemara in
taking the verb from v. 13) their hearts together: this verse (v. 15) reverts to [what
is in] the verse that precedes it, He gazes on all the inhabitants of the earth (v. 14) [to
wit]: [God who] fashions them gazes on their hearts together”; on this see Gru-
ber’s discussion, p. 167 n. 9. Additionally, use of the root k-p-f to evince parallel-
ism is found in Rashi’s commentary on Ps 68:14. Gruber discusses several of these
passages in the introduction to Rashi’s Commentary on Psalms 1–89, 30–34; see also
329 n. 33 (regarding Rashi’s comment on Ps 72:15). Gruber also cites a responsum
in which Rashi reflects on doubling in Ezek 47:14 and other verses in Ezek 47–48;
see Rashi’s Commentary on Psalms 1–89, 34 n. 9.
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Rashi’s awareness of parallelistic structure is more pronounced in
cases of interrogatives. It is clear that in this regard Rashi was influenced
by the biblical lexicon of Menahem ibn Saruk, the Mahberet.25 For example,
in his long discussion of the word ost, Menahem describes the phenome-
non of which Rashi will take notice:

vhuagv tvhn,v / / / ,uvhn,v hbhbgk ohekujnv ohbpc euxpv ie,n vhv vf
vknv ,jb hpf o,shebc ohuba 'obhbgc ohua 'vcrv vktfu / / / sjt rcsk
hba kg sjt euxpc ,utcv ,uvhn,v h,a ,tu / / / iuakc vcaunu vpc

/ot-c vbuau tv-c vhn,n 'ohrcs

This is how (King Solomon) fashions a verse, according to stichs that are
divided into interrogative propositions . . . each question conveys its own
sense . . . and there are many (instances) like this, equivalent in their
senses, differentiated in their articulation according to where the word
lies in a mouth and its place on the tongue . . . 26 and with regard to the in-
terrogatives which come in a single verse but in two propositions, (Scrip-
ture) introduces the question with an interrogative he and repeats it with
(the word) if.27

Rashi 43

25. See Aaron Mirsky, “Rashi and the Mahberet of Menahem,” Sinai 100 (1987):
579–586 (Hebrew). For an observation on Menahem’s awareness of parallelism as
a structural device in Scripture, see Angel Saenz-Badillos, “Early Hebraists in
Spain: Menahem Ben Saruq and Dunash Ben Labrat,” in HBOT, 96–109 (108–109).
Regarding the question of whether this understanding of parallelism reflects
Menahem’s innovation or his development of some predecessor’s achievement,
Sara Japhet has concluded: igab ut ukan rund aushj ovc ashj ot uhrcsn ,gsk iht
uk ohnsue ohnfj kg; “one cannot learn from (Menahem’s) observations whether his
were pure innovations or to what extent he was reliant on sages who preceded
him”; see Japhet, Commentary of Rashbam on Job, 171.

26. Edward L. Greenstein has explained Menahem’s intent here: “Sounds are
made both by locating the initiation of the sound in a particular part of the mouth
and by raising or lowering the tongue to widen or flatten the sound.” Personal
communication, August 6, 2001. Martin Lockshin would prefer to read the phrase
as referring to the vowel points, and would translate “though the vocalization may
vary, the meaning is the same . . .” Private communication, July 1, 2001.

27. Angel Saenz-Badillos, ed. Menahem Ben Saruq: Mahberet (Granada: Universi-
dad de Granada; Salamanca: Universidad Pontificia de Salamanca, 1986), 26*–27*
(Hebrew and Spanish); the entry actually begins on p. 25*. In the full comment,
Menahem is concerned with disproving those who would construe Qoh 3:21
(.rtk vynk thv ,srhv vnvcv juru 'vkgnk thv vkgv ostv hbc jur gsuh hn) as an inter-
rogative, and inter alia elucidates the rule of interrogative doubling, as he under-
stands it. Menahem may well have learned about parallelism from the same
source he derived other linguistic and rhetorical insights: Saadia Gaon. It is clear
that Saadia had a sense of parallelism. Several examples of his understanding are
found in his commentary on Job; see the appendix in Lenn E. Goodman, ed., The
Book of Theodicy: Translation and Commentary of the Book of Job by Saadiah Ben Joseph
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While, to be sure, Rashi does not follow Menahem’s interpretations
about interrogative doubling every time the latter makes them, it is appar-
ent that Rashi owes at least part of his awareness of the phenomenon to
Menahem. Gelles is correct in noting the relative ambivalence of Rashi to-
wards Menahem’s articulation of parallelism. However, he overstates his
case when he asks: “Why did Rashi fail to take note of the existence of
parallelismus membrorum after Menahem’s clear description of it?”28 Gelles
is referring to the Mahberet on the fourth section of the word ct, concern-
ing what Menahem considers to be the appearance of the root in Job 32:19:

hmju 'vhkg vruh ihbgv kct 'vru,c iuhns ,tz vknk iht :ohasj ,ucutf
rucs sjt ihbg tmnbu ',hba ubhbg vbavu uhmjc hs vhvu 'uhmj kg snkh euxpv

/,ucr vbvfu 'sjt euxpc ohngp

Like new jugs: there is no word like this in Scripture, but its context elu-
cidates it, the first stich informing us about the second one; and its first
stich would have been enough, but its sense was doubled; the result of
this is that one meaning is twice expressed in a single verse, and there are
many (instances) of this (phenomenon).29

Although it is true that Rashi overlooks Menahem’s observation of paral-
lelism in Job 32:19, as he indicates no awareness of it in his comment on
the verse, we shall see that in specific circumstances Rashi does “take
note” of the phenomenon elsewhere in his Job commentary.

44 Discerning Parallelism

Al-Fayyumi (Yale Judaica Series; New Haven: Yale University Press, 1988), 422.
Likewise, Kugel cites Saadia’s Hebrew dictionary (Ha’egron) in his discussions
about the possible antecedents for later medieval conceptions of parallelism, Idea,
25 n. 64; 110 n. 25; 131; 184; for Kugel’s citations, see Nehemya Allony, ed., Ha’egron
Kitab ’Usul Al-Shi’r Al-’Ibrani, by Rav Se’adya Ga’on (Jerusalem: The Academy of the
Hebrew Language, 1969), 79–81, 386–389 (Hebrew and Arabic). For additional evi-
dence of Saadia’s understanding of parallelism, see Moshe Zucker, ed. Saadya’s
Commentary on Genesis (New York: The Jewish Theological Seminary of America,
1984), 193–194 (Arabic and Hebrew); idem, “Towards a Solution to the Problem of
the Thirty-Two Rules and the ‘Mishnah of Rabbi Eliezer’,” PAAJR 23 (1954): 1–39
(p. 11) (Hebrew Section). See also Saadia’s commentary on Prov 25:11 in Yosef
Kafih, ed., Proverbs with the Translation and Commentary of Rabbenu Saadia Ben Joseph
Fayyumi (Jerusalem: Committee for the Publication of Saadia’s Books, 1976), 197–
203 (Arabic and Hebrew); see also Saadia’s comment on Prov 1:8, cited in Yosef
Tobi, “Saadia’s Biblical Exegesis and His Poetic Practice,” HAR 8 (1984): 241–57 (p.
244). Consider also the parallelistic liturgical poems composed by Saadia in bibli-
cal style; on these, see Menahem Zulay, The Paytanic School of R. Saadia Gaon (Jeru-
salem: The Schocken Institute for Jewish Research, 1964) (Hebrew).

28. See Gelles, Peshat and Derash in the Exegesis of Rashi, 100–101, and Gruber’s
rebuttal, Rashi’s Commentary on Psalms 1–89, 257 n. 30.

29. Saenz-Badillos, Mahberet, 17*.
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Menahem’s influence on Rashi is certainly evident in Rashi’s adapta-
tion of Menahem’s terminology when treating doubled questions in bibli-
cal literature. Rashi calls this type of structure ,uvhn,v kpf, “interrogative
doubling,” in which we may detect an echo of Menahem’s observation.30

For example, in his commentary on Job 27:10, Rashi displays his cogni-
zance that the verse is a doubled interrogative that continues the rhetori-
cal question initiated in v. 9. The two verses together read: gníaÉhà O,e ògÔmívÔ
:,gã-kfòC Ê VíOktÏ trõeÊhà dBógí,Êhà hSï£ì-kgí-otÞ :vrõmò uhkògò tOc,ò-hFÞ ktã, “Will God hear his
cry, when trouble comes upon him? Will he seek the favor of Shaddai,31

call upon God at all times?” Rashi comments:

vhhbavu t¢vc vbuatrv lrs iva ',ukupfv ,uvhn,v kff 'thv vvhn,v kpf
otu vkug hbuakc ahv `?!ohrecc arjh ot 'ohxux gkxc iumurhv unf 'otc

32/ / / ?!,uuv ihch tk hfj

This is an (instance of) interrogative doubling, like all doubled interroga-
tives where the first (stich) begins with an (interrogative) he and the sec-
ond (stich) begins with the word ’im. It is like the case of: Can horses gallop

Rashi 45

30. Among modern scholars, Moshe Held calls this phenomenon the “double
rhetorical question” (although it must be admitted that many such questions are
not actually or only rhetorical). See Moshe Held, “Rhetorical Questions in Ugaritic
and Biblical Hebrew” Eretz-Israel 9 (1969): 71–79. For a somewhat different ap-
proach, cf. Yitzhak Avishur, “The Doubled and Tripled Interrogative Patterns in
the Bible and Ugaritic and Their Derivatives” in B. Z. Luria, ed., Zer Li-Gvurot: The
Zalman Shazar Jubilee Volume (Jerusalem: Kiryat Sefer, 1973), 421–464. Avishur
points to the contributions of Rashi and ibn Janah (p. 422), but apparently was un-
aware of Menahem’s earlier attention to this pattern.

31. So NJPS. The Hebrew dbg,h may be better rendered, “seek to be coddled by”;
see N. H. Tur-Sinai, The Book of Job: A New Commentary (Jerusalem: Kiryath Sepher
Ltd., 1957), 348 (in re: the verb dbg,, in Job 22:26), 390 (on Job 27:10). Tur-Sinai
credits Ehrlich (who renders “verwöhntes”) as a precedent; see Arnold B. Ehrlich,
Randglossen Zur Hebräischen Bibel (7 vols.; Leipzig: J.C. Hinriches, 1908–1914), 7:274
(on Job 22:26). This interpretation more closely approximates Rashi’s own under-
standing, when he paraphrases: uhkt treku v¢cev ,guah kg lunxku dbg,vk tuv kufh
u,rm ,gc, “could such a one ‘seek favor’ and rely on the deliverance of the Holy
One, that he would call to Him at the time of his distress?!”

32. I have given the text of Rashi according to the reading found in traditional
Rabbinic Bibles; other readings may be found in the body and apparatus of Avra-
ham Shoshana, ed., The Book of Job with the Commentaries of Rashi, Rabbenu Jacob b.
Meir Tam, and a disciple of Rashi (Jerusalem: Ofeq Institute, Friedberg Library, 5760
[2000]), 163 (Hebrew). In any case, it should be noted that Rashi’s citation of Amos
6:12 is slightly different from the MT, where there is no prefixed-vav beginning the
phrase ,uuv ihch tk hfj ot.
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on a rock!? Can it be plowed with oxen!? 33 (Amos 6:12); Is there injustice on
my tongue!? Can my palate not discern evil!? (Job 6:30) . . . 34

Thus, in this one comment, Rashi has demonstrated his understanding of
(at least this one specific type of) biblical parallelism for no fewer than
three Scriptural references.

Adding these examples to the others already cited leads to the conclu-
sion that, outside the Torah at least, Rashi considers this “interrogative
doubling” to be a feature of biblical rhetoric.35 However, it is important
not to draw conclusions beyond the stated evidence: while Rashi surely
understood the structure of these interrogative doublings, it is not as clear
that he would conclude, in the manner of R. Abraham ibn Ezra, the lead-
ing Spanish exegete of the next generation, that the text “repeated the

46 Discerning Parallelism

33. Cf. the slight emendation (redividing ohrecc into oh recc) adopted by NJPS:
“Can one plow the sea with oxen?” This emendation originates with J.D. Michae-
lis, Deutsche Übersetzung des Alten Testaments (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ru-
precht, 1772); cited in Shalom Paul, Amos (Hermeneia; Minneapolis: Fortress Press,
1991), 218 n. 5. For an argument in favor of the MT, see Meir Weiss, The Book of
Amos (Publication of the Perry Foundation for Biblical Research in the Hebrew
University of Jerusalem; 2 vols.; Jerusalem: Magnes Press, 1992), 1:208; 2:386 (He-
brew).

34. Rashi’s comment on Jer 23:24 is essentially equivalent, although he doesn’t
necessarily describe what we mean by parallelism: vvhn, kpf uvz :aht r,xh ot
,ukupfv ,uvhn, kf lrsf 'curen hvktv, “If a man hides: this is a doubling of the ques-
tion Am I only a God near at hand (v. 23, which begins with an interrogative he), as in
the case of all of the doubled interrogatives.” Rashi’s comment on Jer 14:22 is also
relevant. There, in addition to providing yet other biblical examples of the rhetori-
cal structure, he describes it in a fashion similar to his comment on Job 27:10:
otc vhhbavu t¢vc vbuatrvµvkupfv vvhn, kf, “all interrogative doublings—the
first stich begins with he and the second with im.” See also Rashi on Hab 3:8.

35. It remains to be seen why Rashi would refrain from applying the principle
to verses in the Torah that exhibit the same interrogative form (e.g., Gen 17:17;
24:21; 27:21; 37:32; Exod 16:4; 17:7; Num 11:12, 22–23; 13:18–20). It is of course pos-
sible that these commentaries were already completed and transmitted before Ra-
shi gained his knowledge of parallelism, and he never managed to revise them (or
credit them to his grandson explicitly; see above). It is relevant yet again to recall
Rashbam’s celebrated comment on Gen 37:2, in which he claims that Rashi ex-
pressed the wish to revise his commentaries in the light of ohasj,nv ,uyapv
ouh kfc, “newly innovated peshat interpretations” (i.e., including Rashbam’s own
commentaries). It is also the case that Rashi’s Torah commentary was meant to
serve a broader purpose, so that specific rhetorical observations did not always
concern him. Once again see Greenstein, “Sensitivity to Language in Rashi’s Com-
mentary on the Torah,” 54, 67.
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same idea in different words.”36 But Rashi’s popularization of Menahem’s
(at least occasional) observation of parallelism in biblical composition
made the refinement of that idea possible by commentators of the suc-
ceeding generations.37 Moreover, Rashi’s introduction of the technical ter-
minology of kpf into the discourse of northern French rabbinic exegesis,
however it may be used in his own various biblical commentaries, gave
that term currency for later exegetes.38

Rashi 47

36. See, e.g., Ibn Ezra’s commentary on Num 23:7; Kugel, Idea, 174–176 has
noted this and other texts. See also the commentary of Radak on such passages as
Pss 2:3; 3:3; etc.

37. We will not take up the issue of kpf terminology found in various anony-
mous commentaries from the northern French school which have been errone-
ously attributed to Rashi. As noted earlier, commentaries commonly printed in
Rabbinic Bibles on Ezra-Nehemiah and Chronicles were not authored by Rashi;
see above, p. 19 n. 14. For one example of a comment on parallelism that was later
attributed to Rashi, see “pseudo-Rashi” on Neh 3:20. There, the commentator ad-
dresses the biblical word vrõjÏvè, whose meaning he finds elusive (NJPS translates:
“After him, Baruch son of Zaccai zealously repaired a second stretch . . .”). Using a
technical phrase ubhhbg hpk ubur,p, apparently originating in the Mahberet of Mena-
hem ibn Saruk, he comments: ehzjv kg tuv iuak kpfu 'ubhbg hpk ubur,p :vrõjÏvè, “[this
word’s] explanation is according to its context; it is a term parallel to repaired.”
Rashi uses the phrase ubhbg hpk ubur,p (and its variants) elsewhere in his commen-
taries, for similar exegetical purposes, e.g., 2 Sam 17:20 (glossing the word kfhn);
2 Kings 17:9 (utpjhu); Ezek 21:20 (crj ,jct); Mic 1:10 (hakp,v). The anonymous
northern French commentator likewise employs the expression at Neh 5:18
(,ururc). On the expression ubhbg hpk ubur,p, see Harris, “Literary Hermeneutic,” 283
and nn. 8, 14 there.

38. Kugel, Idea, 176–177, discusses midrashic antecedents of the kpf terminol-
ogy in Song Rab. 1.66 and Lev. Rab. 10.12. He also mentions Menahem ibn Saruk’s
use of such expressions as ohngp ihbgv khpfv (“the matter is twice doubled”), albeit
not to indicate what we would call parallelism.
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4

Rabbi Joseph Kara

Contrary to what might be expected, the commentaries of Rabbi Joseph
Kara do not seem to reflect an awareness of parallelism. Although he

knew Rashi and his commentaries, and presumably was also conversant
with the Mahberet of Menahem ibn Saruk, the terminology of kpf is poorly
represented in his writings. That is not to say that the root k-p-f is alto-
gether absent from Kara’s commentaries. For example, at Josh 22:22 ( ktã
-ktí ¡vCí kgíníC Ê-otÞuÍ srënèC Ê-otÞ gsôhå tUv ktãrõ¥ÉhàuÍ gísåhù tUv ¡v ohvÞ¬tÏ ktã ¡v ohvÞ¬tÏ
vZêví oOHví Ubgãh£ÝO<, “God, the LORD God! God, the LORD God! He knows, and
Israel too shall know! If we acted in rebellion or in treachery against the
LORD, do not vindicate us this day!”), he observes the repetition of the
phrase ¡v ohvkt kt with the following comment:

kt ohngp hba itf kpfb vnku /¡v tuv ohvktv hvkt :iur,p :ohvkt kt
odu ',tz ubhag srnc tka gsuh tuv ¡v ohvkt kt :ubur,p vz ?¡v ohvkt
hba kupfk sh,gaf 'rjt ouenc ifu `kgnc otu srnc ot gsh / / / ktrah
hbgnk lhgap vjun tuv hfubt hfubt :unf 'uhbpk ,uch, hba kpuf 'ohrcs
hbgnk-a hfubt-u 'lhgap vjun-a tuv hfubt :ubur,pa 'rufzt tk lh,tyju
tka gsuh tuv oavu 'srnc tka gsuh tuv oav :itf ;t `rufzt tk lh,utyj

/kgnc

God, God (the LORD): (its) explanation (is): the God of Gods is the LORD.
And why is (the phrase) God, God (the LORD) stated here twice? This is
its explanation: God, God, the LORD—he knows that we have not done
this in rebellion, and also Israel will know (that we have not done this)
in rebellion or in treachery; and similarly in another place, when (God)
is about to state two propositions, (Scripture) doubles two words before
it,1 as in it is I, I who—for my own sake—wipe away your transgressions and re-

49

1. I.e., the intial word that is shared is expressed twice. The comment is one of
syntax as much as substance: the repetition of the subject in the sentence is to indi-
cate that two distinct propositions are to follow.
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member your sins no more (Isa 43:25), the explanation of which is: I am
the One who wipes away your transgressions, and I am the One for whose
own sake I remember your sins no more. Even so (is this observation true)
here (in Josh 22:22): God is the One who knows that not in rebellion (did
they act), and God is the One who knows that not in treachery (did they
act).2

Thus, there are two different explanations here: Kara first glosses the repe-
tition in the phrase of two words for “God” (kt and ohvkt)—he wants to
take the conjunction ohvkt kt as a construct, “(the LORD is) the God of
Gods.” Second, he wants to explain why the whole phrase (¡v ohvkt kt) is
stated twice. To be clear, for Kara the repetition of these words is meant to
indicate that there will follow two propositions (and not one) that will
share this same noun phrase. In this example, Kara is using the root k-p-f
in a manner somewhat analogous to Rashi’s use of kpf in most of the lat-
ter’s Torah commentary. However, as is obvious, in this instance of repeti-
tion we find not parallelism but some of the doublings and ellipses that
are sometimes characteristic of parallelism.3

A better case for determining Kara’s lack of understanding of parallel-
ism may be found in his commentary on Judg 5:24–26:

in vz tren :lruc, kvtc ohabn hbhev rcj ,at kgh ohabn lruc,
itf unf 'ivhshmc ibur,p okugku 'ohrcs hban i,khj,n ihnu,xa ,utrenv
?vfrcn vn hbpn u,khj,c cu,fv arhp tku :kgh ohabn lruc, :rnut tuva
tuv vn hbpn arhp tka o,x 'lruc, kvtc ohabn :uhrjt rnut tuvaf ;tu
?ohabn lruc, vn hbpn :usmc ubur,p lk tvu /kvtca ohabv kfn vfrcn
ge,,u vnsr, ,ba u,pyuj tv,a hsf 'ubahhkµvb,b ckj kta ohna hpk
kvtc ,ubufa uhva ohabv kfa ?lruc, kvtc ohabn vn hbpnu /u,erc s,hv
vjkaa hsh kg ktrahk vgua, ,tc ,tzu 'kvt sh kg ish kg vgua, ,tc tk
unf `ohkng ,unkvk vbhnhu vbjka, s,hk vsh :ch,fs 'kvtv s,hk vsh

/¡udu kvtv s,h ,t rcj ,at kgh je,u :vkgnk rnuta

May Yael, Wife of Hever the Kenite, be the most blessed of women,
more than women of the tent may she be blessed: This passage is of the
variety of (Scriptural) passages that are elliptical in their beginnings with

50 Discerning Parallelism

2. Kara is thus explaining that because there are two statements of which “God”
is the subject (as he understands it, tka gsuh tuv oavu 'srnc tka gsuh tuv oav
kgnc), the repetition “God, God” at the beginning of the sentence sets up the antici-
pation of two acts of which God is the subject. This text from Kara is cited, along
with others, in Poznanski, Eliezer of Beaugency, xxxiv.

3. For other instances where Kara uses the root k-p-f, but in which he expresses
no awareness of the parallelistic structures that may be found in the verses, see his
commentary on Isa 51:19; 65:11–12. Additionally, Kara uses the verb kpf in the con-
text of narrative repetition in Judg 13:12.
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respect to two matters,4 but their explanation always follows immedi-
ately,5 as in the present instance when Scripture says: May the most
blessed of women be Yael, and the verse does not make explicit at its be-
ginning on account of what should she be blessed? And even when it
says afterwards: more than women of the tent may she be blessed, it re-
mains elliptical in that it did not make explicit on account of what it
blesses her more than all (other) women of the tent. But here you have its
explanation following immediately. On account of what should she be
the most blessed of women? On account of water he requested; milk
did she give, i.e., in order to make him drowsy, so that a sleep of deep
slumber would overcome him, so that she could drive the peg into his
temple. And on account of what should she be blessed more than (all
other) women of the tent? Because of the fact that all women who
dwelled in tents—salvation did not come at their hands, by means of a
tent.6 But as for her (i.e., Yael)—salvation did come to Israel (at her hands)
when she sent forth her hand to the peg of the tent, as it is written: her
hand to the peg did she send forth, her right-hand for the workmen’s
hammer; this is what was related in an earlier passage: and Yael wife of
Hever took the peg of the tent, etc. (Judg 4:21).

It is clear that Kara perceives that he is in the presence of a pattern, or
a even a trope. However, he apparently is unaware of the particular type
of parallelistic structure here, nor does he articulate any general observa-
tion about parallelism elsewhere in his commentaries. Nonetheless, he
goes about interpreting the form, using the tools he has developed for in-
terpreting passages in a contextual, literary fashion.7

In his study of Kara’s writings, Gershon Brin devotes a few para-
graphs to the subject of Kara’s awareness of biblical parallelism. He points
to a number of instances (Job 12:17; 3:2) in the Job commentary attributed

Rabbi Joseph Kara 51

4. Even though Kara is articulating a general rule about verses that are “ellip-
ses” in the way this one is, he immediately alerts the reader to the two specific “el-
lipses” presupposed by this verse. First, what was Yael’s merit that she should be
blessed? Second, why should she be blessed more than other, tent-dwelling
women?

5. Literally, “at their sides.”
6. The sense of the Hebrew (kvt sh kg ish kg) is somewhat obscure here, and

there may be some sort of marginal gloss or dittography that has worked its way
into the commentary here.

7. See again Kara’s explanation of his general approach to peshat exegesis in his
commentary on 1 Sam 1:17 (above, chapter 2). For other examples from Kara’s
commentary that highlight that exegete’s fine sense of the literariness of biblical
texts, see my article: “Structure and Composition in Isa 1–12: A Twelfth Century
Rabbinic Perspective,” in As Those Who Are Taught: The Reception of Isaiah from the
LXX to the SBL (SBL Seminar Series; eds. Claire Mathews McGinnis and Patricia
Tull; Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, forthcoming).
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to Kara where the exegete employs the kpf terminology.8 There is a history
of scholarly debate about the nature of this Job commentary and Kara’s as-
sociation with it, dating back to the Wissenschaft period, and no consensus
has been reached about its attribution to Kara.9 In an appendix to his edi-
tion of the commentary attributed to Joseph Kara, Ahrend indicates more
than ten occurrences of the word kpf.10 However, Sara Japhet has convinc-
ingly demonstrated that this commentary is compilatory in nature: al-
though it does contain interpretations by Kara, it cannot be ascribed solely
to him.11 Thus, it is difficult to establish that these specific instances should
be credited to Kara.12 Moreover, in the introduction she wrote to the edi-
tion of Rabbi Samuel ben Meir’s commentary on Qoheleth, Japhet had al-
ready determined that Kara had not grasped the notion of parallelism.13

There, having undertaken a systematic review of commentaries univer-
sally regarded as “authentic (Kara) compositions,” and not finding in
them any use of the kpf terminology or awareness of biblical parallelism,

52 Discerning Parallelism

8. Brin, Studies in the Exegesis of R. Joseph Kara, 63–64. Similarly, Poznanski also
refers to this commentary (on Job 3:11, 25; 4:18; 5:1, 22; 39:8, 12) in his discussion of
Kara’s use of the term kpf; see Poznanski, Eliezer of Beaugency, xxxv.

9. Cf. Moshe Ahrend, Le Commentaire sur Job de Rabbi Yoseph Kara . (Hildesheim:
Gerstenberg, 1978); and idem, “The Commentary of Rabbi Joseph Kara on Job and
Its Relationship to Rashi’s Commentary,” in Studies in Bible and Exegesis: Arie Toeg
in Memoriam (eds. U. Simon and M. Goshen-Gottstein; Ramat Gan: 1980), 183–208
(Hebrew). Again, see my forthcoming article, “The Rashbam Authorship Contro-
versy Redux” and Lockshin, “‘Rashbam’ on Job: A Reconsideration.”

10. Moshe Ahrend, Rabbi Joseph Kara’s Commentary on Job (Jerusalem: Mossad
Harav Kook, 1988), 169 (Hebrew).

11. See Sara Japhet, “The Nature and Distribution of Medieval Compilatory
Commentaries in the Light of Rabbi Joseph Kara’s Commentary on the Book of
Job,” in The Midrashic Imagination: Jewish Exegesis, Thought and History (ed. Michael
Fishbane; Albany: State University of New York Press, 1993), 98–130; and idem,
“The Nature and Distribution of Medieval Compilatory Commentaries in the
Light of Rabbi Joseph Kara’s Commentary on the Book of Job,” in Studies in Bible
and Exegesis, Volume III: Moshe Goshen-Gottstein—In Memoriam (eds. M. Bar-Asher,
D. Dimant, M. Garsiel, and Y. Maori; Ramat Gan: Bar Ilan University Press, 1993)
(Hebrew), 195–216. See also Japhet, Commentary of Rashbam on Job, 36–48.

12. To sound but one note of caution, however: Since many of the commentaries
of Kara that have survived, and are generally regarded as his, are on prose texts,
there is comparatively little material in which to tease out some observations of
parallelism. To the extent that the comments to Job attributed to Kara are actually
his, it is possible that the terminology of kpf in reference to parallelistic structures is
attested. This being said, it is nonetheless significant that Kara’s commentary on
Isaiah—a book, to be sure, whose compositions frequently employ parallelistic
structure—does not feature the kpf terminology to call attention to parallelism.

13. Japhet and Salters, Commentary of Rashbam on Qoheleth, 28–32.
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she concludes: “‘parallelismus membrorum’ was not one of the exegetical
principles of Kara.”14 Thus, while Kara advanced the contextual study of
Scripture (peshat) in many other ways, in this particular case he seems not
to have attained even the level of understanding eventually achieved by
Rashi. Within the northern French group of rabbinic exegetes of the Bible,
it was apparently left to R. Samuel ben Meir, Rashbam, to develop sensi-
tivity to the phenomenon of biblical parallelism into a full-fledged herme-
neutic principle.

Rabbi Joseph Kara 53

14. Japhet and Salters, Commentary of Rashbam on Qoheleth, 31.
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5

Rabbi Samuel ben Meir
(Rashbam)

Rabbi Samuel ben Meir, the grandson of Rashi, made many advances
in the understanding of the literary dimensions of biblical composi-

tion. To take a notable example, his attention to the proleptic nature of bib-
lical narrative is well documented.1 As we have already seen in our dis-
cussion of the influence he had on Rashi, Rashbam also made strides in
understanding the essential character of biblical poetry. In his commen-
tary on Deut 31:19, Rashbam explicitly makes a connection between form
and genre in determining the presence of poetry within the larger compo-
sitional framework. Responding to the Mosaic call for the Israelites to
“write down this poem” (,t«ví vrõh¤Ýví-,tè ofèkò Uc,ÊFÞ v<ògíuÍ), Rashbam com-
ments: vrha hure ohrcs rusx, “(Any specific) patterning of words may be
called ‘poetry’.” While nowhere in his extant commentaries does he con-
nect “poetry” in the abstract with specific instances of parallelism, we

55

1. See Elazar Touitou, “Concerning the Methodology of R. Samuel Ben Meir in
His Commentary to the Pentateuch,” Tarbiz 48:3–4 (1979): 248–273 (Hebrew); idem,
“Rashbam’s Exegetical Method in the Light of the Contemporary Historical Situa-
tion,” in Studies in Rabbinical Literature, Bible, and Jewish History: Dedicated to Profes-
sor E. Z. Melammed (eds. Y. D. Gilat, H. Y. Levin, Ts. M. Rabinowitz; Ramat Gan:
Bar Ilan University, 1982), 48–74 (Hebrew); Nahum Sarna, “The Anticipatory Use
of Information as a Literary Feature of the Genesis Narrative,” in The Creation of Sa-
cred Literature (ed. R. E. Friedman; Los Angeles: University of California Press,
1981), 76–82; Morris B. Berger, “The Torah Commentary of Rabbi Samuel Ben
Meir” (Ph.D. diss., Harvard University, 1982), 50–53; Martin I. Lockshin, ed., Rabbi
Samuel Ben Meir’s Commentary on Genesis: An Annotated Translation (Jewish Studies
5; Lewiston: Edwin Mellen Press, 1989), 400–421.
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shall see that in general he tends to call attention to parallelistic structure
in texts that modern scholarship considers to be poetic in character.

Indeed, attention to parallelism in biblical composition is one of the
prominent features of Rashbam’s hermeneutic.2 Occasionally his interpre-
tation of a biblical text is predicated upon his understanding of parallel-
ism, even when he does not invoke technical terminology to describe it.
An example of this may be found in his commentary on Exod 25:4:

:ch,fsf /hba hure gcmvu /,gku, hure oust gcmc gucmv rnm :hba ,gku,u
sdc 'gku, hkg ohbuntv :ifu /ohgucm ohsdc ohacukn 'ohgku,n khj habt
'gku,f unhsth ot `ubhckh dkaf 'ohbaf ofhtyj uhvh ot :jhfun ifu /gucm
3[gku,v] kct /ick vzu oust vzµohgcm ka ox dkavu hbav /uhvh rnmf

/gcm tkc ick tuv rnmvu gucm rnm gku,va tkt 'rnm ovhba rnmvu

Crimson cloth: Wool that is dyed with red dye is called ,gku, (“cloth”).
And the dye is called hba (“crimson”). This is as it is written: the men of war
are clothed in crimson (Nah 2:4).4 So, too (is it written): they who were reared
in crimson (Lam 4:5).5 So, too (does the following verse) prove (my inter-
pretation): Be your sins like crimson [ohbaf], like snow they shall whiten; be
they red like crimson-dyed wool [gku,f], like fleece shall they be (Isa 1:18). The
crimson [hbav] and the snow [dkav] are the ingredients in the dyes—one
is red and the other white, but the crimson-dyed wool [gku,v] and the
fleece [rnmv] are both wool, only that the crimson-dyed wool is dyed,
whereas fleece is white, without dye.6

Rashbam’s analysis of the prooftext from Isaiah demonstrates that he
is interpreting according to its parallelistic structure. He aligns hba to-

56 Discerning Parallelism

2. For a selection of references to Rashbam’s attention to parallelism in the To-
rah commentary, see Melammed, Bible Commentators, 465–466. For examples
culled from his other extant commentaries, again, see Japhet and Salters, Commen-
tary of Rashbam on Qoheleth, 23–32, 51–55; Japhet, Commentary of Rashbam on Job,
170–200.

3. This is Rosin’s emendation of the ms; see David Rosin, ed., The Torah Com-
mentary of Rashbam (Breslau: Solomon Schtottlaender, 1881), 123 (Hebrew).

4. Rashbam relates the word translated “clothed in crimson” (ohgku,n) to the
expression hba ,gku, in Exod 25:4. His citation of Nah 2:4 is apt, since the parallel
phrase to his prooftext (ohgku,n khj habt, “men of war clothed in crimson”) is
ostn uvhrucd idn, “the shield of his warriors is reddened.”

5. This is the translation in Adele Berlin, Lamentations: A Commentary (OTL;
Louisville, London: Westminster/John Knox Press, 2002), 99; see also her com-
ment on the verse, 106–107.

6. Rashbam seems to vacillate to a certain degree on the nature of the
“snow-like” fleece: is it white because it is naturally white fleece that has been
dyed even whiter (ohgcm ka ox dkavu hbav)? Or is it simply naturally white, un-
dyed fleece (gcm tkc ick tuv rnmv).
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gether with dka, both of them in his perspective being ingredients that
give the dyes their distinctive colors (in this case, respectively, red and
white); similarly, he sets gku, in alignment with rnm, understanding them
to each be the wool (either crimson-dyed or naturally white) referred to in
the verse. Thus, his comment enables us to see that he implicitly analyzes
Isa 1:18 as containing two clauses in chiastic parallelistic structure; dis-
cerning this structure aids him in determining the precise meaning of the
words in Exod 25:4.

However, to indicate the presence of parallelism, Rashbam will gener-
ally employ expressions using the root k-p-f.7 Sara Japhet, in the afore-
mentioned introduction to the edition of Rashbam’s commentary on
Qoheleth, explored Rashbam’s use of k-p-f with the aim of helping to es-
tablish his authorship of that exegetical work. She concluded:

No fixed, unified terminology is applied in the description of parallelism,
but the most common phrases are those constructed with kpf = double.
By this very definition, a major premise is expressed: that the two parts of
one verse, or two consecutive verses, have the same contents and thus
each one can be interpreted by the other.8

A case in point is Rashbam’s commentary on Deut 32:23 ( Onhkãgò vPèxÊtí
oCò-vKèfítÔ hMíjÞ ,Ogrõ , “I will use up on them evils, my arrows will I finish
against them”). That this verse is in parallelistic structure is immediately
seen by Rashbam:

Rabbi Samuel ben Meir (Rashbam) 57

7. Sara Japhet, “The Commentary of R. Samuel Ben Meir to Ecclesiastes,” Tarbiz
44:1–4 (1974), 72–94 (Hebrew); see esp. 86–87, where Japhet discusses the various
forms of the root k-p-f that Rashbam employs to describe parallelism. In the com-
prehensive introduction to her edition of Rashbam’s Job commentary, Japhet con-
vincingly presents the evidence for Rashbam’s pervasive reliance on parallelism
as an exegetical tool, and summarizes: 'kkuf iurehg ,kuce,v ,gpu,c vtr o¢car
cuht rpxc oheuxp ,utn arpn tuv uz jurc 'iftu 'ukuf cuht rpxk gdubv, “Rashbam saw in
the phenomenon of parallelism a general principle, which permeates the entire
book of Job and, indeed, in light of this he explicates hundreds of verses in the
book of Job”; Japhet, Commentary of Rashbam on Job, 175. Japhet had articulated this
already in an earlier publication: “Tradition and Innovation in the Commentary of
Rabbi Samuel ben Meir (Rashbam) on Job: The Hymn to Wisdom (Job 28),” in
Tehillah le-Moshe: Biblical and Judaic Studies in Honor of Moshe Greenberg (eds. M.
Cogan, B. L. Eichler, and J. H. Tigay; Winona Lake: Eisenbrauns, 1997), 115*–142*;
see esp. 123*–126* (Hebrew). To be sure, Rashbam occasionally employs other ter-
minology to call attention to parallelism; see Japhet, Commentary of Rashbam on Job,
178–183; 186–187, where she discusses his use of the term kg cxun, “is predicated
upon” or “is connected to,” both with and without additional use of the term kpf,
to describe parallelism.

8. Japhet and Salters, Commentary of Rashbam on Qoheleth, 51.
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:rnukf /obuak kupfk ,utrenv lrs if : 9/ / / vkft / / / ,ugr unhkg vpxt
/ovc ohat okuf 'ehzvk hshc aha ,ugr hbhn kf

I will use up on them evils . . . will I finish . . . : It is indeed the way of
Scripture to double its language.10 To paraphrase: all manner of evils that
are in my power to cause injury, all of them will I set against them.

Although it is true in this case that Rashbam articulates the signifi-
cance of the structure as a rhetorical device (,utrenv lrs if), his funda-
mental interest is semantic. He uses the relatively clear meaning of the
term vkft to illuminate the more obscure word vpxt: the elusive verb
vpxt means “to use up (the whole arsenal of weapons)” just as the more
common vkft means “to use up (all of the arrows).” This understanding
of Rashbam’s philological intent is reinforced through reference to his
comment on Gen 18:23 (g£ñrõ-ogÞ ehSàmí vPèxÊ<Þ ;tíví). There, the identification
of the two words in his mind is even clearer:

iuak kpf vkft /oc vkft 11hmhj ,ugr unhkg vpxt :ch,fsf 'vkf, :vpx,
/vpxt ka

Will you use up [vpx,]: i.e., will you finish off [vkf,], as it is written
(Deut 32:23): I will use up on them evils, my arrows will I finish against them.
vkft is the synonymous parallel of vpxt.

Indeed, occasionally Rashbam took his grandfather (and other com-
mentators) to task when the principle of parallelism was neglected. Con-
sider his rejection of Rashi’s commentary on Gen 49:9. Whereas Rashi had
understood the words ,òhkÞgò hbßC Ê ;rëYènÞ as a reference to Judah’s role in sell-
ing Joseph into slavery,12 Rashbam feels that such an interpretation does

58 Discerning Parallelism

9. In his presentation of the incipit in the critical edition he published, Rosin has
filled out the verse according to the MT; in doing so, as I hope my presentation
makes clear, he obscures the exegetical effect of Rashbam’s observation. I have left
the citation as Rosin indicated the manuscript—which has been lost since World
War II—actually read. See Rosin, The Torah Commentary of Rashbam, 228.

10. Rashbam makes virtually the same observation (,t kupfk ,utrenv lrs
ovhrcs, “it is the way of Scripture to double its words”) in his commentary on Gen
49:3.

11. This, according to Rosin, is the spelling in the manuscript; see Rosin, The To-
rah Commentary of Rashbam, 16.

12. Here is the relevant part of Rashi’s commentary: lh,saja vnn :;ryn
vhrtk kanba vsuvh uvzu /uv,kft vgr vhj ;xuh ;ry ;ry-c, “From the prey (lit. ‘tearing’):
[I (Jacob) employ this language] since I had suspected you (in the incident of) torn,
torn is Joseph; a wild animal has devoured him (Gen 37:33). And this (indeed alludes
to) Judah, who is compared to a lion” (here, in Gen 49:9). This comment of Rashi’s
is an example of what Nehama Leibowitz calls his proclivity towards uyuap enug,
that is, a “deeper understanding of the literary context,” achieved, if necessary,
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not suit the context. Instead, understanding the word hbc as a vocative (“O
my son”) and so parallel to “Judah,” he sees in the verse a prophecy of the
tribe of Judah’s future destiny:

grf,u ,unutc ;ry ;urykn ,hkga rjtk 'hbc vsuvh v,t :,hkg hbc ;ryn
hbc `uyuap rehg uvz /lnuenn lnhevku lshrjvk chut tuch tk 'lrhgc cfa,u
eukhjc tku euxp ka vyhac gsh tk ;xuh ,rhfnc uarpnvu /vsuvh ka ukhpf

/kkf ohngy

From the prey, O my son, you have arisen: You, Judah, my son, once you
will have arisen from preying, preying among the nations, and you will
settle and dwell (lit. “crouch and lie down”) in your city, there shall not
come an enemy to trouble you and to cause you to rise up from your
place. This is the primary contextual understanding; O my son is parallel
to Judah. And one who interprets (this passage) with regard to the sale of
Joseph does not understand the modus of Scripture,13 nor the way the
cantillation marks divide the phrases,14 at all.

To be sure, Martin Lockshin cautions that Rashbam may not entirely
be rejecting Rashi in this instance, but is specifically dismissing midra-
shic readings15 that are predicated on reading the words hbc ;ryn as a
construct noun phrase (“from the prey of my son”) and not as a preposi-
tional phrase plus vocative (“from the prey, O my son”).16 According to

Rabbi Samuel ben Meir (Rashbam) 59

through reliance on midrashic readings. See Nehama Leibowitz, The Study of Bibli-
cal Exegetes and Methods for Teaching: The Book of Genesis (Jerusalem: World Zionist
Organization—Department for Torah Education and Culture, 1975), 207–208 (He-
brew); see also Leibowitz and Ahrend, Rashi’s Commentary on the Torah, 331–408;
457–493. In this case, by reading our verse in light of such midrashim as Gen. Rab.
95.2 and Midr. Tanh. Vayigash 2, Rashi understands the reference as follows: Judah
is a lion—predatory, aggressive—and where has the Torah presented him in this
capacity? In his role in the removal of Joseph and the deception of Jacob. Note that
to further his reading, Rashi has reversed the scriptural order of the clauses in his
citation of Gen 37:33: first, he refers to ;xuh ;ry ;ry in order to establish the connec-
tion of that phrase with the verse upon which he is commenting (Gen 49:9), and
only then does he adduce uv,kft vgr vhj, which he (by means of the midrashic
readings cited above) understands to allude to Judah.

13. This term is perhaps related to another of Rashbam’s technical expressions,
,utrenv lrs, “the way of Scripture.” Both of these point to the way in which the at-
tentive reader can come to understand the contextual meaning of Scripture.

14. In other words, the cantillation mark under the word ;ryn is the disjunctive
accent, tiphah. Thus, the biblical phrase cannot be understood as “the prey of my
son,” but rather “the prey, O my son.”

15. See, e.g., Gen. Rab. 98.9.
16. See Lockshin, Rabbi Samuel Ben Meir’s Commentary on Genesis, 359 n. 1.

Among traditional supercommentators, Eliyahu Mizrahi and Siftei Hakhamim
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Lockshin’s reasoning, Rashi offers a third interpretation, situated, as it
were, between the midrash on the one hand and Rashbam on the other:
“from the tearing (incident, when I suspected you), O my son.” Thus,
again according to Lockshin, Rashi also parses the word hbc as a vocative,
but that does not prevent him, in Rashbam’s estimation, from (mis)inter-
preting the verse as referring to the sale of Joseph by his brothers.17 In any
event, Rashi has not articulated the presence of parallelism in the verse.
By contrast, this is precisely what Rashbam has accomplished. Rashbam’s
use of the kpf terminology makes it abundantly clear that he has inter-
preted the passage on the basis of his understanding of its parallelistic
structure.18

Rashbam sometimes uses the language of kpf merely to indicate syn-
onymous meanings of difficult or elusive words: For example, in Gen
20:13, Rashbam is faced with what may be considered a theological di-
lemma. In explaining to Abimelech why he has told him that Sarah is his
sister and not his wife, Abraham extemporizes with the following admis-
sion:

60 Discerning Parallelism

understand Rashi in a similar fashion; Leibowitz, The Study of Biblical Exegetes and
Methods for Teaching, 208, likewise seeks to defend Rashi against the vituperative
criticism of his grandson. Lockshin (ibid.) also raises the possibility that Rashbam
may be reacting to Christian exegesis. Lockshin sees the strongest argument that
Rashbam could not be disputing with Rashi from the next lemma of Rashi
(,hkg hbc v¢s)—proof that Rashi was not ignoring the disjunctive accent (tjpy)
marking the word ;ryn (personal communication).

17. Despite the attempts of Lockshin and the others to distance Rashi from the
midrashic interpretation, it seems simpler to accept Rashbam’s criticism at face
value.

18. See also Rashbam’s commentary on Deut 32:10:

sxhh ifu /omkjhu uhtrhk chcx ¡v ltkn vbuj] :ch,fsf 'ournaa uhftknc :uvbccxh
yapv hpk hf /[vguy tkt] ubht ohbbg ;ehvc uarpnvu /vbjh chcx lhftkn :ubk [iyhhpv
ibg sungc [onuh] ovhbpk lkuv [¡vu] :ch,fsf 'ovhbpk ibg sungk tkt ibgv iht

/uvbccuxh ka ukhpf uvbrmh :hf sugu /lrsv o,ujbk

He encircled him: i.e., with his angels who guarded them, as it is written: the an-
gel of the LORD encamped around His revered ones, and saved them (Ps 34:8). And so
did the poet establish for us: “your angels encamp round about’ [an excerpt from
a liturgical poem entitled vpurm l,rnt, by R. Shimon b. Yitzhak—Rosin, The To-
rah Commentary of Rashbam, 227 n.]. And one who interprets this with regard to
encircling clouds is surely mistaken. For according to the contextual interpreta-
tion the cloud is a pillar of cloud before them, as it is written: The LORD went before
them by day in a pillar of cloud, to guide them on the way (Exod 13:21). Moreover
[with regard again to Deut 32:10] (my interpretation is correct) because He
guarded them is parallel to He encircled him.
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hs àNògÞ h¥ÝgÔ< í r£ çt Ô ³S åxÊj í vzê Vk ò rnít ÷u õ hc Þt ò ,hC ãnÞ ohv Þ¬t Ï h, Þt ÷ Ug, Êv Þ ra çt ÔF í hv Þh Ìu ð
:tUv hjÞtò hkÞ-hránÊtÞ vNò£ñ tOcbó r£çtÔ oOeNòví-kFò ktè

So when God made me wander from my father’s house, I said to her, “Let
this be the kindness that you shall do me: whatever place we come to, say
there of me: ‘He is my brother.’”

The problem of course is with the expression h,Þt÷ Ug,ÊvÞ r£çtÔFí, for which we
have supplied the NJPS translation “when God made me wander.” Often,
the sense of the verb ug,ÊvÞ is “to lead astray,”19 and God would not nor-
mally be perceived as leading Abraham astray!20 Yet it is precisely this
sense that is rendered by Targum Onkelos,21 and Rashbam must find a
way to present a better contextual interpretation. To do this, he relies on
his understanding of parallelistic structure in biblical composition:

hnrt :cu,fa uvzu /lmrtn lk lk :rntba 'hnuenn hbkdv :h,ut ug,v ratf
'tuv iuak kpf hct scut-u h,ut ug,v hf /oan vkduva ouan 'hct scut

/oug,v ovhgur hng uhv ,uscut itm 'scut vaf h,hg, :ch,fsf

When (God) made me wander: When he exiled me from my place, as it is
written: go forth from your land (Gen 12:1). This is the meaning of the verse:
a wandering Aramean was my father (Deut 26:5); (this is so) since he was ex-
iled from there.22 Moreover, made me wander and a wanderer was my fa-
ther are synonymous phrases, as is proven by the verses: I wandered like a
sheep that was lost (Ps 119:176) and lost sheep were my people, their shepherds
caused them to wander away (Jer 50:6).

Rashbam is not employing the language of kpf to observe parallelism
in the text of Gen 20:13. Rather, he uses the iuak kpf formula to refer to
synonymy, and the synonymy of vg, and sct he derives from the “synon-
ymous” parallelism of Jer 50:6 and the use of synonymous terms in Ps
119:176.23 Thus, it is possible for him to make the philological assertion in
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19. See, e.g., 2 Kings 21:9; Isa 3:12; Jer 23:13.
20. See Lockshin, Rashbam on Genesis, 83 n. 1.
21. / / / tct ,hcn vh,kjsk hh chre h,h iuvsh hscug r,c thnng ugy sf vuvu, "and it hap-

pened when the peoples went astray after the work of their hands that the Lord
brought me close to his worship from my father's house . . ." See also Gen. Rab.
52.10 (cited in Lockshin, ibid.). It may be that Onkelos translates the verb ugyv
twice; first, in describing how "the people went astray" (ugy sf), and second, in
Abraham's acknowledgment that "the Lord brought me close" (chre).

22. Rashbam interprets the verse in the same way in his commentary on Deut
26:5.

23. For the relationship between “parallel pairs” and terms in sequence and
construct, see Yitzhak Avishur, Stylistic Studies of Word-Pairs in Biblical and Ancient
Semitic Literatures (AOAT 210; Neukirchen-Vlyun: Neukirchener Verlag, 1984).
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Gen 20:13 that ug,v means “to cause to wander” and not “to lead astray.”
To be sure, Rashi intuits the same exegetical observation in his comment
on the verse, but does not do so by means of kpf terminology.

Likewise, in his commentary on Gen 49:5, Rashbam employs the ter-
minology of kpf to explain the notoriously difficult word ovèh,ãrøfãnÊ.24 Here
Rashbam knows that the verse is parallelistic in structure, and relies on
that understanding in order to infer the meaning of the word in question:

huku iugna :rnukf /ohjt huku iugna ka iuak kpf /ovh,ujt :ovh,urfn
/o,ujt v,hv xnj hkf /vgrk uhv ohjt

(The word) ovh,urfn means “their brotherliness” (i.e., in violence). It is
synonymously parallel to the phrase Simeon and Levi are brothers. In
other words, Simeon and Levi were brothers with regard to the evil (they
did); instruments of violence was their brotherliness.

While in the remainder of his comment on the verse, Rashbam turns
to the similar sounding noun lh,urufn in Ezek 16:3 to help clarify the elu-
sive term ovh,urfn in Gen 49:5, and indeed finally relies on a translation of
the word into Old French to make his point,25 it is clearly his understand-
ing of the parallelistic structure of the poem that enables Rashbam to
make his philological observation.26

Another case in point for Rashbam’s reliance on his understanding of
parallelism to make a philological observation is found in the way he uses
the kpf terminology to explain the somewhat elusive language of Gen
49:23 (ohMÞjÞ hk ãgÔCí UvnüyÊ¥ÉHàuð UCrøuõ Uvrÿr×nòhÌuð ). The verse may be translated, liter-
ally: “They became embittered at him and shot; they assailed him, did the
archers.”27 We might say that there is synonymous parallelism in the

62 Discerning Parallelism

24. KJV: “their habitations”; NJPS: “Their weapons”; RSV: “their swords.”
25. In Rashbam’s transliteration into Hebrew letters, the word is represented as

ahhybrp ruk; Rosin, The Torah Commentary of Rashbam, 70 n. 10, notes that this is the
equivalent of lor parenteis, i.e., “their relationship.” Rashbam’s comment may un-
derlie the translation of SB: “their ties-of-kinship.” See Everett Fox, The Schocken
Bible: Volume I: The Five Books of Moses (New York: Schocken Books, 1995).

26. See also Rashbam’s commentary on Gen 49:11: again, when he observes the
parallelism present in the verse, it is for the purpose, apparently, of explaining the
difficult term veraku. Menahem had earlier arrived at the same interpretation; see
Saenz-Badillos, Mahberet, 390*. Similarly, one may consider Rashbam’s comment
on Gen 49:26: in a comment notable for its departure from midrashic tradition, he
relies on his understanding of parallelism to interpret hruv as “mountains” and not
“parents.” It is likely that the verse is an example of “Janus parallelism”; see Gary
Rendsburg, “Janus Parallelism in Gen. 49:26,” JBL 99 (1980): 291–93.

27. SB renders: “Bitterly they shot at him,the archers assailed him.”
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verse, and that the term ohMÞjÞ hkãgÔCí is a “double-duty” descriptive phrase,
serving both stichs.28 However, Rashbam concentrates on the meaning of
the verb UCrøuõ and wants to make sure his readers understand that it is de-
rived from the geminate root c-c-r and not from c-h-r meaning “to quar-
rel.”29 He writes:

/ / / uhmj 'uhcr (u)hkg ucuxh unf 'euxpca ohmj ka iuak kpf ucru

(The word) ucru (“they shot”) is in synonymous parallelism with ohmj
(“arrows”) in this verse. It is like (the verse) his arrows (uhcr ) surrounded me
(Job 16:13), in which uhcr is equivalent to uhmj (i.e., both terms mean “his
arrows”) . . .

The point of the comment, of course, is that the verb ucru means “to shoot
arrows.” But surely Rashbam knew that ucru is a verb and ohmj is a noun!
Why then write that “they shot” and “arrows” are “parallel”?30 We might
have expected him to use the term kg cxun—a device he invokes fre-
quently to indicate that one part of a verse “is predicated” upon another.
Here, Rashbam indicates that the subject of the verb ucru is ohmj (hkgc),
which appears only at the verse’s end. But by employing the term iuak kpf,
Rashbam explains that one only understands the full force of the verb ucru
by reading to the end of the second stich of the poetic line.31
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28. Hence the translation of NJPS: “Archers bitterly assailed him; They shot at
him and harried him.”

29. His full comment on this verse makes the grammatical and, hence, philolog-
ical point clear. He also clarifies the meaning of the verb by offering the Old French
equivalent saeterent, meaning “they shoot (arrows).” See Lockshin, Rashbam on
Genesis, 378 n. 3.

30. One should not read his comment as a suggestion to emend ucru to uhcr, since
such emendations are not found in his works, nor in Rashi’s. Frederick Green-
spahn has argued that some of Rashi’s comments may be seen as implied textual
emendations. See Frederick E. Greenspahn, “Biblical Scholars, Medieval and Mod-
ern,” in Judaic Perspectives on Ancient Israel (eds. Jacob Neusner, Baruch Levine, and
Ernest S. Frerichs; Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1987), 245–58; see p. 248 and p. 255
n. 38. There, Greenspahn cites as examples Rashi’s comment on Job 14:24 (the com-
ment to which he refers is actually found on Job 15:24) and on “1 Chronicles 20:33”
(sic); the latter commentary is, in any event, erroneously attributed to Rashi.
Greenspahn’s interpretation of the evidence is open to challenge, and we may be
chary of accepting his conclusions.

31. This is not one of the classifications of noun-verb parallelism discussed by
Daniel Grossberg, “Noun/Verb Parallelism: Syntactic or Asyntactic,” JBL 99
(1980): 481–488. Grossberg describes three distinct patterns: I. Construct + Geni-
tive/Construct + Finite Verb; II. Infinitive or Participle/Finite Verb; III. Preposi-
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While Rashbam never developed specific terminology to describe all
of the various types of parallelism studied by scholars since Lowth,
through his exegetical treatment of different biblical texts it is clear that he
understood different types to exist.32 In addition to the instances of synon-
ymous parallelism that we have already seen, Japhet points to Rashbam’s
comment on Qoheleth 4:13 (khxÞfÊU ie ãzô ³kèNènÞ ofòjòuÍ iFãxÊnÞ skèhê cOy, “Better a poor
but wise youth than an old but foolish king”) as a case where the exegete
expresses his awareness of what Lowth and later scholars would come to
call antithetical parallelism. The relevant portion of Rashbam’s commen-
tary on that verse is as follows:

unf 'ofj ka rcs oau vkn kpf u,uagk 'ofj unf ur,upk kufh hbhtu :ifxn
in udhkpvk 'vjphy ifxn ,j, uc aha hpk /rcd ifxh ktkv `vnur, ifuxnv

/khxfu kg cxun ofju 'lknn kg cxun ifxn 'iez kg cxun skh /ofju

. . . poor (ifxn): I cannot interpret it as “wise,” to see it as a parallel term
and a denomination of a “wise man,” as in He who wisely chooses wood (Isa
40:20)33 or Can a man wisely-serve God? (Job 22:2),34 because there is a tipha
accent under ifxn to separate it from ofju. “Youth” is predicated upon
“old”; “poor” is predicated upon “than a king”; “and wise” is predicated
upon “and foolish.”

As Sara Japhet notes, according to Rashbam’s comment, “the colon
“better is a poor and wise youth’ is antithetically parallel to “than an old
and foolish king’; therefore the word ifxn cannot be explained as “wise’—
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tion + Noun/Preposition + Finite Verb. Additionally, he includes a fourth “catch
all” category (“other usage”); however, none of the examples that Rashbam
adduces are similar to those cited by Grossberg. See below, p. 71 n. 61, where we
consider the possibility of noun/verb parallelism in the case of Job 29:14.

32. See Japhet and Salters, Commentary of Rashbam on Qoheleth, 52.
33. This is a notoriously difficult verse to translate. I have rendered the phrase

according to Rashi’s and Kara’s commentary ad loc., since it is likely that Rashbam
would have known their interpretations. For Rashbam, the sense is derived by the
phrase ofj arj (“a wise craftsman”), which in this verse is parallel to ifuxnv
vnur,.

34. In understanding the connection between i-f-x and “wisdom” in Job 22:2,
Rashbam may be influenced by the close proximity of the word khfan, “wise
man,” in the second stich of the line. He also may have understood the word as ex-
plained by his grandfather; Rashi’s second explanation of Job 22:2 suggests the
connection between the root i-f-x and “learning/teaching”: ,uhvk if,h iuatrv odu
sunk iuak r,pb, “even the first occurrence (of the word ifxh) in this verse is perhaps
to be explained according to the sense of teaching.” Note, however, that both khfav
and ihfxv can mean “to benefit.”
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as he would have wished to do, in view of other passages, but as an antith-
esis to “king’.”35 Thus, even though Rashbam’s use of the term kpf in this
comment does not pertain specifically to the parallelism in the verse, he
does evince an understanding of the structure in his effort to find the con-
textual meaning of the word ifxn.

However, for at least one specific type of parallelistic structure, stair-
case parallelism, Rashbam endeavored to describe the phenomenon in so
many words.36 In his commentary on Gen 49:22 ( -hkãgÔ ,rõ¯ iCã ;xãOh ,rõ¯ iCã
rU£-hkãgÔ vsôgÔmò ,ObCò ih àgò), Rashbam shows an awareness of the staircase par-
allelism exhibited in the verse:

trenv atrc ohtmjk tndus vz euxp hrv :ihg hkg ,rup ic ';xuh ,rup ic
rzuju 'rcsn tuv hnc rhfzna tkt 37[trenv atrc urucs ohkan ubhta]

38/ / / urucs ohhxnu 'trenv atr hmj kpufu

Joseph is a fruitful bough, a fruitful bough by a spring, its branches
run over a wall:39 this verse is an example of (a pattern in which) the first
line is divided into halves, such that the first half is not completed in the
first stich, but rather the first stich ends by (briefly) mentioning the sub-
ject of the line, and then the second stich repeats the first half-line and
completes its intent.40

In his full comment on this passage, Rashbam goes on to cite additional
examples of the same pattern in Exod 15:6; Pss 92:10; 93:3; 94:341; and
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35. See Japhet and Salters, Commentary of Rashbam on Qoheleth, 52 n. 138.
36. For modern studies of the phenomenon, see p. 39 n. 12, above, and Edward

L. Greenstein, “Two Variations of Grammatical Parallelism in Canaanite Poetry
and Their Psycholinguistic Background,” JANES 6 (1974): 87–105; idem, “One More
Step on the Staircase,” UF 9 (1977): 77–88.

37. This is Rosin’s reconstruction of the manuscript; see Rosin, The Torah Com-
mentary of Rashbam, 74 n. 13.

38. Amira Meir cites this reference, among others, in her article, “The Exegesis
of Rashbam on the Poetry of the Torah,” Bet Mikra 42:1 (1997), 34–44 (Hebrew). For
a critique of this article, see Yair Haas, ““Kefel Lashon’ as an Exegetical Principle
and the Awareness of Poetry as a Literary Genre in the Commentaries of Rash-
bam,” Bet Mikra 47:3 (2002): 281–83 (Hebrew).

39. Contrast NJPS: “Joseph is a wild ass, A wild ass by a spring—Wild colts on a
hillside.”

40. For a slightly different translation, cf. Lockshin, The Commentary of Rashbam
on Genesis, 375.

41. Rashbam’s commentary on Psalms has not survived; see Rosin, The Torah
Commentary of Rashbam, xix.
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Qoh 1:2.42 From this number of citations, we may conclude that Rashbam
sees staircase parallelism as a regular feature of biblical composition.43

While we have already had occasion to refer to Rashbam’s commen-
tary on Exod 15:6 when we examined his influence on the development in
Rashi’s understanding of the phenomenon, let us look more closely at the
similar explanation of this literary feature that he proffers in his comment
on Qoh 1:2:44

rnuk ubuak kpufu /vkn ,khj, er rnt tk ihhsg :[,kve] rnt ohkcv kcv
utab /ubk tk 45¡v ubk tk tndus vz tren /kcv kfva urcs arpku kukfk

66 Discerning Parallelism

42. See also his brief comment on Exod 15:11: rstb lunf hn ¡v ohktc lunf hn
jfc hrstb ¡v lbhnh kmt h,arhpa ohkupfv in vz od :asuec, “Who is like you among the
mighty, O LORD?: This, too, is among the parallel verses I explained (in my com-
mentary on) Your right hand, O LORD, is mighty in power (Exod 15:6).” In his full
comment on Gen 49:22, in addition to the staircase parallelism present in the verse,
Rashbam also employs the kpf terminology to observe synonymous parallelism
between rua hkg and ihg hkg. See Lockshin, The Commentary of Rashbam on Genesis,
377 n. 1.

43. In at least one circumstance, Rashbam finds the pattern in a prose context,
where modern scholarship would not be so likely to discover it. In his commen-
tary on Exod 4:9, he examines the verse osk uhvu rthv in je, rat ohnv uhvu / / /
,achc; translated literally, the verse may be rendered “ . . . and they shall become,
the waters that you take from the river and they shall become blood on the dry
land.” In noticing the repetition, Rashbam comments: ihgf ',ukhpf :¡udu ohnv uhvu
uzukgh ¡v ohgar h,n sg 'okue ,urvb utab ¡v ,urvb utab, “and they shall become, the
waters, etc.: (This verse is cast in) parallelistic structure, of the variety (found in)
the rivers have lifted up, O LORD, the rivers have lifted up their voice (Ps 93:3); how long
will the wicked, O LORD . . . exult (Ps 94:3).” Through his use of the kpf terminology,
and through his citation of the very texts in which he had elsewhere found stair-
case parallelism, Rashbam allows for no doubt that he considers the pattern to be
likewise found in this verse.

44. While it is clear that Rashbam considers Qoh 1:2 an instance of staircase par-
allelism, Edward L. Greenstein, “Two Variations”; “One More Step,” would ex-
clude the text from that categorization since it only contains two cola. As Green-
stein observes, there are about twice as many instances of the “staircase” in the far
smaller corpus of Ugaritic poetry as there are in the much larger biblical corpus,
and in each case the structure has three or four lines. However, Watson does con-
sider Qoh 1:2 to be an instance of staircase parallelism; cf. Wilfred G. E. Watson,
Classical Hebrew Poetry (JSOTSup 26; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1995),
151 n. 106. Loewenstamm describes the pattern as “expanded colon”; cf. Loewen-
stamm, “The Expanded Colon,” 176–196. However, from Rashbam’s perspective,
the second colon does not expand the first; the first colon is cut short, and the sec-
ond is complete. Watson specifically rejects Loewenstamm’s terminology (ibid.,
150 n. 102).

45. Cf. Japhet and Salters, Commentary of Rashbam on Qoheleth, 91 n. 4, where the
authors point out that the manuscript reading for the Tetragrammaton is actually
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vknc vkhj, j,upa /lhchut vbv hf ¡v lhchut vbv hf /,urvb utab ¡v ,urvb
/u,khn lu,c urhfznu oav ,t rhfzvk yuvk tuva ,njn oav ,t rhfznu
hrjtu /vknv ,khj,c ,kve oa rhfzn v,g ifu /varpk vc khj,n if hrjtu

/vrnudu vc khj,n if

Vanity of vanities, says [Qoheleth]: as yet he has only said the beginning
of a statement. He then repeats his language to state [both] generally and
explicitly that everything is vanity. This verse follows the pattern of Not
to us, O LORD, not to us (Ps 115:1); The rivers have lifted up, O LORD, the rivers
have lifted up [their voice] (Ps 93:3); For lo, thy enemies, O LORD, for lo, thy ene-
mies (Ps 92:10). [In each of these the author] first opens with a statement
and then mentions the Name (because he is eager to mention the Name)
and so he mentions it within his statement. Afterwards he begins it
[again] in order to express it explicitly. So here too, he mentions the name
of Qoheleth at the beginning of the statement and afterwards he begins it
again and completes it.46

One may observe in this longer formulation of the rule an exegetical
element missing from the ones in Rashbam’s Torah commentary. Not only
does Rashbam observe the phenomenon of staircase parallelism, he also
characterizes it as a rhetorical device. He articulates why the author re-
sorts to the feature in this case and what the literary implications are (“He
then repeats his language to state [both] generally and explicitly”; “be-
cause he is eager to mention the Name”; “he begins it [again] in order to
express it explicitly”).47 Thus, in this case, Rashbam’s motive is not exclu-
sively philological. He is clearly interested in pointing out the rhetorical
purpose as well as deriving exegetical meaning from it.48 One can hardly
gainsay the judgment of Sara Japhet: “(Rashbam’s) recognition of ‘stair[case]
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“two Yods followed by a vertical uneven line.” I have adopted the more conven-
tional presentation of the divine name here.

46. For a slightly different translation, see Japhet and Salters, Commentary of
Rashbam on Qoheleth, 90–92.

47. The same tendency is also seen, for example, in his commentary on Job 13:2
(uhrcs ehzjvk hsf 'urcs ,kj, rnuk kpuf u,kn ohhx ratf, “since he finished his state-
ment, he doubles it, restating the beginning of his expression in order to under-
score his words”) and Job 15:2–3 (ohkn ,ucrvk vmur ubhta 'vkupf vkn, “the expres-
sion is doubled, since he does not [perhaps better: ubhva?] wish to multiply his
words”); these are not cases of staircase parallelism. I have cited the texts from
Japhet, Commentary of Rashbam on Job, 372, 376.

48. Of course, it is always possible that the very rhetorical elements of this com-
ment are to be attributed to a disciple of Rashbam, and not to the master himself;
the same might be claimed regarding the comments on Job in the previous foot-
note. Rashbam, to be sure, rarely offers rhetorical explanations of the literary
forms and structures to which he calls attention. Indeed, in the other examples of
staircase parallelism, Rashbam contents himself merely to point out the structure
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parallelism’ as one of the forms of biblical poetry, its clear and accurate de-
scription and its understanding in terms of ‘form’ alone, rank among
Rashbam’s well-attested achievements.”49

In our discussion of Rashi’s commentaries, we noted his awareness of
the structure of interrogative doubling under the rubric ,uvhn,v kpf. Al-
though Rashbam apparently did not make use of the exact term kpf
,uvhn,v (but see below), he was equally aware of the interrogative dou-
bling structure. We may find evidence of Rashbam’s understanding of this
in his commentary on Job 40:27.50 In this biblical text, God replies to Job
out of the tempest in one of a series of rhetorical questions: §hkètã vC èrÍhïvÔ
,OFr ð §hk ètã rC ãs ïh Ì-ot Þ ohbßUbj Ô< í, “Will (Leviathan) multiply to you supplica-
tions? / Will he speak to you soft words?” Here, Rashbam explains that
the entire second stich is but a reiteration of the sense of the first:

ot /uvjhb,a uapb kg aeck ohbubj, lk vcrh ot :ohbubj, lhkt vcrhv
/iuak kpf :rcsh

Will he multiply to you supplications: will he multiply to you supplica-
tions to seek his life, that you should let him go? Will he speak . . . : (it is
a) parallel expression.”

Job 40:31 evinces a similar interrogative structure: OrOg ,OF¥ûc Ê tKãní,Êví
O£trø ohdßSô kmíkÊmÞc ÊU, “Can you fill, with darts, his skin? / (Can you fill), with
fish-spears, his head?” In this example, Rashbam briefly notes the “double
duty” nature of the verb tkn,v with his remark: iuak kpf. The book of Job
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and not to tease out its rhetorical function. I am grateful to Martin Lockshin for
discussing this possibility with me (personal communication).

49. Japhet and Salters, Commentary of Rashbam on Qoheleth, 24. See also Lockshin,
The Commentary of Rashbam on Genesis, 376 n. 1.

50. Since the Wissenschaft era, it has been known that the text of the commen-
tary attributed to Rashi from Job 40:26 onward (in the printed editions) was, in
actuality, the work of Rashbam. Sara Japhet has reviewed and advanced the
Wissenschaft evidence; see Sara Japhet, “The Commentary of Rashbam on Job: On
the History of its Discovery,” Tarbiz 66:1 (1997): 5–39 (see esp. 8–11) (Hebrew);
idem, “The Commentary of Rabbi Samuel ben Meir (Rashbam) on the Book of Job,”
in Rashi et la culture juive en France du Nord au moyen âge (eds. G. Dahan, G. Nahon,
and E. Nicolas; Paris and Leuven: E. Peeters, 1997), 163–175; idem, Commentary of
Rashbam on Job, 16–19. Although many contemporary “traditional” reprintings of
the Rabbinic Bible continue incorrectly to attribute this portion of the Job commen-
tary to Rashi, the correct distinction between Rashi and Rashbam on Job is at last
found in Shoshana, The Book of Job with the Commentaries of Rashi, Rabbenu Jacob b.
Meir Tam, and a Disciple of Rashi, 260–278; see p. 260 n. 11 (Hebrew). In any event,
we now have Japhet’s critical edition of Rashbam’s commentary on Job, and can
cite the text from that edition.
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is replete with rhetorical questions of the same type as these two and with
a similar, interrogative parallelistic structure. Indeed, Rashbam makes
several observations about these in his commentary on Job.51 We will limit
our examination of this type to one additional example.

In our analysis of Rashi’s comment on Job 27:10, we saw that Rashi
understood what he termed ,uvhn,v kpf to be present in the verse.52 It is
therefore not altogether surprising that we find in Rashbam’s commen-
tary on Job 27:9–10 a similar observation:

tc, ratf ;bj ka u,egm ¡ev gnah ot :vun, iuak :kt gnah u,egmv
otu uhbpk ,gnabu ,kcuen u,khp, vhv,a dbg,h hsa kg ot 'vgr uhkg
u,kp, tvh tka vagnv tuv if 'vbgb tvha u,rm ,g kfc vukt treh

/ / / ohvun, ukkv ,utren hba /u,thre uk khgu, tku ',kcuenu ,gnab

Will God hear his cry: This is the interrogative formula: Will the Holy
One hear the cry of the blasphemous (see v. 8) when evil comes to him;
when he seeks the favor of Shaddai (see v. 10), will his prayer be received
and heard before Him? And if he calls to God whenever he is in trouble
(see v. 10), will he be answered? This is the matter, i.e., that his prayer will
not be heard or received; indeed, his calling out (to God) will not avail
him. Both of these verses are interrogative . . . 53

In contradistinction to Rashi’s treatment of this verse, which simply
identified the interrogative parallelism as one of a type represented by
other, similarly structured verses, Rashbam’s goes to greater lengths both
to work out for his reader exactly how the parallelism functions in the im-
mediate context as well as to articulate the purpose of the parallelism in
the rhetoric of the passage. Indeed, in the continuation of his comment,
Rashbam casts his exegetical net a bit wider and demonstrates how the
passage under consideration is in fact a rhetorical response to an earlier
text.54
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51. See e.g., Rashbam on Job 6:5–6; 21:4; 40:2, 25. As is to be expected, Rashbam
makes dozens of observations regarding other types of parallelism throughout his
commentary on Job.

52. See our discussion above, pp. 45–46.
53. Note how Rashbam paraphrases and reworks 27:8–10 in order to make his

exegesis of the verses clearer. For the development of this exegetical style in the
work of R. Eliezer of Beaugency, see Harris, “Literary Hermeneutic,” 130–142.

54. The continuation of Rashbam’s comment is not really germane in a discus-
sion of parallelism, yet it contains nonetheless a brilliant intertextual insight:

ka vbgnc ohruntv ,utren hba i,ut kg ohcxunu ohvun, ukkv ,utren hba
u,egmv /¡udu lgnahu uhkt rh,g, '¡udu dbg,, hsa kg zt hf rntba vkgnk zphkt
garu gap kfu lkvtn vkug ehjr, ota /lgnahu uhkt rh,g, kg cxun kt gnah
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An additional feature connected to parallelism that was observed by
Rashbam is that which is occasioned by ellipsis, or what was termed by
Cyrus Gordon, regarding Ugaritic poetry, as the “ballast variant.”55 Wil-
fred Watson defines this type of ellipsis in the following way:

In essence it is as follows: the two cola of a couplet in parallelism must
balance. If some component of the first colon is missing from the second,
then at least one of the components in this second colon must be longer.56

Sara Japhet has shown that Rashbam displays an awareness of this as-
pect of parallelism throughout his commentary on Job.57 Consider the fol-
lowing example. Job 29 features Job’s reminiscences of his bygone days,

70 Discerning Parallelism

hsa kg zt hf kg cxun dbg,h hsa kg ot /,kcuen l,khp, vhv, zt lshn rhx,
/¡udu dbg,,

Both of these passages are interrogative, and they are predicated upon the very
two verses related in the response of Eliphaz above (Job 22:26–27): When you seek
the favor of Shaddai [and lift up your face to God], You will pray to Him and He will lis-
ten to you [and you will pay your vows]. Will God hear his cry corresponds to you will
pray to Him and He will listen to you. For if you place falsehood far from your tent
(see Job 11:14), and all crime and wickedness you turn away from your hand,
then will your prayer be received. When he seeks the favor of Shaddai (Job 27:10)
corresponds to When you seek the favor of Shaddai (Job 22:26).

I have cited this text in “The Rashbam Authorship Controversy Redux” (forthcom-
ing).

55. Cyrus H. Gordon, Ugaritic Textbook (Rome: Pontifical Biblical Institute,
1965), 135. Cf. the more complete characterization by Stephen A. Geller, who terms
the phenomenon “deletion-compensation,” in his Parallelism in Early Biblical Poetry
(HSM 20; Missoula: Scholars Press, 1979), 299–319. See our discussion immedi-
ately below.

56. Watson, Classical Hebrew Poetry, 343. Watson discusses this further on 343–
348; see also 174–176; 303–306. For an extended discussion on the role of ellipsis in
biblical parallelism, see Edward L. Greenstein, “How Does Parallelism Mean?” in
A Sense of Text: The Art of Language in the Study of Biblical Literature: Papers from a
Symposium at the Dropsie College for Hebrew and Cognate Learning, May 11, 1982 (A
Jewish Quarterly Review Supplement: 1982; Winona Lake: Eisenbrauns, 1983),41–
70; for “balance,” see Edward L. Greenstein, “Aspects of Biblical Poetry,” Jewish
Book Annual 44 (1986–1987): 33–42.

57. See Japhet, Commentary of Rashbam on Job, 187–191, where she employs the
term vrxj ,kuce,. See in particular, p. 188 n. 66, in which Japhet considers the
relationship between Rashbam’s understanding with ibn Ezra’s observations re-
garding “double-duty” words. Rashbam does not possess the terminology for de-
letion phenomena that Ibn Ezra (ung rjtu unmg ,t laun\rjt rucgc ,ran) or Radak
(ohba ouenc snug) employ. See Melammed, Bible Commentators, 569–572, 844–847;
and Israel Hagay, “Gapping as an Exegetic Method in the Exegeses of Rabbi Abra-
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before the miseries that so drastically altered his life began. Beginning in
v. 12 and continuing until v. 17, Job recalls his many acts of justice, particu-
larly on behalf of individuals who would typically have been exploited by
stronger parties. In v. 14, Job articulates the source of his concern for the
weak: hyÞPò£ÉnÞ ;hbßmòuÍ khgÞnÊFÞ hbß£âCòkÊHàuð h<Þ£Écíkò esêmè. NJPS offers the following trans-
lation: “I clothed myself in righteousness and it robed me; Justice was my
cloak and turban.” Thus, the translators understand the second stich as a
stative clause: “as a cloak and a turban was my justice.”58 In contrast with
these approaches, Rashbam intuits what Stephen A. Geller calls “deletion
with compensation” to be in operation here—even if he does not indicate
its presence in specific, technical terminology.59 He comments: :;hbmu khgnf

u,kn kpufu ypan h,ack, “As a cloak and a turban: ‘I clothed myself in jus-
tice,’ thus casting his expression in parallel structure.” Rashbam’s com-
ment yields a significantly different English translation: “I clothed myself
in righteousness and it clothed me; (I clothed myself in) justice, like a robe
and a scarf.” In other words, Rashbam understands the verb h,ack to be
understood in the second stich as well, even though it does not actually
appear there. Moreover, his observation of the “ballast variant” in opera-
tion here may also indicate his cognizance of what has been called
“noun-verb parallelism.”60 For if the verb h,ack functions for both stichs
of the verse, as Rashbam indicates, and if esm in the first stich is parallel to
hypan in the second, then the remaining elements standing in parallel
structure are ;hbmu khgnf\hbackhu—a transitive verb in the first clause and
two nouns in the second.61
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ham ibn Ezra and Rabbi David Kimhi” (D.H.L. Diss., Jewish Theological Semi-
nary, 1983) (Hebrew).

58. Cf. the similar, if slightly more literal, KJV and RSV translations.
59. Geller’s formulation is helpful: “An essential feature of all replacement for-

mulae is compensation, that is, compensatory lengthening . . . A grammatical ele-
ment having been deleted from the A Line, its approximate number of syllables
should be replaced in the B Line to maintain the general syllable symmetry which
most couplets display.” See Geller, Parallelism in Early Biblical Poetry, 299.

60. See Grossberg, “Noun/Verb Parallelism,” 481–488.
61. It should be admitted that Job 29:14 does not fit any of the first three of

Grossberg’s categories, although it could be placed in his fourth category (“IV:
Other Usage”). However, it may equally be true that the “verb-noun” parallelism
to which I have called attention is not significant: the first colon contains two ver-
bal phrases; the second, one verbal phrase (“[I have worn] justice, like a robe and a
scarf”). The “compensation” in the second colon takes the form of expanding the
verbal phrase with an adverbial prepositional phrase. For additional examples of
noun/verb parallelism, see Watson, Classical Hebrew Poetry, 157–158. The other ex-
amples of the ballast variant that Japhet discusses regarding Rashbam’s commen-
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It is possible or even likely that Rashbam wrote commentaries on all
of the books in the Bible. However, most no longer survive.62 His extant
biblical commentaries, aside from the Torah commentary, are all on books
(Job, Song of Songs and Qoheleth) that feature a preponderance of po-
etry.63 Thus, it is difficult at first blush to determine whether his great
attention in those exegetical works to poetic structure, expressed through
his expansive use of the kpf terminology, is due to his own heightened
sensitivity or simply to the nature of the books in question. It is all the
more noteworthy, therefore, that in his Torah commentary, Rashbam
tends to use the terminology of kpf specifically in the places where mod-
ern scholarship understands the compositions in question to be poetic in
character.64 For example, the first extended poem in the book of Genesis is

72 Discerning Parallelism

tary on Job are on Job 5:15; 32:3 (which also contains Rashbam’s reference to the
ballast variant at play in 1 Sam 2:3); 9:20; 12:14–15; 12:12.

62. Some of these are cited in later medieval works; see, e.g., Urbach, Arugat
Habosem, index, s.v. Samuel b. Meir.

63. This is not the place to take up the question of authorship of the commentary
on Song of Songs attributed to Rashbam; see again Harris, “The Rashbam Author-
ship Controversy Redux,” and Lockshin, “‘Rashbam’ on Job: A Reconsideration,”
cited above. Rashbam’s Song of Songs commentary was first published from
Hamburg MS 32 in: Adolph Jellinek, ed., Commentar zu Kohelet und dem Hohen Liede
von R. Samuel ben Meir (Leipzig: Leopold Schnauss, 1855) (Hebrew). Rashbam’s au-
thorship is demonstrated convincingly by Yaakov Thompson, who studied the
manuscript thoroughly; see “The Commentary of Samuel Ben Meir on the Song of
Songs” (D.H.L. thesis, Jewish Theological Seminary, 1988). Additional manuscript
copies of this commentary were discovered subsequent to Thompson’s work; see
Barry Walfish, “An Annotated Bibliography of Medieval Jewish Commentaries on
the Song of Songs,” in The Bible in the Light of Its Interpreters: Sarah Kamin Memorial
Volume (ed. Sara Japhet; Jerusalem: Magnes Press, 1994), 518–571 (541). These
manuscripts will be employed in the critical edition to be published by Sara
Japhet. In any event, the Song of Songs commentary uses the kpf terminology ex-
tensively; for now, see the following passages in Thompson’s edition: 2:1 (p. 320);
2:7 (p. 325, twice); 2:9 (p. 329); 4:6 (p. 352); 4:8 (p. 354); 4:10 (p. 355); 4:12 (p. 357); 5:5
(p. 363); 7:13 (p. 382); 8:5 (p. 392).

64. To be sure, occasionally Rashbam used the kpf terminology to observe vari-
ous literary features in texts generally construed as prose; see Haas, “‘Kefel
Lashon’ as an Exegetical Principle,” 281, n. 3. In addition to his comment on Exod
4:9, noted above, Rashbam employed the term in his comment on Gen 36:24 (with
reference to 2 Sam 13:20) and Exod 1:22, although not to denote what we would
call parallelism; on Exod 14:11; Num 3:9, he uses it to point out mere word repeti-
tion. Only in his comment on Exod 6:3 does Rashbam use the term in a prose con-
text and in an analagous way to his use of the term with regard to poetic texts. In
God’s revelation to Moses of the Divine Name, Rashbam considers that the second
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chapter 49; Rashbam employs the term kpf, or its derivatives, nine times
in explicating that chapter alone (on vv. 3, 5, 9, 11, 22 [2x], 23, 24, 26). Like-
wise, we have already seen the attention paid by Rashbam to the paral-
lelistic poetic structure found in the Song at the Sea in Exod 15; Rashbam
refers to that structure, using the term kpf, five times in his commentary
on the chapter (on vv. 2 [2x], 6, 11, 16). Finally, Rashbam invokes the term
several times in his explication of the poem beginning ubhztv (Deut 32),
recognized by scholars for its antiquity and parallelistic poetic structure
(on Deut 32:5, 10, 23).65 The same is true of his other three extant commen-
taries: Rashbam’s use of the many variants of the kpf formulas are witness
to his sensitivity to the poetic character of those books. Sara Japhet’s ob-
servation about Rashbam’s understanding of parallelism is an appropri-
ate conclusion to our own discussion: “One should not wonder, then, that
Rashbam took pains to notice cases of parallelism in his commentary on
the poetic parts of the Pentateuch, in his commentary on Qoheleth, and
most extensively of all, in his commentary on Job. Parallelism, and the
varied but consistent terminology connected with it, are an integral part of
Rashbam’s exegesis.”66

Rabbi Samuel ben Meir (Rashbam) 73

stich of the verse (ovk h,gsub tk ¡v hnau) is parallel to the first ( ovrct kt trtu
hsa ktc cegh ktu ejmh kt). However, the line between prose and poetry is not so
neatly drawn, and it may be that God’s speech ought to be considered the kind of
“heightened prose” that may approximate poetic language.

65. Rashbam’s comment on Deut 32:23 is particularly noteworthy for its general
character: obuak kupfk ,utrenv lrs if, “thus the way of Scripture is to cast its lan-
guage in parallel structure.” See also on Gen 49:3; Num 23:7.

66. Japhet and Salters, Commentary of Rashbam on Qoheleth, 31.
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6

Rabbi Eliezer of Beaugency

Following in the footsteps of Rashbam, Rabbi Eliezer of Beaugency,
who was probably his student, also indicates the presence of parallel-

ism through recourse to the kpf terminology. While most of his exegetical
works have not survived, commentaries are extant on Isaiah, Ezekiel, and
the Twelve Prophets. This affords us ample material in which to investi-
gate his approach to parallelism in prophetic poetry. As we shall see,
Eliezer consistently identifies parallelism as a rhetorical phenomenon that
does not necessarily express in its repetitions a distinctively new semantic
sense. Additionally, we shall see that he relies on his understanding of the
device for both philological and purely rhetorical purposes. While in the
main we will examine passages in which Eliezer employs the term kpf to
remark on the presence of parallelistic composition, let us first turn to an
instance in which he considers structural repetitions in a text, but using
the technical term cxun, “is predicated upon” or “harkens back to,” in-
stead.

In his commentary on Isa 3:8, Eliezer makes a general observation
about the role of parallelism in biblical poetics.1 In this verse, the prophet
announces the fall of Judah and Jerusalem virtually as a fait accompli:
OsOcfÊ hb ägã ,OrnÊkí ¡v-ktè ovèhk ãkÊgíníU obóO£kÊ-hFÞ kpòbó vsôUvhuá oákí£ñUrhÌ vkò£Éfò hFÞ, “Ah, Jeru-
salem has stumbled, And Judah has fallen, because their speech and their
deeds are against the LORD, to rebel against the presence of His majesty.”

75

An earlier version of my treatment of Eliezer’s understanding of parallelism may
be found in “Literary Hermeneutic,” 265–279.

1. Poznanski, Eliezer of Beaugency, cliii, cites this text with little comment. A dif-
ferent explanation of Eliezer’s comment is found in my dissertation; see Harris,
“Literary Hermeneutic,” 246; see also 156.
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Eliezer first paraphrases the verse in order to indicate its meaning.2 Then
he steps back from the canvas, as it were, to survey the structure through
which he was able to arrive at his explanation:

uhp ,t ,urnk ,uzgcu hukdc ¡v kt ovhkkgnu obuaka hpk 'vkpbu vkafu
/thxvrpc ofu,c ifuav usucf hbhgk uxhgfvk

obuak hf tkt /vkgnkak ogy ubhtu 'cxun obuak hf kg okaurh vkaf hf
vmur tuvaf :,unuen curc trenv kf lrs ifu /ogyv rehg tuv ovhkkgnu

/ogy ovc i,ubu ovhkg rzuj 'uhrcsk ogy i,hk

And She (i.e., Jerusalem) shall stumble and fall, since their speech and
their deeds are against the LORD, openly and brazenly, to rebel against
his word, to vex him in the presence of His majesty, which dwells
among them publicly.

(The phrase beginning) For Jerusalem has stumbled is predicated upon
(the phrase beginning) for their speech; it (i.e., the first stich) is not the
cause of what precedes it. Rather for their speech and their deeds [are
against the LORD] is the primary cause (i.e., that Jerusalem has fallen).3

And this is the convention of Scripture in most places: when it wants to
provide a reason for what it says, it repeats the words and (in so doing)
gives their reason.4

Thus, Eliezer shows that the second stich provides the reason for
which the judgment of the first stich is decreed.5 Moreover, though each
clause may begin with the identical Hebrew particle hf, Eliezer demon-
strates that there is morphological, but not semantic, equivalence between
them.6 In this case, it is precisely Eliezer’s understanding of what some

76 Discerning Parallelism

2. Again, this is Eliezer’s typical style in explaining a verse. See Harris, “Liter-
ary Hermeneutic,” 130–142.

3. In other words, the fall is the consequence of the rebellion.
4. Essentially, this last sentence may be understood to mean, “repetition is a de-

vice used by Scripture when it wants to emphasize a particular point.” What Eli-
ezer seems to be saying is that the phrase “for their speech and their deeds are
against the LORD” and “to rebel against the presence of His majesty” are synony-
mous, repeated because they are the explanation for the preceding statement. I am
grateful to Edward L. Greenstein for helping to clarify Eliezer’s intent in this com-
ment (personal communication).

5. See the similar, recent conclusion of Joseph Blenkinsopp, Isaiah 1–39: A New
Translation with Introduction and Commentary (AB 19; New York: Doubleday, 2000),
199: “The state of civil disorder is then explained as a manifestation of moral disor-
der with particular reference to the arrogant and irreligious attitude of the leader-
ship.”

6. I have thus adopted the NJPS translation of the exclamatory “ah!” for the first
hf, and have rendered “because,” for the hf at the beginning of the second stich.
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would call the syntactic parallelism7 between the verse’s two stichs that
enables him to determine the meaning of the verse.

In turning his attention to the subject of parallelism, Eliezer, like his
teacher Rashbam and his contemporary Joseph Bekhor Shor, expresses
himself simply and tersely. A typical example of Eliezer’s sensitivity to
parallelistic structure, this time using the term kpf, is his commentary on
the second part of Isa 54:14. The prophet promises his Israelite listeners di-
vine protection: ³hàkòtã crðeÊ,Þ-t¬ hFÞ v<òjÞNÊnÞu htÞrõh,Þ t¬-hFÞ e£çg ÷nã heÞjÔrð, “you shall
be removed far from oppression; indeed, you shall not fear / (you shall be
removed far) from ruin; indeed it shall not come near you.” Eliezer com-
ments briefly: eagn kg kpfu hejr kg cxun v,jnnu, “(the phrase beginning)
from ruin harkens back to (the verb) shall be removed far, and it is paral-
lel to (the phrase beginning) from oppression.” Thus we see that Eliezer
explains the function of the “double duty” verb (hejr), which serves both
halves of the couplet: it is complemented in the second colon by v,jnn as
it is in the first colon by eagn. In so doing, he also demonstrates his aware-
ness of the parallelism operating in the verse, or in any event, a “dou-
bling” of sense and syntactic structure.8 In either case, this is characteristic
of one type of the trope that moderns call parallelism, even if Eliezer’s ob-
servation here has, pace Kugel, an ultimately philological motive.9

One of the ways in which Eliezer takes note of parallelistic structure in
a verse is by using the phrase kupf trenv kfu. This is the way in which he
treats the parallelism in Isa 25:7, although here, in addition to employing
this phrase, he also interprets specific constituent elements of the verse.
The text reads: -kgí vfòUxBËví vfòXãNívíuÍ ohNÞgívò-kFò-kgí yOKví yOKví-hbäPÊ vZêví rvòCò gKíc ÞU
ohàODví-kFò, “and He will destroy on this mount the face of the veil that veils
over all the peoples and the covering that is spread over all the nations.”
Eliezer comments: iv sjt vfxn-u vyhk :kupf trenv kfu, “this entire verse is
constructed in parallel form: veiling and covering have the same mean-
ing” (lit. “are one”). To substantiate this assertion, he relies on the parallel
structure in Isa 29:10 as a prooftext. Thus, Eliezer’s identification of the

Rabbi Eliezer of Beaugency 77

7. See Berlin, The Dynamics of Biblical Parallelism, 53–63.
8. In other words, it is not like an instance where Rashi interprets A and B to

mean different things, whereas Ibn Ezra or Radak will say A and B have the same
sense = ihbgv kpf. Yet in his explanation of the relationship between the two stichs
of the line, Eliezer is only a step away from understanding that the deep structure
of the B colon is the same as that of the A colon. Although this is not one of the
verses Poznanski cites (Eliezer of Beaugency, cxliv), it might be an example of what
he considers mere indication of synonyms (i.e., v,jn is synonymous with eag).
However, especially in light of Eliezer’s attention to the double duty verb, it is
clear that he is aware of the parallelism at play in the verse.

9. Cf. Kugel, Idea, 179.
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parallelistic structure of the verse enables him to explain a difficult word.
Again, although his philological motive—to interpret the hapax yuk—is
plain, Eliezer also manifests his understanding of the parallelism in the
verse.

Eliezer also employs the expression kupf trenv kfu at Isa 10:22. The
verse occurs in the midst of a prophecy concerning the “remnant of Israel”
that will survive the destruction ordained by God: ktãrõ¥Éhà §NÊgí vhêvÊhà-otÞ hFÞ
ve òsômÊ ;yãO£ .Urjò iOhKòFÞ OC cU£hô rtò£É oHôví kOjFÊ, “even if your people, O Israel,
should be as the sands of the sea, a remnant of it shall return; decimation
(is) decreed; it will sweep (you) away (to) righteousness.”10 Here is his
comment:

l,t ;yua tvh 'l,ukdvku lkhj ,upak lhkg expu .urj tvh ;yau iuhkf otu
/kupf trenv kfu /cuaku esymvk 'vesmk

And if decimation and flood-death will be decreed and destined for you,
i.e., to destroy your host and exile you, it will sweep you away towards
righteousness, so that you will become righteous and will repent. The en-
tire verse is in parallel structure.

The philological implication of this observation is clear. First, what he
seems to be saying is that the two clauses of v. 22b are constructed as a pair
(vesm ;yua // .urj iuhkf). Second, the sense of the A and B lines is directly
correspondent (i.e., “vast decimation will lead the survivors to turn to
righteous behavior”); the second clause is parallel to the first. Thus,
Eliezer sees elements of the two propositions in both halves of the verse.
Were we to render the verse entirely according to his comment, the trans-
lation would look something like this: rtò£É oHôví kOjFÊ ktãrõ¥Éhà §NÊgí vhêvÊhà-otÞ hFÞ
ve òsômÊ ;yãO£ .Urjò iOhKòFÞ OC cU£hô , “Even if your people, O Israel, should be des-
tined to be swept away as the sands are swept away by the sea, it shall be
destroyed; but a remnant of it shall return. Even if your people, O Israel,
should be destined for destruction and exile, it will sweep you towards
righteous repentance.” The inclusion of the phrase kupf trenv kfu at the
end of his comment is no mere rhetorical observation, but is the key to the
verse’s meaning, for him. In this instance, Eliezer is using parallelism as
an essential hermeneutical tool.

In his commentary on Isa 19:5, Eliezer likewise assumes the overall
parallel structure of the verse, but without using the expression kfu

78 Discerning Parallelism

10. The various translations struggle particularly with the rendering of the sec-
ond part of this verse; cf. NJPS: “Destruction is decreed; Retribution comes like a
flood!”; and RSV: “Destruction is decreed, overflowing with righteousness.” I
have translated it here, roughly, according to Eliezer’s paraphrase; I will follow
this, below, with a translation more fully based on his comment.
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kupf trenv. Here, in considering the two halves of the verse ( ohàní-U,¤ÉbßuÍ
£cãhôuÍ crðjÏhê rvòbóuÍ oHôvínã), he writes: vz kg vz tuv iuak kpfu, “the language of the
(couplet) is parallel, one line (parallel) to the other.” Moreover, he cleverly
refers to the manifestation of the word ukzt in Job 14:11 ( ohô-hBßnÞ ohàní-UkzÌtò
£cãhôuÍ crðjÏhê rvòbóuÍ) to deduce the meaning of the vocable u,abu here in Isaiah.
Thus, again, Eliezer is not simply noting the parallelism for its own sake;
he is using the parallelism of the couplet towards a philological end: to de-
fine the uncommon verb ,£öbó, which means “to be dried up” just like crj
and ach.11

Sometimes, Eliezer shows an awareness of a verse’s parallel structure,
but he identifies it differently from the way we might. For instance, in Isa
24, the prophet proclaims the “Day of the LORD” (see v. 21). In verse 12, he
describes part of the great destruction that day will entail: vNò£ì rhgÞCò rtò£Ébß
rgí£ñ-,Fíhþ vHôtÞ£ÉU, “Remaining in the town—desolation! And (with) ruin has
it been battered, the gate.” As I have translated, we would most likely ana-
lyze the verse as an ABB’A’ chiasm, with vna and vhtau parallel in the
“center position,” and rhgc rtab and rga ,fh, which contain the “action”
of the verse, also corresponding.12 Eliezer, however, analyzes the constitu-
ent parts of the verse differently from our presentation: vhhta-u rtab tmnb
kpf rga ,fuh-u vna-u `kpf, “we find that (the terms) remaining and ruin are
parallel; and (the phrases) desolation and the gate has been battered are
parallel.” Thus, Eliezer’s comment would yield a translation as follows:
“Remaining in the town—desolation; ruined [in the town]—the battered
gate.” In the preceding verses, the parallel terms follow a consistent order

Rabbi Eliezer of Beaugency 79

11. Relying on a familiar word to illuminate an unfamiliar or misunderstood
word is a method much in vogue in the northern French school, and Eliezer doubt-
less learned it from his master. For example Rashbam deduces the meaning of
j,pv tmnk utkhu in Gen 19:11:

in ohn ,u,ak ohrmn utkbu :ifu /j,pv uaec tk 'j,pv tumnk sug ukfh tk :uaurhp
/ukfh tk kpufn utkb iuak ,unuen vnfcu / / / os uhva rjtn ,u,ak ukfh tk 'ruthv

Its explanation: they were no longer able to find the door; they could not look for
the door. And similar (to this is the verse): the Egyptians were unable to drink water
from the Nile (Exod 7:21), (meaning) they could not drink it since (the water) had
turned into blood . . . In several places, the expression “they were unable’ (utkb) is
seconded by “they could not’ (ukfh tk).”

Rashbam goes on to cite Jer 20:9 and Isa 16:12. Eliezer, in his commentary on the
latter passage, also glosses the expression vtkb hf with the words kfuh tku (in this
case, relying on the end of the verse), thus providing yet another connection be-
tween Eliezer and Rashbam.

12. This is, for example, how Adele Berlin has analyzed it; see Berlin, The Dy-
namics of Biblical Parallelism, 119; 145 n. 11.
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(ABA’B’); Eliezer may be looking for the same pattern here. In any event,
there is no question that in Eliezer’s eyes the governing principle of the
verse’s structure is parallelism.

The preceding example should not be taken as an indication that
Eliezer does not understand the nature of chiasm as an occasional feature
of parallelism. His commentary on such verses as Isa 60:16 makes clear
that he does. The prophet announces to the Israelites that, in spite of their
suffering in the past from the torment of the nations, there will be a rever-
sal of fortunes and they will gain the upper hand: ohfÞkònÊ s£öuÍ ohàOD ckãjÔ <ÊeÊbîhôuÍ
heÞbóh<Þ, “you shall suck the milk of the nations, the breast of kings shall you
suck.” The parallelism of this verse is clearly chiastic, and this is precisely
how Eliezer understands it. He comments: ckj kg kpf `ohsa iuakn sua-u
ohud, “the word shod is (derived) from the word meaning breasts (shada-
yim);13 it is parallel to (the phrase) the milk of the nations.”

In his commentary on Isa 58:3, his sensitivity to parallel structure yet
again yields a pertinent philological observation. He doesn’t comment on
the manifest parallelism in the first part of the verse ( ,òhtÞrõ t¬uÍ UbnÊMí vNòkò
gsô,ã t¬uÍ Ub£âpÊbî UbhBßgÞ, “why when we fasted did you not see, (why) when we
afflicted ourselves, did you not pay heed?”); apparently this was too obvi-
ous to mention. However, he does interpret the second part of the sen-
tence (U¥DùbË<Þ ofèhcãMÊgí-kfòuÍ .pèjã-UtmÊnÊ<Þ ofènÊ± oOhC Ê ivã), where it is not so obvious,
as being in parallel structure. Consider the NJPS translation of the verse:
“because on your fast day you see to your business and oppress all your
laborers.”14 Eliezer takes a different tack. Early in his comment, Eliezer
identifies the word ofhcmg as bearing the meaning of ofhagn, “your af-
fairs.” Thus, he interprets the couplet:

/.pj utmn, kg kpf uadb,-u 'ofnum ouhc kg kpf ofhcmg kfu tmnbu

. . . and we find that and (in) all your affairs is parallel to on the day of
your fast, and you oppress is parallel to you see to your business.

That Eliezer interprets the word .pj as “business” is apparent from the
end of his comment, in which he refers the reader to the same meaning the
word carries later in the immediate context, in Isa 58:13. There it is clear

80 Discerning Parallelism

13. Eliezer presumably makes this comment so that his reader will not under-
stand the glossed term as the Hebrew homonym sa, meaning “havoc, ruin.” In-
deed, this latter meaning is more typical of Isaiah, being found in addition to our
passage’s continuation (60:18: lhkucdc rcau sa 'lmrtc xnj sug gnah tk) many times
(e.g. Isa 16:4; 22:4; 51:19; 59:7).

14. Compare KJV (“Behold, in the day of your fast ye find pleasure, and exact all
your labours”) and RSV (“Behold, in the day of your fast you seek your own plea-
sure, and oppress all your workers”).
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that .pj is contrasted with the very things the prophet would prohibit on
the Sabbath:

tumnk oum ohasen iva '.pj utmn, kg vynk jhfuh lmpj tumnn iuaku
/ovhmpj

The language of from doing business proves later on (i.e., in Isa 58:13) that
you see to your business (here, in Isa 58:3) refers to (the people) pro-
claiming a fast in order to do business.

It is also apparent that Eliezer understands the deletion of a dou-
ble-duty preposition at the head of the second stich, viz., ofhcmg kf(c)u . . . ,
carried over from the first stich (ofnm ouhc).15 Thus, in accord with Eli-
ezer’s comment, the verse may be translated: “On the day of your fast,
you see to your business; / In all of your affairs, you oppress.”16

For Eliezer, attention to parallelistic structure is best understood with
regard to his overall goal of ascertaining the meaning of biblical texts, and
of turning biblical composition that is often laconic and allusive into prose
more intelligible for the reader.17 In this pursuit, literary context is the key
factor. Indeed, Eliezer considers there to be no greater exegetical principle
than determining meaning according to context: ubhhbg hpk ubur,p.18 In fact,
he asserts this principle in attempting to interpret the famous crux interpre-
tum (the vocable eanscu) found in Amos 3:12:

Rabbi Eliezer of Beaugency 81

15. Neglect of this double-duty preposition is what led the translations to err.
16. The paraphrastic marginal note in the manuscript at this point, even though

it does not register the parallelism, nevertheless reflects Eliezer’s understanding of
the word .pj: adbk ofmpj utmn, ofcmg ouhcu ofnum ouhc iv, “behold on the day of
your fast and on your business day, you will find your affairs (will be) to oppress.”
Ehrlich also understands the stich in this way: 'rt, tku rcs oa vzv oava rnut hbtu
iucmgc ,hagba vftkn ugnanu 'cmègè shjhvu, “and I maintain that this word is a noun
and not an adjective, the singular being cmègè, and its sense is ‘the work that is done
through painful effort’”; see Arnold B. Ehrlich, Mikra ki-Pheschutô (3 vols.; The Li-
brary of Biblical Studies; ed. Harry M. Orlinsky; New York: Ktav Publishing
House, Inc., 1969) 3:142 (Hebrew).

17. See Harris, “Literary Hermeneutic,” 131–142.
18. There are a variety of formulations that Eliezer and other exegetes use to ex-

press the way in which context is to be exploited for determining meaning ( ubur,p
(vbhhbg hpk vknv ,trbu 'uhkg vruh ubhhbg 'ubhhbg hpk, etc.). See Harris, “Literary Herme-
neutic,” 280–301. As in the kpf terminology used to indicate parallelism, the ori-
gins also of these expressions about the importance of context are to be found in
Menahem’s Mahberet; see especially Saenz-Badillos, Mahberet, 16*, lines 10–16;
also see 17*, lines 7ff; 19*, lines 7–10, and throughout. Again, it is likely that
Menahem is indebted to R. Saadia Gaon.
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hbäC Ê Ukm ÊBóh à iF ã izêt ÷-ks ïc Ê Ot oh àg ír õf Ê h< ã£ É hr át Ôv ò hP ÞnÞ vg èr øv ò khM Þh ï r£ çt ÔF í ¡v rnít ò vF ø
:£rëgò e£ çnèsÌc ÞU vYònÞ ,típÊC Þ iOrnÊ£ öC Ê ohc Þ£ ÉHùví ktãrõ¥Éhà

Thus said the LORD: As a shepherd rescues from the lion’s jaws Two
shank bones or the tip of an ear, So shall the Israelites escape Who dwell
in Samaria—With the leg of a bed or the head of a couch (NJPS).

The question is, of course, how does one go about interpreting the
hapax legomenon eans? Faced with this difficulty, Eliezer avers: lk ihtu
ubhhbgn snkv rcsn r,uh vru,c vsn, “you have no rule in (interpreting) Torah
greater than ‘a matter learned from its context.’”19 In this instance the
meaning of the phrase arg eanscu vyn ,tpc has eluded the commenta-
tor’s precise grasp. Let us examine how Eliezer relies on his understand-
ing of parallelism in order to explain this difficult expression:

vyn-k eucs ,tp hrva 'vz kg vz ohkupf arg-u vyn-a vnn ljrf kgu
/ivhkg jhfuh ikupfu o,uehcsu 'arg-k eucs eansc-u

You are compelled to understand that since bed and couch are parallel to
one another, and since edge is in construct relationship with bed, and
leg/head (i.e., the elusive term eans)20 is in construct relationship to
couch, that their construct relationship and their parallelism demonstrate
their meaning (i.e., that eans must mean something similar to ,tp).

In this comment, Eliezer deduces that the elusive eans and the more
common vtp, “edge,” both refer to similar parts of a “bed” or “couch.”
Thus, it is not simply that the two terms, eans and ,tp, are synonyms.
Rather, we see that it is precisely Eliezer’s understanding of the parallelism
evidenced in the verse that enables him to offer his contextual interpreta-
tion.21 The fact that his observation of the parallelism is bound up with his
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19. This exegetical principle is found both in the introduction to the Sifra, the
so-called “Thirteen Rules of Rabbi Ishmael,” as well as in the “Thirty-two Rules of
Rabbi Eliezer son of Rabbi Yosi the Galilean.” See Harris, “Literary Hermeneutic,”
280 and the bibliography cited there.

20. I have translated eans as “head/leg,” since Eliezer does not specify to which
“edge” of the bed he thinks the word refers. Modern scholarship has offered a
myriad of solutions to this problematic text; for a survey, see Paul, Amos, 121–122.
An ingenious proposal, offered by Moshe Held (as recalled by Edward L. Green-
stein), is to understand the vocable eans as a conflation of two words in a double
reading: ea + os; the latter word being a mistaken reading of the original
paleo-Hebrew a(t)r. Thus, the phrase would have been either arg a(t)rcu* or
arg eacu*, one of these being a marginal note on an ancient copy of the book of
Amos that later worked its way into the main text. This suggestion was inspired by
J. Reider, “eans in Amos 3:12,” JBL 67 (1948), 245–248.

21. As I have discussed (“Literary Hermeneutic,” 94 n. 123; 274 n. 42), according
to the commentary on Amos attributed to R. Joseph Kara, Rashbam had also un-
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philological analysis, does not detract from the fact that his interpretation
rests upon a rhetorical understanding of the verse’s parallelism.

In his commentary on Isa 48:9, Eliezer similarly relies on the parallel
structure of part of the verse in order to determine the meaning of an elu-
sive term. The verse reads: h< Þk Êc Þk Ê ³k ò-oy òj Ïtè h, ÞK òv Þ, ÊU hP Þt í ³hrát Ôt í hnÞ£ É igíník Ê
§,èhráfÊví, “for the sake of my name I will be patient [literally, “elongate the
nose”]; and (for the sake of)22 my glory will I show patience [literally, “ex-
tend the nose”],23 that I may not destroy you.” Eliezer explains: ubhbg hpk
hpt lhrtt kg (oyjt) kpf, “According to its sense, (show patience) is parallel
to I will be patient.” This comment is a perfect case of Eliezer using his un-
derstanding of parallelism to make a contextual interpretation.24
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derstood the parallelism operating in the verse: ,tpc kg tuv kupf arg eansc-u
ktuna ubhcr arhp lf / / / vyn, “the head of a couch is parallel to the edge of a bed . . .
thus explained our Rabbi Samuel.” Assuming this citation to be authentic, this
would be an additional point of contact between Rashbam and Eliezer. Ibn Ezra
and Radak also interpret arg eanscu in terms corresponding to vyn ,tpc, and
both use the term kupf to indicate the parallelism.

22. So Ibn Ezra: . . . h,kv, ignku :tuv ifu 'rjt laun ignk od, “Also for the sake of
is ‘double-duty’ (lit. ‘pulls another [with it]’), and thus it (should be read): for the
sake of my glory.”

23. This may perhaps be considered an example of wordplay. While many of
the medievals have made the connection between the biblical Hebrew expression
hpt lhrtt and rabbinic Hebrew oyuj for “nose,” none of them seem to have sug-
gested this verse as an example of paronomasia. Thus, Ibn Ezra writes: 'rcj uk iht
lk oyujv lhrttu hpt lhrtt :if tuv vbvu 'oyuj ohbunsev hrcscu, “(oyjt) is a hapax
legomenon, but in rabbinic Hebrew (it carries the meaning of) ‘nose’; and this is its
meaning (here): ‘I will lengthen my nose’ (hpt) (i.e., ‘I will be patient’) / indeed, I
will lengthen my nose’ (oyuj) (i.e., ‘I will be patient’).” See also Rashi: :oyuj iuak
vkg :rnt ,ts unf 'uhrhjbn iag tmuh xgufva 'lhkg ;umenu hrhjb iag ,tmn hnyuj ou,xt
uptc iag, “the language of oyuj means: I will stop up my nose so that smoke will
not escape my nostrils and so that there will be no anger against you, for one who
is angered has smoke escape from his nostrils, as Scripture says: smoke went up from
his nostrils (Ps 18:9)”; also see Radak: ;tv hf 'hpt lhrtt unf :oyjt oyuj treh, “I will
show patience: this phrase is like I will elongate the nose (Isa 48:9), for ‘nose’ (;t) is
also called ‘nose’ (oyuj).” The latter reading agrees with Ibn Ezra’s. On wordplay
in medieval exegesis, see Robert A. Harris, “Lashon Nofel ‘Al Lashon: Northern
French Rabbinic Sensitivity to Wordplay in Biblical Composition,” World Congress of
Jewish Studies 13 (2001) (Hebrew). Online: <http://www.jewish-studies.org/Eng-
lish/fset.html>.

24. Another of Poznanski’s examples is Eliezer’s commentary on Isa 49:6:
hyca kg kpf :vrph uharan rmbu iuak :hrumb, “(the word) hrumb has the sense of and a scion
from his roots shall sprout (Isa 11:1); it is parallel to the tribes of . . .” I have already
dealt with this passage (“Literary Hermeneutic,” 110) in the comparison of Eliezer
and Rashbam, and have demonstrated its use not merely as an indicator of syno-
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We may also consider in this regard Eliezer’s commentary on Isa
49:23. In assuring the Israelites that they will triumph over their enemies,
Isaiah describes one aspect of the Divine promise: ³kò UujÔ<í£Éhà .rëtè ohàPítí
UfjãkíhÌ ³hàkídËrð rpígÔuð , “face to the ground shall they bow down to you, the dust
at your feet shall they lick.” Almost in passing, Eliezer notes the parallel-
ism in the middle section of the verse: lk uuj,ah kg kpf ufjkh lhkdr rpg-u,
“the dust at your feet shall they lick doubles the sense of . . . shall they
bow down to you.” This example would show a purely rhetorical, rather
than a philological, intent, were it not for the continuation of Eliezer’s
comment: trenca rpg ,fhjk kf ifu, “and so is every instance of ‘licking
dust’ in the Bible (a hyperbolic, figurative expression for ‘prostration’).”25

Thus, for Eliezer, the parallelism of the verse proves that “licking dust” is
not to be taken literally, but as a hyperbolic figure.

Occasionally, Eliezer will consider the parallelism of a verse in its en-
tirety, without referring to particular words or phrases; this he generally
does by using the expression kupf trenv kf, “(this) entire verse is in paral-
lel (structure).” By way of example, let us look at Isa 26:8. There, in a
Psalm-like chapter filled with expressions of devotion to God, the prophet
includes this passage within the “song to be sung in the land of Judah”
(see 26:1): £pèbó-,uðtÔ<í §rÍfÊzàkÊU §nÊ£ÝkÊ §UbhUáeÞ ¡v §hyèPò£ÉnÞ jrðt÷ ;tí, “even in26 the path
of your judgments, O LORD, we yearn for you; (we yearn for) the mention
of your name—a delight to the soul!” After explaining the meaning of the
words and phrases of the passage, Eliezer defines the parallel structure of
the entire verse with the expression: kupf trenv kfu. As we have seen,
while Eliezer often applies his awareness of parallelism to his own philo-
logical ends, in this particular instance, he indicates the presence of paral-
lelism for its own sake. As other examples show, the more rhetorical as op-
posed to the more semantic function of parallelism can be discerned in
certain comments of Eliezer precisely because they contrast in their dis-
course with his more semantic or exegetical remarks on parallelism.27
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nymity, but of parallelism. Another example that likewise can be shown to be an
indicator of Eliezer’s awareness of parallelism is his commentary on Isa 9:19 ( rzdhu
ihkupf kfth-u).

25. Eliezer goes on to cite Mic 7:17 and Ps 72:9 as additional examples of this fig-
urative expression.

26. See Radak: ¡v lhypan lrsc ;t. Ibn Ezra supplies a prepositional lamed: rxjhu
lhypan jrutk rnt ukhtf 's¢nk ,ut.

27. In addition to the notations of parallelism that we have cited above and be-
low, Eliezer makes both rhetorical observations as well as ones which are more
philologically oriented. Additional rhetorical types of comments about parallel-
ism, that do not appreciably add to our understanding of the meaning of the text,
can be found in Eliezer’s commentary on the following verses: Isa 10:14 ( tmn,u
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In light of the preceding examples, we may safely conclude that Eli-
ezer has inherited, from his teacher Rashbam, the general use of the term
kpf to indicate that a verse is constructed of two or more parts that double
each other in sense, akin to what many modern scholars would identify as
parallelism. While in some instances, Eliezer clearly applies his under-
standing of parallelism for exegetical purposes, in others the main point of
his comment is simply to remark on the phenomenon of parallelism.
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vz kg vz ihkupf ,ucuzg ohmc ;uxtfu 'hsh ief); 17:13 (.unf kg kpf kdkdfu); 63:17 ( jhae,
ubg,, kg kpf). Comments that emphasize the philological import of the parallel-
ism, although not to the exclusion of the rhetorical aspect, can be found at Isa 16:11
(arj rhe kg tuv kpfu / / / ctunk); 26:18–19 ( cxunu 'ubur,p .rt-u ,uguah kg :tuv kpfu
kc, hcah ukph kcu '.rt vagb kc ,uguah kg); 44:19 (.g kuck kg kpf :vcgu,k); 61:3 ( hkht
¡v gyn kg kpf esmv); 64:8 (sgk kg kpf 'hrndk :stn sg). In his commentary on Isa
10:15, we see an additional aspect of Eliezer’s critical acumen at work. He not only
points out the parallelism in the verse, but he also notices the text-critical problem
of the superfluous waw. He writes: 'kpff kpf lhrma 'uhnhrn kg .g tk tuv kpf vn sugu
?vchy vn ,tu ka uhu sugu /vyn ohrvf-u yca ;hbvf. On this latter point, see Nutt’s n. 7
ad loc., in reference to the Kennicott variants.
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7

Rabbi Joseph Bekhor Shor

The final exegete whose approach to parallelism we will consider is R.
Joseph Bekhor Shor. Recently, it has been argued that the surviving

commentaries of Bekhor Shor do not exemplify any advance beyond
Rashbam and R. Eliezer of Beaugency in the understanding of parallelism,
and that Bekhor Shor demonstrated only a bare awareness of parallelism
in his commentary on the Torah. Amira Meir, in a study of the exegesis of
Bekhor Shor on Pentateuchal poetry, claims “not to have been able to find
in the commentaries of R. [Joseph] Bekhor Shor to any poetic verses in the
Torah, any discussion of their poetic quality or character, except for two
verses. . . .”1 Meir cites Bekhor Shor’s commentary on Gen 49:22 and

87

1. Amira Meir, “The Exegesis of R. Joseph Bekhor Shor on the Poetry of the To-
rah,” Bet Mikra 43:3–4 (1998): 263–276 (Hebrew). The citation is found on p. 276:
vhbuhptc ut vh,ubuf,c iuhs 'vru,ca vrhav heuxpk rua rufc ¡r ka uhaurhpc h,tmn tk
/ / / oheuxp hbak yrp ',tz vrha ka. Meir’s article, as well as the one on Rashbam’s ex-
egesis cited above, are based on her doctoral thesis, “Medieval Jewish Interpreta-
tion of Pentateuchal Poetry” (Ph.D. diss., McGill University, 1994) (Hebrew). This
thesis examines the treatment of biblical poetry by six medieval Jewish exegetes,
among whom are Rashbam and Bekhor Shor. Meir characterizes the passages in
the Torah that many today regard as poetry or verse (cf., e.g., Geller, Parallelism in
Early Biblical Poetry; or O’Connor, Hebrew Verse Structure) as what appears to be a
category unto itself—“Pentateuchal poetry.” However, she does not make clear
how this poetry is in any way different from other biblical Hebrew poetry. In addi-
tion, she assesses the exegetes’ explication of poetic texts in terms of “qualities we
associate with poetry—parallelism, structure, metaphor, and syntax” (abstract);
elsewhere she includes in this catalog meter and rhyme (p. 80). Not finding atten-
tion to these qualities in their commentaries, she concludes that, while Rashbam
and Bekhor Shor “did discuss some poetic features,” none of the exegetes whom
she has studied have “differentiated systematically between Pentateuchal prose
and poetry or treated them in substantially different ways” (abstract; see also 80,
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Exod 15:6, and points out—correctly—that his acknowledgment of the
parallelism there is chiefly a recapitulation of Rashbam’s observation.
Since Bekhor Shor’s commentary on these two passages form the basis of
Meir’s judgment, let us begin our study of Bekhor Shor by re-examining
them. However, even though we essentially agree about the significance
of these two specific comments, we will differ with Meir’s assessment of
Bekhor Shor’s overall understanding of parallelism.

Note first how Bekhor Shor has internalized Rashbam’s understand-
ing of staircase parallelism in Gen 49:22:

rjtu 'urnud ubhtu urcs khj,vk euxpv lrs :ihg hkg ,rup ic ';xuh ,rup ic
lf rjtu ',urvb utab vn arhp tku '¡v ,urvb utab :unf 'rnudu khj,n lf

/ / / okue ,urvb utab arpn

A fruitful bough is Joseph, a fruitful bough by a spring: it is the way of
this (type of) verse to begin its statement without completing it; after-
wards it begins it again and (then) completes it. It is similar to: the rivers
have lifted up, O LORD (Ps 93:3), where (the text) does not say what the
rivers lifted up; but afterwards it makes it explicit: the rivers have lifted up
their voice . . .

A comparison with Rashbam’s commentary on the verse (cited above)
reveals the essential similarity between the two. Bekhor Shor reworks the
rule that Rashbam articulated,2 and cites one of the very passages to which
Rashbam had referred.

Bekhor Shor’s indebtedness to Rashbam’s observation of staircase
parallelism is likewise seen in his commentary on Exod 15:6:

,urvb utab unf 'vburjtc oharpnu 'ovhrcs ohkupfa oheuxpv in vzu
/ / / ¡v

This is one of those verses whose expressions are doubled and which are
afterwards3 made explicit, like: the rivers have lifted up, O LORD . . . (Ps 93:3)
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104, 166–167). Although I shall not endeavor to discuss every item in her catalog,
in the present study I believe I have amply demonstrated the attention of the exe-
getes to parallelism. Moreover, readers of northern French rabbinic exegesis may
also notice in it an increasing attention to metaphors found in biblical literature;
their comments are often accompanied by variations of the verb vns as a technical
indicator of their awareness of the presence of metaphor and other types of figura-
tive language.

2. For clarity’s sake, here again are the relevant texts, presented side-by-side for
comparison. Bekhor Shor: rnudu khj,n lf rjtu 'urnud ubhtu urcs khj,vk euxpv lrs
arpn lf rjtu / / / vn arhp tku / / /; Rashbam: trenv atrc ohtmjk tndus vz euxp hrv
'trenv atr hmj kpufu rzuju 'rcsn tuv hnc rhfzna tkt trenv atr urucs ohkan ubhta
urucs ohhxnu. For my translation of Rashbam’s comment, see p. 65.

3. I.e., by the end of the stich.
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Here again, Bekhor Shor has, as it were, abbreviated Rashbam’s com-
ment,4 and cited one of Rashbam’s prime examples.

Indeed, Bekhor Shor’s reliance on Rashbam (without attribution!)
may be seen as something of a habit. In at least one other passage, Gen
49:3, Bekhor Shor appears to abbreviate Rashbam’s observation, without
appreciably improving upon it. Rashbam had introduced his comment
with the remark ovhrcs ,t kupfk ,utrenv lrs, “it is the way of Scripture to
double its expressions,” while Bekhor Shor simply remarked on the same
verse tuv vkn kpfu, “the composition is in parallel structure.” While it is
true that in order to demonstrate the status of hbut, “might,” as a parallel
term for hjf, “vigor,” Bekhor Shor cites a different biblical prooftext from
Rashbam’s (Isa 40:29 vs. Hos 12:9 and Job 20:10), his exegesis of the verse
is essentially a briefer recapitulation of Rashbam’s.

While Meir has claimed that the number of Bekhor Shor’s observa-
tions on the subject of parallelism is few, she appears to have overlooked
several other comments of Bekhor Shor that shed light on his understand-
ing of the phenomenon. On no fewer than four occasions, Bekhor Shor ex-
plains a passage according to its parallelism, while Rashbam fails to com-
ment explicitly on the rhetorical structure.

The poetic oracles of Balaam provide an opportunity for Bekhor Shor
to take note of synonymous parallelism. Following Balak’s three failed at-
tempts to arrange for Balaam to curse Israel, the prophet offers one final
vision before departing. In Num 24:17, he declares to the king: t¬uÍ UBtèrÍtè
/ / / ktãrõ¥ÉHànÞ yc è£â oe òuÍ ce ÷gÔHïnÞ cfòOF ³rðSô cOre ò t¬uÍ UBrëU£tÔ v<ògí , “I see it, but not
now, I behold it, but not soon; There goes forth a star from Jacob, there
arises a meteor from Israel. . . .”5 Early in his comment, Bekhor Shor notes
the parallelism between the terms ubtrt and ubruat. He writes: hbt :ubruat

tuv vkn kpfu 'cure vhvh tk kct u,ut vturu ra; “I behold: I behold and see it,
but it will not happen soon; this is a composition in parallel structure.”
While it is true that Rashbam does not comment on the parallelism here,
he had already effectively noted the relationship between the verbs vtr
and rua in his comment on Num 23:9 (albeit without the kpf terminology):

Rabbi Joseph Bekhor Shor 89

4. Here is the relevant portion of Rashbam’s comment: ohhxn ubht iuatrv uhmj
rcsn tuv hnc rhfzn iuatrv uhmjc lt 'urcs ohkanu ukpufu 'iurjtv uhmj tcha sg urcs. A
thirteenth-century tosafistic compilation, the Hadar Zekenim, approximately one
generation removed from Bekhor Shor, likewise echoes Rashbam in its formula-
tion: arpna osue ovhrcs ukpfba oheuxpv in vzu / / /, “this is one of the verses whose
words are doubled before they are made explicit (i.e., in the second line).” Cited in
Jacob Gellis, ed. Sefer Tosafot Hashalem (10 vols.; Jerusalem: Tosafot Hashalem En-
terprise, 1982–1995), 7:223 (Hebrew).

5. This is essentially the rendering of SB: “I see it, but not now, I behold it, but
not soon: There goes forth a star from Yaakov, there arises a meteor from Israel, it
smashes the pate of Moav, the crown of all the Children of Shet.”
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hbt uhafg snug hbta ohrum atrn hrva / / / :ubruat ,ugcdnu ubtrt ohrm atrn hf
/ / / ov osck hf vtur hbt vgcdv atrnu 'o,ut vtur, “Indeed from the top of
mountains do I see him, and from hills do I behold him: . . . for from the
tops of mountains upon which I stand now I see them, and from the top of
the hill I see that they are alone. . . .” In rendering both ubtrt and ubruat
with the gloss vtur hbt (“I see”), Rashbam clearly takes the two as parallel
terms.6

However, a more compelling selection from Bekhor Shor’s comment
on Num 24:17 concerns his comparison of the words yca and cfuf. Here is
the relevant portion of the gloss:

vkn kpf tuva hpk lt 'vkannu vgumru ken iuak arpk ahu / / / :yca oeu
/¹cfufº iuak arpk ah 'cfuf lrs kg

There arises a meteor: One generally interprets (the word) as referring to
a staff or a strap7 or (organ of) government. However, since it is in parallel
structure with regard to there goes forth a star, one must interpret it as
referring to the language of “celestial bodies” (lit. “a star”).

What is significant about this comment is that it is precisely Bekhor Shor’s
comprehension of parallelism (“since it is in parallel structure . . .”) that
leads him to interpret contrarily to what otherwise would have been his
sense of the contextual understanding of the verse.8
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6. Martin Lockshin has suggested (private communication, July 1, 2001) that
Rashbam’s recognition of the parallelism between ubtrt and ubruat could also be
argued from part of his comment on Gen 49:22 (in a most creative, practically mid-
rashic interpretation of the phrase rua hkg vsgm ,ubc): ,jt kf vsgm ohrmn ,ubc
ubruat ,ugcdnu unf 'ihg hkg ka iuak kpf /vhhtr iuak :rua hkg ,jtu, “the daughters of
Egypt marched, each one of them, to behold: this is the language of ‘seeing.’ It is
parallel language to upwards from the eye, as in and from hills do I behold them
(Num 23:9).”

7. The Hebrew word vgumr generally means “strap.” If so, then the meaning
here would follow the first term, ken, “staff.” However, Bekhor Shor may have in
mind a synonym for vkann, “government,” i.e., the following term in the list. See,
e.g., Lev. Rab. 28: ihhs ,hku ihs ,hk 'vgumrv vr,uv, “where there is no fear of punish-
ment (lit. ‘the strap has been relaxed’), there is neither judgment nor judge.”

8. Contrast the rendering of the RSV: “a star shall come forth out of Jacob, and a
scepter shall rise out of Israel.” Cf. also NJPS: “A star rises from Jacob, A scepter co-
mes forth from Israel.” Note that already in rabbinic Hebrew, the word yhc Þ£ñ refers
to a meteor or comet; see b. Ber. 58b. There are two remaining comments in which
Bekhor Shor takes note of parallelism in a poetic context. The first is Deut 32:9:
gere eukjk lrsa hpk 'vkn kpf :u,kjb kcj ceghu /uekjk ojek ,unut kfn :ung ¡v ekj hf
ohkcj hsh kg, “Indeed, the portion of the LORD is His people: from all of the na-
tions, He took them as His own portion. Jacob is His roped-off inheritance: This
expression is in parallelistic structure, for it is the way to apportion land by (mark-
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Each of the immediately preceding examples was found in a poetic
context. While, as stated, Bekhor Shor had arrived at his observations of
the parallelism in these verses independently, his particular insight re-
flected more or less the same type of insight achieved by previous north-
ern French rabbinic exegetes. However, examination of a different range
of passages will indicate a noticeable advance in his understanding of the
phenomenon, beyond that of his predecessors. Not only does Bekhor Shor
comprehend the observation about parallelism that Rashbam elucidated
in poetic contexts (and that R. Eliezer of Beaugency had expanded to pro-
phetic poetry); he applies it as well to prose and legal contexts.9

Bekhor Shor’s comment on Deut 14:8 provides a case in point. In his
lengthy comment on the verse, the exegete observes synonymous parallel-
ism in this legal text. In a listing of forbidden animals, the Torah reviews
the taboo against swine:10 ofèkò tUv tnãyò vrõdä t¬uÍ tUv vxòrÍPí xhrápÊní-hFÞ rhzàjÔví-,tèuÍ
UgDó,Þ t¬ o,òkòc Êbßc ÊU Ukfãt,÷ t¬ orõ¥ñC ÊnÞ, “And the pig—even though it has a hoof,
it does not bring-up cud—it is impure for you; from their flesh you may
not eat, and their carcasses you may not touch.” The verse appears to leg-
islate two distinct prohibitions, against both eating swine’s flesh and
touching a swine’s carcass. Basing himself both on his reading of relevant
rabbinic texts11 and, as well, on his intuitive sense of the parallel structure
of the verse, Bekhor Shor prefers to read one prohibition only:

,,hn u,n ot :ugd, tk o,kcbcu /urjbb ut uyjab ot :ukft, tk oracn
/[tuc, tk asenv ktu] gd, tk ase kfc :unf 'kuftk ugd, tk inmg
xbfbv kgµ»vnab ,khyb uc aha [rcs] asen vn¼ :,ufn ,fxnc ibhrnts
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ing it off) with ropes.” The second instance is the parallelism between lskh and
lhkkujn in Deut 32:18: unf 'l,ut trca lhkkujn 'tuv vkn kpf :lhkkujn kt jfa,u
h,kkuj iugc iv :ifu 'jhrc ajb ush vkkuj, “You forgot the God who brought you forth:
This expression is in parallel structure; (the word) lhkkujn means ‘who created
you.’ This may be compared to: His hand formed the Elusive Serpent (Job 26:13); and
likewise: Indeed I was born in iniquity (Ps 51:7).”

9. On the parallelistic structure of legal texts in Biblical and ancient Near East-
ern literature, see Baruch J. Schwartz, The Holiness Legislation: Studies in the Priestly
Code (Publication of the Perry Foundation for Biblical Research in the Hebrew Uni-
versity of Jerusalem; Jerusalem: Magnes Press, 1999), 13 (see also the bibliography
cited there in n. 7) (Hebrew); Edward L. Greenstein, “Direct Discourse and Paral-
lelism,” in Studies in Bible and Exegesis, Volume V: Presented to Uriel Simon (eds. M.
Garsiel, S. Vargon, A. Frisch, and J. Kugel; Ramat Gan: Bar-Ilan University Press,
2000), 33–40 (see esp. 35–36) (Hebrew).

10. See also Lev 11:7–8.
11. There are other, contradictory rabbinic traditions; see Rashi on the parallel

verse in Lev 11:8 and b. Ros. Has. 16b.
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iudf ,rfµ»vnab ,khyb uc aha ase ;t¼µ12rcsc ,rf aha 'vtnuyc
iuakc vkhftk vheptu 'kfutk vrvzt tuva ibhrntu vtnuyc u,ut vkfta

/vghdb

,ubak euxpv lrsu /tuv vkn kpfu 'vghdb iuakc vkhft vhept hnb tfvu
»vghna¼u '.rtv gna,u / / / ohnav ubhztv :iudf 'uhrcs kpuf tuvaf iuak
,jt o,kcbc-u orac ifu /iuakv vbha kpfa ouanu 'thv ,jt »vbztv¼u
kpfv hbpn tkt 'sjt ugd,-u ukft, ifu /iuakv vbha kpfa ouanu 'thv
ip [uc ugd, tku vbnn] ukft, tk / / / [.gv hrpnu] :ch,f vujc ifu /vbha
vtrb yapv hpk tnkt 'kuftk tka tkt ovhkg vum tka hp kg ;t 'iu,un,
'gd, tk asue kfc-n ubh,ucr hrcsn lk hrv /gnan kuftkµ»ugd, tk¼a
»ugd, tk¼ tmn, tk hrva gs, yapv hpk itfu /»vkhft¼ true »vghdb¼a
vghdb kg ht sugu /»ukft, tk¼k kpf tuv tnkt '»ukft, tk¼ rjt tkt

?ruxtk vfrmuv vnk vkhft 'veuk

From their flesh you may not eat: whether slaughtered or stabbed.13 And
their carcasses do not touch: If they died of their own accord, do not
touch them to eat them, as in (the rabbinic explanation of): she shall not
touch any consecrated thing [nor may she enter the Sanctuary] (Lev 12:4). As
the classical rabbis have taught in tractate Makkot (14b): “just as the [in-
fraction mentioned in regard to the] Sanctuary is one which may bring
the loss of life”—i.e., for one who enters in a state of ritual impurity, for
the extirpation penalty may be applied for that act—“so too [the infrac-
tion mentioned in regard to] a consecrated thing is one which may bring
the loss of life”—i.e., the extirpation penalty may be applied. For exam-
ple, if she ate the meat while ritually impure.14 So we then say that (this
verse) is an admonition against one who would eat, and Scripture has
chosen to express the idea of “eating” with the language of “touching.”15

92 Discerning Parallelism

12. Bekhor Shor intersperses his own explanatory comments in his citation of
the Talmudic passage.

13. Bekhor Shor may be implicitly relying on such midrashic teachings as found
in Lev. Rab. 22.7: rcsnc ihrjub ktrah uhva hpk 'r,v kkfn ruxt vz hrv :rnt tcheg ¡r
vyhjac tkt if ovk urxtu cu,fv tc tk ihkfutu, “Rabbi Akiba said: This (verse, i.e.,
Lev 17:3) constitutes a prohibition that qualifies a generalized permission. Since Is-
rael used to stab (beasts) in the desert [i.e., they were permitted to slaughter ani-
mals for food any which way], the verse comes to forbid them [when they enter the
Land of Israel] any means other than (kosher) slaughter.” See Mordecai Margulies,
ed., Midrash Wayyikra Rabbah (3 vols.; New York and Jerusalem: The Jewish Theo-
logical Seminary of America, 1993), 3:516 (Hebrew). See also b. Hul. 17a.

14. I.e., as opposed to merely touching it.
15. In this case in b. Mak. 14b, Resh Lakish has taught that God has expressed the

prohibition of eating hallowed meat in terms of touching it, and the warning
against eating is expressed in the juxtaposition of the terms “Sanctuary” (asen)
and “hallowed thing” (ase). In affirming the view of Resh Lakish, the sugya con-
cludes: vkhftc tkt !?vnab ,khyb tfht hn vghdbc htu, “Moreover, if one were to take
the verse literally, as an admonition against the mere touching of the meat, is there
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So, too, here the text refers to “eating,” calling it “touching.” Indeed,
(the verse is) a composition in parallel structure. The way of Scripture is
to change its wording when it casts itself in parallelistic structure. An ex-
ample of this is: Give ear, O heavens . . . May it hear, the earth . . . (Deut
32:1).16 And in this case “giving ear” and “hearing” have the same sense,
but on account of the parallelism, Scripture changes its wording. Here,
their flesh and their carcasses are the same thing, but on account of the
parallelism, Scripture changes its wording. Thus you may not eat and
you may not touch are the same, but on account of the parallelism, Scrip-
ture changes its wording. And also with regard to Eve it is written: and
from the fruit of the tree . . . you may not eat, nor may you touch it, lest you die
(Gen 3:3)—even though God had only commanded them not to eat from
it. We see that, according to the context, “you shall not touch” means
“you shall not eat.” Thus you have learned from the words of our Sages
that with regard to she shall not touch any consecrated thing (Lev 12:4),
Scripture calls “eating”—“touching.”17 Here, too, according to contextual
interpretation, you know that since you don’t find (the expression) “you

Rabbi Joseph Bekhor Shor 93

any instance in which a person merely touching the meat incurs the extirpation
penalty?! It can therefore only mean ‘touching’—in order to eat.” This pericope en-
ables Bekhor Shor to continue and conclude as he does about the verse in question,
Deut 14:8. Nevo, The Commentary of Rabbi Joseph Bekhor Shor, 334 n. 5, directs the
reader also to b. Yebam. 75a; b. Zebah. 33b.

16. Contrast Bekhor Shor’s actual comment on the verse, in which he does not
point out the parallelism but rather finds significance in the textual order of the
covenantal witnesses “heavens” and “earth,” and the verbs with which each is ad-
dressed:

iuak ubnn eujra u,utk rnta tuv .rt lrs :.rtv gna,u 'vrcstu ohnav ubhztv
»vbhztv¼ rnuk lhrm ubht curek kct 'eujr tuva hpk 'gunak izut vyha '»vbhztv¼
hpku 'rchs ¡v hf .rt hbhztvu ohna ugna :rntu vhgah lphva lfhpku /gnaha tkt
.rtku ohnak »vghna¼ iuak rnt 'ohcure ovu 'ohnac u,bhfaa rcsn v¢ceva

/»vbhztv¼ iuak veujr thva

Give ear O heavens that I may speak; May it hear, the earth: It is fitting that he
addressed the one who was far off in the language of “giving ear,” so that it
would incline its ear to hear, since it was far off. But to the one who was close he
did not need to say “give ear,” rather that it should “hear.” And therefore did
Isaiah reverse the order, and said: hear O heavens and give ear, O earth! For the LORD
has spoken (Isa 1:2). And since the Holy One, Blessed be He, is speaking via the
Shekhinah, which is in heaven and thus close by, he uses the language of “hear-
ing” for heaven and for earth, which is far off, the language of “giving ear.” (see
Tanh. Haazinu 2)

For a discussion of this midrash as a foil to distinguish between peshat and derash
in medieval exegesis, see Greenstein, “Medieval Bible Commentaries,” 218–219.

17. In other words, when Scripture wants to prohibit “eating,” it may employ
the term “touching.”
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shall not touch” except following (the command) “you shall not eat,” so
we see that it is a parallel expression of “you shall not eat.” Moreover, if
for merely touching, he is flogged, why then would Scripture need to
have prohibited also “eating”?!

Thus, both from rabbinic tradition and from the parallelistic structure
of the verse, Bekhor Shor concludes that the biblical phrase “and their car-
casses you may not touch” does not constitute a distinct prohibition.
Rather the final clause only enhances his understanding of the first clause:
one may not even touch the flesh of the dead animal in order to eat it. What
is striking about this comment is not only the understanding of synony-
mous parallelism displayed therein, but also that Bekhor Shor made it in a
legal context, a composition whose poetic structure is not often recog-
nized.18 Of course, we may say that Bekhor Shor has inappropriately
stretched the concept of synonymous parallelism to solve the problem he
perceives in a verse whose contextual meaning seems to contradict the
Halakha (in this case, that there are impure things that one should not
even touch, let alone eat, whereas the Halakha does not admit that). How-
ever, it remains the case that Bekhor Shor could claim that he is merely ap-
plying the lesson about poetic parallelism he learned from his teacher to a
legal text.

Two other cases in which Bekhor Shor’s indebtedness to Rashbam is
evident, and which are reminiscent of Rashbam’s explanation of staircase
parallelism, were already observed by Poznanski.19 The first is found in
Bekhor Shor’s comment on Num 17:28 ( otÞví ,Unhô ¡v iFí£ÉnÞ-ktè cræE òví cræE òví kFø
gíOdËkÞ UbnÊ<í, “Every one who approaches, who approaches towards the Ta-
bernacle of the LORD, shall die. Are we all to perish?”). Note that it, too, co-
mes in a prose context, with legal overtones:

,urvb utab :unf 'arhp ;uxcku urcs cu,fv kpf :ifan kt crev crev kf
tku 'crev kf ifu /okue ,urvb utab arhp ;uxcku 'utab vn arhp tku '¡v

/¡v ifan kt crev aurhp kpfu /cre ifhv arhp

Anyone who approaches, approaches towards the Tabernacle: the verse
doubles its expression and makes the meaning explicit at the end, like: the
rivers have lifted up, O LORD (Ps 93:3), but it did not make explicit what
they lifted up, and at the end it made it explicit [that] the rivers have lifted
up their voice. Similarly [with regard to the phrase] anyone who ap-
proaches, [Scripture] did not make explicit where he approached. It thus

94 Discerning Parallelism

18. Another example of an exegete pointing out parallelism in a prose context is
found in Rashbam’s commentary on Job 32:3; see Japhet, Commentary of Rashbam
on Job, 418. Japhet discusses the significance of this observation in her introduction
to this edition, 189–190.

19. Poznanski, Eliezer of Beaugency, lxiv.
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doubled the explanatory [phrase] approaches towards the Tabernacle of
the LORD.

Again, while it may well be that Bekhor Shor’s interpretation of Num
17:28 constitutes a misapplication of Rashbam’s observation, his comment
clearly betrays the latter’s influence.

The second case adduced by Poznanski is found in an explicitly legal
context, Deut 17:5. The verse, it may be remembered, appears in the con-
text of the prosecution of apostate Israelites:

vZêví grõvò rcòSôví-,tè U¥gò r£çtÔ tuvÞví v¤ñtÞvò-,tè Ot tUvví £htÞvò-,tè ,òtmãOvuÍ
:U,nãuõ ohbßcòtÔCò o<òkÊe íxÊU v¤ñtÞvò-,tè Ot £htÞvò-,tè §hrëgò£É-ktè

Then you shall take out that man or that woman who did this evil thing,
to your gates, whether the man or the woman; and you shall stone them
with stones, so that they die.

Bekhor Shor’s problem is the Torah’s virtual repetition of the phrase
tuvÞví v¤ñtÞvò-,tè Ot tUvví £htÞvò-,tè (“that man or that woman”) with £htÞvò-,tè
v¤ñtÞvò-,tè Ot (“whether the man or the woman”). He comments:

21:vshjv ch,fs tres vhjrutu 'tuv vkn kpf 20:vatv ,t ut ahtv ,t
ut ahtv ,t kpf vnk 22arhp tku 'lhrga kt / / / tuvv ahtv ,t ,tmuvu
utab :arhpu kpfu 'utab vn arhp tku '¡v ,urvb utab :[unf] /vatv ,t

/okue ,urvb

Whether the man or the woman: It is a parallel expression, and it (fol-
lows) the way of Scripture, as though it were written in a riddle: and you
shall take out that man . . . to your gates, and it does not make explicit
why it doubled the man or the woman. [This example is like]: the rivers
have lifted up, O LORD (Ps 93:3), and it did not make explicit what they had
lifted up; thus it doubled and made explicit: the rivers have lifted up their
voice.
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20. Nevo, The Commentary of Rabbi Joseph Bekhor Shor, ad. loc., misrepresents MS
Munich 52 by indicating what he believes to be an ellipsis in the incipit, thus:
vatv ,t ut / / / ahtv ,t. In making this “correction,” Nevo obscures the flow of
Bekhor Shor’s comment, which is directed towards the second occurrence of the
phrase in question, not the first, as Nevo would have it. Similarly, in the body of
the comment, he brackets additional words, thus: ,t ut] tuvv ahtv ,t ,tmuvu¼
»lhrga kt / / / [thvv vatv. However, in this case it does not impede Bekhor Shor’s
intent.

21. Nevo would delete the word vshjv, as it is difficult to make sense of the
reading of the manuscript in this context. I prefer, along with Edward L. Green-
stein (private communication, August 2002), to emend the v to a c, thus reading
vshjc ch,fs, “as it is written in a riddle.”

22. In the ms., this word is abbreviated, simply, ¡hp.
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Thus, Bekhor Shor is saying that the text of Deut 17:5 is written in a
“riddle-like” fashion, similar to the staircase pattern. The verse first gives
the law concerning the man (tUvví £htÞvò-,tè ,òtmãOvuÍ), and then the reader
may wonder, “is that also the case for the woman?” Then the verse goes
on to answer the reader’s question, by giving the same law for the woman
(/ / / tuvÞví v¤ñtÞvò-,tè Ot). In Bekhor Shor’s mind, this structure is analogous
to staircase parallelism, and so he cites Ps 93:3 as a similar case. First, the
verse states “the rivers have lifted up” (without an immediate direct ob-
ject) and the reader may wonder, “what did they lift up?” As if respond-
ing to the reader’s curiosity, the verse then continues, “the waters have
lifted up their voice.” Here, too, the influence of Rashbam on Bekhor Shor
is evident. Moreover, the expression tres vhjrut is but the Aramaic equiv-
alent of Rashbam’s oft-used expression to denote general observations
about biblical poetics, ,utrenv lrs, “it is the way of Scripture.”23

Yet another example of Bekhor Shor remarking on the parallel struc-
ture of a verse in a legal context is found in his comment on Exod 23:2.
Here the exegete is troubled by the apparently redundant nature of the
verse: ,Y÷víkÊ ohC Þrð hræjÔtí ,y÷bËkÞ crá-kgí vbégÔ,í-t¬uÍ ,g ÷rõkÊ ohC Þrð-hræjÔtí vhêvÊ,Þ-t¬, “You
shall not be after the many to do wrong, neither shall you respond about a
case, turning aside after the many to pervert (justice).” Compare the two
parts of Bekhor Shor’s comment on the verse:

vtrb ot 'ohcr hrjt lkhk ihsa cd kg ;t :,ugrk ohcr hrjt vhv, tk
yughnv hrjt ,uhvk cyun 'ovhrjt vhv, tk 'vph ohbuufn obhta lhbhgc

/ohcrc vagh vagnv ouen kfn hf 'kyc,,u

ohcrv hrjt ,uybk 'ohcrv hrcs kg thrudhbx snk, tk :cr kg vbg, tku
rnuk urzjh tna 'l,rcx runt okugk tkt :tuv vkhn kpf unfu /ihsv ,uyvk

/u,hntk ihsv tmhu 'lhrcsf

You shall not be after the many to do wrong: Even though the rule is to
follow the majority, if it appears to you that they are not properly dis-
posed, don’t follow them; it is better to be with the minority and let (your
opinion) be nullified, for in any event the deed will be done according to
the majority.

Neither shall you respond about a case: Don’t defend the words of
the majority, to turn aside after the majority to pervert the decision. And
this is similar to a composition in parallel structure: (it means) you
should always state your opinion; perhaps they will return (i.e., from fol-
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23. See e.g., Rashbam’s comment on Gen 1:1. Bekhor Shor employs the expres-
sion tres vhjrut also on Deut 32:14; see also his use of the equivalent idiom lrs
cu,fv on Lev 26:18.
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lowing their previously held opinion) to agree with your words, and the
case shall be decided according to its truth.24

It may be said that Bekhor Shor is hedging his bet in this case! He
writes tuv vkhn kpf unfu, “this is similar to a composition in parallel struc-
ture”—“similar,” but not quite the same. It is likely the ambiguous lan-
guage of the verse that has led him to suggest that the (somewhat) parallel
expressions are employed for greater emphasis: “nonetheless you should
always state your opinion, and your words may have the desired effect of
influencing others.”25

Bekhor Shor also discovers parallelism in an example of direct dis-
course found in a specifically narrative context. The passage in question is
Exod 19:3.26 As Israel is encamped in front of Mount Sinai, Moses receives
God’s instruction: ktãrõ¥Éhà hbäc ÊkÞ shDä,íuÍ ce ÷gÔhï ,hcãkÊ rnít,÷ vFø, “Thus shall you say
to the house of Jacob and declare to the children of Israel.” Bekhor Shor
was heir to an exegetical tradition that had explicated each stich of the
verse as referring to a different group of Israelites. For example, Rashi had
based his interpretation on the Mekhilta, which had referred each clause
of Exod 19:3 as a separate address to males and females.27 However, Be-
khor Shor implicitly rejects an explanation of this nature, and explicitly in-
terprets the verse according to its parallelistic structure:

/thv vkn kpf yapv hpk :cegh ,hck rnt, vf

Thus shall you say to the house of Jacob: According to the peshat, this is
a composition in parallel structure.
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24. Bekhor Shor’s comment here is clearly influenced by Rashi’s own sense of
the meaning of the passage. See Martin I. Lockshin, ed., Rashbam’s Commentary on
Exodus: An Annotated Translation (BJS 310; Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1997), 276–277
nn. 6 and 7.

25. See Bekhor Shor’s comment on the repetition of the phrase lrpc uc vsr, tk,
“You shall not rule over him ruthlessly,” in Lev 25:43, 46: kg hpy rhvzvk cu,fv vba
vz rcs, “the phrase is repeated in order to more effectively warn about this matter.”

26. Greenstein, “Direct Discourse and Parallelism,” 36, cites this very passage as
an example of parallelistic structure, within direct discourse. According to Green-
stein, the use of parallelism in characters’ discourse is an ancient convention.

27. Horowitz-Rabin, Mekhilta, 207: hbck sd,u /ohabv ukt :cegh ,hck rnt, vf
ohabtv ukt :ktrah. Ibn Ezra’s exegesis of this verse is something of a curiosity. In
his earlier commentary, composed in Italy (rmev aurhpv), he recognized the paral-
lel structure of the verse and interpreted accordingly ( hsf [ohthcbv] urcsh kpfc
,ujm lrs tuvu 'ckc ohrcsv shngvk). However, in his later commentary, composed in
France (lurtv aurhpv), he adopted an understanding that he had earlier eschewed,
and explained each clause as referring distinctly to two separate, genera-
tionally-based groups.
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Thus here again we see Bekhor Shor’s capacity to discern parallelism, not
only in overtly poetic texts and in parallelistic legal passages, but also in
direct discourse found in narrative contexts.

98 Discerning Parallelism
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8

Conclusion

This study began with the intention to demonstrate the sensitivity of
the northern French rabbinic exegetes to the presence of parallelism in

biblical composition. I have documented their awareness of the structure,
and have shown that by their use of various formulations employing the
word kpf, which became for them a technical term, these exegetes ad-
vanced their peshat methodology that sought to provide a contextual ex-
planation of biblical texts. Although they did not consistently rely on their
awareness of parallelism to distinguish between prose and poetic compo-
sition, they did so occasionally, and more often used their understanding
for philological purposes.

In a sense, I took as one of my points of departure the judgment of
James Kugel that the twelfth-century rabbinic commentators did not fully
appreciate the implications of the parallelistic principle for the evaluation
of biblical composition. Kugel has written (of Radak): “like Rashbam and
others, he does not distinguish between paralleling and repeating. Fur-
thermore, like Ibn Ezra, he speaks of ‘repetition’ in the same way when it
is individual words, rather than verse-halves, that are involved.”1 I have
sought to demonstrate a contrasting view. In my opinion, the problem that

99

1. Kugel, Idea, 177. Kugel overstates his negative evaluation of Radak: while
taking him to task for ignoring the parallelism in Exod 15, Deut 32 “and in those
other songs of the Torah,” Kugel overlooks the fact that Radak’s Torah commen-
tary apparently ends at Genesis. There is no evidence that Radak ever composed a
commentary on the entire Torah. See Frank Talmage, David Kimhi: The Man and His
Commentaries (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1975), 58–59, 189; and Co-
hen, “The Qimhi Family,” in HBOT, 396. However, Radak’s formulation to indi-
cate the presence of synonymous parallelism (,ubua ,uknc ihbgv kpf, and the like) is
found approximately 150 times in his Psalms commentary alone!
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Kugel identifies may not be so much conceptual as technical: these medi-
eval commentators had not developed as sophisticated a technical termi-
nology as some moderns have. However, in their repeated, if not system-
atic, invocation of the kpf terminology, both for semantic and for
rhetorical purposes, the northern French exegetes surveyed here abso-
lutely demonstrate their understanding of parallelism. This awareness is
expressed primarily in biblical poetry, but is also occasionally found in
narrative and legal texts.

However, even taking into account all of the references to parallelism
employing the technical terminology of kpf reviewed in the present study,
it is freely admitted that the northern French rabbinic exegetes did not ex-
amine most biblical poetic compositions in terms of their parallelistic form
(as have modern scholars since Lowth); rather, they called attention to the
structure only on occasion and without a discernible consistency. More-
over, especially since they did not write treatises on the ars poetica, as did
their Jewish contemporaries in the Islamic world and their descendants
during the Italian Renaissance, it is well-nigh impossible to determine
what they thought of poetry in the abstract and why they were not more
consistently attentive to the phenomenon of parallelism in their biblical
commentaries. Nevertheless, the fact that they expressed themselves in
terms of iuak kpf and the like, both for instances of “mere repetition” as
well as “authentic parallelism,”2 ought not deter us from concluding that
at least most of them some of the time, and some of them most of the time
(!), did in fact understand the nature of biblical parallelism.

The larger question that must be addressed is: what became of the
knowledge of parallelism gained by the northern French rabbinic exe-
getes? Whereas Kugel has clearly traced the path of awareness of parallel-
ism from what he considers to be its rudimentary beginnings by such
medievals as Ibn Ezra and Radak through its more fully realized under-
standing by Renaissance scholars such as Azariah de Rossi3—and ulti-
mately on to Lowth—why did the scholarship of the northern French
school seem to leave no trace?

The primary answer to this question must be found within the
broader context of the decline of contextual exegesis in the history of the
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2. See Greenstein’s discussion of repetition versus parallelism as competing
terms, and the sources he cites, in Greenstein, “How Does Parallelism Mean,” 41–
70; see esp. 43–44.

3. However, along the way he misses Nahmanides’ recognition of the paral-
lelistic principle, and its application for philological purposes. See, e.g., Nahman-
ides’ comment on Gen 14:19: there he cites several verses exhibiting parallelistic
structure (Deut 32:6; Ps 139:13) in order to establish the equivalence between vaug
and vbue, found in Melchizedek’s blessing of Abraham.
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northern French Jewish community. The understanding of parallelism as
a distinguishing trope of biblical poetics being but a part of the achieve-
ment of the northern French school in its development of peshat methodol-
ogy, there is little need to isolate parallelism specifically, and we may con-
sider the question within the context of the decline of peshat in Europe in
general.

Among scholars addressing the question, Avraham Grossman has
succinctly characterized the decline of peshat:

The school of literal exegesis did not flourish for long; it disappeared al-
most as rapidly as it had developed. Its influence outside the borders of
medieval France was limited, with the exception of Rashi, who left his
imprint even on exegetical literature written in Spain. This limited influ-
ence is not surprising. The vigorous exegetical activity of Spanish schol-
ars at the time centered on the philological approach; the needs of Span-
ish Jews in this area were largely fulfilled by such commentators as
Abraham ibn Ezra, the Provençal David Qimhi, and others. Rashi was re-
nowned primarily thanks to his commentary on the Talmud and the sup-
port that he provided for the kabbalists . . . [who] were then locked in a
struggle with the rationalists over the character of Spanish Jewry; prefer-
ring traditional methods of exegesis, which revolved around rabbinic
midrash, they found Rashi’s approach particularly appropriate.4

Having thus described the poor reception of most of French rabbinic
biblical scholarship in Spain and the Mediterranean world, Grossman
goes on to point out the relative lack of influence of the northern French
school in Germany. However, even in northern France itself there was a
decline in interest in contextual exegesis as the twelfth century drew to a
close; biblical scholarship in thirteenth-century northern France is greatly
characterized by tosafistic, compilatory commentaries that evince a pref-
erence, over peshat, for casuistry, numerology and homiletics (and, in-
deed, for addressing exegetical questions to Rashi’s Torah commentary in
place of the biblical text, thus giving rise to the phenomenon of super-
commentaries).5 Thus, a decline in attention to parallelism and biblical po-
etry is best seen within the decline of peshat biblical scholarship as a
whole.6

Conclusion 101

4. Grossman, “Literal Exegesis” in HBOT, 370; see also The Early Sages of France,
505–506.

5. While there are many individual editions of tosafistic biblical commentaries,
the collection and publishing of the various sources is still ongoing. See Gellis,
Sefer Tosafot Hashalem. On compilatory commentaries, see Japhet, “The Nature and
Distribution of Medieval Compilatory Commentaries,” 98–130.

6. Although my present investigation is decidedly focused on twelfth-century
exegesis, I hope to return to the attention to parallelism in (mostly anonymous and
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Grossman ascribes the decline to three factors: the decline of the
twelfth-century renaissance; the deterioration of the northern European
Jewish community; and the (reputed) preference of Jews for midrash over
peshat. I will address the third factor first, in order to take issue with it.
Grossman concludes his essay by asserting the following:

Interpretation based on peshat was well liked by intellectuals but did not
endear itself to the masses. It was considered “dry and lifeless’ compared
with Rashi’s commentaries, which presented many rabbinic midrashim in
lucid, concise and readily understandable language, much more to the
liking of ordinary people.7

It is my impression that this reasoning is widely accepted; however,
Grossman, at least, adduces no specific evidence to bolster his assertion.
Why peshat methodology as an intellectual enterprise should be consid-
ered beyond the reach of “ordinary people” while equally challenging ap-
proaches to learning and literature (e.g., kabbalistic or talmudic studies, to
name but two) were undertaken robustly (or, at least, publicly extolled) by
the masses throughout the ages, is not made clear. Even Rashbam’s much
heralded appeal to what might be labelled “the intelligentsia,” in his com-
mentary on Gen 37:2 (/ / / kfa hcvut ubhchu ukhfah, “let the lovers of reason
become enlightened and understand . . .”), would not have been enough
to disqualify any interested reader from understanding and profiting by
the achievements of his commentaries. That contextual biblical scholar-
ship effectively ended in the thirteenth century is an undeniable fact of
Jewish history; that the reason it did so was its lack of appeal, caused by
intellectual over-sophistication and “dry and lifeless” quality, has yet to
be demonstrated.

The first of the two remaining factors to which Grossman ascribes the
decline of peshat was the decline of the twelfth-century European renais-
sance.8 Both among Christians and Jews, the nature of reading and learn-
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compilatory) thirteenth-century commentary, and the use of the kpf terminology,
in some future study. For now, see Poznanski’s discussion of the anonymous and
tosafistic exegetical literature, Eliezer of Beaugency, lxxvi–cxiv; Sara Japhet, “The
Commentary of Hazzekuni on the Torah: The Nature of the Composition and Its
Purpose,” in Jubilee Volume for Rabbi Mordecai Breuer (ed. Moshe Bar-Asher; Jerusa-
lem: Akademon, 1992), 91–111 (Hebrew).

7. Grossman, “Literal Exegesis” in HBOT, 371; The Early Sages of France, 506.
8. The term was popularized by Charles H. Haskins in The Renaissance of the

Twelfth Century (Cambridge and London: Harvard University Press, 1927). It has
been maintained by the academy ever since. For recent scholarship, see Robert L.
Benson, Giles Constable, and Carol D. Lanham, eds., Renaissance and Renewal in the
Twelfth Century (Medieval Academy Reprints for Teaching 26; Toronto: University
of Toronto Press, 1991). For a unique approach to the interaction of Jews and Chris-
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ing changed in significant ways during the late eleventh and twelfth
centuries. However, while it is true that the intensity in learning character-
ized by this (as any) “renaissance” was not maintained beyond a few gen-
erations, and that, inevitably, periods of retrenchment and consolidation
typically follow, it is not at all clear that the achievements of the renais-
sance would be, as inevitably or necessarily, forgotten or even suppressed.
Merely to consider the foundation of the European university system in
the thirteenth century and the continued rise in the culture of the great ca-
thedral schools within Christian society is enough to discount any suppo-
sition of ineluctability with regard to the decline of peshat.

On the other hand, the remaining reason offered by Grossman is
much more to the point, and ought not to be overlooked or underesti-
mated: “the political and social status of the Jews in Europe gradually de-
teriorated, as evidenced by the anti-Jewish measures of Pope Innocent III
at the beginning of the thirteenth century.”9 Indeed, Innocent III was, by
far, not the only source of anti-Jewish measures during this period. The
thirteenth century was the century of disputations; increased legal and so-
cial disabilities; the “trials” of the Talmud and associated book-burnings;
blood libels, pogroms and, ultimately, the expulsion of the Jews from
Western Europe and the consequent destruction of its Jewish community.
We may safely assume that the burnings of “the Talmud,” which doubt-
less included all types of non-biblical, rabbinic manuscripts—including
the biblical commentaries of the northern French school—were particu-
larly damaging to the maintenance and development of that school’s liter-
ary and intellectual achievements.10 Whereas Rashi’s almost immediate,
widespread popularity insured the copying of his commentaries all over
the Jewish world during the relative safety of the twelfth century that en-
abled more and more copies of his works to circulate, the decline in status
and safety for Jews two to four generations later, when most of the north-
ern French contextual school were producing their exegetical works,
surely was instrumental if not decisive in causing most of their works to
be lost and subsequently forgotten.11 These works were, in the main, redis-
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tians during this period, see Anna Sapir Abulafia, Christians and Jews in the
Twelfth-Century Renaissance (London: Routledge, 1995).

9. Grossman, “Literal Exegesis,” 371.
10. See above, chapter 2 n. 17.
11. As mentioned towards the beginning of our study, with the exception of

hundreds (!) of manuscript copies of Rashi’s commentaries (and subsequent
incunabula and other important, early editions), the surviving number of medi-
eval manuscripts of northern French biblical commentaries is astonishingly low.
The writings of R. Eliezer of Beaugency and R. Joseph Bekhor Shor essentially sur-
vive in lone copies of but small portions of their exegetical oeuvre; even more tragi-

119
BJS \ 140341 \ Harris \ FOR PRESS
Friday, May 06, 2005 1:09:18 PM

Color profile: Generic CMYK printer profile
Composite  Default screen



covered and published by Wissenschaft scholars working in the nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries.12

As has been amply demonstrated in the course of this study, the study
of Jewish medieval biblical scholarship has itself experienced a renais-
sance in recent years, with research taking place particularly in Israeli and
American universities. Moreover, the inclusion of the great northern
French peshat commentaries (of Joseph Kara, Rashbam, Eliezer of Beau-
gency and Joseph Bekhor Shor) in the magnificent Mikraot Gedolot Haketer
has insured the availability for study of their works by the Hebrew-reading
public. It is my hope that the present study will give further impetus to the
recovery of these rabbinic masters of peshat from their long-dormant state.
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cally, the only extant copy of the bulk of Rashbam’s Torah commentary disap-
peared during World War II. Of late, R. Joseph Kara has fared somewhat better: a
number of important fragments of his exegetical works have been discovered in
the so-called “Italian Geniza.” See Avraham Grossman, “The Italian Genizah and
R. Joseph Kara’s Commentary on the Bible,” in The Sarah Kamin Memorial Volume,
335–48; see also Mauro Perani, “The ‘Italian Geniza’: An Updated Report on Fif-
teen Years of Research,” European Association for Jewish Studies Newsletter 2 (1996):
15–22.

12. See Harris, “Literary Hermeneutic,” 6–7; see there also Appendices I–III on
318–324.
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Postscript
The Question of the Influence of

Jewish Methodological Approaches on
Contemporary Christian Biblical

Exegetes

The Jewish reading public was essentially cut off from the achieve-
ments of the northern French school for almost 700 years. Beyond

Rashi’s infrequent and imprecise attention to parallelism (and other fea-
tures of biblical composition), Jewish knowledge of poetics was gained
through access to medieval Judeo-Islamic or Judeo-Italian Renaissance
scholarship. Nevertheless, whatever lack of impact northern French peshat
scholarship may have had on subsequent Jewish readers, there remains
the question of how the northern French rabbinic exegetes’ specific con-
sideration of biblical parallelism may have influenced the contemporary
Christian scholarly community.1

In general, there was a close ideational and exegetical connection be-
tween the northern French rabbinic exegetes and the contemporary Chris-
tian schoolmen at the Cathedral School of St. Victor, as scholars since
Beryl Smalley have demonstrated.2 However, in addition to the general af-

105

1. For the history of biblical poetry and the Church, see the chapter of that title
by Kugel, Idea, 135–170; significant excerpts from patristic literature are translated
and discussed; see in particular the selection from the commentary of Theodore of
Mopsuestia on Hos 5:9 cited on p. 157. Kugel concludes that while “the Church Fa-
thers here and there discoursed on parallelism per se . . . in the end, Christian exe-
gesis failed to understand the essence of parallelism” (140).
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finity between rabbinic peshat and Christian ad litteram, we may ask
whether there is a Jewish legacy, specifically with regard to parallelism, to
be found among Latin exegetical works.3

Preliminary evidence may be offered. At the beginning of this study
we noted that the definition of parallelism ultimately adopted by Lowth
was remarkably similar in essence to the formula employed by Ibn Ezra
and particularly Radak. The latter’s pithy observation, ,uknc ihbgv kpf
,ubua, “the substance is doubled with different words,” is found innumer-
able times in his biblical commentaries. Yet Radak, as we know, did not
develop an understanding of parallelism independently: his knowledge
and his use of the kpf terminology had precedents in both the Spanish as
well as the northern European Jewish cultural milieu.4
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2. Smalley, The Study of the Bible in the Middle Ages. This remains the definitive
work on medieval Christian exegesis, although her discussion of “the Jewish
sources” (149–156), based on material provided her by L. Rabinowitz (see p. 149 n.
1), may be safely disregarded, as it has been superseded by more recent scholar-
ship. For a more recent essay and a thorough, up-to-date bibliography, see Rainer
Berndt, “The School of St. Victor in Paris,” HBOT, 467–95.

3. There are a number of studies that have taken up the question of Jewish influ-
ence on Christian exegetical writings during the twelfth century renaissance. To
name but a few: Rainer Berndt, “L’influence de Rashi sur l’exegese d’Andre de
Saint-Victor,” in Rashi Studies (ed. Zvi Arie Steinfeld; Jerusalem: Bar-Ilan Univer-
sity Press, 1993), vii–xiv; Gilbert Dahan, Les Intellectuels chrétiens et les Juifs au
moyen âge (Paris: Editions du Cerf, 1990); Aryeh Grabois, “The Hebraica Veritas
and Jewish-Christian Intellectual Relations in the Twelfth Century,” Speculum 50
(1975): 613–34; Sarah Kamin, “Affinities between Jewish and Christian Exegesis in
Twelfth-Century Northern France,” World Congress of Jewish Studies 9 (1988), 141–
155; repr. in Jews and Christians Interpret the Bible (Jerusalem: Magnes Press, 1991),
12*–26*; Rebecca Moore, Jews and Christians in the Life and Thought of Hugh of St. Vic-
tor (South Florida Studies in the History of Judaism 138; Atlanta: Scholars Press,
1998); Grover A. Zinn, “History and Interpretation: ‘Hebrew Truth,’ Judaism, and
the Victorine Exegetical Tradition,” in Jews and Christians: Exploring the Past, Present
and Future (eds. James H. Charlesworth, Frank X. Blisard, Jeffrey S. Siker; New
York: Crossroad, 1990), 100–135.

4. Radak’s understanding of parallelism must surely be indebted to some de-
gree to his teachers (principally his father, Joseph, and older brother, Moses); in
addition, his well-known reliance on Ibn Ezra and Rashi hardly needs to be docu-
mented. For the role of his teachers and textual sources in the development of
Radak’s exegesis, see Talmage, Radak: The Man and His Commentaries, 5–14; 72–73;
77–78. Talmage is of the opinion that “the exegetical trends which were gaining
momentum and thrust in northern France did not seem to be well-known to
Radak”; p. 73, w/nn. 157, 159. In an as-yet-unpublished article, “Possible Influence
of Rabbi Eliezer of Beaugency on the Biblical Commentaries of Rabbi David
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Moreover, almost an exact Latin rendering of the formula adopted by
Radak is found in the biblical commentaries of the contemporary Chris-
tian Hebraist, Andrew of St. Victor.5 Andrew’s comment on Isa 5:12 is one
such instance. In this prophecy, Isaiah had castigated the Israelites “who
rise early in the morning pursuing liquor, who tarry late into the evening
till wine inflames them!” (5:11). Such people, claims the prophet, do not
see what God is planning: Utrõ t¬ uhsôhô v¥âgÔníu UyhC Þhï t¬ ¡v kgí¯ ,tãuÍ, “they do
not regard the deeds of the LORD, nor the work of His hands do they see.”6

In his commentary on Isa 5:12, Andrew observes the parallelism in the
verse: “Vel repetitio est eiusdem sensus per alia uerba que frequens est in
hebreo,” “This is the repetition of the same sense by other words, which is
frequent in Hebrew.”7 In this comment, Andrew not only calls attention to
the presence of parallelism in the verse, but also notes it as a common
structure in the Hebrew Bible. Moreover, as do Jewish medieval exegetes
on occasion, Andrew does not primarily draw exegetical conclusions from
the insight expressed in this gloss; he is content with making merely a rhe-
torical observation.

Postscript 107

Kimhi,” I revisit the question of a northern French role in Radak’s exegesis, and
discuss otherwise unattested affinities between the two exegetes.

5. On Andrew’s work as an exegete, see Smalley, Study of the Bible, 112–186. For
more recent scholarship, see Frans A. Van Liere, ed., Andrew of St. Victor: Commen-
tary on Samuel and Kings (Turnhout: Brepols, n.d.). See also the following editions,
each of which contains an introductory essay: Michael Alan Signer, ed., Andreae de
Sancto Victore Opera: Expositionem in Ezechielem (Corpus Christianorum, Continu-
atio Mediaevalis 53e; Turnhout: Brepols, 1991); Charles Lohr and Rainer Berndt,
eds., Andreae de Sancto Victore Opera: Expositionem super Heptateuchum (Corpus
Christianorum, Continuatio Mediaevalis 53; Turnhout: Brepols, 1986); Mark A.
Zier, ed., Andreae de Sancto Victore Opera: Expositionem super Danielem (Corpus
Christianorum, Continuatio Mediaevalis 53f; Turnhout: Brepols, 1990). Also see
Angelo Penna, “Andrea di S. Vittore: Il suo commento a Giona,” Biblica 36:3 (1955):
305–331.

6. Despite his designation as a “Christian Hebraist,” Andrew commented on
the Latin text of Isaiah: et opus Domini non respicitis nec opera manuum eius consider-
atis, “the work of the Lord they do not respect, nor the works of his hands do they
consider.” See Berndt, “The School of St. Victor in Paris,” HBOT, 480–482. On An-
drew as a “Hebraist” who as yet could not truly function independently as a He-
brew reader, see Avrom Saltman, “Pseudo-Jerome in the Commentary of Andrew
of St. Victor on Samuel,” HTR 67:3 (1974): 195–253; William McKane, Selected Chris-
tian Hebraists (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989), 50–57; Signer, Expo-
sitionem In Ezechielem, xxi–xxvii.

7. I am grateful to my good friend, Frans van Liere, for calling my attention to
this source; see Rainer Berndt, Andre de Saint-Victor, Exegete et theologien (Biblio-
theca Victorina 2; Paris: Brepols, 1991), 211.
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Another instance we may consider is Andrew’s commentary on Hos
13:14.8 This verse prophesies God’s ultimate promise of redemption: shn
oktdt ,unn 'ospt kuta, “from the clutches of Sheol will I save them; from
death will I redeem them.”9 Again, Andrew notices the parallelism in the
two prophetic lines: “Quod sequitur, de morte redimam eos, idem est
cum precedenti more scripture que uerbis aliis solet idem repetere,”
“What follows, from death will I redeem them, is the same as the preced-
ing (phrase), in the way of Scripture which often repeats the same in dif-
ferent words.” The similarity to the previous comment is striking: An-
drew both calls attention to the synonymous parallelism in the verse, and
also notes how this specific occurrence is but an example of an overall ten-
dency in Scripture.

Further investigation may well prove that examples such as the pre-
ceding comments by Andrew are to be accounted for more by the familiar-
ity of medieval Christian exegetes with the occasional patristic observa-
tions of parallelism—such as those cited by Kugel10—than with any
contemporary Jewish influence. Kugel’s study does not engage Victorine
scholarship and the other exegesis produced during the twelfth-century
renaissance; he moves directly from Christian exegetical literature of late
antiquity and the early Middle Ages to the writers of the Italian Renais-
sance and of later periods. His explicit assumption is that the High Middle
Ages would not be a fruitful avenue for inquiry into the Christian schol-
arly awareness of parallelism: “By the tenth century, indeed well before it,
the main lines of approach for future Christian exegetes had been drawn
. . . This basic set of assumptions did not change until the [Italian] Renais-
sance.”11 Again, this judgment may be correct, and the examples of Victo-
rine exegesis examined here may essentially be the product of coinci-
dence. On the other hand, it may be that future research may uncover a
sufficient number of contemporary comments, comparable in both con-
tent and formulation, to establish a truer understanding of contacts be-
tween the Jewish and Christian scholarly communities of twelfth-century
northern France.
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8. Again, I am indebted to Frans van Liere, for providing this text, taken from
MS Salamanca Univ. 2061, fol 179v.

9. Alternatively, the verse has been taken as a rhetorical question: “Shall I ran-
som them from the power of Sheol? Shall I redeem them from Death?” (RSV). The
Vulgate’s rendering is: de manu mortis liberabo eos de morte redimam eos, “from the
hand of death will I liberate them; from death will I redeem them.”

10. Kugel, Idea, 156–170.
11. Kugel, Idea, 170.
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Appendix
Manuscripts and Editions Used in

Preparing This Study

In preparing this study, I have relied on the best available editions for all
“initial readings” of the commentaries cited. Wherever possible, these

include the excellent, recently published volumes of the Rabbinic Bible by
the Bar Ilan University Press:

Cohen, Menachem, ed. Mikra’ot Gedolot “Haketer”: A Revised and Aug-
mented Scientific Edition of “Mikraot Gedolot” Based on the Aleppo Codex and
Early Medieval Mss. Ramat Gan: Bar Ilan University, 1992–2003 (Hebrew).
To date, volumes are available on: Genesis; Joshua,Judges; Samuel; Kings;
Isaiah; Ezekiel; Psalms.

Especially where there have been discrepancies among the various
printed editions, or where I have suspected some difficulty in the version
presented by the editions, I have supplemented my use of the Bar Ilan edi-
tion by consulting as well other editions and microfiche and/or photocop-
ies of manuscripts of the various exegetical works, as follows:

Rashi

As has been demonstrated above, the text of Rashi’s commentary is
replete with difficulties, and state of the art modern scholarship on the
subject has yet to determine that any one version is decisively superior to
any other. As noted earlier,1 Avraham Grossman has stressed the impor-
tance of MS Leipzig 1 in reconstructing a more accurate text of Rashi’s

109

1. See chapter 3, n. 9.
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commentary, and I have referred to this manuscript for certain texts. In
addition, I have made extensive use of the following:

Berliner, Abraham, ed. Rashi: The Commentary of Solomon B. Isaac on the To-
rah. First ed., Berlin, 1866; Second ed., Frankfurt, 1905 (Hebrew).

Gruber, Mayer I., ed. Rashi’s Commentary on Psalms 1–89 (Books I–III), with
English Translation, Introduction and Notes. South Florida Studies in the
History of Judaism 161. Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1998.2

Mayani, Betsal’el, Shemu’el Yaakobovits, Chaim S. Segal, and She’ar-
Yashuv Qohen, eds. Pentateuch, with Rashi Hashalem. Five Volumes. Je-
rusalem: Ariel United Israel Institutes, 1986–1998 (Hebrew).

Shoshana, Avraham, ed. The Book of Job with the Commentaries of Rashi,
Rabbenu Jacob b. Meir Tam, and a Disciple of Rashi. Jerusalem: Ofeq Insti-
tute, Friedberg Library, 5760 [2000] (Hebrew).

Rabbi Joseph Kara

Ahrend, Moshe. Rabbi Joseph Kara’s Commentary on Job. Jerusalem: Mossad
Harav Kook, 1988 (Hebrew).

Eppenstein, Shimon, ed. Rabbi Joseph Kara’s Commentaries on Former Proph-
ets. Jerusalem: Mossad Harav Kook, 1972 (Hebrew).

Rashbam

Japhet, Sara. The Commentary of Rabbi Samuel Ben Meir (Rashbam) on the
Book of Job. Publications of the Perry Foundation for Biblical Research
in the Hebrew University of Jerusalem. Jerusalem: The Magnes Press,
2000 (Hebrew).

Idem and Robert Salters. The Commentary of R. Samuel Ben Meir (Rashbam)
on Qoheleth. Jerusalem: The Magnes Press; Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1985 (He-
brew).

Rosin, David, ed. The Torah Commentary of Rashbam. Breslau: Solomon
Schottlaender, 1881 (Hebrew).

Thompson, Yaakov. “The Commentary of Samuel Ben Meir on the Song of
Songs.” D.H.L. diss., Jewish Theological Seminary. New York, 1988.
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2. Again, as mentioned in the introduction, the reader is reminded to now con-
sult Gruber’s complete and monumental edition of Rashi on Psalms (Brill, 2004).
See above, chapter 1, n. 33.
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Rabbi Eliezer of Beaugency

Nutt, John W., ed. Commentaries on the Latter Prophets by R. Eliezer of
Beaugency: Isaiah. London, Paris and Frankfurt: Joseph Baer and Co.,
1879 (Hebrew).

Poznanski, Samuel, ed. Commentary on Ezekiel and the Twelve Minor Proph-
ets by Eliezer of Beaugency. Warsaw: Mikize Nirdamim, 1913 (Hebrew).

Oxford Bodleian OMS 625 (= Neubauer 1465); photocopy provided by the
Oxford Bodleian library.

Rabbi Joseph Bekhor Shor

Gad, Hayim, ed. Rabbi Joseph Bekhor Shor: Commentary on the Torah. Jerusa-
lem: n.p., 1983 (Hebrew).

Nevo, Yehoshafat, ed. The Commentary of Rabbi Joseph Bekhor Shor on the To-
rah. Jerusalem: Mossad Harav Kook, 1994 (Hebrew).

Munich MS 52 (microfilm), The Library of the Jewish Theological Semi-
nary.
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