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Preface

The subject of meaning and how it is derived is not one to which
I would naturally gravitate. As I imply in chapter 1, I have always been
intrigued by the things that language does other than generate meaning.
I have also spent a good deal of time analyzing language that most people
think is meaningless, especially the language of early Jewish magic and mys-
ticism. The inspiration for this work came during my study of the magical
cultivation of memory and was further advanced while studying postbibli-
cal concepts of sacrifice, when I noticed patterns of thought—expressed in
midrash, synagogue poetry, and ritual practices—that I believe constitute a
kind of indigenous semiotics of the nontextual.

I'had been considering this idea while working on other projects when I was
invited by the Skirball Department of Hebrew and Judaic Studies at New York
University to give a series of lectures. They focused on bringing together some
phenomena that I had observed while exploring some of the more unfamil-
iar corners of ancient Judaism, such as early Jewish mysticism and magic, the
language and poetry of the ancient synagogue, and those sectors of Talmudic
and midrashic literature dealing with such subjects as sacrifice, divination, and
memory. This book, which emerged from those lectures, is not meant to be a
comprehensive study of the idea of nontextual sources of meaning or of the
individual subjects of these lectures. Rather, it is a series of vignettes. That is,
the reader will not find an exhaustive analysis of rabbinic myths of creation or
a catalog of divination texts and techniques from the Cairo Genizah. Likewise,
although my argument is relevant to the idea, advanced in recent decades, that
ancient Jewish thought constituted a kind of precursor to the modern critical
theory of pantextuality, it does not engage the philosophical basis of that mod-
ern critical theory itself. Instead, I use these sources and methods selectively
to illustrate a larger point, that ancient Jews looked not only to the text of the
Torah and its textuality for signification but also to the world of objects, crea-
tures, actions, and rituals, and that this tendency reflects a complex mentalité
regarding how signification and interpretation are carried out.
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Introduction

Outside the Text

Jews have been known for centuries as a “people of the book”
This designation was first applied to Jews in Islam, which they have happily
adopted as a description of themselves since the tenth century.’ It is common
to think of classical Judaism as the text-centered civilization par excellence,
based on the Torah and its interpretation. But the culture of Jews living in
Palestine and Babylonia in late antiquity, from the first century CE to the
early Middle Ages, also carried with it a profound tendency to derive mean-
ing from sources outside the text.

How and where people derive meaning is one of the most prominent
questions in the humanities—indeed, some would say that it is the most
important question in the academy. Much of what historians of religion do,
however, is understanding the things that language does other than gener-
ate meaning. Current research on ritual language aims to find out not only
what prayers, sacred poetry, and incantations say but also what they do.
According to the classic formulation of philosopher J. L. Austin, we must
understand both the informative function of language and its performative
properties.® For example, the study of ancient magic and esoteric traditions,
which has burgeoned in recent decades, analyzes language that most people
think is meaningless. The student of magical texts must determine whether
a given string of letters was a magical name composed of the initial letters
of biblical verses, the mangled names of foreign deities, a phrase in an unfa-
miliar language, or perhaps just the language of the text spelled badly by
an incompetent scribe.> When a solution does emerge—which is not always
the case—the result is not always easily identifiable as the meaning of the
passage. A particular phrase or combination of letters can be one of many
ingredients in a recipe for getting something specific done, such as healing
a headache, luring back an estranged wife, or expelling a neighbor from his
house.



The argument of this book is that ancient Judaism encompassed the idea
that God embedded signs in the world that could be read by human beings
with the proper knowledge and consciousness and that this idea constitutes
a kind of semiotics of the nontextual—that is, a form of discourse about the
diverse functions of signs outside the realm of the written word. The next
chapter discusses alternative creation myths, in which God is said to have
implanted sources of signification in the Torah, the natural world, and the
ritual system. The third chapter shows how rabbis and poets derived mean-
ing from details in this ritual system such as the dazzling vestments worn
by the high priest in the ancient Temple. The fourth chapter examines how
ancient Jews developed systems of interpretation that read the divine will
into everyday events and the intentional acts of animals and inanimate
objects. The fifth chapter describes one of the ramifications of this latter idea,
a conception of the world in which animals and elements of nature some-
times exercise agency in enacting the divine will in history. This book, there-
fore, is about how ancient people found meaning in unexpected ways.

The Significance of Meaning

The subject of this book, the significance of meaning, may be of interest to
those who study language and culture for reasons other than the pursuit of
meaning for its own sake. One reason is that some of the phenomena described
in these pages, such as alternative creation myths and interpretations of the
priestly vestments and divination traditions, take place in a ritual context. The
first two themes are prominent in the poetry of the ancient synagogue, and
divination traditions are complex ritual systems. Examining these themes thus
opens the way to understanding their ritual function and their content.

Another reason is that these phenomena bear on how ancient societies
formed theories and systematic conceptions of ritual and how that ritual is
used to derive meaning. Ritual is an object of study and contemplation for
modern students of religion, as well a subject of discourse for premodern
cultures.* In the case of the alternative creation stories and interpretations
of the priestly vestments, ritual is the main subject of interpretation, and
divination is a ritual strategy for deriving signification. Thus understanding
these topics can help us uncover indigenous ways of understanding ritual,
culture, and signification: not only our own, modern theories, but also the
theories that premodern societies themselves developed.

This inclusion of the study of how societies themselves speak about rituals
and interpret them is indicative of a larger interest in what our informants
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and texts have to say about the nature of ritual action, hermeneutics, and
historiography. The study of indigenous folklore theory and ancient ritual
theory accordingly has become a growing field among anthropologists and
historians of religion. For example, by studying the Parva Mimamsa, the
ancient school of the philosophical interpretation of Vedic ritual, Francis
X. Clooney was able to develop a theory of how early Hinduism engaged
in “thinking ritually” and to set Jaimini’s commentaries into a conceptual
framework comparing its insights with theories of sacrifice forged in the
social sciences and cultural studies.’

A similar development took place in the field of semiotics, the study of
communication focusing on the diverse functions of signs and their relation-
ship to the signifier and interpretant. While anthropologists and linguists have
long been engaged in applying semiotic analysis to the speech acts and mate-
rial culture of non-Western and nonindustrial societies, only recently have
they attempted to locate theories of signs, discourse, and historical events in
those societies. E. Valentine Daniel’s Fluid Signs does so from the perspective
of the semiotic theories of philosopher Charles S. Peirce.® Richard Parmentier’s
Sacred Remains uses speech-act theory, which focuses on the active or perfor-
mative properties of language, to locate indigenous historiography in Belau.”
Such studies are not concerned with applying semiotic analysis from the out-
side to ancient documents or modern non-Western cultures but with explor-
ing semiotic theories inherent in those sources and societies themselves.

To be sure, the discipline of semiotics has a long premodern history, going
back at least to ancient Greece.® Likewise, the notion that there are indigenous
semiotic systems in ancient Judaism is not new, as it can be traced to the nine-
teenth century. But the idea that semiotic systems in ancient Judaism embraced
the physical world and active events is one that deserves greater consideration.

An interesting precedent to this argument can be found in a remark-
able book, entitled Doresh le-Siyon, or Die Memnotechnik des Talmuds.* The
author, a nineteenth-century Moravian scholar named Jacob Briill, describes
how the rabbis tried to make the memorization of Talmudic traditions easier
by means of phrases, acronyms, and word associations. This work is signifi-
cant for the study of memory in rabbinic civilization, a subject that pertains
to current debates about the oral basis of rabbinic literature and how it is
used by historians.*® But it is the introduction to Briill's book that is most
relevant to the subject of ancient Jewish concepts of signification.

Briill introduces the topic by discussing the range of meanings of the Hebrew
word siman, which means “sign” in its many varieties. This word appears first in
rabbinic literature and stems from the Greek semeion, which also means sign.
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The sign (siman) is unique in distinguishing between things that are simi-
lar, such as signs of cattle, wild animals, fowl, fish, and locusts, fowl eggs
and fish eggs;" in distinguishing what is ritually pure from the impure;
signs of a boy or girl who has reached the age of majority, a eunuch, or a
barren woman.”

He begins his list of uses of the sign with anatomical features of animals or
physiological features of the body, which are used to determine categories of
ritual purity or dietary permissibility. Briill continues: “People use them to
make something known, such as a marking on a grave [which may be done
on the intermediate days of a festival],* a vineyard in its fourth year, a fruit
tree that is forbidden, and a grave [the marking of which is specified in] M.
Ma‘aser Sheni 5:12” This next category of signs concerns the ways in which
human beings place signs on objects or places in order to designate them as
impure, forbidden, or permitted.

Briill then discusses indicators of ritual time, such as when the stars come
out, which indicates when evening prayers may be recited. Since this is a
celestial indicator, he eventually moves to another category of sign making:
the designation of certain events as omens, such as in 1 Samuel 14:9-10, when
Jonathan, at war with the Philistines, waits for them to approach:

If they say to us, “Wait until we get to you,” then we'll stay where we are,
and not go up to them. But if they say, “Come up to us,” then we will go
up, for the Lord is delivering them into our hands. That shall be our sign.»

The idea here is that this event is a message from God about whether
the battle will be successful. At this point Brill turns to other examples
of signs that God himself embeds in creation and in events. This category
was crucial to the ancient rabbis, for they used it to distinguish permissible
augury from forbidden acts of divination. Briill thus moves from anatomi-
cal signs naturally embedded in animals and human beings, which are read
and interpreted by people for ritual purposes, to signs that people them-
selves make to designate the legal status of a place or object, to signs placed
in the cosmos, to those signs that God himself uses to send a message to
humanity.

Briill makes these observations in his introduction to a technical work
about what were also called simanim, the mnemonic phrases and acronyms
that Talmudic culture created to help in memorizing their complex scholas-
tic traditions. That he places all these in this single category is worth noting.
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In fact, his exercise in conceptualizing these categories as the term siman is
not simply one of finding occurrences of this term, for some of the texts he
cites employ the verb syn, “to point or indicate”® What is remarkable, then,
about this work is that in describing the diverse functions of signs and their
relationship to the signifier and interpretant, this very traditional Moravian
rabbi had stumbled on a kind of indigenous semiotics. Yet this book was
published when Ferdinand de Saussure, the father of modern linguistics, was
only seven years old.

After and Before Modernity

More recently, scholars of rabbinic literature and literary theory detected
semiotic tendencies in rabbinic thought. One of the most prominent of these
considerations is José Faur’s Golden Doves with Silver Dots. Faur, who stud-
ies the Talmud and the medieval Sephardic commentarial tradition, sees in
traditional rabbinic hermeneutics a semiotic approach to language and epis-
temology. He argues that the Greeks held a “metaphysical” view of the world
in which the world is eternal and therefore “cannot signify;” and he contrasts
that worldview with what he characterizes as the “Hebrew;” semiological
view of the world: “The semiological view of the universe conceives of physi-
cal phenomena (and historical and personal events) as significant indexes
that are to be interpreted and decoded as speech and writing. Therefore, the
Hebrews reject the rigid ‘nature/history’ opposition. . . . Divine providence is
to creation what derasha is to the Book”

Faur further contends that this conception is not limited to how human
beings read the divine word but to how God constructed the world from the
beginning: “Through God the whole Universe is semiologically connected.
God maintains a semiological relationship not only with man, but with all of
Creation

Faur argues that in the first chapter of Genesis, God “calls” the things he
creates in the first three days. But “within the cosmic semiological system,
man stands alone not only in his power to refuse to respond to God’s call,
but also in his faculty to ‘call upon the name of God, that is, to initiate a
dialogue with God.” This, the semiological framing of the universe, makes
for the mediation of communication between the divine and human realms.
More than this, for Faur, this view of the world is inherently and entirely tex-
tual: “For the Hebrews meaning, signification, etc. are inseparable from text.
Judaism does not recognize an a-textual problem: meaning is a function of
text
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Faur then seems to attribute to rabbinic thought a conception of pantex-
tuality, the idea that all discourse exists within the realm of the textual. Faur
was one of several scholars of rabbinic literature and literary critics who, in
the 1970s and 1980s, saw in midrash and other rabbinic genres a kind of pre-
cursor to postmodern critical theories, from semiotics to deconstruction.>
The idea of pantextuality is most commonly associated with the literary the-
orist Jacques Derrida, who famously declared that there was “nothing out-
side the text,” according to his critique of logocentrism, the idea that truth
resides beyond language.” Although Faur does not explicitly identify with
Derrida’s overall program,* other critics, such as Susan Handelman, sought
to include Derrida and other poststructuralist critics in a stream that begins
with the rabbinic hermeneutical tradition.” But as midrash scholar David
Stern argued in 1996, some of those concepts, such as indeterminacy, have
proved resistant to such identification.

Faur’s notion that the rabbinic conception of interpretation is a semiotic
one is highly suggestive. It emphasizes the consciousness that the rabbis
brought to their complex methods of interpretation. Especially valuable is his
observation that in ancient Judaism, God relates through signs to humanity
and all of creation. This argument will be borne out in this book.

At the same time, as critics have pointed out, Faur’s argument assumes an
overall opposition between Hebraic and Hellenic thought. Such a typology
overlooks important historical nuances, not the least of which is the influ-
ence of Hellenism on rabbinic thought itself.> The rabbis first developed
their religion, hermeneutics, and theology in a world dominated by Greek
and Roman statecraft and culture, which abounded in institutions and prac-
tices based on the reading of signs in nature and biology, such as augury, har-
uspicy, and mantic professionals. These arts presupposed a world embedded
with meaning. While skeptics like Cicero doubted the philosophical basis
for these practices,* they were accepted by political leaders and the com-
mon people and also by Stoics and other philosophical schools. The highly
developed semiotic theories of Greek and Roman philosophers and rheto-
ricians presupposed that textual and nontextual forms of signification were
intertwined.”

As will be seen in chapter 4, Saul Lieberman, Michael Fishbane, and oth-
ers have tracked the influence of ancient Near Eastern and Greco-Roman
divinatory hermeneutics on the rabbis’ textual hermeneutics. So too, phi-
losophers, priests, and theurgists like lamblichus saw in ritual and sacrificial
procedures methods by which the gods revealed the ways in which the soul
could commune with higher powers.*® Even with the dominance of Chris-
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tianity in the fourth century and after, Mediterranean culture and thought
seems to have taken what Patricia Cox Miller calls a “material turn,” in which
objects, body parts, and images were seen to speak to the deepest needs of
communities and individuals.? It will be shown here that this view of the
world did indeed characterize sectors of Judaism in late antiquity. There is
thus every reason to believe that these developments did not occur in Juda-
ism in isolation from its cultural environment.

Moreover, the identification of semiological reading with pantextual-
ity does not take into account the possibility that some semiological activi-
ties lay outside the realm of the text in the cultural and social environment
inhabited by the rabbis. In other words, textuality may be a theoretical model
that these critics subsequently attributed to all forms of interpretation, both
textual and nontextual. To be sure, for the poststructural theorists who argue
for pantextuality as an overall critical approach, this idea is inherent in all
forms of interpretation; that is, the closed hermeneutical circle presumably
would be operable at all times in all readings, including ancient ones. This
argument, however, must be distinguished from the historical argument that
this model of pantextuality was anticipated in Judaism of the rabbinic age.
This book is not a refutation of the epistemological or philosophical basis of
this argument; if it is relevant to this controversy, it bears on the historical
argument that ancient Judaism constitutes an alternative to Western logo-
centrism in part because the entirety of its discourse takes place within the
written text and its interpretation.

Theories of the Sign

In contrast, Jacob Brill’s earlier characterization of the role of signs in rab-
binic thought is more inclusive. His introduction to Doresh le-Siyyon invites
us to see how the ancient Jews themselves saw the process of the creation of
signs that in a religious conception allows human and God to communicate,
both explicitly and obliquely. His essay unites the verbal semiotics of the oral
Torah with the nontextual messages embedded, according to classical Jewish
worldviews, in the earth, the stars, human actions, and such phenomena as
the flight patterns of birds and the swaying of palm trees. Briill's observa-
tions were originally meant to introduce the reader to Talmudic mnemonics,
the techniques that the ancient rabbis used for memorizing their texts. His
reason was that he distinguished among the sign vehicle, the object signi-
fied, and the interpretant*® and thus placed in the same category the divinely
created indicators of significance and human attempts to negotiate the text.
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In doing so, he linked the physical designation of signs—such as the mark-
ing of graves and the creation of cloven hooves—with the mental exercise of
imprinting and recalling information.

Brill's insights into the nature of signifying come into relief when we look
at phenomena like ideas of sacrifice in postbiblical Judaism. Recent research
on this subject shows that several poetic and rabbinic sources sustain a motif
according to which God actively implanted sources of meaning in the world
when he first created it. This idea appears in the legends of creation and
redemption in Midrash, the classic rabbinic texts that interpret the Bible, and
in the Avodah piyyutim, the elaborate synagogue poems that describe the
sacrifice for Yom Kippur.®* This motif is part of a larger worldview in which
every thing created by God has a larger purpose in history. In fact, the idea
that the things God created are not simply inert objects or dumb animals
but actors in a drama of Israel’s destiny extends to legends in which such
substances and creatures as earth, blood, birds, and clothes have a will of
their own. At the same time, according to this worldview, we humans have
developed systems of interpretation and discipline in which we can uncover
the hidden signifiers embedded in the physical world.

These sources are evidence that concrete objects, garments, and everyday
events spoke to Jews in the ancient world no less eloquently and meaningfully
than the Torah itself. The purpose of this book is to explore myths, systems of
interpretation, and ritual strategies reflecting the idea that the physical world
is embedded with meaning. Its argument proceeds in four stages. The first
stage explores the idea that before God created the world, he created both the
Torah and the Jewish ritual system and, furthermore, intended to signify to
human beings by embedding meaning in animals, objects, and events. The
second stage considers how one set of objects, the sacred vestments of the
high priest commanded by God in the book of Exodus, served as the source
of a large and complex system of interpretation in ancient Judaism, in which
each detail in the high priest’s garments is laden with meaning and at the same
time serves as a ritual actor in the sacrificial system. The third stage exam-
ines the ways in which ancient and medieval people developed systems for
deciphering what they perceived to be hidden messages about human destiny
embedded in everyday events and natural objects: techniques we call divina-
tion. The fourth and final stage brings the topic back to creation and carries
it forward to teleology by exploring legends in which elements of nature and
created beings act out the divine will through their own agency.

This progression—from myths of creation, to interpretations of the
priestly vestments, to divination traditions, to the actions of the signifiers
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themselves—also is a progression through the channels of communication
between the divine and the human as perceived by ancient Jews. The myths
of creation and destiny concern God’s communication to humanity. In the
priestly vestments, the communication runs both ways: God commands
Israel to place signs of its identity and moral character on the clothing of the
high priest, who then uses them as signifiers in his effort to secure atonement
for his people. In divination traditions, human beings actively invent strate-
gies for finding out the divine will. In stories of the agency of natural beings,
the world itself not only communicates but also participates in history.

The title of this book is inspired by Henry Louis Gates’s masterwork The
Signifying Monkey, his exploration of types of subversive signification in
African and African American cultures carried out by trickster figures and
others. In one way, the sort of signification described here, in which God
is seen to implant signs in the world that can be read in a variety of ways,
could be seen as a hegemonic form of signification and therefore quite the
opposite of Gates’s subject. In another way, Gates does not exclude forms of
authority in his study. He devotes an important section to how the gods in
West African religions convey messages to humankind through the media-
tion of the trickster god (Esu), who in turn designates the linguist Legba to
serve as interpreter.* Although Legba’s methods are mercurial and can even
be perverse, his function is pivotal in the institutional frameworks of divi-
nation, interpretation, and social structure.®® In other words, to use Gates’s
terminology, this study concerns the act of “signifying”—conveying ranges
of meaning and linguistic function from their divine sources through duly
appointed forms of mediation—rather than “signifyin(g)”—subverting the
conventional social order through misdirection.** Moreover, the system of
semiotic mediation in ancient Judaism that is the subject of this book is itself
an alternative to, if not a subversion of, the myth of centrality of the text of
the Torah and its authoritative interpreters (sages or rabbis) that ostensibly
lies at the heart of rabbinic Judaism.

The myths and methods of nontextual systems of meaning presented in
this study may also turn out to represent social or cultural circles lying at the
margins of rabbinic authority. Much of the evidence discussed here comes
from rabbinic literature, especially Midrash, or rabbinic exegesis of scrip-
ture. The compilations of Midrash undertaken between the third and eighth
centuries most likely represent diverse groups of rabbis and their colleagues,
from the legal authorities that stand behind the early texts of midrash hal-
akhah to the homilists and synagogue preachers that seem to have influ-
enced and contributed to later midrashim. At the same time, this book draws
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on bodies of ancient Jewish literature, such as magical and divination texts
and liturgical poetry or piyyut, that are not included in the rabbinic canon.
While there is still debate about whether these forms of expression should
be included in the category of “rabbinic” Judaism, it is clear that these litera-
tures were not produced by the central shapers of the Talmuds.

This project has one more peculiarity. Although the subject is why non-
textual sources were important to ancient Jews, the sources themselves are
texts. That is, this book draws from the established texts of the rabbinic
canon, such as the major midrashim and the compilations of biblical inter-
pretation written in the fourth through eighth centuries, from synagogue
poems written down in Palestine in the fourth through seventh centuries
and available to us in manuscripts from the early Middle Ages and from
manuals of divination from the Genizah and other manuscript collections, as
well as the Talmuds. For the most part, this book does not encompass art his-
tory, even though the study of ancient Jewish art is currently undergoing an
unprecedented revival.® Although a great deal can be learned from subjects
like the function of art in the ancient synagogue, the use of drawings and
physical objects in Jewish magic, and whether the Mishnah and synagogue
poetry engage in the literary description of the visual, the main sources are
texts describing the location of meaning in the physical world. The reason is
that this book is concerned primarily with this idea rather than visual cul-
tural expression per se. Thus, the very modest iconographic evidence for
depictions of the priestly vestments from ancient synagogues is discussed in
chapter 3, but only because they add to our other textual sources on interpre-
tations of those vestments. In a similar way, Kalman Bland’s book The Art-
less Jew argues that the stereotype of the Jews as a people devoid of artistic
sensibilities is a modern invention. But because Bland’s book studies the idea
of the role of the visual in Jewish thought and not Jewish art itself, it does not
include illustrations.*

Notwithstanding the irony of deriving the concept of nontextual sources
of meaning from written texts, we must be aware that historians of religion
often try to reconstruct rituals, social patterns, and worldviews from written
documents. In the case of ancient Judaism, we are at least fortunate to have
medieval and even ancient documents at our disposal, documents that tell
us by their material context how they were used by the communities that
preserved, buried, or discarded them. More to the point, the sources that
explored here bear a complex relationship between textual and nontextual
ways of knowing. Interpretations of the priestly vestments rely on scripture
for their vivid imaginings of their physical beauty and meaning. Divination
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traditions often derive verbal messages from animals, events, and visual data
and then write down their findings in manuals. Nonetheless, all these sys-
tems of signification see themselves as reaching outside the text and going
directly to the world of objects and images for meaning.

This book is not the first attempt to challenge the notion that Judaism is
exclusively a religion of the book. Not long ago, the Assyriologist Zvi Abusch
detected a linguistic and conceptual relationship between the ancient Near
Eastern process of oracular decision (Akkadian: alaktu) and the rabbinic
legal process known as halakhah.¥ Several scholars have sought to locate
the origins of ancient Jewish hermeneutics in Near Eastern divination and
dream interpretation.*® Howard Eilberg-Schwartz, a historian of Jewish rit-
ual, entitled his collection of essays People of the Body, in which he argued
that Judaic civilization is concerned no less with the human body than with
the book.* This book builds on these and other explorations into the diver-
sity of conceptions of signification among Jews in late antiquity. We begin by
reexamining the theological underpinnings of these conceptions, found in
ancient myths of creation.
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Myths of Creation

According to the ancient rabbis, at twilight on the sixth day of cre-
ation God created the first pair of tongs. This detail appears in the tractate
Avot of the Mishnah, known as the Sayings of the Fathers. It is one of a list
of ten things created at twilight on the sixth day of creation, a liminal time in
prehistory. The rabbis’ reasoning is as follows: A blacksmith needs a pair of
tongs to grasp the iron to make another pair of tongs, and so on; therefore,
the first pair must have been created by God himself.?

This statement is one detail among many in a rich tradition of myths of
creation and precreation in rabbinic Judaism. The most famous of these is
the idea that the Torah existed before creation. This chapter examines the
relationship of this myth to alternatives, in which entities other than the
Torah, especially the Temple, God’s earthly sanctuary, were created before
the world.

Myth in Judaism?

For generations scholars have recognized that ancient Judaism is rich in
sacred stories reflecting the culture’s worldview, a category known to histo-
rians of religion as myth.? But what does it mean to say that there is myth
in Judaism? Historians of Midrash, the classical Jewish literature of biblical
exegesis, and of Jewish mysticism have identified elements of myth in the
literatures they study and have examined this question and its history.* Yehu-
dah Liebes, following a pattern set by Gershom Scholem, the founder of the
modern study of Jewish mysticism, defines myth as “a sacred story about the
deity” and sees the history of Jewish thought from the rabbinic Judaism of
late antiquity to the medieval Kabbalah as one in which conflicts between
God and external forces are integrated increasingly into conceptions of God’s
inner life. For Michael Fishbane, however, the proliferation of mythological
patterns in Midrash represents “the reverse process of domesticating original
nature myths in the rabbinic framework.”s
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In these and earlier studies, the mythological element in Jewish lore is usu-
ally identified with creation. Fishbane, for example, argues that the Midrash
allows the emergence of myths of God’s struggle with the forces of chaos,
represented by primordial monsters like the Leviathan as well as the personi-
fied sea.® In his study, Jeffrey L. Rubenstein, who shows how early medieval
midrashic texts tend to express myths more directly than their late antique
antecedents, takes an Eliadian view of myth. To him, myth “tells of the para-
digmatic acts of the gods (God) or the ancestors.”” Definitions of myth often
expand the category to sacred stores that do not necessarily focus on origins.
Most descriptions of myth also emphasize their use in the various contexts of
performance, ritual, and social structure. Moreover, myths not only express
the tellers’ worldviews but also can reveal deeper structures of thought (men-
talité) that underlie a culture’s explicit stories and theories about the world
in which it lives. Chapters 2 and 3 in this book focus on such a relationship
among the making of myth, exegesis, and worldview in Judaism in late antiq-
uity. We begin with a central myth in ancient Judaism and its alternatives.

The Blueprint for the World

One of the best-known myths of rabbinic Judaism is the idea that the Torah
was created before the universe and was used as the blueprint for the world.
There are alternatives to that myth, however, that can be found in Midrash
and synagogue poetry. One of the principal alternatives, of equal antiquity
and importance, is the idea that not only was the Torah created before the
world but the Temple and the ritual system were as well. One significant idea
emerging from that myth is that God implanted signs in the world to be read
for the purpose of Temple worship and ritual observance.

The myth that the Torah was the blueprint for the world has its origins
in ancient interpretations of chapter 8 of the book of Proverbs, in which
Wisdom is personified as a woman, calling out to all men to abide with her
and learn from her. At one point she proclaims that she was with God at the
beginning of creation:

The Lord created me at the beginning of His course,
The first of His works of old.

In the distant past [ was fashioned,

At the beginning, at the origin of earth. (Prov. 8:22-23)

Later on she says:
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I was with Him as a confidant,
A source of delight every day. (Prov. 8:30)

In this speech, Wisdom seems to be saying that she was the first thing
that God created—even before the physical world itself. From that point
on, Wisdom coexisted with God. In verse 30, Wisdom describes herself as
God’s amon, a word that the Jewish Publication Society Tanakh translates as
“confidant”

Since the rabbis equate Wisdom with Torah, they take this passage to
mean that the Torah itself predated the creation of the world and, indeed,
assisted in its creation. This argument for this idea is stated most elegantly
in Genesis Rabbah, the major rabbinic commentary to Genesis, which was
compiled in the early fifth century CE. The midrash takes as its starting
point the meaning of the word amon in Proverbs 8:30, a subject on which
the midrash registers several opinions. The text then attributes the following
explanation to Rabbi Hoshaya:

Amon [means] craftsman (oman). The Torah says: I was the handiwork
of the Holy One, blessed be He. It is the custom of the world that when a
king of flesh and blood builds a palace, he does not build it with his own
knowledge, but with that of a craftsman. And the craftsman does not build
it with his own knowledge, but from scrolls® and tablets that he has, so that
he will know how to make rooms and furnishings. Thus the Holy One,
blessed be He looked into the Torah and created the world. The Torah
says “with ‘beginning’ (be-reshit) God created” (Gen. 1:1) and “beginning”
means nothing other that Torah, as it is said, “The Lord created me at the
beginning (reshit) of His course.” (Prov. 8:22)°

The word amon can be revocalized to read oman, “craftsman.” Further-
more, verse 22 of the same chapter states that God created wisdom “at the
beginning of his way” (reshit darko). Genesis 1:1 begins be-reshit, which could
mean “in the beginning” But the preposition bet could also be used instru-
mentally to mean “with beginning” Therefore, the midrash reasons, Proverbs
8 identifies Torah as the “beginning,” according to which God created the
world in Genesis 1. This remarkable idea presupposes a precreation as well
as a hypostasized Torah actively involved in creation. It may also reflect a
conception of divine wisdom akin to that of wisdom or logos in first-century
Hellenistic Jewish thought. In the Wisdom of Solomon, extending and phi-
losophizing the Proverbs tradition, divine wisdom is considered an “exhala-
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tion” and “effluence” from the power of God;* and for Philo of Alexandria, it
is the Logos, the active agent of creation through divine reason.”

This idea has profound implications for rabbinic Judaism. If the Torah
was the blueprint for the world, then, as the tractate Avot, the Sayings of the
Fathers, says, one can “turn it over, for everything is in it It means that
everything that human beings would want to know—cosmology, human
nature, standards of behavior, the future—is contained in the Torah.

Precreation

Rabbinic literature does not confine the idea that God created something
before the world to this one famous midrash. Both Genesis Rabbah and later
midrashim contain several lists of things that were precreated, or at least pre-
conceived, as well as lists of those things created at the very beginning of
creation® or at the end of the six days of creation just before the Sabbath.*

There are several such lists, most of which share many of the same items,
if in different order.” Lists are found in the following sources:

1. Sifre Deuteronomy Eqev, chap. 37

2. Genesis Rabbah 1:47

3. Tanhuma Buber Naso 19"

4. Tanhuma Naso 11*

5. Babylonian Talmud, b. Pesahim 54a

6. Babylonian Talmud, b. Nedarim 39b

7. Midrash to Psalms (Midrash Tehillim), chaps. 72:6, 90:12, and 93:3*°
8. Midrash to Proverbs (Midrah Mishle), chap. 8*

9. Pirge de-Rabbi Eliezer, chap. 3>

10. Seder Eliahu Rabbah, chap. 317

Of the sources listed here, four—Sifre, Genesis Rabbah, and the two texts
of Tanhuma—belong to the classical Palestinian midrashim of the third
to seventh centuries; Sifre Deuteronomy is one of the so-called Tannaitic
midrashim, although the chapter under discussion may have been added a
bit later;>* Genesis Rabbah is dated to the fourth century; and the Tanhuma
is thought to have been compiled in the sixth or seventh centuries using
earlier sources. The so-called Printed Tanhuma (Tanhuma ha-Nidpas) and
the Buber edition are two editions of a text that existed in various forms in
late antiquity and the Middle Ages.” The two lists from the Babylonian Tal-
mud, which was redacted at the beginning of the sixth century, are identical,
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although they are set into different contexts: The list in b. Nedarim 39b is
occasioned by a discussion of whether Gehinnom was created for the pur-
pose of swallowing up Korah and his allies in Numbers 16, or whether it was
precreated. The list in b. Pesahim 54a is preceded by list of ten things created
at twilight on the sixth day and appears during a discussion about whether
the fire of Gehinnom was created on the sixth day or before creation.

Most of these sources state that six or seven things were created (or
planned) by God before the creation of the world. These are then listed, fol-
lowed by biblical prooftexts that provide evidence for each item in the list.
They vary in number and details, in the order of items on the list, and in
their use of prooftexts. In fact, the passage in Tanhuma, which is quoted later,
has one set of variants: “Some say, also The Garden of Eden and Gehinnom.
Sifre to Deuteronomy contains three items; Genesis Rabbah and Seder Eli-
yahu Rabbah list six. There are three lists in the Midrash to Psalms. In go:12,
one list of seven items includes the heavenly Temple, literally “the Temple of
above” (bet migdash shel maalah). The list in chapter 93:3 contains six items.
The remaining sources have seven items. The following table summarizes
these lists in the order given in the sources. Because the lists in Tanhuma
and the Babylonian Talmud have identical items and the same order, they are
placed together here. Tanhuma’s citation of variants is noted in an extension
to the table.

The earliest text, Sifre (usually dated to the third century), contains only
three items. The next text, Genesis Rabbah, edited in the fourth century, has
six. Only these two texts list the patriarchs (the “Fathers of the World”). When
the Garden of Eden and Gehinnom appear together, Eden appears before
Gehinnom in all lists except for Seder Eliyahu Rabbah, an ethically oriented
homiletic midrash that makes a special point of emphasizing the punishment
of the wicked. In fact, its version could be seen as a variant of Genesis Rab-
bals, with the variant quoted by Tanhuma substituting for the fathers and
Israel. Unlike any of the other passages, the Midrash to Psalms 90:12, a com-
mentary on Psalms 90:3, works the entire list into a comprehensive cosmolog-
ical scheme in which the Torah is written at God’s throne facing the heavenly
Temple.* The midrashist then ties the homily to the next verse (Ps. 90:4) by
arguing that according to that verse, since one of God’s days is one thousand
years in the sight of God, and the Torah was God’s companion “day after day”
(yom yom) according to Proverbs 8:30, the creation of these seven elements
preceded the creation of the world by two thousand years. These last two
sources reflect a development of the tradition in which the lists are integrated
more thoroughly into the editors homiletical program.
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In his dissertation, Yehoshua Granat conducted an extensive analysis
of these sources as background to a study of the idea of precreation in the
classical piyyut of the seventh and eighth centuries.” Granat distinguishes
between the list of seven—including the Garden of Eden and Gehinnom,
which appear first in the Babylonian Talmud,®® and a Palestinian tradi-
tion beginning with the three entities listed in Sifre, which appear without
enumeration—and the list of six in Genesis Rabbah and extending to the
Tanhuma’s list, which is similar to Genesis Rabbah’s and in which the Gar-
den of Eden and Gehinnom are listed as variants. He argues that the later
midrashim, such as the Midrash to Psalms and Seder Eliahu Rabbah, reflect
the influence of the Babylonian Talmud, which had become dominant after
the rise of Islam.*

There also is a list of ten things that were conceived by God before
creation. It appears in version B of Avot de Rabbi Natan, a commentary
to the Mishnah tractate Avot composed perhaps in the third or fourth
centuries:

Ten things were conceived before creation (‘alu ba-mahshavah):
1. Jerusalem

2. The spirits (ruhot) of the Patriarchs

The light of the righteous

Gehinnom

The waters of the flood

The second (set of) tablets (of the Ten Commandments)
The Sabbath

The Temple

. The ark

10. And the light of the world to come.*®

R A

This list contains only two items that appear in the lists in our table, the Tem-
ple and Gehinnom. This list of ten does not, therefore, appear to be related to
that complex of sources.

For our purposes, however, most significant is that the Temple and
Torah are the only two details that appear in all the related lists. The Throne
of Glory and the name of the messiah appear in all lists but Sifre and the
Midrash to Psalms 90:3, although that passage in the Midrash to Psalms lists
the “King Messiah” himself. These lists are therefore evidence for an alter-
native to the myth of the precreated Torah, in which the ritual system—the
Tabernacle or Temple, the system of dietary laws (kashrut), and other rit-
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ual requirements—was created or conceived before creation and serves as a
model for future history. A closer look at some of these passages and related
discussions shows how this idea has been explained and expanded.

The Primordial Sanctuary

We begin with Genesis Rabbah’s version of the list, which contains many of
the elements found in subsequent versions. Genesis Rabbah, however, distin-
guishes between those things that actually were created before the world and
those that he conceived before creation:

I.  Six things preceded the creation of the world. Some were created and
some arose in His plan to be created.
A. The Torah and the Throne of Glory were created:
1. The Torah, as it is written, “The Lord created me at the beginning
of His course” (Prov. 8:22).
2. The Throne of Glory, as it is written, “Your Throne stands firm
from old” (Ps. 93:2).
B. The patriarchs arose in God’s plan.
1. Asitis written, “I saw Your fathers as the first fig to ripen on a fig
tree” (Hosea 9:10).3
2. Israel arose in God’s plan, as it is written, “Remember the com-
munity You made Yours long ago” (Ps. 74:2).
3. The Temple arose in God’s plan as it is written, “O Throne of
Glory exalted from old,” our sacred shrine” (Jer. 17:12).
4. The name of the messiah arose in God’s plan, as it is written, “his
name endures before the sun” (Ps. 72:17).34
5. R. Abahu be-R. Zeira said: Also repentance, as it is written,
“before the mountains came into being” (Ps. 90:2), at that time,
“You decreed, ‘Return, you mortals™ (Ps. 90:3).
II. But I do not know which came first: the Torah before the Throne of
Glory or the Throne of Glory before the Torah.
A. R. Abba bar Kahana said: The Torah came before the Throne of
Glory.
1. For it is written, “The Lord created me at the beginning of His
course, as the first of His works of old” (Prov. 8:22).
2. This precedes that about which it is written, “Your Throne stands
firm from old” (Ps. 93:2).%
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The distinction between things created and things conceived in the mind
of God seems to imply that not everything that appears on earth is a product
of God’s prior planning. As a consequence, when God places something in
the earth by design, special attention must be paid to its existence and pur-
pose. The phrase “arose in God’s plan,” applied, for example, to the patriarchs
and thus signals that they were created in such a way as to fulfill a purpose in
later history, a key feature of this motif.

Two things, the Torah and the Throne of Glory, were precreated; every-
thing else in the list was conceived before creation and created according to
that plan. Like Genesis Rabbah 1:1, this midrash mentions Proverbs 8:22 as
proof that the Torah was created before the world. But it adds the Throne
of Glory, God’s celestial throne. The list of things that God conceived, to
create later, begins with the patriarchs of Israel: Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.
The word in the prooftext from Hosea translated “first” here is be-reshitah,
which the midrash associates with creation (be-reshit). Thus God “saw”—
that is, conceived—the patriarchs in the beginning. At that point the
midrash introduces the sanctuary or Temple, the abode of God on earth.
This inclusion reflects a symmetry between the Throne of Glory, which is
precreated, and the earthly Temple, which is preconceived in God’s plan for
creation.

This symmetry is as old as the idea of Torah itself. Several sources state
that the creation of the Temple was not only preconceived but actually pre-
ceded the creation of the world. In the late third-century midrash Sifre to
Deuteronomy, one passage seeks to prove that the land of Israel is more
beautiful than any other land because it was created first. In the course of
this argument, the midrash places the Temple along with Torah as two things
created before anything else in the world:

I. So you find in the ways of God* that everything that is preferred pre-
cedes the other.

A. The Torah, because it is more beloved than anything else, was cre-
ated before everything, as it is written, “The Lord created me at
the beginning of His course, as the first of His works of old” (Prov.
8:22), and it says, “In the distant past I was fashioned, at the begin-
ning, at the origin of the earth” (Prov. 8:23).

B. The sanctuary, because it was more beloved than anything else, was
created before everything, as it is said, “O Throne of Glory exalted
from old, our sacred shrine” (Jer. 17:12).
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C. The land of Israel, because it was more beloved than anything else,
was created before everything, as it is said, “He had not made earth
and fields, or the world’s first lumps of clay” (Prov. 8:26).

This midrash begins at A, with the previous argument for the precreation
of the Torah, based on Proverbs 8. But this passage then uses other verses
to show that other entities also were created before all others. Thus in B,
Jeremiah 17:12 is invoked to prove the primordial creation of the sanctuary.
The verse speaks of the Throne of Glory as having been exalted from old—
marom me-rishon—which can also mean “exalted from the first” The verse
continues, meqom miqdeshenu, “the place of our sacred shrine,” referring to
the Temple. In C, the midrash shifts back to Proverbs 8. Verse 26 is used
there to demonstrate the primacy of the land of Israel through the order of
the terms for earth it uses. A gloss in the text of Sifre explains: “Earth (eres)
means all other countries; fields (hosot) means the wildernesses; and world
(tevel) means the land of Israel”s®

Just as the idea of a preexistent Torah can be derived from Proverbs,
the idea that the tabernacle and Temple have a cosmic significance and a
metaphysical reality beyond that of its role in the religion of Israel can be
deduced from the text of the Torah itself. Scholars and exegetes, including
Franz Rosenzweig, Umberto Cassutto, Moshe Weinfeld, and Jon Levenson,
have pointed out that the Torah’s narrative (in this case, the priestly source)
describes the erection and completion of the tabernacle in Exodus 39-40 in
parallel terms to its description of creation of the world in Genesis 1. Moshe
Weinfeld argues that this idea is reinforced by Psalms 132:8, in which God is
called on to “arise to Your resting-place” (menuhatekha), suggesting that the
Sabbath’s “rest” is the temporal equivalent of the Tabernacle as a resting place
for God.*

The notion that the act of creation is mirrored in the building of the sanc-
tuary follows from the idea that the Tabernacle was built on a kind of heav-
enly blueprint or prototype, a pattern (tavnit) that God showed to Moses on
Mount Sinai (Exod. 25:9, 40). This in turn implies that the earthly Tabernacle
and, by extension, the Temple, are based on the celestial abode of God and,
at the same time, are a microcosm for the world in which the God causes his
Presence to dwell (Isa. 6:3).* In postbiblical Judaism this idea developed into
the concept of a heavenly sanctuary, in which angels hold sacrifices and sing
God’s praises.”

The Tanhuma’s version of the list of precreated entities makes explicit the
relationship between this ancient idea and the rabbinic notion that the Tem-
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ple and Tabernacle existed before creation: The following version is from the
Buber edition cited earlier.®

I. Thus our rabbis taught: Seven things preceded [the creation of the]
world: The Throne of Glory, The Torah, the Temple (bet ha-migdash),
the fathers of the world (and Israel); name of the Messiah; repentance;
and some say, also The Garden of Eden and Gehinnom.

1. From [what verse] can the throne of glory be derived? As it is written,
“Your throne stands firm from of old, from eternity you have existed” (Ps.
93:2).

2. From [what verse] can the Torah be derived? “The Lord created me at the
beginning of His course, before His works of old” (Prov. 8:22).

3. From [what verse] can the Temple be derived? As it is written, “Throne of
Glory exalted from of old, our sacred shrine” (Jer. 17:12).

4. From [what verse] can the fathers be derived? As it is written, “I found
Israel as pleasing as grapes in the wilderness; I saw your fathers like the
first fig to ripen on a fig tree” (Hosea 9:10).

5. From [what verse] can Israel be derived? As it is written, “Remember the
community You made Yours long ago” (Ps. 74:2).

6. From [what verse] can the name of the messiah be derived? As it is writ-
ten, “before the sun his name is established” (Ps. 72:17).

7. From [what verse] can repentance be derived? As it is written, “Before
the mountains came into being” (Ps. 90:2); and it is written, “You return

(Ps. 90:3).

8. From [what verse] can the Garden of Eden be derived? As it is written,
“The Lord God planted a garden in Eden of old”* (Gen. 2:8).

9. From [what verse] can the Gehinnom be derived? As it is written, “Topheth
has long been ready” (Isa. 30:33).

£2%)

humanity to dust; You decreed, ‘Return you mortals

Having established that among those precreated entities, including the
Torah, were the Throne of Glory and the Temple, the Midrash then goes on
to elaborate on the relationship between the throne and the Temple:

I. Come and see:

A. When the Holy One, blessed be He, said to Moses that he should
tell Israel to make Him a tabernacle, [He] said to Moses, “Tell Israel
that it is not because, as it were, I have no place to dwell that I tell
you to build me a tabernacle”
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B. Until the world was created a sanctuary was constructed on high,
as it is written, “O Throne of Glory exalted from old, [our sacred
shrine]” (Jer. 17:12); “and there a temple is built for My throne,’* as it
is written, “The Lord is in His holy Temple” (Hab. 2:20); and so Isaiah
said, “I saw my Lord seated on a high and lofty throne” (Isa. 6:1).

C. “But because of My love for You, I will leave My temple on high,
which was established before the world was created, and I will
descend and dwell among you,” as it is said, “Make Me a sanctuary
that I may dwell among them” (Exod. 25:8).

The midrash thus makes explicit the idea that the Temple is the earthly
equivalent of God’s heavenly abode but introduces the progression of history.
That is, the heavenly throne of glory is God’s abode until the tabernacle (and
subsequently the Temple) is built, at which time God may dwell among Israel
on earth.

Some sources take this idea even further and argue that the world was cre-
ated for the sake of the Temple and the ritual system. This idea first appears
in Genesis Rabbah 1:4, following the midrash discussed earlier, according to
which the Torah was the blueprint for the world. Note the argument made by
the midrash:

I. R.Huna said in the name of R. Mattenah: The world was created for the
sake of three things: the dough-oftering (hallah), tithes, and first-fruits,
A. Asitissaid, “In the beginning” (Gen. 1:1).
1. Beginning is the dough offering (hallah), as it is written, “the first
yield of your baking” (Num. 15:20),
2. and “beginning” is the tithe, as it is written, “the first fruits of
your new grain” (Deut 18:4);
3. also, “beginning” is tithe, as it is written, “the first fruits of your
soil” (Exod. 23:19).4

This midrash sets forth in a remarkable way a ritual counterpart to the
myth of the precreation of the Torah expressed in Genesis Rabbah 1:1. Just
as that midrash associates the word reshit in Genesis 1:1 with reshit in Prov-
erbs 8, this midrash links that word in Genesis 1 with its occurrence in three
verses in which it refers to the first fruits, the first of the dough offered as
hallah, and the first grains, which are tithed. Indeed, this midrash goes fur-
ther than Genesis Rabbah 1:1 in stating that the world was created for the
sake of those offerings.
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The Avodah

The literature that most deeply reflects the idea that Israel’s ritual system is
embedded in creation itself is a form of synagogue poetry called the Avo-
dah piyyutim. From late antiquity to the present day, these intricate, allusive
poems have been sung in the synagogue on Yom Kippur, the Day of Atone-
ment, as part of the service that recalls the high priest’s sacrifice of purifica-
tion and atonement in the Jerusalem Temple.#” The classical Avodah piyyu-
tim were written three to six centuries after that Temple was destroyed and
are very important to helping us understand how ancient Jews understood
such subjects as the nature of sacrifice, history, and the purpose of creation.

The poetry of the ancient synagogue is known as piyyut. Although it was
often suppressed by generations of rabbis, its ornamental beauty and its deep
exploration of sacred stories ensured its popularity for centuries. This litera-
ture produced dozens of poets and thousands of compositions before the rise
of Islam. These poems were once sung in synagogues in Palestine during the
classical age of the Talmuds and Midrash, from the fourth and seventh cen-
turies. It could be argued that in fact, the discovery of this literature is sec-
ond only in importance among Hebrew literary texts to that of the Dead Sea
Scrolls for our understanding of ancient Judaism, for it preserves linguistic
forms, myths, and ways of thinking that we would not have known about
from Talmudic literature. This literature is also important because in it we
hear the voices of individual authors. Although rabbinic literature is a collec-
tive literature, the first author of complete Hebrew texts after the first century
CE whose name we know is that of the poet Yose ben Yose, whose work is
one of the most important sources for this book.

The purpose of the Avodah piyyutim is to describe in great detail the Yom
Kippur sacrifice in the Temple. One of the unique features of the poems is
how they are structured. The Avodah consists of two sections. The first is an
extensive introduction that begins with an epic narrative of the history of the
world, from creation, and indeed before creation, to the election of the Jew-
ish people, to the building of the Temple. The second section describes the
high priest’s sacrifice on Yom Kippur. This literary structure thus reinforces
the notion that the Temple and the ritual system are prefigured by Israel’s
early history and, indeed, the history of the world. As a result, the poems
express a teleological view of creation.

The most prominent Avodah piyyutim, Yose ben Yose’s “Azkir Gevurot
Elohah” (“Let Me Recount the Wonders of God”) and another monumental,
anonymous poem entitled “Az be-En Kol” (“When All Was Not”), work into
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their opening sections the myth that the Torah was the blueprint for cre-
ation. When speaking of the Torah, Yose ben Yose alludes to the tabernacle:

At first, before a thousand generations
it arose in his intention,

and from it came the plan

for all the works of the construction.

The Hebrew word used in the last line, tavnit, translated here as “construc-
tion,” refers to the creation of the world and also alludes to the prototype of
the tabernacle shown to Moses in Exodus 25:9 and 40 and the blueprint for
the Temple in 1 Chronicles 28:11. Here and in a fragmentary stanza in “Az
be-En Kol,” which is discussed in the next section, the poems refer to the
idea that the earthly tabernacle that was to be built had a primordial super-
nal counterpart.

More than this, humankind was created for the purpose of praising God.
In “Aromem la-’EL;” (Let Me Exalt God), a piyyut influenced by “Az be-En
Kol” and “Azkir Gevurot,” we read:

This One* surveyed,

and looked out at the world

as a city without inhabitants,

as an army without a commander.

He considered this,

and said, “What have I accomplished?

I created and achieved, but who will recount My praises?”s

As Joseph Yahalom has shown, the idea that the creation of humankind
has a cultic purpose is developed further, perhaps under the influence of our
piyyutim, in Palestinian midrashim of the Amoraic period and later, from
the fourth to eighth centuries. In chapter 6 of Pirge de-Rabbi Eliezer, the
great size and glorious appearance of Adam erroneously lead the creatures of
the world to worship him. In response, Adam proposes: “Let us both go and
clothe [God] in glory and might and enthrone the One who created us. For
if there is no people to praise the King, will the King praise Himself?” This
mythic idea, that God in fact needs to be created in order to be God, is stated
most boldly in an earlier Palestinian midrashic source from the Tanhuma-
Yelamdenu literature published in 1966. The midrash is based on the word
order of Genesis 1:1, which, following the usual order of subject and verb
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in biblical Hebrew, can be read literally as “in the beginning created God
heaven and earth”:

“In the beginning God created” (Gen. 1:1). Fools say: “God created the
beginning” But it is not so. Why? God said: “The owner of a ship is not
called so unless he has a ship. Thus I cannot be called God unless I have cre-
ated a world for Myself. Thus, “In the beginning created,” and then, “God*

That is, God could become God only through the fact of creation. Here,
then, we can see the full development of an idea essential to the Avodah
piyyutim, that the world and humankind were created for the sake of God’s
praise and that this function was essential to God’s divinity.

For these poets, then, the Temple ritual is one of the fundamental ele-
ments of creation. For example, the piyyutim employ an idea found in rab-
binic literature that the world was created from the foundation stone—the
large rock in the Temple Mount now housed in the Dome of the Rock. This
is reflected in a poetic allusion used often in the Avodah piyyutim. “Az be-En
Kol” describes the high priest in this way:

He began to perform (the sacrifice)

of the lamb for the daily offering (Tamid)
offering it entirely

over that which is entirely beautiful >

Here the poet alludes to Psalms 50:2, emphasizing not only the beauty
of Zion but, according to a rabbinic exegesis of Psalms 50:2, that all of the
world’s beauty began with Zion.s

The Avodah piyyutim see creation as having been ordered teleologically
so that each detail is created for a specific purpose in Israel’s salvific history
and ritual system. This pattern suits the purpose of the historical preamble,
in which creation leads to the designation of Aaron and his performance of
the Yom Kippur sacrifice.

The Creation of Signs

We have thus seen an alternative to the pantextual myth of creation, the idea
that God used the Torah as the blueprint for the world. But how does this
relate to the idea that God has embedded physical signs in the world for
human beings to interpret? We turn again to the Avodah piyyutim.
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Because the purpose of these poems is to recreate the Temple service,
their literary structure reinforces the notion that the Temple ritual has its
precedent in Israel’s early history and, in fact, the history of the world. A
long section in “Az be-En Kol” uses a literary pattern to indicate this idea.
This section is an extended essay on the idea discussed earlier that the world
was created by means of the Torah. Judging by the existing fragments of this
section,** each stanza follows a specific poetic pattern. This section begins by
describing how God used the Torah to create heaven and earth:

Looking into (the Torah), You carved out
the pillars of the heavens

before there was primordial chaos®

on which the rafters could rest.*

The next verse is fragmentary, but it expresses this idea in an interesting way:

By* [its] weaving

loops and twisted chains
until you were to [—]
to build Your Tent.s

As Yahalom points out, according to the Babylonian Talmud,” the clasps
in the loops that held together the curtains of the tabernacle, according to
Exodus 26:6, looked like stars in the sky. The poet then seems to be express-
ing the idea that the earthly tabernacle that was to be built had a primor-
dial supernal counterpart. The section continues, enumerating the elements
of nature that were created for the future. Some of these elements have an
eschatological purpose. The poet speaks of God’s creation of

[—]

Snow and smoke®

until you kept them ready

for the day of war and battle.”

Water was created with the flood in mind:
With its compass you set a limit

on the great springs of the deep
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until they were to open
to blot out [all] existence in anger.**

and others were created for specific historical purposes narrated in the
Bible:

With its pools you increased

fins and fowl

until You were to give commands
concerning a fish and a raven.®

That is, God created fish and foul with an eye to the days when he would
command the great fish to swallow Jonah and the ravens to feed Elijah in 1
Kings 17.

These stanzas follow a specific pattern. The first line refers to an attribute
of Torah, identified with wisdom, to which are attributed specific powers.
The second line describes an act of creation, such as the separation of the
waters and appearance of the land. The third and fourth lines are in the
imperfect, implying either that God carried out that action subsequently in
history or will carry it out in the future.

The stanzas follow the six days of creation. This form allows the poet
to link two essential themes: the agency of the Torah in creation and the
teleological nature of every created thing. Thus the waters are held back
until they rise up in the flood; the ravens were created to feed Elijah; and
O on.

More than this, God created animals for consumption and sacrifice. For
example, in Yose ben Yose’s “Azkir Gevurot,” the creation of vegetation and
animals is depicted as the creation of food:

There grew out of the earth
horned animals for slaughter
edible beasts,

both cattle and crawling things.

He pastured the Behemoth

with the produce of a thousand mountains,
for on the day when it is slaughtered,

He® will put His sword to it.%
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The poem continues:

The Creator exulted

and rejoiced in His deeds,
when He saw

that his work was good:

Grasses for rest,

and food of choice;

the table was set,

but there was no one to relish it.

He said to Himself,
“Who will approach

for the butchered animals
and blended wine?”%

The purpose of the creation of humanity is the enjoyment of the food that
God has created in both this world and the world to come, when the Levia-
than and the behemoth will serve as meals for the righteous. It is at this point
that the piyyutim articulate most clearly the idea that God embedded signs
in the natural world. Yose ben Yose’s poem “Atah Konanta ‘Olam be-Rov
Hesed” (You Established the World in Great Mercy)® explicitly connects, in
the details of creation, the creation of food with God’s intention:

You made, as a sign, for those who know You®®
those who are clad with scales,*

and a fleeing serpent™

for the meal in eternity

Did you not make out of the earth
in great abundance

cattle and crawling creatures

and the beasts of the earth?”

You set signs to be known

of edibility for purity

and for the company of the righteous
you made the Behemoth fit to eat.”
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And when the world was built,
in wisdom,

and when the table was set,
and its bounty,

You resolved”

to invite a guest
and to feed him
your choice food.”

Here, too, all creation is arranged for human consumption. That is, when
God created animals, he was kind enough to place visible signs on their bod-
ies so that Israel would know which of them were kosher, for both this world
and the next. In describing God’s creation of the animals, the poet uses the
terms fav,® “mark,” and siman,® “sign,” to designate the anatomical indica-
tors of the dietary laws (kashrut). They thus constitute a kind of teleologi-
cal semiotics of animal biology. Likewise, in “Az be-Da‘at Haqar” (When He
Surveyed with Knowledge), an anonymous piyyut in the tradition of Yose
ben Yose,”” the poet distinguishes between the animals permitted to the cho-
sen people and those permitted to all others:

He placed signs of goodness’

for the people He chose

and all (animals), like the green grasses,
are for those He rejects.”

In Genesis 9:3, God specifically permits the eating of animals: “Every creature that
lives shall be yours to eat. . . . You must not, however, eat flesh with its life-blood
in it” God therefore gives edible animals to the nations of the world. But once
the Jewish people stood at Sinai, God commanded them to distinguish between
animals fit for consumption and all other animals. In order to make this possible,
God therefore specifically communicated to the chosen people by means of ana-
tomical indicators which were permitted and which were forbidden.

Torah, Creation, and Ritual

The purpose of this discussion of the preceding myths, midrashim, and
poems is threefold: The first is to de-center the idea that the Torah was the
instrument of creation and the main entity created before the world, by

Myths of Creation | 31



showing that in the minds of some ancient Jews, the Temple and the sac-
rificial and ritual system were thought also to be a primordial element of
creation. The second purpose is to show that because of this alternative to
the myth of the primordial Torah, the Temple, the sacrificial system, and the
ritual system in general inspired creativity, poetry, and systems of interpreta-
tion. The third purpose is to explain that the ancient Jews believed that God
embedded signification in the natural world so that human beings could use
those signs in their daily lives. They therefore found meaning not only in
their sacred texts but also in animals, events, and natural objects. The fol-
lowing chapters concern three consequences of these ideas: the surprisingly
elaborate and complex systems of symbolism and interpretation that ancient
Jews built around the garments of the high priest and his body; the art and
science of divination, in which people develop systems of reading the natural
world; and stories they told in which natural elements, objects, and creatures
use their own sense of agency to carry out God’s will.
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The Semiotics of
the Priestly Vestments

Since the subject of this chapter is the significance of clothing, we
begin with a kind of alternative fairy tale:

Once upon a time, the emperor of a vast empire wanted to prepare for a
great procession. He commissioned his best tailors, who made a great fuss
of fitting him and flattering him on how splendid he looked. The day came
and the great procession began. But all of a sudden, a child exclaimed, “But
the emperor isn’t wearing any clothes!”

So the adults said to the child, “Silly child! Don’t you know that clothes
are a cultural construction anyway? Go home and read your Foucault!”

“The Emperor’s New Clothes” is a story about what happens when a
player in a ritual reveals the rules of the game. When we engage in rituals,
we assume that no one will disrupt them by giving away the facts—that
the bear we are hunting hasn’t really agreed to be killed; that the football
we are fighting over isn’t really worth much; and that the piece of mat-
zah we are eating isn’t three thousand years old and wasn’t really eaten by
our ancestors.! This is what Catherine Bell, one of the leading theorists of
ritual, following anthropologist Pierre Bourdieu, called the act of “strate-
gic ‘misrecognition’” of the relationship of one’s ends and means™ that is
basic to how ritual works. When, for a variety of reasons, we start revealing
the rules of the game, it is often because the ritual system itself has been
called into question. It can be argued that this state of affairs, the result of
what can be called a ritual crisis, gives way to discourse about ritual and
its meaning.’ One form that this discourse can take is the development of
a system of interpretation in which every detail of a ritual or ritual object
becomes a sign or symbol of something beyond itself. This chapter con-
cerns one example of the ancient ritual discourse about clothing: the sig-
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nificance of the vestments in Jewish sources on sacrifice in the Hellenistic
and Roman periods.

The previous chapter dealt with the idea that the ritual system, and the
physical signs that accompany it, was embedded in God’s primordial concep-
tion of creation. This chapter explores a consequence of this idea, that the
vestments of the high priest form a key component of this ritual system and
constitute a complex semiotic system that functions both instrumentally and
expressively. To understand this idea, we must first consider the significance
of clothes and their function.

Fashion, Antifashion, and Function

Dress is such a fundamental part of being human that we do not always rec-
ognize how complex it is. Clothing is both functional and deeply expressive.
We obviously wear clothes for practical purposes, but we also are very con-
scious of what a particular garment says about the person who wears it, that
person’s place in society, his or her economic conditions, and even the ideol-
ogy or theology to which that person subscribes. Because of this, dress is the
subject of a great deal of discourse in human culture. In his classic essay The
Fashion System, Roland Barthes lays down a basic principle for understand-
ing the best-developed system of discourse about dress, “fashion™:

[A] Fashion Utterance involves at least two systems of information: a spe-
cifically linguistic system, which is a language (such as French or English),
and a “vestimentary” system according to which the garment (prints,
accessories, a pleated skirt, a halter top, etc.) signifies either the world (the
races, springtime, maturity) or Fashion.*

Of course, the garments of the priest in the ancient Temple are the very oppo-
site of fashion. The priestly vestments are presumably eternal and are meant
for one person on earth at a time; only the high priest may wear them as he
performs the sacrifice in the Temple. At the same time, they are worn every
time that sacrifice is performed. They are ritual garments, and an important
feature of ritual is its repeatability, in contrast to the presumed newness of
fashion.

Yet Barthes has much to teach anyone interested in ancient discourse
about the priestly vestments. We have the language of our sources—Hebrew
and Greek as well as the exegetical, historical, and legal nuances carried by
them—and a system of utterances about these ritual garments by which
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specific details—ostensibly opaque in themselves—can represent cosmic,
mythic, or moral elements or the world of ritual behavior—such as the world
of the patriarchs, Temple, or city cult—that such utterances are meant to
evoke. More than this, understanding interpretations of the priestly vest-
ments can also teach us much about how ancient Jews understood sacrifice,
society, and communication between the divine and human. This is because
clothes have the capacity to signal identity, convey power, and confer new
properties on the wearer.

In fact, the analysis of clothing has one important sphere of affinity with
the analysis of ritual. Students of the social roles of clothing stress that we
can parse its function into instrumental, that is, active or performative, and
representational, that is, symbolic or expressive purposes. For example, the
instrumental function of a coat is to keep the wearer warm, and the rep-
resentative function of the same coat is to signal the wearer’s social status,
youth or maturity (or aspirations to youth or maturity), and even his or
her religious or political affiliation. Indeed, one can look to any highly fac-
tionalized religious environment, such as eighteenth-century Philadelphia
or twenty-first-century Jerusalem, for some fine examples of the political
nuances of coats and headgear. A system of discourse about clothing, such
as fashion magazines, wraps around these functions a vocabulary impart-
ing them immediacy and significance. Likewise, a system of discourse about
ritual—be it Victor Turner, the sutra of Jaimini, Philo, or the Mishnah—cre-
ates criteria by which the material details of a procedure are meant to say
more. The distinction between instrumental and representational notions of
interpretation helps us understand ancient readings of these particular ritual
garments.

To illustrate the potency of the vestments as indicators of status and
cultic objects, we can look at how they served as a source of contention in
Judea during Roman rule. According to Josephus, the first-century Jewish
historian, the sacred garments were a subject of an ongoing custody battle
between the Roman authorities and the priestly administration of the Tem-
ple. In his Jewish Antiquities,® Josephus tells us that the robe of the high priest
was kept in the Antonia fortress, under state control, for safe keeping under
Herod and was taken out, under an elaborate protocol, only for festivals and
Yom Kippur. The Roman governor, Vitellius, returned them to the custody of
the priests, but when Fadus later took them back, the Jews protested and the
emperor, Claudius, feared that the protest would proliferate into rebellion.

In fact, the use of garments as markers of extraordinary beings in ritual
contexts is an idea that can be traced to ancient Mesopotamia. As A. Leo
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Oppenheim shows, in the ancient Near East, supernatural beings were said
to be distinguished by their dress; that dress was in turn emulated by the
priesthood.® As Oppenheim states, the use of gold and ornamentation by
kings and priests “endowed these garments with the aura of sacredness which
could not be transferred to other media”” Furthermore, over the centuries.
this property of sacred vestments spread throughout the Mediterranean.®
The elaborate garments of the biblical priesthood influenced Christianity
in antiquity in both reaction and emulation. As Lynda L. Coon observes,
although the simple clothing of Christ and his disciples

inverts the ritualized garments of the consecrated Hebrew priesthood . . .
[t]he late antique hierarchy . . . gradually transformed the simple, apostolic
tunics of the gospels and Acts into a complex ritualistic assortment of vest-
ments that physically embodied the unique powers (charismata) of Christian
altar servants and through which masculine sacred gender was constructed.®

When the Temple was destroyed in 70 CE, the vestments, like all the
accouterments of the cult, became of necessity not a physical object but an
object of discourse only. In response to the loss of the cult, the rabbis con-
tinued to describe it and speculate about its regulations, yet held that the
study of sacrifice was a worthy equivalent of the act itself. At the same time,
the poets of the synagogue constructed elaborate recreations of the central
annual sacrifice, the Avodah of the Day of Atonement, in which they tried
to render the cult as vividly as possible.® An examination of how each of
these groups interpreted the vestments offers us a model for understanding
the changing attitudes of generations of Jews toward the sacrificial system.

The Components of the Priestly Vestments

The relationship between the active and expressive properties of clothing
brings us back to our general theme, the semiotics of the nontextual in classi-
cal Judaism. The priestly vestments are also a special example of how commu-
nication between the realms of the divine and the human takes place through
the implanting and encoding of signs. In Exodus chapters 28 and 39, God
commands Moses, in the words of Exodus 28:2, to “make sacral vestments for
your brother Aaron, for dignity and adornment” Moses is to instruct “those
whom I have endowed with the gift of skill” to make them according to God’s
specifications. This is the first act of encoding, from God to Moses to the gar-
ment workers. At the same time, as we will see, the garments include pre-
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cious stones with the names of the twelve tribes engraved on them, thereby
encoding a representation of Israel to God. This is the second act of encoding.
Finally, since both the physical objects and the verbal instructions for mak-
ing them were present in the ancient Temple and written down in scripture,
they were available for interpretation by the community of worshippers and
sages. This is a third act of encoding—or, rather, an act of decoding. Note that
all three levels of communication can include both the verbal and the visual,
because the end result is a physical object determined by verbal instructions
and eventually interpreted verbally. The signification thus works three ways—
between God and Israel, between Israel and God, and between the vestments
and the community that sees or reads about them.

The fundamental biblical sources for the vestments of the priesthood are
Exodus chapters 28 and 39, from the priestly code (P) of the Pentateuch.
Leviticus 8:6-9 also contains a brief narrative description.” The Mishnah
classifies the vestments by distinguishing the four garments of the ordinary
priests and the four additional components added to those of the high priest.
M. Yoma 7:5 lists them in the following way:*

The High Priest serves in eight garments (Heb. kelim) and the common
priest in four.

1. a fringed linen tunic (kutonet);

2. breeches (mikhnasayim);

3. aroyal headdress (misnefet);

4. and a sash (avnet);

The High Priest adds to this:
1. the breastpiece (hoshen, also known as breastpiece of judgment);
2. the ephod (a richly ornamented garment);
3. arobe (me‘il, the hem of which was lined with cloth pomegranates and
bells, apparently in an alternating pattern).
4. The frontlet (sis, also translated as diadem).

Here the Mishnah adds, referring to the divinitory instruments attested in
Exodus 28:30 and elsewhere:

In these [garments] he would inquire of the Urim and Thumim.

The breastpiece contained twelve precious stones, the exact identity of
which is still in doubt, engraved with the names of the twelve tribes. Two
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shoulder straps on the ephod contained stones, which are designated as
“stones of remembrance of the children of Israel” In addition, according to
Leviticus 16:4, the high priest changed from the golden garments of the daily
service (the Tamid) to fine white garments (bad) when he entered the Holy
of Holies once a year in his encounter with the Divine Presence.” Rabbinic
classifications distinguished between those white garments and the gold gar-
ments worn during the rest of the year.*

More informally, the garments may be divided according to materials and
functions:

1. Cloth garments for covering breeches, robe, tunic, and sash.

2. Headgear: misnefet, perhaps the diadem, and, according to Josephus and
Ben Sira, a crown.”

3. Ornamental or cultic objects: The breastpiece and the precious stones, and
perhaps the diadem, which functions more as a cultic object than head-
gear. The ephod may have fit into this category as well. Here can also be
added the bells and pomegranates on the robe, which are the object of
some speculation in interpretations.

These latter categories are not exact. It is unwise to distinguish too sharply
between utilitarian objects, such as the robe, and ornamental objects, such
as the breastpiece. All these garments had cultic value and were revered by
interpreters for both their ritually instrumental and their symbolic proper-
ties. At the same time, the terms for some of these objects could be used
for noncultic purposes and go back to secular functions. To give an exam-
ple from rabbinic civilization, the term avnet, designating the sash worn by
priests, is used in the Talmud and medieval sources also to designate an ordi-
nary sash or belt worn by Jews. Josephus uses both culturally specific ter-
minology, such as the transliterated term essén for the hoshen or breastpiece,
and common Greek terms, such as chiton, for the robe or me‘il. Nevertheless,
most of the more ornamental objects, like the stones and the frontlet, serve
as objects of special attention by interpreters.

There have been a few attempts, both in antiquity and modernity, to trans-
late these details into visual form. In 1969 Moshe Levine constructed a model
of the tabernacle according to rabbinic tradition, and especially Rashi, which
was photographed and published by the Soncino Press.” Another imagina-
tive depiction of the vestments appeared in Alfred Rubens’s History of Jewish
Costume.” Rubens based his depiction on Josephus’s description, especially
of the ephod. More recently, messianically oriented Jewish religious com-
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munities have produced graphic representations of the Temple and the vest-
ments in conjunction with their general program of study of the sacrificial
system in anticipation of the rebuilding of the Temple.”

We have two visual depictions of the vestments from ancient synagogues,
but neither offers us a complete picture of how ancient Jews imagined the gar-
ments. The first is from the mural of the ancient synagogue in Dura-Europos
on the Euphrates River in Syria, which was built in 245 CE. One of the panels
of the synagogue painting depicts the consecration of the Tabernacle and the
priests from Exodus, chapter 29. In that panel, Aaron is depicted standing
in his full regalia. As Carl Kraeling pointed out in his original report on the
synagogue, the artist rendered some of the details of the vestments, but not
all, and had no access to either eyewitness accounts or Talmudic traditions.
He evidently tried to render as many elements of the garments as he could,
presenting them in the style appropriate to Persian nobility.°

The second is a tiny fragment from the recently discovered synagogue
mosaic floor of the town of Sepphoris just south of Nazareth, built in the
fifth century CE. This mosaic is a particularly rich example of Temple imag-
ery.* Its panels depict a wide variety of images from Israel’s myth and ritual,
including the binding of Isaac, the zodiac, and especially the range of offer-
ings in the Temple. Like the panel from the Dura painting, rows 3 and 4 of the
upper portion of the mosaic apparently depict the ceremony of the consecra-
tion of Aaron in Exodus, chapter 29, and the daily sacrifice as described there
and in Numbers 28. Although most of Aaron’s figure has been destroyed, the
remaining fragments show that the mosaic portrayed him decked out in his
ritual garments, as described in Exodus 29. The small portion fragment of
the garment that remains is bluish with yellow dots, a detail that also appears
in the Dura painting. A bell on the hem of the robe also is visible.” The figure
of Abraham at Mount Moriah is also mostly destroyed, although his shoes
are off; this may reinforce the rabbinic assertion that the high priest offici-
ated barefoot in the Temple.”

Both of these depictions were created after the Temple was destroyed.
But when the Temple was standing, the vestments seem to have made a
powerful impression on people who witnessed the sacrifices. In the Sec-
ond Temple period, much effort went into describing this apparatus, par-
ticularly in Greek-Jewish sources. Josephus, Philo, the Letter of Aristeas, and
Pseudo-Philo all describe it in lavish detail.** Josephus, in particular, adds
many details that we would not have known otherwise and some details that
emerge only later in the Avodah piyyutim. Rabbinic literature contains a
good deal of material on the subject, although it is difficult to gauge whether
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the amount of material is disproportionate in comparison to its interest in
other subjects. The extensive excursuses on the vestments in the Avodah
piyyutim deserve special attention because of their aesthetic properties and
because they form a systematic statement.

Elements of Interpretation

Interpretations of the vestments fall into several motifs, some more pro-
nounced in some sources than others:

1. There are stories of the miraculous origin and properties of the vestments.
These appear in Midrash and in ancient Jewish magical and divinitory
traditions.

2. One of the most widely attested motifs sees the priest as a symbol of Israel
and its representative in the sacred realm.

3. Another, found mainly in Philo, Josephus, and the Wisdom of Solomon,
sees in the priestly vestments a model of the cosmos.

4. A type of interpretation, found especially in late antique and early medi-
eval sources, focuses on the active capacity of the garments to procure
atonement or perform some metaphysical or material task.

5. There also are intriguing hints at a type of interpretation that sees in the
vestments a conferring on the high priest aspects of divinity, or at least
significations of divine authority.

The Miraculous Origin of the Vestments

Second Temple and rabbinic sources hint at the supernatural origin of the
priestly vestments.*® According to several midrashim, the priestly vestments
were the very same garments that God had provided for Adam in Eden. C. T.
R. Hayward argues that this idea may go back to the Second Temple era.” In
Jubilees, Adam offers an incense offering immediately after he dons his gar-
ments.” Furthermore, Jerome and Syriac exegetes explicitly link the priestly
vestments with Adam’s garments, suggesting that they were familiar with the
idea from earlier sources.”

This notion is fully developed in several rabbinic midrashim. In Genesis
3:21, following Adam and Eve’s expulsion from the garden, God makes skin
tunics (kotnot or) for them. The rabbis find in this phrase an occasion to
make two wordplays. One is between the word for skin— or with the letter
ayin—and light—"or with the letter "aleph. The second is the occurrence of
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the word kotenot, which is also used to describe the priests tunic. Genesis
Rabbah states:

In the Torah of Rabbi Meir they found written robes of light. These were
the garments of the first Adam that were like a lantern, wide at the bottom
and narrow at the top. R. Revayah said: they were as smooth as a fingernail
and as lovely as a jewel. R. Yohanan said: They were like the delicate linen
garments that come from Bet She'an. Resh Lakish said: It was milk-whites°
and the first-born used to use it.>

According to this passage, Rabbi Meir’s copy of the Torah read not robes of
skin—or with an ayin—but robes of light—or with an aleph. The midrash
then proceeds to explain what that means. All the interpretations take the
phrase to refer to the appearance of the garments: according to the first inter-
pretation they looked like a lantern, and according to the others they were
bright and delicate. Resh Lakish adds that the firstborn of each family once
used it to officiate as the family priest.

A slightly later compilation, the Buber edition of Midrash Tanhuma, expands
on this idea, although it does not mention the idea of the garment of light:*

I. How does Israel honor the Sabbath? With eating and drinking and
clean clothes.

A. For that is what the Holy One, Blessed Be He did: “And he made
tunics of skin” (Gen. 3:21).

B. What is a tunic (ketonet) of skin? High-Priestly garments that the Holy
One, Blessed be He dressed [him in], as he was the first-born of the world.

C. And further our Rabbis taught:* until the tabernacle was erected
high-places** were permitted and sacrifice® (was performed by the
first-born).3¢
1. Therefore the Holy One, Blessed be He, dressed Adam in garments

of the high priesthood, for he was the first-born of the world.
2. Noah came and handed down to Shem, and Shem to Abraham
and Abraham to Isaac and Isaac to Esau, who was the first-born.
3. But Esau saw his wives practicing idolatry and gave it to his
mother for safekeeping.

D. Since Jacob took the birthright from Esau, it is only right that he
should wear those garments: “and Rebecca took Esau’s best gar-
ments that were with her in the house and put them on Jacob her
younger son” (Gen. 27:15).”

The Semiotics of the Priestly Vestments | 41



This brief but complex tale weaves together several exegetical and literary
motifs. The midrash belongs to the tanhuma-yelamdenu genre, in which a
question on a legal or ritual matter serves as an introduction to a discourse on
a rather different subject. Thus the passage begins at I with a “legal” inquiry
concerning how Israel honors the Sabbath. Although initially the question is
answered by stating that Israel honors the Sabbath by wearing clean clothes, it
soon becomes clear that the principal subject of the midrash is the origin of the
garments of the patriarchal priesthood. The beginning and end points (A and
C) are exegeses of two verses from Genesis that relate the garments mentioned
in both scriptural verses to a single garment, a skin tunic, which is handed
down from generation to generation. This tunic is identified as both Adam’s
first clothing and Esau’s garment in which Rebecca dressed Jacob to deceive
Isaac. That garment is none other than the primordial garment of the high
priesthood of the pretabernacle family cult—the antecedent of Aaron’s vest-
ments. As the garment was passed down from father to son, Isaac was deceived
not simply because Rebecca had disguised Jacob as Esau but also because Isaac
would presume that Esau, not Jacob, would be wearing the ancestral vestment.
The detail about Esau depositing it with his mother serves to explain why it
was “with her in the house,” according to Genesis 27:15.

The structure of the midrash is a folkloric and literary motif common to
the Hellenistic world known as the sorites, or “chain of tradition,” in which an
object or tradition is passed down through a succession of ideal figures. This
motif was first identified by Henry Fischel, who studied affinities between
rabbinic and Greco-Roman rhetorical forms.?* The most famous example
of the sorites in rabbinic literature is the opening Mishnah of the tractate
Avot, or Sayings of the Fathers, by which the Torah is transmitted from God
to Moses through generations of disciples and eventually the rabbis. In this
alternative sorites, the lineage is a priestly one, and the garment serves as the
potent instrument of authority. Indeed, when Fischel first explored the idea
of the sorites comparatively, his primary example from classical literature
was Agamemnons scepter in the Iliad (2.100-109), which was the signal of
kingship deriving from the gods.* The primordial cloak functions in much
the same way, acting as the authorizing agent by which the chief priesthood
is conferred on each successive heir.*> The midrash thus gives the vestment
an instrumental role in validating the priesthood. More strikingly, it traces
the origin of that instrument to God himself, who first made it for Adam, the
firstborn of the world.

Another midrash reinforces the idea of the divine derivation of the
priestly vestments by associating them with a miracle. In the tractate Mekh-
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ilta de-Millw’im, an early rabbinic commentary to Leviticus, chapter 8, God
himself is said to provide the priests with garments:*

I. “He put the tunic on him and girded him with the sash, clothed him
with the robe, and put the ephod on him, girding him with the deco-
rated band with which he tied it to him” (Lev. 8:7):

A. This teaches that Moses was made assistant to Aaron. He would
undress him and he would dress him.

II. And just as he was his assistant in life so was he his assistant at his
death.

A. Asitissaid: “Take Aaron and his son Eleazar and bring them to the
mountain. Strip Aaron of his vestments and put them on his son
Eleazar. There Aaron shall be gathered unto the dead” (Num 20:26).

B. Whence do we derive that Moses did this? For it is written, “Moses
did as the Lord had commanded. They ascended Mount Hor in the
sight of the whole community. Moses stripped Aaron of his vest-
ments.” (Num 20:27-28).

C. How could Moses strip Aaron of his garments in the correct order?
Are not the outer garments always the outer garments and the
undergarments always the undergarments?

1. Rather, a miracle happened that God performed for Aaron at his
death more than his life:

2. Moses stood him on the rock and took off his priestly garments
and the garments of the Shekhinah were worn under them.

D. “And he put them on his son Eleazar” (ibid.). How could Moses
dress Eleazar in the correct order?

1. God bestowed a greater honor on Aaron at his death than in his
life:

2. For the garments of the Shekhinah were worn under. Moses went
back and stripped Aaron of his garments in the correct order and
dressed Eleazar in the correct order.

Lev. 8:7 depicts Moses as undressing Aaron and dressing him in his
priestly garments. The midrash begins in I by showing that according to
scripture, Moses officiated as the assistant (segan) to Aaron in his capacity as
high priest. The passage then shifts in II to another instance in which Moses
fulfills the same role, at Aaron’s death, in Numbers 20:23-29. When Aaron
was about to die, God commanded Moses to take off Aarons garments and
put them on his son Eleazar. The midrash asks in II C how he could put them
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on Eleazar in correct order, for if he did so he would have to take off Aaron’s
undergarments before dressing Eleazar, thus leaving him standing nude in
front of God and everyone.* The answer, given in II C 1-2, is that a miracle
took place. When Aaron took off his priestly garments, he was wearing “the
garments of the Shekhinah” (the divine presence) under them. Thus God
honored him “more in his death than in his life”

Other accounts of the miraculous qualities of the vestments focus on
the stones of the shoulders and the breastpiece and the Urim and Thumim,
said to be worn in the ephod. These often focus on their divinitory powers.
According to Josephus, the stones on the shoulders flashed the appropriate
message.” In the Middle Ages, these traditions are related to esoteric gemol-
ogy.* Some traditions concerning those gems attested in the piyyut crop up
again in medieval and Renaissance interpreters such as Bahya ben Asher and
Abraham Portaleone.®

Model of Cosmos: Philo and Josephus

One pattern of interpretation that seems to be characteristic of Jewish-Greek
literature in the Second Temple era is the idea that the vestments are a model
of the cosmos. Philo is the most celebrated and systematic advocate of that
idea. For example, according to his Life of Moses,* the color and span of the
robe create “an image of the air” The pomegranates and flowers on the robe
represent earth and water, respectively, and the bells represent the harmony
of the two. The ephod represents heaven, and the two stones represent either
the hemispheres or the sun and the moon. The twelve stones on the breast-
piece represent the signs of the zodiac. Josephus, who is somewhat more
interested in describing the physical details of the vestments clearly, uses a
very similar symbolic system, with a few variations in the particulars. C. T. R.
Hayward suggested that for these interpreters, the Temple and its accouter-
ments serve as a model of the cosmos. This idea is the centerpiece of Hay-
ward’s account of Second Temple notions of the Temple.*

A succinct representation of that view appears in the Wisdom of Solo-
mon. In Numbers 17, by offering incense, Moses and Aaron avert God’s inten-
tion to annihilate the Israelites after a rebellion. The Wisdom of Solomon
describes the expiation as Aaron’s action, achieved “not by bodily strength,
nor by force of arms, but by word he subdued the chastiser, by recalling the
oaths and covenants of the fathers” (18:22).# At that point it describes his
vestments: “On his full-length robe there was a representation of the entire
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cosmos, and the glories of the fathers upon his four rows of carved stones,
and your splendor on the diadem of his head” (18:24). The author has thus
shifted our attention from a narrative that would seem to support an extreme
instrumental view of ritual—that the incense itself as a material affects expia-
tion—to a more purely representational view—that the priest represents the
cosmos and Israel, and thus appeases God by persuasion.

Another type of allegorical interpretation relates details of the vestments to
moral qualities. In his Questions on Exodus, Philo links the four rows of stones
to the four virtues of knowledge, moderation, courage, and justice.#* Naomi
Cohen explained how Philo’s terminology in these sections informs his moral
language as well.** A moral interpretation of the meaning of the vestments also
appears in the Testament of Levi, in which the patriarch is instructed to don
the vestments: “And I saw seven men in white clothing who were saying to me,
‘Arise, put on the vestments of the priesthood, the crown of righteousness, the
oracle of understanding, the robe of truth, the breastplate of faith, the miter
for the head, and the apron for prophetic power™ (8:1-2).>' This variation on
the purely expressive interpretation of the vestments provides an interesting
contrast to Philos. Whereas Philos interpretation is allegorical, each row of
stones representing a virtue, the Testament of Levi attributes to each vestment
the power to impart a specific quality to the priest.

Representative of Israel: Rabbinic Literature

The mode of interpretation in which the priest wears a model of the cosmos
seems to have been abandoned after the destruction of the Temple in 70 CE.
In rabbinic literature, the most common system of interpretation of the vest-
ments is the idea that the priest carries signifiers of Israel with him into the
sanctuary. This notion is grounded in the Torah’s statement that the stones
on the high priest’s shoulder straps are engraved with the names of the tribes:
“And Aaron shall carry the names before the Lord on his two shoulders for
remembrance” (Exod. 28:12). This verse makes explicit what is also implied
by the placement of the names of the tribes on the stones of the breastpiece.
Ben Sira also makes poetic use of this notion in his panegyric to Aaron:

Precious stones with seal engravings

in golden settings, the work of a jeweler
To commemorate in incised letters
each of the tribes of Israel. (45:11)5
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In rabbinic literature, the idea of the priest as a representative of Israel is
most clearly articulated in an exegetical essay on the significance of the basic
elements of the costume that appears in the Palestinian Talmud, Yoma 7:3
(fol. 44b), in several Palestinian Midrashim, especially Leviticus Rabbah 10:6
and a Tanhuma-like fragment published by Jacob Mann,” as well as, more
extensively, in two places in the Babylonian Talmud.** These passages repre-
sent an interesting dialectic between representational and instrumental con-
ceptions of the garments’ function.

The exegetical occasion for the discussion differs among the texts. In the
Talmuds, the occasion is the Mishnal’s list of priestly garments mentioned
earlier, and in Leviticus Rabbah, it is the preparation for the installation cer-
emony (millu’im) that Moses and Aaron perform in Leviticus 8. The Pales-
tinian Talmud asks why the high priest serves in eight garments. The answer
given by Hannaniah, associate of the rabbis,” is that the number eight cor-
responds to circumcision, which takes place after eight days. The text then
quotes Malachi 2:5: “My covenant was with him [Levi].” The Babylonian Tal-
mud makes clear that the exegetical occasion for the midrash is the prox-
imity of Leviticus 7, which details various classes of sacrifices, to the dis-
cussion of Aaron’s vestments in Leviticus 8:6—-9: “R. Anani bar Sasson said:
Why is the passage about the sacrifices placed next to the passage about the
priestly vestments? To tell you that just as the sacrifices atone so do the vest-
ments atone”* This conclusion is presented in the Palestinian Talmud and
Midrashim as a separate statement independent of the exegetical question.

The focus of this passage is the power of the vestments to atone for Israel’s
sins. At this point, the midrashic pattern proper begins. The Palestinian Tal-
mud’s version is as follows:>

I. R. Simon said: Just as the sacrifices atone so do the garments atone.
II. “In the tunic, breeches, headdress and sash” [M. Yoma 7:5]:
A. [The tunic would atone for those who wore mixed fabric (kilayim):*
And there are those who said:]*® for those who shed blood, as it
is said, [referring to Joseph’s tunic (ketonet passim) in Gen. 37:31],
“And they dipped the tunic in blood”
B. The breeches would atone for incest, as it is said: “Make for them
linen breeches to cover their private parts” (Exod. 28:42).
C. The headdress would atone for the arrogant, as it is said: “And you
shall place the headdress on top of his head” (Exod. 29:6).
D. The sash would atone for [the thieves and, some say, for]* the
devious.
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1. R. Levi said: It was 32 cubits long and he wound it this way and
that.”

E. The breastpiece would atone for perverters of justice, and you shall
make a breastpiece of judgment (Exod. 28:30).

E The ephod would atone for idolaters, as it is said, “Without ephod
and teraphim” (Hosea 3:4).

G. The robe: R. Simon, in the name of R. Jonathan of Bet Guvrin, said:
Two things were not atoned for and the Torah set a means of atone-
ment for them, and they are these:

1. One who speaks maliciously (lashon ha-ra‘) and inadvertent
manslaughter.

2. For the one who says speaks maliciously, the Torah has set a
means of atonement in the bells of the robe: “And they will be on
Aaron when he serves and its voice will be heard” (Exod. 28:35):
Let the voice [of the bells] atone for the voice [of the one who
speaks maliciously].

At this point there is an excursus on the types of atonement for blood-
shed. Finally:

H. Diadem: Some say blasphemers; some say the insolent.
1. Those who say blasphemy can justly claim [that it derives from the
verses|: “The stone struck [Goliath’s] forehead” (1 Sam. 17:49) and
the verse “on his forehead” (Exod. 28:38).
2. Those who say insolence [derive it from the verse] “You have a har-
lot’s brow” (Jer. 3:3).

The climax of the ceremony is the encounter between the priest and
God. He thus, as we have seen, brings Israel in with him into the sanctuary.
But if the stones of the ephod and breastpiece constitute a map of Israel on
the body of the priest, the garments according to this interpretation present
the deity with a map of Israel’s sins. The purpose of the sacrifice, accord-
ing to the garments, as it were, is atonement for moral transgressions. This
is not a self-evident idea; it could be argued that purification of the cultic
space is no less a function of the biblical Yom Kippur. Furthermore, the
representational nature of the garments—that is, their ability to tell the his-
tory and constitution of the people—is at the same time their instrumen-
tality. Each separate garment has a distinct role in the active effecting of
atonement.
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The Representational and the Instrumental in the Avodah

By far the most extensive and systematic consideration of the meaning of the
priestly vestments in the rabbinic era is found in one of the most important
sources for the study of sacrifice in postexilic Judaism. The Avodah piyyu-
tim, which, in the process of recounting the Yom Kippur ceremony, dwell on
the physical details of the sacrificial system, including the priestly vestments.
Unlike the Mishnah, the Avodah piyyutim engage in an unusually elaborate
glorification of the high priest.® Whereas the Mishnabh is likely to depict the
(Sadducean) priest of the Second Temple period as an ignoramus or heretic,
the Avodah depicts him as pious and devoted. Moreover, the priest is himself
an object of splendor. Based on a literal interpretation of Leviticus 21:10 that
the priest must be “greater than his brothers” (gadol me-ehav), the poems
depict him as exceptionally big and strong. As Yose ben Yose’s “Azkir Gevu-
rot” puts it,

His strong body
filled his tunic,
doubled and woven®
as far as the sleeves.*

It is in this context that we can understand the depiction of the
priestly garments in these compositions. For example, “Az be-’En Kol”
marvels how

his stature

rose to the height of a cedar

when he was fit with embroidered garments
to ornament his body.*

Both poems contain extensive descriptions of the vestments. These excur-
suses lavish detail on the exact design of the clothes, the breastpiece and the
ephod, and the rings and cords that connect them. In fact, some of these
details are found nowhere in rabbinic literature but are related by Josephus.
This is a probably sign that the poets had access to independent priestly tra-
ditions. More important, the extravagant poetic descriptions of the priest’s
royal garments serve to make the magnificence of the ancient Temple vivid
to listeners in the synagogue, bereft of the Temple.
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The midrashic pattern that we have just seen, which seeks to demonstrate how
each garment atones for specific sins, is also well represented in the piyyutim.
Thus, following the description of the tunic just quoted, Yose ben Yose states:

The sin of the house of Jacob

was atoned by this—

those who sold the righteous one®
over a sleeved tunic.®®

Here the poet has made more explicit what the Talmud implies, that Israel
atones for its sins against Joseph when the priest’s tunic—the antithesis of
Joseph’s blood-stained tunic—enters the Temple. Yose ben Yose also adds an
original touch to the midrash that we have just seen equating the voice of the
bells of the robe with the voice of malicious gossips:

When [the bells] struck each other

the voice of one with the other,

they atoned for the voice

of one who strikes his neighbor® in secret.”

“Az be’En Kol,” an anonymous composition that, according to Yahalom, is
earlier than Yose’s, adds another dimension to this idea of the active role of
the garments in expiation. The representative role of the vestments is articu-
lated in a passage relating each of the gems on the breastpiece to one of the
tribes as described in Jacob’s blessing in Genesis 49. But according to this
poet, it is the duty of the garments not just to represent Israel but also to
arouse God’s compassion for his people on the day of judgment and to dispel
the malevolent forces. Thus he says of the bells:

He set golden bells

and wove them into his hem

to recall [God’s] love

of [the one of whom it is said]: “How beautiful are your steps.”
(Cant. 7:2)

Here the word paamon, “bell)” hints at the word peamayikh, “steps,” in the

Song of Songs. In fact, the idea behind this seems to be the rabbinic concept
of “the merit of the fathers” (zekhut avot), according to which God is impor-
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tuned to save Israel not because of its contemporary virtue but because of
its ancestors’ righteous deeds.”> This is a common device in the rhetoric of
prayer and is thus appropriate to the conventional function of Yom Kippur.
Indeed, several centuries earlier, Ben Sira interpreted the bells in a similar
way as arousing God’s remembrance of his people:

and a rustle of bells round about

through whose pleasing sound at each step

he would be heard in the sanctuary

and the families of his people would be remembered. (45:9)”

But in “Az be-’En Kol,” the vestments’ active properties extend to their
role in dispelling the hostile forces preventing purification. Returning to the
bells on the robe, the poem makes it clear, following Exodus 29:35, that their
function is both to atone and to announce, noisily, the presence of the priest
to all present. As he steps into the sanctuary,

When his soles moved

they gave voice

like him who called in the wilderness™
to make a path straight.”s

The servants of the Divine Presence’®
were fearful of him

for the robe was named

after the One who wears justice.”

That is, the hostile angels in the sanctuary, who are essentially bodyguards
fending off intruders in the sacred precinct, are frightened by the sound of
the bells, which carry with it divine authorization. This notion is close to that
found in the literature of early Jewish mysticism, which depicts the ascent of
rabbis into the heavenly realm, in which they must ward off angelic guards
using the authorization of esoteric divine names.”®

The Priest as Representative of the Divine World

This function of the robe hints at another aspect of the vestments accord-
ing to the Avodah piyyutim and a few midrashim: the idea that the priest
is a representative of the divine world as well as of Israel. This motif can be
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traced back to Malachi 2:7, in which the priest is called a messenger, malukh,
a word that can also mean angel.

An intriguing midrash plays on this dual nature of the priest. The midrash
is based on an apparent contradiction in Leviticus 16. Verse 17 states that
“no man shall be in the tent of meeting” But what about the priest himself?
Leviticus Rabbah addresses this question:

I. “And no man shall be in the tent of meeting” (Lev. 16:17).

A. R. Pinhas and R. Hilgiah, in the name of R. Abbahu: Even those
[angels] about whom are written, “Their faces were the faces of
men” [Ezek. 1:10] were not in the tent of meeting when he entered
it.

B. On the year in which Shimon the Just died, he said to them, “This
year I [will] die”

1. They said to him, “How do you know?”

2. He said to them, “Every year an old man dressed in white and
wrapped in white would go in with me and go out. This year he
went in with me and did not go out with me”

C. R. Abbahu said: And was not the High Priest a man? Rather, it is
like what R. Pinhas said:

1. When the Holy Spirit was resting on him, his face shone like
torches. About him it is written: “The lips of the priest will pre-
serve knowledge [for he is a messenger (malakh) of the lord of
hosts]” (Mal. 2:7)7

Shimon knew who this man was because of his white clothes, like the
linens of the priest himself.* The radiant appearance of the priest is also
described in ecstatic terms in a popular hymn in Ben Sira 50:1-24, which
found its way into the Yom Kippur liturgy as the piyyut “Emet Mah Nehe-
dar;” “Truly How Glorious™

Like a tent stretched out among the dwellers on high
was the appearance of the Priest;
Like bolts of lightning going forth from the radiance of the Holy

Creatures
was the appearance of the Priest®

The poem compares the appearance of the High Priest to heaven, the “tent”
stretched over the angels as well as the flashing radiance of the Holy Crea-
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tures of Ezekiel 1. Yose’s ben Yose’s Avodah poem “Atah Konanta ‘Olam me-
Rosh” likewise describes the priest in heavenly terms:

His likeness was like Tarshish,
like the look of the firmament
when he put on the blue robe,
woven like a honeycomb. (line 103)*

Here we can hear echoes of Philo’s use of the blue of the robe to represent
the sublunar air. Lacking the specific physics of Philo, however, Yose clearly
wishes his listener to think of heaven.

“Az be-’En Kol” describes the headdress in this way:

Sparks of the seraphim

recoiled from it

for its image

is like that of a helmet of redemption.

And® he placed on his forehead
the frontlet, the holy diadem
and his eyes

shone like the heavens.

And on it was written

the letters of the Great Name
“YY”84 above

and “Holy” below.

And the supernal demigods

made room for him

lest their eyes be filled with [the sight of him]
and grow dim.»

Here the last two themes we have seen are combined. The priest evokes the
heavenly world so successfully that the creatures in the sanctuary make way
for him as he enters. Thus he becomes a representative of both Israel and the
divine world.

s2 | The Semiotics of the Priestly Vestments



Conclusions

The systems of interpretation developed by thinkers and poets in the Sec-
ond Temple and rabbinic eras had their origin in the nature of the vestments
themselves. Visually striking yet mysterious, they called out for analysis as
sources of signification and as ritual objects. Whereas all clothing signals
information about such issues as the status of the wearer and his or her ide-
ology and stance vis-a-vis society, the vestments gained additional layers of
hermeneutical possibilities because their fabric, form, and order were com-
manded by God to be used in the ritual. At the same time, the vestments
were presumed to have had an active role to play in representing Israel before
its God. This led the way to a rich semiotic system in which each detail of
the vestments could stand for something greater or perform a significant
function in the ritual, depending on the interpreter’s sensibilities. Philo, for
example, granted the expressive function of the vestments a pedagogic role
and a moral purpose as well, by maintaining that the priest, representing the
world on his body, sought redemption for all nations.* Other Second Temple
authors stressed the miraculous functions and the physical splendor of the
vestments.

The need to develop criteria by which the community could understand
the recondite details of Exodus 28 and 39 predated the loss of the Temple in
70, but those criteria were made more complicated by that loss. The rabbis
sought to account for the reasons for God’s laws by portraying the vestments
as players in Israel’s drama of atonement. The liturgical poets of the ancient
synagogue, in contrast, presented the priest as both a representative of Israel
and an active instrument in its entrance to the divine world. Their composi-
tions thus reassured their audience that the sacrificial system was not only
about morality and expiation but also the presence of God. Their descrip-
tions of the vestments served this purpose by making the priest himself the
vehicle of that encounter. It is interesting to think that by clothing the priest
in a dense symbolism—of the cosmos, of Israel’s sins and the merit of its
fathers—the interpreters were in fact emptying him of his own personality.
This reminds us of those schemes of sacrifice, such as that of Edmund Leach,
that see the sacrificer entering a liminal world made up partly of heaven and
partly of earth, bearing part of the community to the deity and part of the
divine back with him.¥

The poets and scholars we have studied here were, like ourselves, students
of signification, which they found in the ritual garments. When the physical
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garments disappeared, they sought refuge in texts and in their memories of
the high priests visual splendor. Their discourse required self-consciousness
to understand that ritual, like sacral clothing, was a system of communication
whose channels could extend vertically, to the deity, or laterally, to the com-
munity. Their efforts to understand that system therefore found an appropriate
focus in the dazzling, mysterious details of the high priest’s vestments.
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Divination and Its Discontents

In March 1982, Symphony Space in New York celebrated the sev-
entieth birthday of the American composer John Cage by holding an event
called “Wall-to-Wall Cage,” a fourteen-hour marathon of composers and
musicians performing his works and the works of others who admired and
emulated him. Cage’s works are well known for what are often called chance
operations. One of his most famous pieces is entitled “4’337 in which the
performer sits at a piano and remains silent for four minutes and thirty-
three seconds. In another piece, “Imaginary Landscape No. 4, the performer
places twelve radios on the stage and tunes them to different stations all at
the same time. The music then is whatever happens to be on the radios at
that time. These pieces are not jokes or stunts; Cage wishes to focus the audi-
ence’s attention on the ambient or random sounds that we ordinarily take for
granted. Deeply influenced by Eastern philosophies, he wants the audience
to cultivate a state of serene awareness of the implicit patterns of everyday
sound.' Cage also used the Yijing (I Ching) as one of several tools to generate
the data from which he designed his compositions.

During this celebration of Cage’s birthday, a New York radio station inter-
viewed Morton Feldman, another one of America’s great composers and a
man given to making oracular pronouncements in a distinctive Brooklyn
accent. The interviewer asked Feldman about the role of chance in Cage’s
compositions. Feldman questioned the use of the term chance for describing
what Cage was after. The following is a reconstruction of his comments:*

I don’t know about the word chance. We say we're taking a chance on love.
But we don’t say, were going to have a baby, and we'll take a chance on
whether it’s a boy or a girl. You just have a baby, and—“Oh, it’s a boy;” or
“Oh, it’s a girl”

Feldman’s point seems to have been that the joy in Cage’s compositions came
not from the randomness that results from the process he used to make
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those compositions but from how we allow ourselves to be receptive to those
events or sounds that seem to be random.

If we are looking for complex systems of interpretation that rely on physi-
cal objects and events instead of texts, we can do no better than to look to
divination, that ancient practice of telling the future or gaining information
from seemingly random events, procedures, or patterns; from the shape of
people’s heads, to tossing dice or a bundle of sticks, or to gazing into a pool
of water waiting for a vision. This chapter describes divination traditions in
ancient and early medieval Judaism as well as how some of the ancient rab-
bis dealt with those traditions and some of the conceptions of the word and
divine will that they imply.

These divinatory procedures rely on what we in the modern world call
chance. But different generations and cultures have different approaches to
the problem of chance. The idea of pure chance—that is, the idea that some-
thing simply happens without a purpose or intention behind it—is not an
idea all societies share; indeed, the idea that everything happens for a reason
is the premise behind the art of divination. Those conceptions of the world
can be illuminated by highlighting some modern approaches to chance
operations, how they differ with premodern approaches, and the problems
they both share.

Dada and Divination

John Cage’s attitude toward chance, as interpreted by Feldman, stands in
contrast to the approach taken by an earlier generation of artists, the Dada
and Surrealist movements of the early twentieth century. The Dadaists relied
on chance operations for many of their iconoclastic works, for example, cut-
ting up words from a magazine article and rearranging them randomly to
produce a poem. These acts were an aggressive assertion of irrationality dur-
ing the breakdown of the nineteenth-century moral and social order with
World War I. Likewise, the Surrealists were interested in unleashing the irra-
tionality of the unconscious but also took delight in random juxtapositions.
“The situation of the surrealist object” was a principle whose motto was “as
beautiful as the chance meeting of an umbrella and a sewing machine on an
operating table”s

It is not as easy to generate irrationality as it might seem. Computer
programmers know that the only way to generate random numbers, which
are important to games and other programs, is by using complex algo-
rithms. Since algorithms are, by definition, deterministic, the sequences
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they generate are called pseudorandom. A test of this randomness is how
much repetition a procedure produces no less than how many unrelated
choices result.*

Games, gambling, and other activities that depend on irrationality thus
find several ways to produce it For example, physical ways of generating
randomness rely on the fact that when we throw a stone or a stick, we can-
not always determine where it will land. The human subconscious is prob-
ably the most obvious source of irrationality. We have access to the subcon-
scious through dreams and hypnotic, hallucinatory, or trance states. This
was the basis for Surrealism, and the Surrealist artist Salvador Dali called his
art “hand-painted dream photographs.” Surrealist writers like André Breton
used automatic writing, a technique by which the writer enters a waking
dream state and writes down whatever emerges. Indeed, some of the most
prominent Jewish mystics may have used such a technique.® As a result of a
childhood illness, the artist Max Ernst had the ability to hallucinate by star-
ing at a blank wall.”

In addition, our society regards children as a source of irrationality.
Those who have romantic ideas of childhood think of children as being in
touch with their inner, nonrational selves. But those who have less romantic
images of childhood may think of them simply as not having developed the
logical skills necessary to make rational choices. Of course, neither image is
true; surviving in childhood is in many ways more difficult than surviving
in adulthood, so as we will see, children make far more rational choices for
their needs and environment than we think.

The generation of irrationality can also have another goal, one that may
seem at odds with the access to the unconscious through dream states, auto-
matic writing, and other ostensibly individualistic techniques pursued by
the Surrealists and their contemporaries. For the Surrealists, the purpose
of unleashing the unconscious was not to intensify meaning and individual
expression, as it was for the Romantics, but to submerge them to impersonal
forces. Writing in 1929, Walter Benjamin made the point that the automatism
of the Surrealists functioned to blot out meaning rather than seek it out:

Life only seemed worth living where the threshold between waking and
sleeping was worn away in everyone as by the steps of multitudinous
images flooding back and forth, language only seemed itself where, sound
and image, image and sound interpenetrated with automatic precision and
such felicity that no chink was left for the penny-in-the-slot called “mean-
ing” Image and language take precedence.®
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Likewise, Benjamin argued that the dream state pursued by the Surrealists
had the effect of erasing individuality rather than accentuating it: “Language
takes precedence. Not only before meaning. Also before the self. In the
world’s structure dream loosens individuality like a bad tooth.

Benjamins interpretation of the Surrealists’ strategies brings out an
important feature common to all three modernist practices, including that
of Cage and his postwar colleagues: As much as they all relied on chance or
the unconscious to break the cycle of causality and rational choice, they car-
ried out their operations in highly controlled settings, which were designed
to allow them to surrender their conscious will to an impersonal process.
So, too, when someone throws a stone or a stick, the only given is gravity,
which is likewise an impersonal force to which the practitioner can surren-
der. Looking to childhood as a source of inspiration also is to defer, at least
putatively, to a mind not quite in control. At the same time, all these opera-
tions entail a ritualization of the artistic process through careful preparation
of the environment.

This brief tour of the history of irrationality has brought into relief at
least three approaches to the function and conceptual background of
chance operations. The first, characteristic of Dada and Surrealism, seeks
to release the modern mind from its presumption of causality by unleash-
ing the unruly nature of both the subconscious and circumstance. The sec-
ond, represented by Cage, seeks to promote a serene awareness of the sonic
environment by breaking down the barriers between “music” and “noise”
The third, represented by traditional systems of divination, seeks to uncover
messages meant for humanity that have been implanted in objects, actions,
and discourse by a willful universe or personalized higher power. At the
same time, all three systems share some of the same challenges. For exam-
ple, each system faces the problem of how to generate randomness effec-
tively. Each also faces the need to efface the ego of the practitioner, albeit for
different reasons.

The following survey of some forms of Jewish divination in antiquity pays
attention to divinatory practices themselves and how they are presented in
the texts in which they are found. In keeping with the theme of this study,
this chapter emphasizes those sources whose meaning is derived from the
natural world, especially signs and events that occur on earth, and those pro-
cedures for producing results of inquiry through active operations. Then sto-
ries and attestations to divination in Talmudic literature are contrasted with
selected texts that give recipes and methods for practicing divination.
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Divination and Interpretation

Divination may have been one of the first forms of hermeneutics.® From
ancient Mesopotamia to Cicero, there is evidence that the roots of many of
the hermeneutical strategies applied to texts can be traced to the ancient arts
of divination. In his history of ancient theories of the sign, Giovanni Manetti
sees Mesopotamian divinatory practices and Hellenistic theories of divina-
tion as precursors to semiotics.” Eric Leichtz sees the origins of scholarship
in the Mediterranean and Western worlds in writings developed by Mesopo-
tamian scribes struggling to preserve divination traditions through systems
of classification.” Saul Lieberman and others also argue that the origin of
some of the complex exegetical methods used in the Dead Sea Scrolls and in
Midrash can be traced to divinatory procedures and dream interpretation.”
This idea has both social and conceptual implications.

Divination, like other forms of hermeneutics, relies on a variety of social
situations. “Everyday” divination can be simply a routine action that can be
performed by anybody and does not require a special esoteric tradition to
learn. We can think of games, such as those children play to guess whom
they will marry, as examples. Other divinitory procedures are knit into the
fabric of established institutions—the most obvious examples being temple
oracles, military staff employed for war divination, and, in the case of ancient
Israel, the Urim and Thumim, the oracles set into the breastpiece of the high
priest in the ancient Temple.* That divination traditions can be one with tex-
tual traditions can be seen from extispicy texts from Mesopotamia, which
are clay models of livers inscribed with instructions for interpreting their
features and blemishes in order to predict the future.” In fact, fragments of
such models were found in Hazor, in Israel.”®

Still other divination traditions involve professionals or paraprofessionals
who employ complex, technical, and usually esoteric methods for informing
a client. Among these we can also distinguish two basic types. Some diviners
work through a fairly technical procedure using manuals and secret lore, as
well as a thorough inquiry of their clients, to tell the clients future and fate. The
two best-known examples of this type of divination are astrology and dream
divination. Each has deep roots in both Mesopotamian and Greco-Roman
civilizations, and each has been used for both communities and individuals.
A second type is the cultivation of a supernatural informing agent, like a spirit
or angel, who then reveals the truth to the client through the diviner. The first
type can be seen as a rough ancient analogue of the mechanical procedures for
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generating randomness carried out by the Dadaists and postwar composers,
and the second type can be seen as a kind of precursor to the secular automa-
tism of the Surrealists. Indeed, ancient Greek and Roman theorists of divina-
tion, such as Cicero and his interlocutors, distinguished between “divination
by art” and “artless” divination—that is, those types of divination that employ
technologies to interpret existing data and those in which a human being
reveals the will of the divine through an internal process.” Even if those dis-
tinctions are not as tidy as ancient and modern thinkers have supposed,® they
do alert us to the variety of social assumptions and technologies of praxis and
transmission that divination entails. Yet because each form carries with it a dif-
ferent social valence, we must be careful about generalizing about divination
and the degree to which it can be seen as socially disruptive—one criterion by
which some historians of religion designate a given practice as magic.”

Divination also brings with it a variety of cosmological assumptions. Cer-
tain types of divination presuppose the intentionality of many things that
are not living humans. Some types presuppose the knowledge and inten-
tionality of animals, plants, and the like, as well as the assumption that they
are concerned with the lives of entire nations or ordinary people. As Peter
Struck points out, Cicero raises such issues in his De divinatione, by placing
an explanation in the mouth of his brother Quintus of how minute details
like entrails and bird songs can indicate the divine will:

The gods are not directly responsible for every fissure in the liver or for
every song of a bird, since, manifestly, that would not be seemly or proper
in a god and furthermore is impossible. But, in the beginning, the universe
was so created that certain results would be preceded by certain signs,
which are given sometimes by entrails and by birds, sometimes by light-
ning, by portents, and by stars, sometimes by dreams, and sometimes by
utterances of persons in a frenzy. . . . Assuming the proposition to be con-
ceded that there is a divine power which pervades the lives of men, it is not
hard to understand the principle directing those premonitory signs which
we see come to pass.*

That is, the gods embedded signs and messages into the universe, not neces-
sarily by individual intent, but by the very structure of creation. In this and
the next chapter, we explore how a variant of this idea is expressed in ancient
Jewish thought.

Likewise, necromancy—that is, the consultation of the dead—an idea that
survives into modern culture, from séances to television detective shows,

60 | Divination and Its Discontents



presupposes that the dead know things that we do not—an assumption that
should not be seen as self-evident. Quintus’s theory of how dreams can fore-
tell the future is relevant to this problem:

Such is the rationale of prophecy by means of frenzy, and that of dreams is
not much unlike it. For the revelations made to seers when awake are made
to us in sleep. While we sleep and the body lies as if dead, the soul is at its
best, because it is then freed from the influence of the physical senses and
from the worldly cares that weigh it down. And since the soul has lived from
all eternity and has had converse with numberless other souls, it sees every-
thing that exists in nature, provided that moderation and restraint have been
used in eating and in drinking, so that the soul is in a condition to watch
while the body sleeps. Such is the explanation of divination by dreams.*

That is, the dead soul, unmoored from its former body, has a chance during
sleep to converse with other souls who are informed about what is happen-
ing in their local environments. This theory also hints at an answer to the
question of how it is that the dead know something we do not. Free-floating
souls can converse with one another about the affairs of the world in a way
that we, anchored to the earth, cannot.

Cicero used Quintus as a spokesman for Stoic theories of divination,
which are then refuted by Ciceros skepticism. Both Quintus’s theory of
divination and Cicero’s suspicions were conditioned by their philosophical
background. Ancient Jews likewise practiced forms of divination that were
very similar to those of their Mediterranean neighbors. At the same time,
those forms, as well as the discourse about them carried out by religious pro-
fessionals, reveal a good deal about how ancient Jewish culture understood
divinatory revelation and its underlying realities.

The Roots of Divination

Jewish divination has a long and distinguished history.** On the face of it, cer-
tain types of divination seem to be prohibited by the Torah. Leviticus 19:26
states lo tenahashu ve-lo teonenu, rendered by the New Jewish Publication
Society (NJPS) translation as “you shall not practice divination or soothsay-
ing” But exactly what actions these words refer to is not clear.>® Moreover,
a system of oracles is built into the ritual system, the mysterious Urim and
Thumim on the breastpiece of the high priest, and other instances of divina-
tory practices sanctioned by biblical authors.
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Divination texts themselves go back to the Dead Sea Scrolls, in which
at least two types of divination are attested. An example is 4Q318, an astro-
logical text that includes the practice of brontology, or the prediction of the
future by means of telling what will happen if it thunders during a particular
sign in the zodiac:

If it thunders [in (the sign of) Taurus,] revolutions against [. . .] [and]
affliction for the province and a swo[rd in the cour]t of the King and in
the province]. . .] there will be. And for the Arabs, [. . .] famine. And they
will plunder each oth[er.] If it thunders in [the sign of Gemini], fear and
distress from the foreigners and [. . .]*

One of the many interesting things about this cryptic text is that its predic-
tions are valid not for individuals but for the nation as a whole. This reminds
us that for ancient peoples—from Mesopotamian civilizations to ancient
Rome—divination was inseparable from statecraft, and diviners were part of
the empire’s political structure. The social nature of this text’s predictions is
also in keeping with the collectivism of the Dead Sea community, which may
not have written this text but did preserve it. Likewise, other Qumran texts
may indicate that physical features of individuals qualified them for a certain
status in the sect. In fact, there may be links between the physiognomic lit-
erature at Qumran and those from esoteric circles in late antiquity and the
early Middle Ages. Physiognomy seems to have played a part in determining
where an individual member of the sect stood according to the doctrine of
the Two Spirits, by which every person was said to possess the positive or
negative essence that qualified or disqualified him or her for membership in
the sect.?® These documents therefore point in several directions: outward, to
the social system at Qumran, back in time to Mesopotamian divinitory tra-
ditions, and forward to the physiognomic texts related to early Jewish mysti-
cal literature.

Sources of Divination

The Cairo Genizah preserved many texts that can be directly traced to Pal-
estine in the first few centuries of the Common Era. One such source is a
recently published lunar omen text in Palestinian Aramaic.” The text is an
Aramaic rhyme composed for the sanctification of the new moon at Nisan.
This text, perhaps with an eye to its liturgical function, emphasizes informa-
tion of interest to the nation:
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If the moon is . . . like snow in the month of Elul, you should know that it
[the land] will be smitten with snow. There will be a great dissension in the
world between Israel and the government. The moon is never eclipsed in
Tishri. But if it is eclipsed, it is a bad sign for the “enemies of the Jews8
Religious persecution will issue from the kingdom and woeful destruction
will be upon the Jews.»

Astrology and related forms of divination based on celestial events are thus
well attested in ancient and medieval Judaism.*® At least two texts written in
Greek, preserved in Syriac, and of apparent Jewish provenance, perhaps from
the first century BCE or CE, take the form of pseudepigraphic astrological
manuals.” Hebrew names of zodiac signs are scattered throughout rabbinic
literature; astrological considerations are sometimes invoked by individuals
in rabbinic stories; and a few discussions focus on whether Israel as a nation
is subject to astrological influence.’> But more direct evidence for Jewish
interest in the zodiac in late antiquity comes from the ancient synagogue. In
several synagogue mosaic floors, the centerpiece is a zodiac circle, in which
Helios, representing the sun, is surrounded by representations of the zodiac
signs, depicted as human and animal figures and labeled with the Hebrew
equivalents of their names.® Likewise, several liturgical poems from Pales-
tine dating to the fifth through eighth centuries CE employ zodiac symbols
in their strophic schemes.* This evidence, combined with the evidence of the
celestial omen texts discussed earlier, indicates that Jews used astrological
techniques and written manuals in late antiquity.

Likewise, dream interpretation is essential to biblical narrative. Begin-
ning with the stories of Jacob and Joseph, both biblical and postbiblical lit-
erature reflect the premise that dreams are indicators of otherwise unobtain-
able truths. We lack extensive dream manuals and diaries like those of Aelius
Aristides and Artemidorus, not to mention the extensive writing on dream
theory by Greek and Roman writers from Aristotle to the church fathers.”
The rabbis, however, examined dreams and their meaning for ordinary indi-
viduals, as discussed later. Moreover, ritual texts for the cultivation of dreams
appear in Jewish ritual texts from late antiquity and the early Middle Ages.
One genre is that of dream inquiry (sheelat halom), rituals intended to culti-
vate an informing angel who will appear in a dream and answer a given ques-
tion.* These rituals, as well as Talmudic stories (described later) in which the
dead appear to a living person, differ from most other types of divination
surveyed here in that they rely on an individual, otherworldly figure to reveal
secrets to someone on earth. But they also suppose that a person’s inner fac-
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ulties are especially receptive during dreaming, a state the Talmud calls “one-
sixtieth of prophecy”

In looking for early evidence for divination, we have seen practices based
mostly on celestial events, the human body, and the human soul. We turn
now to rabbinic literature, particularly the Talmuds, which offers evidence
for other kinds of practices based on everyday events, animals, and objects.
We then return to the Genizah and other medieval manuscript sources for
books of divination. But when we turn to these sources, we also are turning
to another level of interpretation. That is, we must be conscious of what prac-
tices are presented and also how they are presented by their authors. We will
see that rabbinic literature and divination texts present very different pic-
tures of some of the same ideas.

Forbidden Rites

When we read what rabbinic literature has to say on divination, we must be
aware of the legal framework by which that discourse takes place. That is,
reports of divinatory activities in the Talmud are often set into legal discus-
sions regarding the interpretation of biblical laws on divination. The evidence
from rabbinic literature also includes stories of rabbis, sometimes seeking
information through divination for themselves and sometimes interacting
with nonrabbinic professionals engaged in divinatory arts. At the same time,
the vast scope of rabbinic literature allows for a wide diversity of points of
view, including what might be called an “ethnographic” interest in daily life.
These stories are discussed here not because they are accurate depictions of
historically verifiable events but because they are evidence of practices and
social dynamics as their authors saw them.

Because of the legal foundations of this literature, distinguishing between
permitted forms of divination and forbidden forms occupies a certain
amount of attention. There is much at stake in these definitions, since divi-
nation and other forms of direct revelation could constitute a challenge to
rabbinic authority. According to a well-known statement in the Babylonian
Talmud, “From the day the Temple was destroyed, prophecy has been taken
away from the prophets and given to fools and children”® This statement,
like many others regarding divination in rabbinic literature, would have the
effect of discrediting the authority of freestanding prophets and others who
might claim to have received messages from divine sources. At the same time,
as we will see, the idea that children are the recipients of truths otherwise
unavailable to ordinary people was taken seriously in rabbinic civilization.
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In particular, legal discussions center on the interpretation of Leviticus
19:26. A terse pronouncement in Sifra, an early Midrashic commentary to
Leviticus, gives as examples of forbidden divination those who divine “by
mole, by birds, and by stars”® Yet as we shall see, bird divination at least
was understood to be a legitimate pursuit. Another important legal source is
chapters 6 and 7 of the tractate Shabbat in the Tosefta, an early supplement
to the Mishnah, and in the Talmuds. This section, known as the chapters on
the Ways of the Amorite, seeks to elaborate Leviticus 18:3’s commandment
against following foreign ritual practices.*> The result is a list of obscure cus-
toms distinguishing which are permitted and which are forbidden according
to the Torah. The distinctions between permitted and forbidden practices are
so subtle, however, that no modern reader has been able to identify defin-
itively how they are made. Saul Lieberman and Giuseppe Veltri relate this
unusual list of practices to known Greco-Roman customs;* Yitzhak Avishor
suggests that some of the prohibited practices originated in ancient Near
Eastern Ritual texts;*> and Jonathan Seidel argues that the Tosefta’s classifica-
tion serves “to describe ‘in-group’ practices that needed to be pushed outside
the boundaries of society”’# At any rate, this text also seeks to define the two
categories, menahesh and me ‘onen, by representative actions:

Who is the diviner (menahesh)? The one who says: My staft fell from my
hand; my bread fell from my mouth; so-and-so called me from behind; a
raven called me; a dog bit me; a snake passed to the right of me and a fox

)

to the left of me, and a deer cut me off on my way”™ [or], “do not start with

me, for it is morning; it is the first of the month; it is Saturday night+

It is possible that the passage is indicating those whose fear of inauspicious
occasions prevents them from carrying out everyday activities. At the very
least, the statement would discourage the reading of times and events as sig-
naling an individual’s fate.

Another classic statement is found in an interesting excursus in the Baby-
lonian Talmud. There Rav is quoted as saying: “Any divination [nahash] that
is not like that of Eliezer the servant of Abraham and Jonathan the son of
Saul is not divination.”+

In Genesis 24:10-14, Abraham’s servant, identified in tradition as Eliezer,
is sent to find a wife for Isaac. He asks for a specific sign that the chosen
woman had arrived, that she give his camels water to drink. In 1 Samuel 14:8-
10, Jonathan designated a sign from the Philistine that it was time to attack.
As commentators have noted, the statement that these actions are “not
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divination” is ambiguous.* It is not entirely clear whether the divination of
Eliezer and Jonathan is to be forbidden. Assuming that it is, the thrust of the
statement seems to be that if an action is performed with the specific inten-
tion of generating an answer, then it counts as forbidden divination. But if
one is simply reading signs from one’s environment, the practice is allowable.

The text continues by describing the, presumably acceptable, forms of
augury practiced by other sages:

I. Rav would inquire of ferries; Samuel would inquire into books; Rabbi
Yohanan would inquire of children.

That is, Rav would wait to see whether a ferry arrived or departed, which
would be the omen he sought. Samuel practiced bibliomancy, and Rabbi Yoh-
anan practiced a peculiarly rabbinic form of mantic activity: the interpre-
tation of verses recited by children. Remarking that all these practices are
different, the text goes on to tell a story of how R. Yohanan, having become
convinced that Samuel is his superior in learning, decided to visit him:

II. He said: “T have a master in Babylonia. I will go and see him”
A. He said to a child, “Recite your verse”
B. He said to him: “Now Samuel had died” (1 Sam. 28:3).
C. He said, “This must mean that Samuel has died”

R. Yohanan, therefore, had no need to travel to Babylonia. We would
seem, then, to have a fine instance of a divinitory practice by which the per-
son solicits a sign, which turns out to have obvious relevance to his life. But
here the Talmud adds:

1. But it was not true. Samuel was not dead; rather it was so that Rabbi
Yohanan would not bother himself [with the journey].

This small discourse on the subtle distinctions between forbidden and
permitted augury turns out not to be a simple lesson in doctrine. First of all,
it is difficult to see the distinction between Eliezer’s and Jonathan’s actions
and Yohanans. Furthermore, the Talmud seems to be making a rather sly
statement about the results of questioning omens, which, it suggests, may
have unintended consequences. In this case, the result is not that Yohanan
learns the truth but that he is compelled unwittingly, presumably by Heaven,
to do what is best for him. It is apparent that like Greek drama, the Talmud’s
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narrative is not above using oracles ironically. That is, the narrative seeks to
confound our expectations of the outcome of an oracular inquiry. The mes-
sage may be that such oracles are not mechanical, independent entities but
instruments of the divine will.

This is hardly the only instance of divination by children’s recitation in
rabbinic literature. For example, often someone will learn something rele-
vant to his or her life while passing a schoolhouse and hearing a verse recited
there, as did Rabbi Yohanan in b. Hullin 95b.#” The assumption that children
are the special, if unconscious, receptacles of cosmic wisdom is reflected
in widespread and ancient divination systems in which a child is made to
look into a bowl of liquid or other shiny object. An old Jewish manifesta-
tion of this practice is the corpus of oil-divination texts collected by Samuel
Daiches.* In these texts, a young boy or a pregnant woman smears oil into
his or her palm or thumbnail. The result is a vision of a class of informing
angels known as the “princes of oil and the princes of the thumb.” Sarah Iles
Johnston studied the Greco-Roman divination practices in which children
play a similar role as informants. In these cases, the idea is that children may
have a special receptiveness to oracular apparitions and, at the same time,
would be unbiased reporters of their experiences.* This notion may also be
the idea behind the Talmudic statement quoted earlier that prophecy is given
to fools and children. Of course, as Johnston shows, the opposite is the case.
Children are particularly susceptible to suggestion and are just as likely to
tell the adults what they want to hear.

If we accept the premise underlying the ancient distinction between “tech-
nical” and “natural” divination, that the souls of children and the inner facul-
ties of all human beings are sources of supernatural disclosure, then dreams
fall under a similar category of divination. Although the Talmud states that
“a dream that is not interpreted is like a letter that is not read,’> dream inter-
pretation is likewise treated with considerable ambivalence in rabbinic litera-
ture. It is the subject of extended essays in the Palestinian and Babylonian
Talmuds. The Palestinian Talmud’s discussion consists largely of a set of sto-
ries in which rabbinic dream interpreters shock their questioners with their
interpretations, and as in the story of Yohanan and the river omen, the results
of dream inquiry turn out in unexpected ways.” The Babylonian Talmud
contains similar stories and also includes what has been called a “Talmudic
dreambook” listing dreams and the means by which they can be interpreted.

These passages have been studied extensively for their complex and
sophisticated use of ancient psychology, intricate wordplay, and social ramifi-
cations.” For example, the rabbinic maxim “All dreams follow their interpre-
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tation” has been seen as an ancient antecedent to Freudian interpretation.s
For our purposes, it is worth noting that as portrayed in these stories, dream
interpretation involves a complex interweaving of verbal and symbolic com-
ponents. As Galit Hasan-Rokem observed, “Dreams are visual experiences
that are necessarily transformed into words in order to turn them into mean-
ingful communication.”*

Rabbinic literature also attests to the practice of fasting so that an angelic
figure known as a “man of dreams” (ish halom) or “master of dreams” (baal
halom) would come to the practitioner in his sleep.”® In addition, some sto-
ries indicate that the dead indeed know something we do not.>* In one story,
a pious man (hasid) spends a night in a graveyard and overhears the spirit
of a dead person proposing to her neighbor that they “wander out into the
world and hear what punishment is coming into the world.” Although one of
the spirits is unable to travel because she is buried in a reed mat, the other
one learns of a coming hailstorm, information by which the pious man can
profit.” The idea behind this story is the same as that behind Quintus’s the-
ory of dreaming: that souls that are not earthbound can converse with one
another and thus have access to information hidden from conscious mortals.

Several Talmudic statements and stories pertain to the interpretation of
omens (simanim) in a person’s life, in nature, and in the animal world. A
striking case is the set of practices known as the “language of birds and the
language of palm trees,” in which the patterns of bird flight and song and the
swaying of palm trees are read using finely honed techniques. The latter skill
was attributed to Yohanan ben Zakkai, one of the founders of Rabbinic Juda-
ism, along with the language of angels and demons.® Yet even these crafts are
not represented without ambivalence in the Talmud. One representation of
this tradition in the Babylonian Talmud takes the form of the following story
of Rav Ilish, who was in prison:

One day he was sitting with someone who knew the language of birds.
A raven came and called out to him. [Rav Ilish] said to the man, “What
did he say?” He said, “Flee, Ilish! Flee Ilish!” He said, “Ravens are liars. I
do not rely on them.” Then a dove came along and called out. He said [to
the man], “What did he say? He said, “Flee, Ilish, Flee Ilish” He said, “The
community of Israel is likened to a dove.® This must mean that a miracle
will happen to me. I will flee”¢

Mindful perhaps of the biblical Noah story, Rav Ilish does not listen to
the raven, which he calls a liar, but to the dove. On the one hand, the raven
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has the power to predict the future. On the other hand, the raven is known
in Talmudic lore as a disgraceful creature who disobeyed Noah’s orders
on the ark and resented God’s treatment of him.® Likewise, the Talmud’s
remark about the informing agents known as the “princes of the egg and the
princes of the thumb,” like the oil-divination practices collected by Daiches,
is instructive: “One may consult the Princes of the Egg and the Princes of
the Thumb—but [one does not] because they lie”** The assumption behind
bird, tree, and angelic divination is that these creatures know something we
do not. But by implying that they do not always tell the truth, the Talmud
is once again ironically distancing itself from the full ramifications of that
assumption. Indeed, the Talmudic objection to the “princes of the thumb” is
met head-on in one of Daiches’s late medieval texts: “And if they lie, you shall
say three times: I adjure you in the name of Sansniel, Pathiel, Shaqiel, that
you tell me the truth®

Rabbinic literature is not alone in mistrusting these sources. Zvi Abush
cites an Akkadian source that raises the possibility that the gods may not
always provide reliable omens.® But the way that rabbinic literature uses
stories that subvert the divination paradigm is instructive. It is important
to understand that the rabbis’ ambivalence is not because they were more
“rational,” “scientific,” or “intellectual” Indeed, there is ample evidence that
the rabbis were no strangers to divination practices; in fact, they seem to
have cultivated a reputation as magical practitioners.® Rather, they were
far more interested in discrediting competing systems and practitioners of
divine authority.

Books of Divination

We return now to the Genizah and other collections of medieval Jewish
manuscripts. Several types of divination manuals proliferated in the Mid-
dle Ages. Some of these resemble divination books composed in Latin and
Greek in late antiquity, but at the same time, these books have much in com-
mon with Arabic books for similar purposes.®® A major category of divini-
tory technique relies on the body of an individual to relate details about
his or her fate. The best-known examples of this category are physiognomy
and chiromancy, the study of facial features and palm reading, respectively.
Both are represented in early medieval Jewish literature and can be found in
Genizah fragments. The extant fragments of these texts are mostly formulaic
and consist of lists of sets of conditions and their interpretations. Besides the
Aramaic omen text just described are a few texts of physiognomy and chiro-
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mancy studied by Gershom Scholem that are related to the literature of early
Jewish mysticism.” An ancient genre of divination based on body tremors or
twitches, known as palmomancy, is known from both Arabic and Judeo-Ara-
bic sources from the Genizah. Esther-Miriam Wagner and Gideon Bohak
have made one such text available, a twelfth-century fragment of a Judeo-
Arabic twitch-divination manual.®® They note that in another such fragment,
the manual is ascribed to Shem, the son of Noah, as are many Jewish magical
and medical texts, and thus is given a Jewish origin.*®

A fuller literary pattern characterizes another popular example of a genre
of divination text: the book of “lots,” or goralot. Several of them circulate
throughout the Jewish world to this day under the titles Goralot Ahitofel,
Sefer Urim ve-Thumim, and books attributed to the medieval bible commen-
tator Abraham ibn Ezra. These books have become particularly popular in
recent years, in part thanks to an entrepreneur and folklorist by the name of
Meir Backal, who publishes them in handy miniature editions sold all over
Israel and New York, based on readily available manuscripts.”” These books
are usually highly structured, in contrast to the magical handbooks, or gri-
moires, that proliferate in the Genizah and other collections, which are truly
miscellanies. They usually consist of the following, several well-delineated
parts:

1. A pious, presumably “historical” introduction attesting to the miraculous
origins of the book. These introductions are common to magical, techni-
cal, and esoteric books and usually associate the techniques in them to a
succession of heroes from Israel’s history.”

2. Instructions for the procedure.

3. A prayer to be recited by the practitioner, which petitions God in pious
language to accept his request for information.

4. The raw material, so to speak, of the procedure, laid out in graphic fashion,
usually in grids.

5. The technical data—what computer programmers might call an array—
listing the various characteristics of the inquirer and his or her fate.

A recent study of the Genizah fragments of these texts shows that they
belong to a genre known as sortes, a “literary composition which includes a
number of sayings independent from one another, each explaining or pre-
dicting a fate” These sayings are “written down in such a manner that only
one of them may be pointed to if the inquirer follows particular instruc-
tions.””> The books differ in their manner of choosing the particular say-
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ing. One common method is the rolling of dice, but the procedure can also
consist of placing one’s finger randomly on one of a number of lettered
squares. These then refer to messages printed in the back of the book. The
Genizah versions of these books clearly took shape before the earliest of
the existing manuscripts, which date to the tenth century and may have
been a bridge between the ancient Greek and Latin oracle texts and medi-
eval traditions.

Other techniques include geomancy, which depends on drawing com-
plex diagrams in the sand. A particularly rich sand-divination text going
directly back to an Islamic model is currently being studied by Yael Okun
of the Jewish National Library.”? There also are weather omens, divination
by body tremors, and even a text discovered by Martin S. Cohen describ-
ing what is called “hashlakhat esbaot, or the ‘throwing of fingers,” evidently
an antecedent of a well-known children’s game.”* The Mishnah states that
priests who were to clear the altar of ashes in the ancient Temple were cho-
sen by a procedure in which each priest extended either one or two fingers
and an official counted them off, arriving at a designated number. The idea
is that because no one could predict how many fingers each priest would
extend, the procedure contained an element of randomness.” These texts,
then, offer systems of interpretations in which seemingly random acts,
the weather, involuntary body movements and the like are given cosmic
significance.

If the authors of these books of Jewish divination were aware of rabbinic
reservations about augury, they do not betray it. By and large, these books
hark back to older forms of authority. This is done in their introductions,
particularly through the use of historiolae, brief stories or historical refer-
ences used to validate the magic. Often they claim that the praxis described
in the book can act as a substitute for a lost ritual in the Temple. These books
usually include a prayer to be recited by the practitioner before inquiring
about the divination system. In one Genizah fragment, TS K1.131, which is
similar to a common book known as Goralot Ahitofel (The Oracles of Ahi-
tophel), the introductory prayer emphasizes that the petitioner will not
use them in order to “transgress the Torah and what is written in it” and
expresses the hope that the community will be among those who hold fast to
the Torah. The petitioner asks to use the oracle because

we have neither prophet nor priest to inquire of the Urim and Thumim.
Therefore, I approach you and rely on your abundant mercy in inquiring

of these oracles for every matter, to inform humanity of your ways; they”®
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will thank you for all your works, whether good or bad, whether healing or
sickness, whether deprivation or abundance, as it is written: “I shall raise
the cup of salvation and call on the name of the Lord; I shall find trouble
and agony, and call out the name of the Lord””

Here the author states explicitly that the text’s divination system can substi-
tute for the Urim and Thumim in the Temple. This line of rhetoric conforms
to a pattern common to magical rituals, that in the absence of a specific Tem-
ple ritual, the esoteric technique is available to all who possess it.”

Chance, Destiny, and Signification

What do the sources described here contribute to the idea of a nontextual
semiotics of ancient Judaism? For the Dadaists, random operations were sig-
nificant precisely for the disorder they produced. John Cage, it seems, would
have us think of the results produced by random operations as a higher order
of the reality already inherent in the environment. By contrast, our diviners
wished to tune in to messages encoded in the sequence of things. To do this,
they created highly formalized technologies that they claimed were available
to only a few and yet accessible to all who would patronize them. These ritu-
alized disciplines translated the signs all around them into texts that would
be relevant to their clients. At the same time, the disciplines that they cre-
ated, like the chance operations of the modern artists and composers, sought
to subsume the individual will to a larger force, in this case, the divine will.
Thus asking a child to recite the verse he had been studying allows for a ver-
bal reply to a question, but not one that is consciously keyed in to the mean-
ing of the question. Using motion, gravity, or natural events to determine
signification likewise selects the medium but not the message. The purpose
of these procedures, which distance the practitioner from his or her will, is
ostensibly to ensure a kind of objectivity—that the resulting answer is not
a product of the inquirer’s wishful thinking but a genuine reflection of the
“chance” occurrence.

In these procedures we also find a fluid relationship between verbal and
nonverbal communication. Although such divination manuals as the Book
of the Urim and Thumim and the Book of Ahitophel used the Torah to vali-
date themselves, they also remind the reader and participant of a cultic form
of divine disclosure, in which the locus of revelation is not the text but the
object, and the priest, not the sage, is the curator of the hermeneutical tradi-
tion. So, too, astrological and natural omen practices participate in a long
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scholastic tradition that relies on texts for their continuity and methods. At
the same time, the ultimate sources of these revelations lie beyond the text.

Divination techniques reflect a particular worldview in a deeper way.
Divination is a system in which every detail of our environment is filled
with meaning. That is, to the diviner the world is inherently semiotic. As the
next chapter shows, this conception has wider implications for how ancient
Jews saw discrete elements of that environment and their relationship to the
divine.
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Bubbling Blood and Rolling Bones

The first-century Jewish historian Josephus, quoting a book attrib-
uted to a writer named Hecataeus, tells a story of a Jewish archer named
Mosollamus, who was traveling with the Ptolemaic army. At one point the
army stopped marching because a bird was flying overhead and the military
soothsayer wanted to observe it:

The seer having pointed out the bird to him, and saying that if it [the bird]
stays there, it is expedient for all to wait still longer, and if it rises and flies
ahead, to advance, but if [it flies] behind, to withdraw at once, he [Mosol-
lamus], after keeping silence and drawing his bow, shot and, hitting the
bird, killed [it]. When the seer and some others became irritated and
called down curses upon him, he [Mosollamus] said: “Why are you raving,
[you] wretches?” Then, taking the bird in his hands he said: “How, then,
could this [bird], which did not provide for its own safety, say anything
sound about our march? For had it been able to know the future, it would

not have come to this place, fearing that Mosollamus the Jew would draw
his bow and kill it

This story is a criticism of one assumption that underlies the practice of divi-
nation, the idea that animals and objects possess knowledge and will that
allow them to signify to human beings. We have seen that divination tradi-
tions presuppose a world alive with meaning, in which any creature or object
can serve as a signifier. In ancient Judaism, this idea is reinforced by several
legends that ascribe agency to elements of the natural world. This chapter
explores this conception.

In rabbinic literature, folklore, and piyyut, several sources ascribe agency
and intentionality to natural components of creation. In some cases, these
are revealed to be the result of a divine plan according to which God embed-
ded objects, living creatures, and natural substances in the world so that they
could fulfill a purpose in later history. In other cases, they are understood as
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inherent in the nature of such substances as blood and earth. We have seen
that Midrash and related sources state that several components of present-
day reality were created before the world itself, or perhaps had been coex-
istent with God or an element of his being, and that in particular, the Tab-
ernacle, the Temple, and their cult were precreated and serve as a model for
future history. This idea is significant because it locates a ritual institution in
the primordial history of the world. As we saw in chapter 3, similar lists of
things created in the twilight between end of the six days of creation and the
first Sabbath were drawn up as well. The following is the full text of that list
from Mishnah Avot 5:6:

I. Ten things were created on the eve of the Sabbath at twilight:
A. The mouth of the earth (that swallowed up Korah);*
B. the mouth of the well (from which the Israelites drank in the
wilderness);
. the mouth of (Balaam’s) ass;
. the rainbow;
manna;
(Moses’s) rod;
. the Shamir;*
. The letters (of the Hebrew alphabet);
the writing (on the tablets of the Ten Commandments);
and the tablets (of the Ten Commandments).
. And some say:

AT T moOomE OO

1. also demons;
2. the grave of Moses;
3. and the ram of Abraham our father.
L. And some say: Also the tongs, (which can only be) made by tongs.

Most of these items are miraculous objects or creatures that were to serve
in the history of Israel later on. The only items that do not feature in specific
historical episodes of the nation’s history are Hebrew letters, demons, and
the first tongs. Hebrew letters are unique as elements of creation, having vied
with one another according to another legend for priority in creation and, at
the same time, are the building blocks of textuality” Demons are pervasive
forces that act on nature; and tongs are essential to civilization.® This motif
thus reflects a teleological view of creation in which God embeds materials,
beings, and objects in the world with specific historical intentions. In ancient
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and medieval Jewish exegesis, poetry, and folklore, this teleology is expressed
in two ways. The idea that precreated things are to be used or interpreted at
a later time and that ostensibly inarticulate beings or substances may act out
the divine will or exercise moral judgment.

This chapter examines two ramifications of this teleological frame of
mind, the idea that substances like blood and the earth serve as actors in the
moral drama of history, as well as the role that animals and inanimate objects
play in enacting or resisting the divine will. This chapter thus explores one of
the implications of the idea of divination in Judaism, the idea that God has
embedded meaning and agency in animals, objects, and the elements of the
natural world.

The Voice of Blood

Blood is ostensibly an inanimate substance. But in ancient Mediterranean
cultures, the nature of blood and its fate had ritual, legal, and cosmic con-
sequences. In his classic study of impurity in Greek religion, Robert Parker
shows how the shedding of blood was both a social and a metaphysical con-
cern.? In ancient Greek society, the unjust spilling of blood creates an imbal-
ance that must be addressed through legal redress and sacrifice. On the one
hand, as Parker states, “Murder-pollution is caused by an unnatural act, and
for this reason is virtually identified . . . with the anger of the man unnatu-
rally killed” On the other hand, it is a “vehicle through which social disrup-
tion is expressed”™

In Jewish thought, blood is identified with life itself; a law in Leviticus 17:11
forbids the eating of blood. The reason given is that “the life of the flesh is in
the blood, and I have assigned it to you for making expiation for your lives
upon the altar; it is the blood, as life, that effects expiation”; similarly, Genesis
9:4 forbids all humanity to eat of “flesh with its life-blood in it,” and Israelite
dietary laws require the draining of blood from animals during slaughtering.”
So, too, the consequences of shedding blood are both social and metaphysi-
cal in ancient Judaism. Thus when God challenges Cain regarding his murder
of Abel, he declares, “Your brother’s blood cries out to Me from the ground.
Therefore you shall be more cursed than the ground, which opened its mouth
to receive your brother’s blood from your hand” (Gen. 4:10-11). Genesis 4:10
uses the plural, dame, for blood. This presumed anomaly was the basis for the
homily that, according to the Mishnah, was used by judges as an admonition
to impress on witnesses the gravity of giving honest testimony in capital cases:
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I. Know that capital cases are not like monetary cases:
A. In monetary cases, a person pays money and makes atonement.
B. But in capital cases, the blood (of the accused) and the blood of his
descendents depend on (the witness) to the end of the world.
II. For thus we have found in the case of Cain when he killed his brother,
as it is written, “the bloods of your brother (dame ahikhah) cry out”
A. Tt does not say, “the blood (dam) of your brother, but “the bloods of
your brother”—his blood and the blood of his descendants.
B. Another interpretation: “The bloods of your brother”—for his
blood was spilled on the trees and on the rocks. (M. Sanh. 4:5)

This speech distinguishes at I the consequences of capital cases and those
cases in which monetary payment constitutes restitution. In order to make
this point, it engages in two exegeses of Genesis 4:11 in II. The first (IT A)
takes the plural to mean that the accusation of murder (and, by extension,
false witness) applies to the blood of the victim and also the victim’s descen-
dants, who will never be born. The second interpretation (II B) implies that
the earth refused to accept Abel’s blood and that therefore it was scattered
above the earth. A comment in Genesis Rabbah explains: “Your brother’s
blood cries out to Me from the ground’ (Gen. 4:10): It could not ascend
because his soul had not yet ascended, and it could not go down, because no
person had ever been buried there (in the earth), so his blood was spilled on
the trees and rocks” These latter interpretations thus contradict what would
seem to be the plain meaning of scripture, which states that the earth swal-
lowed up the blood and was cursed. In the anonymous Avodah piyyut “Az
be-En Kol,” the earth is cursed according to the conventional meaning of the
verse:”

You shall surely be

a destructive curse

along with that which opened its mouth'¢
to share that which you stole.”

The implication is that not only did Cain steal Abel’s blood but so did the
earth, since it accepted it.

In the Mekhilta de-Rabbi Ishmael, an early rabbinic commentary to Exo-
dus, two interpretations of Exodus 15:12 consider the implications of the
earth’s acceptance of the blood of Cain:
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I. “[You put out Your right hand,] the earth swallowed them” (Exod.

15:12):

A. By what merit were they given a grave? Because they said, “The
Lord is in the right” (Exod. 9:27).

B. The Holy One, blessed be He, said, You have accepted judgment
upon yourselves, so I will not deprive you of your reward and I will
give you a place to be buried, as it is said, “You put out Your right
hand, the earth swallowed them.”

II. Another interpretation: “You put out Your right hand, the earth swal-
lowed them?”

A. This teaches that the sea tossed them to the dry land and the dry
land tossed them into the sea.

B. The dry land said:

1. “Since I accepted only the blood of Abel, who was an individual,
and it was said to me, ‘Cursed is the earth’ (Gen. 4:11), now how
can I accept the blood of these troops until God swears to me
that He will not take me to court?”

2. As it is written, “You put out Your right hand, the earth swal-
lowed them,” and “right hand” means an oath, as it is written,
“The Lord has sworn by His right hand” (Isa. 62:8).*

Both interpretations are predicated on the idea that the earth should
refuse to accept a guilty person. In the first interpretation, the Egyptian sol-
diers are given a burial place, according to Exodus 15:12, because Pharaoh
had admitted God’s justice in Exodus 12:27. In the second interpretation, the
sea worries that since the earth was cursed because it accepted Abel’s blood,
it will likewise be brought to justice if it accepts the Egyptians. In the Babylo-
nian Talmud (b. Pes. 118b)," a different explanation is offered for why the sea
tossed the Israelites onto dry land:

I. “They rebelled at the sea” (Ps. 106:7):

A. This teaches that Israel rebelled at that time and said, “Just as we are
rising from one side (of the sea), so are the Egyptians rising from
the other side”

B. The Holy One, blessed be He said to the Prince of the Sea, “Spit
them out to dry land”

1. He said before Him, “Master of the World! Is there a servant
whose master gives a gift to him and takes it back?”
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2. He said to him, “I will give you one and a half times as many of
them?”

3. He said before Him, “Master of the World! Is there a servant who
claims a debt from his master?”

4. He said to him, “Let the river of Kishon be my guarantee”

C. Immediately he spit them out to the dry land, and Israel came and
saw them, as it is said, “Israel saw the Egyptians dead on the shore
of the sea” (Exod. 14:30).

The Israelites could not believe that the Egyptians had perished in the
sea, so God commanded the Prince of the Sea (the angel appointed over
the sea) to spit them out to dry land so they could see that they were dead.
In B, the Prince of the Sea complains that God has taken back the “gift” of
the Egyptian dead that he has given him. God replies that he will repay the
Prince with Sisera’s troops, who were swept away into the Kishon and out to
sea, according to Judges 5:20. This interpretation ascribes agency not to the
sea itself but to an angelic figure or “prince” in charge of its administration.
Moreover, unlike the previous stories, it also implies that the sea is both will-
ing and eager to accept the dead bodies of the Egyptians.

A story that appears in the Palestinian Talmud, Palestinian midrashic
sources, and the Babylonian Talmud illustrates a dramatic consequence of the
beliefs in the agency of blood and the earth.* According to 2 Chronicles 24:20-
22, a prophet named Zechariah, son of Jehoiada, was murdered in the Temple
Court at the command of King Joash for prophesying against the kingdom of
Judah. As he was dying, Zechariah called for God to avenge his murder.* The
Talmudic story seems to connect this episode to the destruction of the first
Temple 250 years later by the army of Nebuchadnezzar, king of Babylon, and
his officer, Nebuzaradan (2 Kings 25:8-21). The earliest versions occur in the
Palestinian Talmud and Midrash Pesiqta de-Rav Kahana. There are many sig-
nificantly different details in the Babylonian Talmud’s version. In turn, that ver-
sion influenced the versions in later Palestinian Midrashim. In addition, there
are striking parallels to this story in Christian sources, especially in Ethiopian
Christian exegetical literature.”> The version in the Palestinian Talmud and
Pesiqta de-Rav Kahana is in Hebrew, with the exception of one unit, Nebu-
zaradan’s chastisement to the blood of Zechariah (unit E), which is in Aramaic.
In contrast, most of the Babylonian Talmud’s version is in Aramaic, with two
passages, including Nebuzaradan’s charge to the blood, in Hebrew.

The Palestinian Talmud’s version is quoted here, and a few significant
details added by the Babylonian Talmud and the Palestinian midrashim are
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noted. In most sources, the story is introduced by a statement that eighty
thousand young priests were killed because of the blood of Zechariah. The
question is then raised exactly where in the Temple Zechariah was killed:

I. R. Yudan asked R. Aha, “Where was Zechariah killed, in the Women’s
Court or the Court of the Israelites?”
A. He said to him, “Not in the Court of the Israelites, nor in the Women’s

Court, but in the Court of the Priests”

This leads to a discussion of exactly what was done with the blood:

B. Nor did they did not treat his blood like the blood of a deer, nor like the
blood of a ram.

1.

In that case (that of a wild animal) it is written, “[If any Israelite or
any stranger who resides them hunts down and animal or a bird
that may be eaten,] he shall pour out its blood and cover it with
earth” (Lev. 17:13).

But in this case (the killing of the prophet), it is written, “[For the
blood she shed is still in her]; she set it upon a bare rock; [she did
not pour it out on the ground to cover it with earth]” (Ezek. 24:7).
Why all this? “She set her blood upon the bare rock so that it was
not covered, so that it may stir up [My] fury to take vengeance”
(Ezek. 24:8).

To highlight the enormity of the crime, the Talmud adds:

C.

Seven sins were committed that day: They killed a priest, a prophet,
and a judge;* they spilled innocent blood; they polluted the Temple
Court; and it occurred on Sabbath and the Day of Atonement.”

At this point the story of the murder of the priests follows.

II. When Nebuzaradan®® went up (to the Temple Mount), he saw the blood
boiling.

A.

He said to them, “What kind (of blood) is this?” They said to him,
“The blood of the bulls, rams, and lambs that we used to slaughter
on the altar”

Immediately they brought to him bulls, rams, and lambs and
slaughtered them for him. But the blood was still boiling.
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C. And since they did not admit to him, he hung them on the gallows
(to be tortured).

1. They said, “(It is) because the Holy One, blessed be He, wants to
claim his blood from our hands”

2. They said to him, “It is the blood of the priest, prophet, and
judge, who prophesied to concerning [all that you would do to
us],” and we stood over him and killed him.

D. Immediately he brought eighty thousand young priests and killed
them over it. But still the blood boiled.*

E. Then he (Nebuzaradan) chastised it. He said to it, “What do you
want me to do—destroy your entire people because of you?”

F Immediately the Holy One, blessed be He, was filled with mercy
and said, “If this man, who is flesh and blood and cruel, is filled
with mercy for my children, how much more so should I be, about
whom it is written, ‘For the Lord your God is a compassionate God;
He will not fail you nor will He let you perish; He will not forget the
covenant which Heb made on oath with your fathers?” (Deut. 4:31).

G. Immediately He signaled to the blood and it was swallowed up in its
place.

This complex story of martyrdom and revenge has many dimensions. The
following analysis focuses on the function of blood and earth. One of the
questions this story raises is whether the blood of the martyr can be com-
pared with sacrificial blood, a question implied in the discussion in I of
where the prophet was killed. In 2 Chronicles 24:21 we read that he was killed
“in the Court of the House of the Lord,” suggesting that he was killed in one
of the outer courts in the temple complex. R. Aha’s answer in I A, that he was
killed in the Court of the Priests, emphasizes that Zechariah was killed in the
section of the Temple where the sacrificial slaughter takes place.? This raises
the question implied in I B, whether his blood was disposed of in a way anal-
ogous to that of game animals—that is, following, in a perverse way, some
kind of sacral law. The answer given in I B 1-3, that his blood was spilled on
the rocks, serves to draw a sharp distinction between the blood of a sacrifi-
cial or alimentary animal and the blood of the martyr. The citation of Ezekiel
24 in I B 2-3 highlights the prospect that the blood of the prophet will arouse
God’s revenge.>®

Likewise, in II A-B, the Jerusalemites’ attempt to deceive Nebuzaradan
into thinking that the blood is that of sacrificial animals has the effect of dis-
tinguishing the blood of sacrifices from the blood of martyrs. One version in
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the Babylonian Talmud, which adds to the drama of the earlier story in sev-
eral ways, reinforces this distinction.” In this version, Nebuzaradan does not
simply slaughter the sacrificial animals to appease the blood; rather, he kills
them to find out whether sacrificial blood will boil under normal circum-
stances. When he does so, he sees that their blood does not boil, indicating
to him that sacrificial blood does not usually act in this way. In II C of our
source, once it becomes clear that this is no ordinary blood, Nebuzaradan
then demands, on threat of torture, to know why this blood is boiling (II C).>*
When he is told that it is the blood of the prophet, he begins to appease it
by slaughtering young priests in II D, which, however, does not appease the
blood.* Eventually he speaks directly to the blood (or Zechariah himself)
in E.* Only when he threatens to wipe out the entire nation does God have
mercy and stop the blood from boiling (F-G).

As folklorists George Kohut and Tamar Alexander-Frizer point out, the
premise of this story and others like it is that blood has a conscious, living
identity with the person from whom it flows.» But this is also related to an
idea implied by Genesis 4:11 and interpretations of it, that the earth itself may
refuse to accept the blood of a victim of murder. In this story, therefore, there
are three types of agency beyond that of living humans: (1) the agency of blood,
which takes it upon itself to act on behalf of the dead person from which it
came to extract justice; (2) the agency of the earth, which refuses to accept the
blood of the innocent; and (3) the agency of the will of God, who intervenes
when provoked by the boundless evil of the Babylonian villain to stop the
natural process of revenge.* In the Babylonian Talmud’s version, the story has
a happy ending. Nebuzaradan, horrified at the bloodshed that he has caused,
reasons, “If this can happen to them (the Jews), who only killed one man, what
will happen to me?” He then flees the scene and converts to Judaism.”

Richard Kalmin has conducted a detailed analysis of this story and argues
that the versions in Rabbinic literature were adapted from a non-rabbinic
Hebrew source, probably originating in Jewish Christian circles.*® He argues
furthermore that the earliest version of the story emphasized God’s aban-
donment of the Jews but that by adding the general’s rebuke of Zechariah
and his blood in Aramaic (II E in this outline), the rabbis transformed it
into a tale of God’s ultimate mercy toward Israel. For our purposes, Kalmin’s
arguments raise the prospect that this story originated outside rabbinic cir-
cles and emphasize that the story was at least was told in some form outside
those circles. If so, we can see this conception of the peculiar characteristics
of the blood of the righteous not simply as reflective of the ideology of a few
storytellers but also emblematic of a more pervasive worldview.
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Useful Animals

A second category of tales about the active role of seemingly mute entities
concerns animals and objects that act out the divine will in crucial moments
in history. Greek and Roman mythologies are replete with myths about ani-
mals, especially those in which interactions and metamorphoses between
animals and humans are common.* These kinds of myths are rarer in
ancient Jewish myths, but animals do sometimes play a role. Victor Aptow-
itzer cataloged stories in which animals are punished for their misdeeds or,
conversely, repent of their misdeeds by helping a biblical hero or harming a
villain.** In other stories, the moon and stars or mountains vie for primacy
or for God’s favor. One common myth is that God shrank the moon because
of its arrogance;* another is that the mountains of the world vied among
themselves for the honor of being the site where the Ten Commandments
were given.” In another category, animals and impersonal substances act as
the agents of divine retribution.®

One such story appears in Leviticus Rabbah, the Midrash to Lamenta-
tions and parallels.#* Like the story of the blood of Zechariah, it is also an
elaborate, violent story of destiny and revenge. In it, Titus, destroyer of Jeru-
salem, enters the Temple and desecrates it in the most unspeakably obscene
ways. In revenge, God destroys him in a gruesome way through the tiniest of
His creatures, a mosquito. Galit Hasan-Rokem analyzed this story from the
perspective of folklore studies.® Her analysis sheds light on how its structure
suggests, as she puts it, a “mediation of the contradiction inherent in a situ-
ation in which an omnipotent deity’s abode lies in the ashes of a fire lit by an
emperor subsequently killed by a mosquito”#* Hasan-Rokem uses the story
to stress the theme of the limits of God’s omnipotence. This story also is use-
ful to our discussion of the theme of the teleological selection of objects and
animals in creation. Placing this story in its redactional context illustrates
this point.

In Leviticus Rabbabh, this story is introduced by a discussion of whether
God has created anything unnecessary.#” The exegetical starting point for this
discussion is Eccles. 5:8, which is taken by the midrash to mean “And the
superfluity (ve-yitron) of all the earth is His; He controls a field that is cul-
tivated”#* The subsequent exegeses of this verse stress the necessity of every
detail of creation. According to one statement, “Even things in the world
that seem to you superfluous, such as fiber to make ropes, fibers to weave a
cord®—even they are for the benefit of the world”>®> Another interpretation
explains that even bothersome insects are necessary: “And the superfluity of
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the earth is His’ (Eccles 5:8): Even things that you see as superfluous to the
world, such as flies, mosquitoes, and fleas—even they are (included) in the
creation of the world, as it is written, ‘And the heaven and earth were com-
pleted” (Gen. 2:1).8 The midrash then proceeds to expound on the moral
implications of the remainder of the verse from Ecclesiastes. The unit that
follows restates and interprets the verse from Ecclesiastes, which serves to
introduce the story of Titus and the mosquito:

I. “And the advantage of the earth is His” (Eccles 5:8):
A. The Holy One, blessed be He, said to the prophets, “If you will not
convey my message, I have no messengers.”
B. R. Aha said: The Holy One, blessed be He, carries out his message
with anything—even by means of a snake, even by means of a scor-
pion, even by means of a frog, even by means of a mosquito.”

The word translated as “message” can also refer to a commission or errand.
That is, God uses whatever creatures are necessary to do his bidding. The
saga of Titus and the mosquito then follows:

II. The evil Titus entered the Holy of Holies, his sword sheathed in his
hand, and cut the two curtains.
A. Then he took two prostitutes, spread out a Torah scroll under them,
and had sexual intercourse with them on top of the altar;
B. his sword came out dipped in blood.
1. Some say it was the blood of the Holy of Holies, and some say it
was the blood of the goat of Yom Kippur.

As the story begins, Titus destroys the Temple, the physical habitation of
God on earth, and then desecrates it in the most obscene and violent way.
First he slashes the curtain that covers the Holy of Holies; the story may
imply that Titus thought the blood on the sword was the blood of the Deity
himself.>* He then taunts God further:

C. He then cursed on high and said, “One who does battle with a king
in the desert and is victorious is not like one who does battle with a
king in his own palace and is victorious over him.**

D. What did he do? He gathered all the vessels of the Temple, placed
them in a net, and sent down to a ship.

E. When he went down, he ran into a gale on the sea.
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1. He said, “It seems to me that the god of this people is only pow-
erful in water. He did not punish the generation of the flood
except with water; he did not punish the generation of the Tower
of Babel except with water; he did not destroy the Pharaoh and
all his army except with water.

2. So too, when I was in his house and in his territory, he could not
prevail against me. But now he has preceded me here”

As in the story of Jonah, divine displeasure is expressed by the stormy

sea. But Titus uses even this struggle against him to belittle the power of his
adversary. Using examples from biblical history, he reasons in E 1 that God
has power only over water. As Galit Hasan-Rokem suggests, Titus under-
stands God as a counterpart to Neptune, who rules over the sea. This is the
point at which God prepares his revenge:
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FE. The Holy One, blessed be He, said to him, “By your life! I will use

the smallest creature of all those that I have created from the six
days of creation to punish that evil man”

. Immediately the Holy One, blessed be He, signaled*® to the sea, and

it stopped raging.

. When he got to Rome, the people of Rome came out to praise him

as “Conqueror of the Barbarians!”s

1. Immediately they heated up the bath and he went in to bathe.

2. When he emerged, they poured him an after-bath double cup®*
(of wine).

Then God appointed a mosquito, which entered his nostril and kept

on eating until it reached his brain, and it gnawed at his brain.

1. He said, “Call the doctors and let them split open the brain of
this evil man® so that I can know by what means the god of this
people is punishing this evil man”

2. Immediately they called the doctors, and they split open his
brain and found a creature in it the size of a young dove and its
weight was two litras.

a. R. Lazar b. R. Yose said, “I was there and they put the dove on
one side of a scale and two litras on the other, and one bal-
anced out the other”®

Then they took it and put it into a bowl, and every way [in which]

one (the mosquito) changed, the other (Titus) changed.

K. The mosquito flew away, [and] the soul of the evil Titus flew away.
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This complex story conveys many themes concerning divine power, famil-
iarity and foreignness, and the nature of the soul. The echoes of the Jonah
story in D-H are evident both in this tragicomic reversal of Jonah’s experi-
ence with the ship and its virtuous pagan sailors, as Hasan-Rokem observes,*
and in God’s appointing of the tiny mosquito in I-J—itself a parodic inver-
sion of the big fish that protected Jonah. The story then acquires a somewhat
different emphasis once it is seen in its redactional context.

In Leviticus Rabbabh, this story is followed by several less dramatic stories
regarding the miraculous properties and deeds of animals and objects that
have been designated to accomplish a given task on earth.®> The outcomes of
these actions are less consequential than those in the Titus story, but these
stories are similarly organized around the rubric that God accomplishes his
goals through the most unlikely creatures. They concern a man, usually a
rabbi, who observes an unusual phenomenon and concludes that the crea-
ture or object he is watching is “prepared to do His (God’s) bidding” As Eli
Yassif observes, these stories convey a distinctive message on their own and
affect the meaning of the Titus legend in its context: “The emphasis thus
shifts from punishment of the blasphemer to the story of the smallest of ani-
mals carrying out the will of God”® Each of these stories uses an unusual or
counterintuitive detail about nature to make its point. A particularly striking
example is a story about a frog and a scorpion:

There is a story of a man who was standing on the riverbank and saw
a frog carrying a scorpion across the river. He said, “This one is pre-
pared to do (God’s) bidding” He (the frog) brought it over the river and
went and did His bidding and came and returned it (the scorpion) to its
place.®

In another version of this story in the later Midrash Tanhuma, a local detail
is added and the purpose of the scorpion’s journey is made explicit:

There is a story of a scorpion that went to do His bidding across the Jor-
dan, and the Holy One, blessed be He, appointed a frog and it carried it
over. Then that scorpion stung a man and he died.*

Here the scorpion has obviously crossed the river for the explicit purpose of
killing someone. In addition, the Tanhuma’s version uses the verb zimmen,
“appointed,” as in the Titus story, to indicate God’s designation of a creature
for a specific purpose.
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Both versions of this story may be related to a common tale of the frog or tur-
tle and the scorpion. This type of folktale, designated in Stith Thompson’s Motif-
Index of Folk-Literature as “Ungrateful river passenger kills carrier from within,”
appears in Indian, Persian, Syriac, and Arabic sources.® In most versions of
this story, the scorpion makes a deal with the frog or turtle that he should carry
him across the river and assures him that it is not in the scorpion’s interest to
sting the frog, since they both would drown. The scorpion stings the frog any-
way, because, after all, it is a scorpion. The point of the conventional fable is that
some creatures (or people) cannot change what they are. In this variation of the
story, it is precisely the fact that the scorpion goes against its natural instincts
that makes the event remarkable and clearly a sign of divine planning.

In another story in this cycle in Leviticus Rabbab, it is a snake that carries
out the mission:

R. Yanai was sitting and teaching at the gate of the city and saw a snake
approaching excitedly.”” He chased after it from one side and it would one
return from the other side. He said, “This one is ready to do His bidding”
At once a report spread in the city that so-and-so the son of so-and-so was
bitten by a snake and died.*

These stories do not constitute the elaborate morality tale of genocide and
justice that are the Zechariah and Titus stories but are tales about the fate of
ordinary people. Other stories in this series concern the fate of a commu-
nity or a prominent Jewish leader. The previous story is one of several in this
cycle concerning snakes. Another story in this cycle in Leviticus Rabbah also
concerns a snake and a rabbi:

Lazar was sitting and “going about his business”® on the toilet and a
Roman made him get up and took his place. He said, “This is not in vain””
At once a snake came out and struck and killed the Roman. He applied
the verse, “I gave men in exchange for you” (Isa 43:4) as “I gave Edom in
exchange for you.7

Here Lazar’s conclusion that his humiliation by the Roman officer is for the
best is vindicated by what happens to him. He interprets Isaiah 43:4 to fit his
case, revocalizing adam, “men,” as Edom, a codeword in rabbinic literature
for Rome. The midrash then rereads the verse to apply to Lazar, for whom
God substituted a Roman soldier to be killed by a snake. The next story con-
cerns an entire Jewish community:
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R. Yitzhak was sitting at the sea wall of Caesarea and saw a thigh bone
rolling. He placed it aside and it kept on rolling. He said, “This (bone)
is prepared to do His bidding” After a few days a courier passed by. It
rolled between his legs, he tripped on it and fell and died. They went and
searched him and found that he was carrying evil decrees against the Jews
of Caesarea.”

This story concerns not the agency of an animal but of a thigh bone—
although it may be that like blood, the thigh bone retains some of the will of
the living creature from which it came. Nonetheless, like Titus’s mosquito, it
does take action in defense of a community. In all cases, the stories make the
point that God sends messengers to do his bidding but that if something is
destined to happen, nature itself will be determined to make it happen. The
word “prepared,” mukhan, used in these stories, implies both preparation
and readiness—that it is ready to do God’s will and that it has been explicitly
made by God for that purpose. In other words, it implies both divine intent
in creation and the agency of the being that carries out that intent.

Creation and Divination

Another way in which animals and objects play an active role is in divina-
tion. Divination is a system that presupposes that animals, plants, and inani-
mate objects are active instruments of communication between God and
humanity. This idea is reinforced by the legends described earlier that ascribe
agency to elements of the natural world.

In some narrative traditions, divination implies both that the divine
employs animals and objects as messengers to humankind and that those
beings are active agents. A dramatic example is the story, discussed in the
previous chapter, of Rav Ilish, who was in prison and refused to listen to
the raven, because “ravens are liars””> The assumption behind bird, tree,
and angelic divination is that these creatures know something we do not.
But in this story asserting that the raven does not always tell the truth, the
Talmud also presupposes that it knew what it was saying. As the anecdote
about Mosollamus that begins this chapter attests, the idea that animals and
other natural phenomena lead conscious existences that reflect their will
and destiny did not go unchallenged in antiquity. The story of the skepti-
cal archer circulated in various forms in the Roman world.” Both divination
techniques and their critics shared the cultural space of the ancient Mediter-
ranean. Jewish culture of that time and place partook of that culture, so we
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should neither attribute the proliferation of these concepts to foreign influ-
ence nor consider them exclusively Jewish. Rather, they are examples of a
pervasive way of thinking about the presence of signifiers in the everyday
world and the mechanics of that signification.

Agency and Teleology

The wide variety of legends, sayings, and interpretations presented in this
chapter indicate a complex relationship among myth, ideology, and men-
tality. On the one hand, they presuppose a divine creator whose plan for
humanity, and for Israel in particular, is inherent in the act of embedding
objects, creatures, and natural elements in creation. On the other hand, these
sources do not presuppose absolute predestination. The snakes, mosquitoes,
bones, and blood that populate these stories act not only out of obedience to
divine command but also from an active sense of telos.”* They thus possess
agency, if not exactly human will and cunning. These conceptions constitute
something deeper than an explicit theology; they constitute a mentalité as
well. This is evident from the smaller stories of how creatures act out—and
act against—their nature to complete the fate of an individual rather than for
the benefit of an entire nation. These legends reflect the worldview under-
lying divination and other forms of nontextual reading, in which God is
responsible not only for creating the physical world but also for communi-
cating to humanity through that world.
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Conclusions

The Signifying Creator

We have seen that ancient Jews looked not only to the Torah for
meaning but to the created world as well. As a consequence they saw a com-
plex world of images, animate and inanimate beings, and events as poten-
tial signifiers. We must consider this conception in light of the tendency to
see classical Judaic thought as inherently pantextual. The alternative creation
myths provided a metaphysical and theological rationale for seeing the phys-
ical world as intentionally meaningful; the priestly vestments were under-
stood to constitute a complex system of communication between Israel and
the divine realm; and the technical level of divination manuals attests as well
to a well-developed and systematic hermeneutic of the natural world, which
reflects a worldview expressed in legends regarding the agency of natural ele-
ments, animals, and plants and their willingness to act out the historical roles
set out for them by God.

At the same time, each of these phenomena manifests a complex relation-
ship between textuality and nontextuality. The midrashim that attest to the
idea of the precreation of the Tabernacle and Temple and its ritual system
stand in parallel to the myth of the precreated Torah. In fact, a few of those
sources take as their exegetical basis the same association with Proverbs 8.
The myth that these sources reflect, however, is based on the ancient idea of
the Temple as a microcosm of the celestial abode of the god, a paradigm of
the function of humankind in serving the gods. This idea is at least as old as
the idea of primordial wisdom that informs the pantextual myth of the Torah
as the blueprint for the world. Likewise, the complex systems of significa-
tion associated with the vestments of the high priest in midrash and syna-
gogue poetry are based on the garments as described in Exodus 28 and 39.
Behind these extensive discourses on the beauty, function, and meaning of
the vestments stands a memory of the high priest in his dazzling garments as
one of the most visually striking features of the Temple. This memory is pre-
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served in Greco-Jewish sources such as Philo and Josephus and the book of
Ben Sira and the Avodah piyyutim influenced by it. Jewish divination tradi-
tions range from those based explicitly on visual sources, objects, or events,
such as the flight patterns of birds, visions obtained by looking into liquids,
and the arrival of ferries; to orally based manifestations of textuality, such as
the recitation of verses by schoolchildren, to bibliomancy. The relationships
between textual and divinatory hermeneutics also serve to show the pedigree
of nontextual systems of meaning in antiquity. Finally, legends like the story
of the boiling blood of the prophet Zechariah are nominally based on bibli-
cal episodes but go well beyond them in their conception of the agency of
substances, animals, and objects and their willingness to carry out the divine
plan. These phenomena are therefore not limited by the boundaries of textu-
ality and can be seen to stand outside the text.

The association of divinitory and textual systems of meaning is not new.
As Jonathan Z. Smith argues, both textual canons and divinitory lists require
hermeneutical traditions, personnel, and sensitivity to a community’s needs.'
No less cogent is Zvi Abusch’s remarkable demonstration of the consonance
between the Akkadian term Alaktu, meaning “oracular decision,” and the
rabbinic term halakhah, “legal procedure or decision”* For Akkadian litera-
ture, as he puts it,

the course of the planets or stars, the signs or the writing of the heavenly
gods, represent the cosmic will . . . the examination undertaken and the
decision announced by astral gods and divination priests constitute the act
of drawing out and making known that will. And the way of life one leads
as a consequence of the decision is the final outcome.?

The will of heaven, then, has varying manifestations in the two cultures, but
the need to interpret the signs and act on their consequences is common to
both.

This study has been an effort to show that in ancient Judaism, methods
of interpretation and discourse on the nature of signs were not confined to
scripture and its interpretation but extended to the world of celestial, terres-
trial, and ritual things and occurrences.

In Context

Most of the sources cited in this study, especially the midrashim and piyyu-
tim, date from the fourth to the sixth centuries. It is precisely these centuries,
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according to Patricia Cox Miller, that witnessed a “material turn” in polythe-
istic and Christian philosophy, ritual, and culture from a pattern of denial of
the role of the body in pursuing spiritual perfection to a reliance on the phys-
ical in aid of the spiritual. Miller describes a shift in values from Plotinus
to Tamblichus, the major philosopher of theurgy, and subsequently Proclus,
who became known for his treatise on the animation of statues: “The earlier
tendency to suppress materiality as fundamental to self-identity was revised
when the orienting function of the soul shifted with regard to the spiritual
value of the sensible world.”*

In other words, since Platonism focuses mainly on the purification of the
self in uniting with the highest spiritual level, the question was whether the
world of bodies and objects was a hindrance or a help. The theurgists sought
to prove that this world had an essential role to play. This shift toward a sacra-
mental view of the world—a view, that is, that invests the sensible world with
divine presence rather than seeing the sensible as a shadowy reflection of the
divine—was already evident in the psychology of Iamblichus, whose views
of the soul Proclus largely followed.* Tamblichus accordingly developed a
theory of theurgy “based on this view of the material world as theophany;” in
which divine power inhered in “tokens” that could be used in rituals for the
reception of divine consciousness.® lamblichus, Proclus, and others of these
generations deployed this philosophy in defense of ritual, including sacrifice
and divination. In fact, divination experienced renewed attention from intel-
lectuals in the fourth century—both from philosophers like Porphyry and
Tamblichus, who searched for theories of its operation, and from Christian
theologians like Eusebius, who, for polemical purposes, exploited the pagan
philosophers’ compunctions.” Proclus likewise sought to ground his defense
of the animation of statues in the idea that the gods have embedded signi-
fication in their instructions for making statues.® This idea is a remarkable
analogue to the Jewish discourse on the priestly vestments we have seen. In
texts from the Palestinian Talmud to the Avodah piyyutim, the vestments are
understood as a divinely ordained mode of communication between God
and Israel, one that functions on the informational level and on the level of
ritual effectiveness as well.

The rabbis and their contemporaries who commented on divination and
ritual practices in the fourth century and after were not motivated by the
same theological concerns; that is, they apparently did not harbor Platonic
aspirations to uniting with the One. Rather, they seem to have stressed the
reception and interpretation of the divine word and its fulfillment in law and
ritual. Nonetheless, the intellectual atmosphere of the fourth through sixth
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centuries, in which the inherent meaning of things and their relationship to
the spiritual was being reexamined, may well have set in motion concerted
thinking among Jews about how the divine will manifested itself in the mate-
rial world.

If this is true, such thinking was not confined to one sector of Jewish cul-
ture in Palestine and Babylonia in late antiquity. Rabbinic midrash includes
speculation on the significance of the priestly vestments, a system of signifi-
cation that was amplified in the Avodah piyyutim. Likewise, the midrashic
traditions that portray the Temple and sacrificial system as having been prec-
reated have a higher profile in those piyyutim. While divination traditions
are attested in Talmudic stories, we have seen that those stories betray a deep
ambivalence about their sanctity and appropriateness. In contrast, we also
possess divination texts, no doubt intended for private practitioners, that
declare their grounding in hallowed ancestral figures and customs.

These corpora stand at the margins of rabbinic literature. We can thus
imagine that the central circles of rabbinic authorities were more likely to
hold to the notion of the Torah, as expounded by scholastic tradition, as the
exclusive source of revelation. But at the same time, some sectors of Jewish
culture in late antiquity subscribed to alternatives to this worldview. Indeed,
as we have seen, these alternatives are attested as well in rabbinic literature
itself. This suggests that the pantextual theory of revelation was an ideologi-
cal development in rabbinic thought that shared space with a more encom-
passing view of divine signification—a view that in turn may have held sway
outside rabbinic scholastic circles. To be sure, the Torah’s drama of the ini-
tial act of creation, by which the creator did things with words, encouraged
ancient Jews to see the word as inherently meaningful and powerful. But
there existed at the same time a tradition, of ancient vintage, by which the
creator also signified to humanity through actions and things.
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