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Conclusion 

Whichever solutIOn these late anCIent scholars and spintual leaders 
adopted - marrying early or late, or abandomng family life altogether -
Moses remalllS central to their notions of sexual practice and spintual 
pursuit. Moses serves as a focal point for contemplating the perceIved 
conflicts between sex. marriage. and divme calling for Philo. the Rabbis. 
and Aphrahat. While Philo prefers to see Moses as the embodiment of 
HellemstIc vIrtues such as self-disCIpline, the. authors of the Sifre 
understand Moses' specIal prophethood (but no one else's) as neces
sltatmg his distancmg himself from domestic life. Within the J eWlsh
Chnstian polemlC. however. Moses' celibacy becomes tlie exegetIcal 
foundatlOll for constructmg religlOus identities based on sexual behaVIOr, 
Through his exegetIcal construct of holiness-as-celibacy, Aphrahat both 
polemlcizes agamst JeWIsh marriage practices and establishes a hierarchy 
of spmtuality for his ChnslIan readers. Celibacy IS holiness and therefore 
remams the ultImate manifestatIOn of true Chnstlan livmg. Aphrahat 
wears his celibacy with pride for Il marks him as holy, divmely blessed. 
and chosen. While the Rabbis never specifically counter Aphrahat· s 
conclusions, Moses' sexual history, both procreative and celibate, allow 
them to construct theIr own sexual and religlOlls identitIes. Never 
forgomg marriage, they struggle to create a balance between their 
domestic lives and theIr spintual pursuits, basmg their chOIces on Moses' 
example. 
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Embedded III the early medieval Hebrew martyrologlcal anthology The 
Story of the Ten Martyrs IS a cunous "annunCIation" scene that recounts 
how Rabbi Ishmael's mother, the unnamed wife of Elisha the high pnest, 
became pregnant after encountenng an angel sent to her by God. I More 
remarkable still, Rabbi Ishmael IS said to have mhented the angelic 
messenger's beautiful appearance. Within the martyrological cycle, the 
phYSIcal embodiment of the sage's umque kinship to the divine permIts 
hIm unparalleled access to the heavenly realm from whiCh his efficacious 
beauty denves. Each one of the epIsodes of Rabbi IShmael's vIta 
recounted III The Story of the Ten Martyrs - his ascent to heaven to 
determme whether Il IS the will of God that the ten sages should be 
martyred, his own gruesome executIOn dunng which the skin of his 

'" This paper has been enormously ennchea by both the wntten work and 
conSCIentIOUS mentonng of Peter Brown, Shaye COhen, Martha Himmelfarb, and Peter 
SChlifer. I would like to thank Annette Yoshiko Reed and Adam H. BeCker for theIr 
keen editonal suggestIOns. I offer this paper with love to Leah Platt whose tender 
strength and searching Intellect have come to mfuse every aspect of my life. 

1 This pen~ope app.ears In two distI~ct versIOns In Gottfried Reeg's synoptlc edition 
of the texr, Dte Geschlchte von den Zehn Miirtyrern (Tlibingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1985): 
1.15.10-19 and~: VII-VilLI 1.10-23. All translatIOns of The Story of the Ten Martyrs 
are ~me. In additIon to Reeg's German translarion of this umt (Geschiehte, 63 and 93), 
EnglISh [CansI.anons can be founa In Micha Joseph bin Gonon, Mimekor Yisrael (3 
vols.; ed. E. bm Gonon; trans. I. M. Lask; Bloommgton: Indiana UP, 1976) 547· David 
Roskies, "The Ten Harugei Malkhut," in The Literature of Destruetwn (PhiladelPhia: 
JPS, 1988), 61-62; David Stern, "Midrash Eleh Ezkerah, or The Legend of tile Ten 
Martyrs," in RabbiniC Fantastes (ed. D. Stern and M. 1. Mirsky; New Haven: Yale UP, 
1990),148-49. The narratIve also appears 111 a number of medieval JeWish sources (see 
n. 12 below for cltatlOns). 
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beautifuL countenance IS peeled off. and the sUbsequent use of this "death 
mask" as a relic in a ntual that portends the ultimate fall of Rome and 
redemplIon of Israel - IS mllmately bound up with the speclal 
circumstances of his birth.2 In fact, It 18 this haglOgraphic account of 
Rabbi IShmael's life and death that lends a semblance of narratIve unity 
to the otherwise disjomted literary traditlOns of which the anthology IS 
composed. 

The centrality of this narralIve to the highly polemIcal colleclIon of 
martyr stones certamly seems an intentional provocation. After all. in 
confernng upon this Jewish martyr semI-divine status through the agency 
of an angelic messenger at his birth. the anthology eliCIts automatic 
companson between Its protagomst and the prototypIcal Christian martyr 
Jesus, whose birth, death, and afterlife serve as the cornerstones of a very 
different history of redemptlOll. It IS certalllly striking that, like the Chnst 
of the NT Letter to the Hebrews, Rabbi Ishmael IS Imagmed m the dual 
role of heavenly high priest and atonmg sacrifice offered on the celestIal 
altar. At the same tIme that the author/redactors of the anthology were 
pallltmg a graphic portrall of the bleak expenence of late anllque Jews 
under Roman and, later, Chnstian dominatlOn. they thus chose to claIm 
for themselves a set of highly cllarged literary motifs that were at odds 
with the more conventional scholastic orientation of theIr rabbimc source 
matenaL The recent work of Damel Boyann and Israel Yuva1. among 
others, has taught us not to be surprised at such seemmgly precanous 
fUSIOns of polemical and apologetIC aims: even where It is possible to 
speak of Jews and Chnstians as two distmct communities. they shared 
many common discurSIve categories, ntual practices. and literary forms. 
despIte, or perhaps espeCIally while, mallltamlllg a rhetonc of difference 
and, at times. overt hostility. J 

2 1t perhaps goes without saymg that this haglOgraphical CYCle IS legend and not 
biography. Indeed, even the actIOns and statements attributed to Rabbi Ishmael the high 
pnest m earlier rabbimc sources (e.g., i. Hal. 1:10; b. Ber. 7a; b. Ber. 51a; b. GU. 58a; 
b. Hut. 49a-b) are entirely unusable for biographical purposes, although they do 
constitute a relatively coherem corpus of matenal concermng this figure. On a note of 
cautIOn, Rabbi Ishmael ben Elisha lhe high pnest should not be facilelY identified with 
the early-second-century Tanna Rabbi Ishmael, whose pnestly identIty remams 
uncerialO (Gary G. Porton, The Traditions of Rabbi Ishmael r4 vols.; Leiden: Brill, 
19821, 4.212-i4, esp. n. 2). Compare, however, the diSCUSSIOn of Rabbi Ishmael's 
distmctlvely pnesUy orientation m Menahem Hirshman, Torah for the EntIre World 
(Tel AVIV: Hakibbmz Hameuchad, 1999), esp. 114-49. 

3 For the use of Christian Imagery m the Jewish martyrological literature produced 
III the wake of the Crusades, see Israel Yuval, "Chnstliche Symbolik und jUdische 
Martyrologle zur ZeIt der KreuzzGge," in Juden und Chnsten zur ZeIt der Kreuzziige 
(ed. A. Haverkamp; Sigmanngen: Jan Thorbecke, 1999), 87-106. See also idem, Shene 
gOYIm be-vltnekh: Yehudim ve-Notsnm - dimuyim hadadiYlm (Tel AVIV: Am oved, 
2000); idem, "Easier and Passover as Early Jewish-ChnstIan Dialogue," in Passover 
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Of course. the trope of "mlfaculous conceptlOn" was never the sole 
provmce of Chnsllan authors' The Hebrew Bible llself offers clear 
precedent for the link between a figure's exceptional ongins and his or 
her extraordinary life.s Greco-Roman biographers and hagiographers 
SImilarly VIewed the Visions and portents that accompanied the 
conceptlOn or birth of an exceptlOnal figure as SIgns of future greatness.6 

For mstance, III his Imagmatlve biography of Apollomus of Tyana, the 
early-thirct-century wnter Philo stratus recounts how the mother of that 
qumtessential first century theios aner ("divme man") has a VIsion of the 
actual phYSICal form of the god Proteus while she IS pregnant. Like the 
angel m the Rabbi Ishmael tradition, Proteus IS so strongly identified with 
the child he has heralded that he passes on to him his speCIal abilitles and 

and Easter: Origin and History to Modern Times (ed. P. F. Bradshaw and L. A. 
Hoffman; NOIre Dame: U. of Notre Dame, 1999), 98-124; idem, "Vengeance and 
DamnatIOn, BlOOd and Defamaiion: From JeWIsh Martyrdom to Blood Libel 
AccusatIOns," Zion 58 (1993): 33-90 rHebrewl. On the mutually constltutl1lg histories 
of Judaism and Chnstlamty, see Damel Boyann, Dymg for God: Martyrdom and the 
Making of Chnsnanity and Judaism (Stanford: Stanford UP, 1999); idem, "Martvrdom 
and the Making of ChrisiiaOlty and Judalsm," JECS 6 (1998): 577-627; idem, "A Tale 
of Two SynodS: Nicaea, Yavneh and Rabbinic EcclesIOlogy," Exemplana 12 (2000): 
21-62: also his "Semantic Differences; or, 'Judaism' / 'ChristIaOlty'" in this volume. 

4 The secondary literature on Chnstian annUnCiatIOn, natIvity, and childhOOd 
narratives IS naturally QUlte vast. See the UPdated commentary 10 Raymond E. Brown, 
The Birth of the Messwh: A Commentary on the Infancy Narratives In Matthew and 
Luke (rev. ed.; New York: Doubleday, 1993) and the compendious bibliography there. I 
speak here and throughout the paper of' conception and nor birth, SlOce, unlike the 
accounts of Jesus' (and Mary's) conceptIOn, naiivlty, and childhood in the canonical 
gospelS (Matthew 1-2; Luke 1-2) and in some apocryphal texts (e.g., Odes of Solomon 
19:6-10, Protevangelium of James 11, and AscenSIOn of Isazah 11 :8-9), the tradition of 
Rabbi Ishmael's supernatural onglOs does not address the C1fcumstances of his birth or 
early life, Instead restnctmg Itself to the actual process of procreation. Notably, this 
emphaSIS conforms to the biblical proIOlype; see the excellent summary of this 
paradigm In Athalya Brenner, "Female SOCIal BehaVIOr; Two Descriptive Patterns 
within the 'Birth of the Hero' Paradigm," VT36 (1986): 258-59. 

5 God is said to Illtervene III the process of procreatIOn, either directly or through the 
agency of an lOrermediary, 10 the conceptIOns of Isaac (Gen 18:9; 21:1-3), Samson 
(Judg 13:2-7), and Samuel (1 Sam 2:21). On the "annUnCiatIOn" motif 10 biblical 
literature generally, see espeCIally Robert Alter, "How ConventIOn Helps us Read: The 
Case of the Bible'S Annunclauon Type-Scene," Proof texIs 3 (1983): 115-30. 

6 For a useful diSCUSSIOn of many of these sources and their relatIOnship lo early 
ChnstIan literature, consult Charles H. Talbert, "PropheCies of Future Greatness: The 
ContributIOn of Greco-Roman Biographies to an Understanding of Luke 1:5--4:15," III 

The DiVine Helmsman (ed. J. L. Crenshaw and S. Sandmel; New York: Ktav, 1980), 
129-41. On the specific theme of supernatural conceptIOn, see PlutarCh, Theseus 2.6.36; 
Romulus 2.5; 4.2; Alexander 3.1-2; also Qumtus Cumus, History of Alexander 1; 
Pseudo-Callisthenes, Alexander Romance. 
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knowledge.' The JewIsh histonan Josephus, who often employed the 
stock motifs of the biographical genre,' likewIse availed himself of the 
notIOn that the appearance of an angel to a barren woman could transmIt 
unusual beauty to her child.9 

Nevertheless, the story of Rabbi Ishmael's conception 18 not Just one 
more example of this near-ubiqUItous Impulse. Rather, the narratIve. 
while exhibitIllg discursive commonalities with the broader cultural 
milieu, represents a pomted reJomder to ChnstIan accounts of Jesus' 
divme nature and of his uniqueness within human history. This bold act 
of appropnatIOn cannot be considered III a cultural vacuum; nor 18 It 
merely a symptom of intercommunal polemIc. In his incisIve work on the 
use of common liturgical forms III related, but distIllet, religious 
commumties, Lawrence Hoffman has developed a model for 
conceptualizmg precisely this sort of contested cultural idiom: 

Instead of vlewmg SOCte[V as a senes of already Sharply defined conflicting 
religIOus grouDs, vymg with each other, I suggest a model In which all are 
presumed to share equally m a generally pervaSive cultural backdrop. This 
cultural backdrop IS what everyone takes as normauve, and within which 
everyone takes some stand or another. In theIr liturgy, people declare themselves 
to stand within the commonly accepted boundanes of the religlOus emerpnse, 
shanng certain generally accep[ed cultural charactenstics along with everyone 
else - that IS, censonng themselves in; ai the same ilme they preserve the 
boundaries of ttlelr own tniegmy by censonng out those cultural charactenstIcs 
whiCh they have chosen not to accept. lO 

Hoffman cautIOns against an overly general and undifferentIated notIOn of 
shared cultural space. In his VieW, the act of particIpating in a common 
culture automatically entails marking out where one stands on that 
ten-ain. The trIck IS to locate the precise strategIes by which the elements 
of a common idiom are fashioned mto an exclUsIOnary practice - or, m 
this case, nan-ati ve. 

7 Philostratus, L~fe of ApollOnLUS 104. 
B For signs accompanYing the birth of heroes 10 the writings of Josephus, see, for 

example, A.J. 2.9.6--7; 2.10.1-2. JosephUS even highlights the specIal CIrCUmstances of 
his own birth tn Life 1. For a sImilar impulse tn Philo, see Mos. 1.5.20-24; 1.6.25-29. 
See also Damel J. Harnngton, "Birth Narratives m Pseudo-Philo's Biblical AntIquities 
and the GospelS," 10 To Touch the Text: Biblical and Related Studies in Honor of 
Joseph A. Fitzmeyer (ed. M. P. Horgan and P. J. Kobelski; New York: Crossroad, 
1989),316-24. 

9 See the retelling of Samson's concepuon at A.J. 5.276-285; cf. Pseudo-Philo's 
Biblical Anuquities 42; b. B. Bat. 9Ia; Num. Rab. 10:5. On the relatIOnship between 
Josephus' account and the biblical Samson cycle, see espeCIally Adele Remhartz, 
"Samson's Mother: An Unnamed Protagonist," JSOT 55(992): 25-37. 

10 Lawrence Hoffman, "Censonng III and Censonng Out: A FunctIOn of LiturgIcal 
Language," in Ancient Synagogues: The State of the Research (ed. 1. Gutman; Chico, 
CA: Scholars Press, 1981),22-23. 
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What sets the Rabbi Ishmael matena1 apart from comparable late 
antIque hagIOgraphy, then, IS ItS use of the notIOn of ntua1 punty to 
understand and articulate Its hero's speCIal status. The narratlve 
constructs Rabbi Ishmael as a more-than-human figure Who, by vlItue of 
his angelic paternity. IS exempt from the Impunty that mheres m all 
human eXIstence. It is worth notmg that in the Toledot Yeshu literature, 
the JeWIsh anti-GospelS that flOUrIshed III numerous versions and 
languages throughout Late AntIqUIty and the Middle Ages, Jesus' mother 
IS said to have conceived dunng her menses. ll Jesus is thus the 
qumtessentla1 offspnng of impunty 011') P), whose illegItImate power 
and destructive nature reflects his improper origm. Rabbi Ishmael is hIS 
mIrror OppOSIte, a rabbimc figure who belongs to the heavenly realm 
because he IS truly of it. Indeed, the conception narrative attributes his 
mother's deCISIve encounter with the angelic messenger to her ngorous 
and even extreme practice of ntual bathing followmg the penod of her 
menstrual unpunty. Of course, the story of his conception does to some 
extent operate according to a theory of sexual reproductIon that was 
widely accepted by late antIque Jews, ChnstIans, and "pagans" alike. 
Nevertheless, the nauatIve follows the conventIOns of a specific strain of 
JeWish punty discourse that developed In Byzantme Palestine toward the 
end of Late AntIquity and assumed ItS clearest statement III the unusual 
ha1akhic rulings of the Bermfa de Niddah. A close reading of the umt's 
relatIOnship to the two separate discurSive contexts 1D whiCh It evolved -
JeWIsh purity practice and JeWIsh martyrOlogy - is thus essentIal to a 
proper understanding of Rabbi Ishmael's place within the history of 
salvatIOn put forward in The Story of the Ten Martyrs. 

The argument of the paper will proceed as follows: I first sItuate the 
conceptIOn narrative within the broader discourse of late antique 
gynecologIcal SCIence, both JeWIsh and non-JeWIsh. I then analyze the 
intImate relationship between this VIgnette and the distmctIVe 
understanding of JeWIsh punty practice current among Byzantme Jews. 
The conspICUOUS formal and ideologICal affimtIes between the 
"annunCIatIOn" scene and this punty discourse demonstrate that the unit 
assumed Its present form as a narratIve dramatization of Its stringent 

II I cite here only a very partial list of the many versions of Toledo! Yeslw that 
charactenze Jesus In these ierms; Samuel Krauss, Vas Leben Jesu nach Jildischen 
Quellen (HiidesheIm: Georg Olms, 1977), 38--40 (MS Strassburg). 64-69 (MS 
Vindobona), 118 eMS Adler); Gunter Schlichtmg, Ein jildisches Leben Jesu: Die 
verSChollene ToledOl-Jeschu-Fassung Tam u-mii'ad (Tubingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1982), 
65-67,87-89, and 99. On the development of this literamre as a whOle, see espeCIally 
Jean Paul OSler, L'evangile du ghetto (Pans: Berg International, 1984); R. Di Seg01, II 
Vangelo del Ghetto (Magia e religIOni 8; Rome: Newton Compton, 1985); William 
Horbury, "A CriIical EXam1l1atIOil of the Toledoth Yeshu" (Ph.D. diss., Umverslty of 
Cambridge, 1970). 
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system of punty pracllce. Yet. at the same tIme as the umt adopts the 
theoretICal terms set out III the purity literature, It draws Its narrative 
content from the martyrologlCal traditIOn. I ShOW that the central epIsodes 
of Rabbi Ishmael's life recounted m The Story of the Ten Martyrs all 
directly hinge on the radical claIms put forward in the "annunciation" 
scene concermng his angelic punty and beauty. Finally. I offer some 
concluding reflectIOns on the significance of this narratIve traditIOn for 
OUf understanding of the complex and, at tImes. paradoxical nature of 
JewIsh cultural expression 1ll the Byzantme period. 

Visuality and Gynecological SCience in Late Antiqmty 

Before considenng the literary and ideologIcal ongms of the 
"annuncIatIOn" scene 10 The Story of the Ten Martyrs. I will first present 
the relevant text in Its entirety,12 

VII.ii.IO. rEvery hme Rabbi Ishmael wished to ascend to heaven (Y'i"" mil'';!), 
he would ascend. 1 L Why was Rabbi Ishmael worthy of this (;1:11 ilrJ7' 
1:'-' -"NYiJW' '1). The reason- IS because HV ')!JiJ)]13 his father was Elishah the 

12 I translate and number the text followmg Ten Martyrs, VII.l1.16-23 (Reeg, 
Geschichte, 19*). The unu also appears at 1.15.11-30: V and VIILll.16-23. 1.15.11-30 
seems to represent a relatively independent textual form, whereas the versions 10 

recenSIOns V, VII, and VIII stand in close relatIOnship to each other as well as to the 
vanatrons found in other medieval sources: Liqute ha-Pardes (attributed most likely to 
R. Solomon ben Isaac'S diSCiple Rabbi Shemaya), Amsterdam 1715. 4a; Munkacs, 
1897, 6b-7a; Sefer ha·Miqtso'oi, 13-14; Eleazar of Worms, Serer ha-Roqeah:, "Hilkhot 
Niddah," 317; Isaac ben Moses of Vienna, ' Or Zaru 'a, Alpha Beta 29; Isaac of Dura. 
Sha 'are Dura, "Hilkhol Niddah," 2:23; Menahem TsioOl, Serer Tsionl, 78a; Azanah de 
Fano, SeIer Gilgul NeShamot, 8-29; MS New York-JTSA ENA 3021, fol. Ia (entitled 
Zehirut ha·Tevillah); MS Pans-BN 1408, fol. 67a; MS New York-JTSA Mic. 1842, foL 
192a-b (entitled Hayye Nefesh by IsaIah ben Joseph). See also the versIOn m Moses 
Gaster, Ma 'aseh Book: BOok of jewish Tales and Legends Translaced from the Judeo
German (Philadelphia: JeWIsh PublicatIOn SOCIelY, 1934), 237-39: "Shivhe R. Ishmael 
Kohen Gadol," in Hadashim gam yeshamm (ed. A. M. Haberman; Jerusalem: R. Mas. 
1975), 86. These attestatIOns have been collected from Ch. M. HorOWitz, Tosefta 
'AttQta (5 vols.; Frankfurt am Mam, 1889), 4.7-15 and S.VIII-IX (several of the 
versJOns are transcribed at 5.43-54, 57-61); Bin Gonon. Memekor Yisrael. 3.106 n. 5: 
Elliot R. Wolfson. Through a Speculum That Shines (Princeton: Princeton UP. 1994), 
212-14, esp. ll. 96; Michael Swartz. SChO/aSlic MagiC: Ritual and RevelatIOn In Early 
Jewish MystiCism (Princeton: Princeton UP, 1996), 162-65, esp. n. 66; Evyatar 
Marienberg, "Etudes sur la Barmta de Niddah ei sur la conceptualisauon de Ia 
menstruation dans Ie monde Juif ei son echo dans Ie monde chretien de l'epoque 
medieval a nos Jours" (Ph.D. diss., EHESS Pans, 2002), 485-514. 

13 The matenal in brackets is a redactIOnal frame that appears only 1O recenSlOns V, 
VII-VIII.Il.ll and is not lOtegral to the pencope. 
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High Priest. 14 None of his children lived (C'l:J 17 Pb~~i:mb 1~i1 1'{71), smce, at the 
moment when his wife would gIve birth. the child would die ("l'7~ 1mI'{ no :1~i1).15 
12. His wife said to him: "Why do those Wholly piOUS people have sons who are 
p10US like them (orm'):l tI'110),16 tI'l::J tlil7 W' "1'0)' tI'i""l:!t' 177i1-' ill:! ')!JO), 
whereas we do not have even a smgle son who remams alive?" 14. He answered 
her: "They always purify themselves lO the ntual bath before sexual intercourse 
(W~OWn n.l71V::J mm'7 tI''7111 tliltV' :111W::J ;'-"::J~1 il1;'U li1'mw!JJ::J l'),iJ1J tim, 17 

Whether or not the law prescribes It (1:J."l:J. I'{'7W 1':J1 1:J."l:J. 1':J.),18 both they and 
theIr wives (tlil'Wl1 ei1)." 15. She said: "If that IS so, then we too shall adopt this 
practice." They Immediately did so. 

16. One time. this plOUS woman went down to the bathhouse (il'7'Jtlil n'J'7) and 
immersed herself (ili:m1). But when she emerged mni.l71), she saw (ilnN1') a 
pig m front of her. 19 She returned (il1lt'l) to the bathhouse and (again) Immersed 
herself. When she emerged. she saw a camel. She returned, Immersed herself, 
emerged, and saw a leper (Y11~1.) ;mN11 ilni1l1 il'7:JCl1 il1lt'l). She returned and 
Immersed herself forty ttmes.20 

17. After the fortIeth hme. the Holy One blessed be He said 10 Metatron: 21 

"Descend and stand before that PIOUS woman (nNTil nl?1:!t'il ')!J7 "l,0.l71 '1) and 
tell her that tOl1lght she will become pregnant with a son (1:lT 1:J '1:JYnn) and his 
name will be Rabbi Ishmael." 18. Metatron straIght away descended in the form 
of a human bemg (tliN 1=1 I111Ji). He clothed himself and adorned himself 
(1iJ"S.l7 hK tl'Wi'il1 ,tll"m1) and stood at the opelllng of the niual bath 

14 In recensIOn I alone Rabbi Ishmael's father IS R. Yose and not EliSha the High 
Priest. 

15 In all the verSIOns of the story, Rabbi Ishmael's mother IS not barren, but mstead 
has lost all of her children during childbirth. Only 10 recension I is It at all possible that 
she is barren: "We have not had success with children, smce we have no heIr, neither 
son nor daughter (n:J 1K 1=1 W1,' '1Ji 1'N ':l C'):J:l1Jn'7~i1 N7 1lN1)." 

16 The other recensIOns read e'i"'"s rather than tI'11iJ),. 
17 W~iJWn n.l7W:l IS, of course, an unnecessary gloss. RecenSIOn VIII offers the more 

straIghtforward formulation: il1ilV:J lil'n1C1iJ "Jn1)W ')!J1.). 
18 This elllgmattc phrase is difficult to mterpret, but seems io mdicate that these 

"righteous people" have exceeded the reqUlred practICe. 
19 In some versions. a dog and a camel are added to this list of impure alllmais. and 

m some she also enCounters an "ignoramus" ('am ha~aretz). 
20 The number of repetitions is highly varIable. RecenSIOn VII agrees with recenSIOn 

VIII (and with LiQute ha~Pardes) that she repeated the procedure forty times. RecenSIOn 
I doubles the number 10 eighty tImes. Serer ha-Miqtso'ot reports that she did so ten 
tImes. RecenSIOn V restricts the number to "several tImes" (e'iJ.l7!J iliJ:l). 

21 In most versions of the narratIve (including recenSlOns VII and VII!), the angelic 
messenger IS named Metatron. By contrast, m recenSlOn I and Liqute ha·Pardes the 
angel is named Gabnel. In recenSIOn V, which mitiallv casts Melatron 10 the role of the 
angel (V.ll.17), Gabnel joms Metatron outside the bathhouse (V.11.18) and entirely 
displaces Metatron III the latter half of the narrative (V.l1.20-23). Even here 111 
recenSlOn VII. Gabnel makes an appearance at the end of the Ulllt (VII.ll.23), where he 
seems to have been carned over Into this recension from one of the other versions. In 
the 'Or Zaru'a, the angel is identified as the Sar Torah, which may mdicate that this 
versIOn was once incorporated into magIcal marenal. 
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(;npbil nhn 7Y). fl9. From this you learn t11at a man must adorn himself in fine 
clothing and go stand before his wife when she emerges from ImmerslOll.122 

21. She emerged, saw him, went home, and became pregnant that very nIght with 
Rabbi Ishmael. His form was beautiful like the form of Metatron 
011tlln1 mt.n n1'01':J ~mb' il'i11), the god~father (O'Jp'iJ'O) of Rabbi Ishmael. 
22. so that every time that Rabbi Ishmael wished to ascend io the heavens he 
would pronounce the divlOe name (OWn i'::lTD il'il) and, when he ascended, 23. 
Gabnel (sic)23 would tell him anything he wanted. 

Because of the aggressIve process of redactIOnal adaptatIOn to which the 
umt was subjected in the course of Its transmIssion. It IS nearly 
Impossible, if not methodologICally Irresponsible, to try to deduce which 
of Its many extant versIOns, if any, mIght represent ItS ongmal 
formlilatIOn. 24 Gottfried Reeg, however, has convincmgly argued the umt 
developed and CIrculated independently from the martyrologlCal 
anthology and was mcorporated into It only at a relatIvely late pomt In ItS 
transmission. 25 He bases this lllSlght on the limt's relative mfrequency 
within the manuscnpts of The Story of the Ten Martyrs - It appears 10 

only four of the ten recensIOns of the text (i.e .. I. V. VII. VIII) - as well 
as on ItS shifting redactional context. The umt appears in two different 
locations within the anthology's narrative progressIOn. In each case, It 
serves a different functIon: recension I links the UTIlt to a discussIOn of 
Rabbi Ishmael's beautiful appearance. while recensIOns V. VII. and VIII 
SItuate the narrative nnmediately before Rabbi IShmael's heavenly ascent, 
thereby transforming the narrative mto an aetiology of his umque powers. 
Moreover. the peculiar ethical form of the story - its overt encouragement 
of proper behaVlOr and ItS promIse of reward - IS awkward in the 
martyrological context and, as We will see, more naturally conforms to 
the ethiCal (Musar) literature from which rt likely emerged. 

DespIte this considerable textual instability, all the verSIOns of the 
narrative share a common understanding of Rabbi Ishmael's miraculous 
conceptIOn, merging ngonst purity practIce and pIetISm with a VIsual 
theory of procreation. In this amalgamatIOn, Impurity and divine favor are 
both mediated through the medium of SIght. The narratIve puts the very 
act of seemg an unclean animal or an Impure skin blemIsh on par with the 
standard regulatIOns concermng actual phYSICal contact with the sources 
of Impurity, thus going far beyond the normal stnctures surrounding 

22 This hortatory statement, which trems the surrounding narratIve as an elaborate 
exemplum, IS found in the martyrology only in recenSlOns V and VII. It is common In 

the punty literature (e.g., MS New York-JTSA ENA 3021, fol. 1a/9). 
23 Set: n. 21 above. 
24 HOroWlIZ, Tosefta 'Atrqm, 4.14 tenianvely suggests that Liqute ha-Pardes, Sefer 

ha-Miqtso 'ot, and Seier ha-Roqeah preserve the earliest form of the narrative and that 
the verSlOns 10 the martyroJoglcal anthology represent secondary reVISIons, 

25 Reeg, Geschichte, 40. 
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contact Impunty m conventional JeWIsh law. Strikingly, the same 
mechamsm that exposes Rabbi Ishmael's mother to tile dangers of 
Impurity and the assocIated threat to her newborn children bestows upon 
him his distmctive character and appearance. Although the angel does not 
adopt the appearance of a specific human bemg, the narrative's emphaSIS 
on the angel's capacIty to assume "human form" (DiN P m~i) highlights 
the phYSIcal concreteness of the theory of VIsual procreation It assumes.26 

The theory of visual "impresslOns" operatIve in the narrative would 
not have struck the late antIque reader as remarkable. 27 Indeed, its basic 
premIse, that VIsual stImuli can mfluence the process of gestatIOn, was a 
commonplace m certam branches of Greek and LatIn gynecology. 28 It IS 
already prefigured in the patriarch Jacob's exercise III eugemcs through 
which he produced mottled sheep by placmg striped twigs m front of the 
flock dunng breeding: "The rods that he had peeled he set up 10 front of 
the flocks III the troughs .... Thetr mating occurred when they came to 
dnnk. and Slllce the goats mated by the rods, the goats brought forth 
streaked. speckled. and spotted young."29 In his commentary on this 
biblical passage. Jerome goes to great lengths to explam the narratIve m 
terms of contemporary genetic theory.3D Augustine, too, cites this biblical 
precedent III his only partly-successful attempt to provide SCIentific 
grounding both for his theory of origmal sin and his conceptIOn of the 
relatIOnship between body and SOUL 31 The Testaments of the Twelve 

26 RecenslOn I de_parts from the majorIty tradition when It says that the angel 
(Gabnel) took on the appearance of the husband, In this case Rabbi Yose (1.15.16-17): 
i11Y1J iPi'l' i1'7::s7:J '01' '1 mi'J1:;';'7 (cf. MS New York-JTSA ENA 3021, 1a/8). The idea 
that angels could assume the form of a pariicular human being IS discussed in Wolfson, 
Speculum, 212-13, although he nowhere indicates that recenSIOn I diverges from the 
maJonty tradition precIsely on this matter. 

27 An Impressive number of anCient, medieval, and even modern sources that attest 
to the endurance of this theory III the medical tradition are collected and discussed in M. 
D. Reeve, "ConceptIOns," Proceedings of the Cambridge Philological SocIety 215 
(1989): 113-43. See also the Interesting observatIOns concernIng the place of this 
theory 1Il Western notions of human imagmation In SilVIO Curletto, "L'immagInaZIOne e 
iI concePlmentO: Fortuna di una teoria embrtogenetlca e di un mlto letterano," Mala 52 
(2000): 533-64~ 

28 Galen, De theriaca, 11; Soranus, Gyn. 1.39; Caelius Aurelianus, Gyn. 1.50. On 
the place of this branch of gynecologIcal theory In Greek medicme, see G. E. R. Lloyd, 
SCience, Folklore, and Ideology: Studies III the Life Sciences of AnGlent Greece 
(Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1983), 174---80. 

29 Gen 30:25-39. All CItatIOns from the Hebrew Bible are from the JPS translanon W . ... 
The relevam passage IS translated in C. T. R. Hayward, Saml.lerome's Hebrmcae 

quaestlones on Genesis (Oxford: Clarendon Press. 1995),66-68, 
31 I clte here only one example of Augustme's argumentatIOn: "In other ammals, 

whose bodily bulk does not lend Itself so easily to such Changes, tile fetus usually 
shows some traces of the paSSionate deSires of their mothers, whatever it was that they 
gazed upon with great delight. For the more tender and, so to speak, the more formable 
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Patnarchs employs a sImilar notion to explam how the "sons of God" 
(I:l';"i'it\;"i 'l:J) of Oen 6:1-4 were able to procreate with human women 
after descending to earth: 

It was thus that they (human women) allured the Watchers before the flOOd; for. 
as a result of seeing them contmually, the Watchers lusted after one another, and 
they conceIved the act m their mmds and changed themselves mto the Shape of 
men and appeared to the women when they were having mterCQUfSe with then 
husbands. And the women, lustmg m their mmds after their phantom forms, gave 
birth to gIants (for Ule Watchers seemed to be them tall enough io touch the 
Sky).32 

Although the descending angels here mtrude III the course of the sexual 
act Itself rather than dUrIng the elaborate preparations for it. there are 
ObVIOUS affimties between Rabbi Ishmael and the monstrous progeny of 
this episode of pnmeval transgressIOn. Yet whereas their angelic 
patermty dooms them to drag humanity down into sin. Rabbi Ishmael's 
represents its OppOSIte. the legitimate and even redemptIve unification of 
the heavenly and the earthly realms. 

This same tlleory of visual conceptlOn, however. can be found much 
closer to the cultural context in which the Rabbi Ishmael legend 
developed. Midrashic sources explicitly employ this theory m order to 
elucidate these early Jewish traditIOns about the "sons of God:" 

the anginal seeds were, the more effectually and the more capably do they follow the 
InClinatIOn -of theIr mother's soul, and the fantasy whiCh arose in it through the body 
upon whiCh It looked with passion. There are numerous examples of this which could 
be mentIOned. but one from the most trustworthy books will suffice: In order that the 
sheep and the She-goars mIght give birth the speckled offspring, Jacob had rods of 
various colors placed before them 10 the watenng-troughs. to look at as they drank, 
dUring that peflod when they had conceIved" (De Trinttale, II,S; trans. 10 Stephen 
McKenna, The Trimty [Washington, DC: Catholic UmversItv of Amenca, 1963J, 321-
22). Cf. De Trinttate. III, 15; Agamst Julian. V, 51-52; Against Julian, VI, 43; 
RetractatLO II, 62, 2. On the Importance of this Issue III Augustme's thought, see 
Elizabeth A. Clark, "Vitiated Seeds and Holy Vessels: Augustme's Manichean Past," in 
Ascettc Piety and Women's Faith: Essays on Late Antique Chnsiiamty (LeWiston, NY: 
E. Mellon Press, 1986), 291-349. 

32 T. Reu, 5:6-7 (Translation by Mannus de Jonge m The Apocryphal Old Tesmment 
Icd. H. F. D. Sparks; Oxford: Clarendon, 19841, 519-20). There are numerous alluslOns 
to the story of the Watchers In early JeWIsh literature (e.g .• 1 En. 6-16 and passim; T. 
NaVh. 3:5; Jub. 4:15-22. 7:21, 8:3, 10:5; CD 2.18), Compare the counter-tradition 
concernmg the mIraculous birth of Noah 10 whiCh Lamech's apparently erroneous 
concern that his son's angelic VIsage IS a sIgn of his fallen-angelic parentage IS 
assuaged (1 En. 106-7; lQapGn ii-v). On the place of the fallen-angel myth m late 
antique Judaism and Christianny, see Annette Yoshiko Reed, "What the Fallen Angels 
Taught: The ReceptiOn-History of the Book of the Watchers III Judaism and 
Chnstlamty" (Ph.D. diss., Princeton Umverslty, 2002). 
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it was then, and lmer too, that the diVine bemgs cohabiled with the daughters of 
men (Gen 6:4), Rabbi Berekhiah said: A woman would go to the marketplace, 
see a young man, and deSIre him (1' i11Nn7J). She would then go have sexual 
mtercourse and give birth to a child just like him ("M:1 n1bYb iin'il 
1:J N~":l)."33 

In a similarly vein. a narrative unit contained in a number of midrashic 
works recounts that the "cushite" King of the Arabs came to Rabbi Akiva 
for adVIce after accusing his wife of adultery because she had given birth 
to a white child34 Without further promptmg. the rabbi immediately asks 
whether the figures pamted on the wall of the couple·s house are black or 
white (ml:J'i ,t\ m11MlV In':J m1'~). When he learns that they are white, 
he reassures the anxIOUS father that his wife must have been looking at 
them when she conceIved. Interestmgly, this brief rabbimc tradition 
offers an almost perfect preCiS of Heliodorus' vast novel, The AethioVlca. 
which slInilarly turns on the problem of skin color. Through mynad 
narrative tWIStS and turns. the novel's protagonist, Chariklela, learns that, 
desplle her white skin, she is m fact the daughter of the King and Queen 
of Ethiopia." Apparently, the royal couple has given birth to thiS 
remarkable child because the Queen gazed at the beautiful image of 
Andromeda painted on the wall of their bedroom during sexual 
intercourse. an event that has stamped their child with the exact 
appearance of the Greek heroine. Feanng that she will be aCcused of 
adultery, CharikleIa·s mother arranges for her to be cared for by others 
and tells her husband that the newborn has died dunng childbirth. While 
the midrash and Heliodorus may simply reflect a common folk motif, 
Rabbi Akiva's questIOn regarding the eXlstence of the pamted figures - a 
detail that is not otherWIse accounted for in the midrashic sources _ 
suggests that The Aethioplca ltself or, more likely, itS underlYlllg 
narratIve kernel somehow exerted an mfluence on the rabbimc authors. 
Whatever the channels of influence. it'proves Significant that CharikleIa's 
inheritance of the specific appearance of a heroic figure from the mythic 

33 Gen. Rab. 26:7 (translation mIlle); cf. Tanh. B, Bereshit 40. I would like to thank 
Annette Yoshiko Reed for calling my attentIOn to this tradition. 

34 Gen. Rab. 73:10: Num. Rab. 9:34; Tanfr.., Naso" 7. These sources are collected in 
HOroWItz, Tosefta 'Attqta. 5.55-56. I follow the narrative sequence and language of the 
Tannuma verSIOn. In some verSlOns, this figure IS identified as the king of the Arabs, 
while 10 others SImply as "an EthiOPian" (1nN ~tz.":l). Just as III Jerome's QuaestLOnes 
hebraicae on Gen 30:35-43, the predicament of the EthiOPian king IS used in each of 
these verSIOns to provide validation for Jacob's strange breeding teChnique. Jerome and 
the Rabbis may here be rransmlttlOg a common exegetical tradition, although it is also 
possible that this mterpretatlve strategy developed independently in the two contexts 

35 Heliodorus, AethioPlca 4.8; 10.14. On the functIOn of this theme within ·the 
novel's complex narrative, see especially Michael J. Anderson, "The SOPhrosyne of 
Persinna and the Romantic Strategy of Heliodorus' Aethiopica," Classlcal Philol~gy 92 
(1997): 303-22. 
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past comes very close to Rabbi Ishmael's phYSICal kinship with Metatron. 
Helioctorus shared with the Jewish texts that we have been looking at a 
common set of literary motifs and scientific knowledge from which to 
build his narratIve. 

Rabbimc literature, however, often viewed this theory of "maternal 
ImpresSIOn" through the lens of punty regulation. In fact, the story about 
Rabbi Ishmael draws explicitly on Rabbi Yohanan's unusual practice of 
standing outside the ritual bath so that the women who saw him after 
purifymg themselves would have children as handsome as he. 

R. Yohanan used to go Sit outside the ntual bath (iJ7'::lt! '11HVK :l'n', 7'lN ;nil). 
He said: "When the daughters of Israel come out from the bath, let them meei me 
(':J 1Y),!j7 i11~t))36 so that they will have children as beautiful as I am 
('m1:J '''~DiV').'' The Rabbis said to him: "Are you not afraid of the Evil Eve 
(NiV'~::J N)~Y?:l)?" He answered: "I am of the seed of Joseph, our father, of whom It 
is said, Joseph lS a fruitful bough, a fruitful bough by a sprmg (Gen 49:22).'>37 

Rabbi IShmael's story echoes the specific termlllology of this descnptlOn 
of Rabbi Yohanan's cunous form of public serVIce: both passages use the 
root l""~ to describe the encounter outside the bathhouse. 38 It is this 
distinctive mixture of gynecological SCIence and purity practice that 
connects the story of Rabbi IShmael's conception to these earlier rabbinic 
traditIOns. At the same tIme, the lllterest III punty sets them both apart 
from the general cultural discourse In which they particIpated. 

Purity, Piety, and ProcreatIOn: Berazfa de Niddah 

When the narratIVe of Rabbi Ishmael's conceptIon IS not found III the 
context of the martyroiogical literature, It appears in a number of 
instructIOnal manuals and legal texts as a freestanding narratIve 

36 The paralIel verSlOn at b. Ber. 20a reads "they look at me" (':3 p:mOb). 
37 b. B. MetsLa 84a (I have slightly modified the translation 10 Daniel Boyann, 

"Talmudic Texts and JeWish Soeml Life," in ReligIOns of Late AnttQutty m PracClce led. 
R. Valaniasls; Princeton: Princeton UP, 20001, 136). Compare the parallel text at b. Ber. 
20a. Rabbi Yohanan also discusses the Importance of ntual bathing for procreailOn at b. 
'Erub. 55b. On Rabbi Yollanan's erotICized relationship with Resll Lakish (b. B. Metsia 
84a-b) and tile Importance of this narratlve for the formatIOn of rabbil1lc scholastic 
culture, see Dal11eI Boyann, "Rabbis and their Pals: Rabbinic Homosoctality and tile 
Lives of Women," in UnherOIC Conduct: The Rise of Heierosexuality and the InventlOn 
of the JeWIsh Man (Berkeley: U. of Califorma Press, 1997), 127-50. 

38 The term :Il'lD IS also found in a similar context at b. Pes. lIla, where the dangers 
of encountering a woman Immediately after she has completed her abluilons are 
described. 
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exhortatIOn to proper punty prachce.39 The stringent form of JeWIsh 
pUrtty law reflected 111 these texts was partIcular to the Franco-German 
cultural sphere 111 the later Middle Ages, but seems to have spread along 
WIth so much else In medieval AshkenaZI culture to these nascent centers 
of Jewish life from the Land of Israel; hence. this branch of Jewish purity 
law IS best VIewed not as a deVIatIOn from a firmly established norm but 
rather as a later refraction of what was origmally a legItImate local 
practice.4o This mode of pUrtty practIce IS most fully described in the 
emgmatlc text Beralta de Niddah (BdN).'1 The text, conslstlllg of a 
collection of legal statements and narratIve exempla, seems to have Its 
ongins III the Jewish community of ByzantIlle Palestine III the sixth and 
seventh centuries and. according to Shaye Cohen, reflects that 
community's new tendency to equate the synagogue with the Jerusalem 
Temple.'2 Whether or not BdN actually eXIsted as a literary whole as 

39 See the sources listed in n. 12 above, especIally Liqute ha-Pardes, Sefer ha
Roqeah, Sha 'are Dura, Zehirut ha-Tevillah. 

40 On the punty practices of Ashkenazi Jews, see espeCIally Israel Ta-Shma "On 
Some Franco-German Niddah Practices," Sidra 9 (1993): 163-70 rHebrewj; also idem, 
Early Franco-German Ritual and Custom (Jerusalem: Magnes, 1992), esp. 57 
r:Hebrew.1. On polemical responses to the divcfSlty of purity ntual practiced throughout 
the medIeval Jewish world, see Shaye J. D, COhen, "Punty, Piety, and PolemIC: 
Medieval RabbiniC DenunCIations of 'Incorrect' Purification PractIces," in Women and 
Water: MenstruatIOn in Jewish Life and Law (ed. R. Wasserfall; Hanover: BrandeIS UP, 
1999),82-100. 

41 A verSIOn of the text IS available m HOroWItz, Tosefta 'At/Qta, 5.1~34 (all 
citatIOns of the text follow HoroWitz's chapter divlSlons and page numbers). The 
sources collected and discussed by HorOWitz have been thoroughly reevaluated In 

Manenberg, Bermea de Niddah. Manenberg is currenUy prepanng a critical edition of 
the text with French translation. 

42 Shaye J. D. Cohen, "Menstruams and the Sacred in Judaism and Chnstiamty," in 
Women's History and AnCient History (ed. S. B. Pomeroy; Chapel Hill: U, of North 
Carolina, 1991),285: "By the ume of Bermra de Nidda, however, the synagogue was 
becommg a surrogate temple, a development confirmed by archaeOlogy. In the SIxth and 
seventh centunes synagogues were regularly outfitted with an ark, an eternal Dame, and 
representations of temple vessels , ... " Cohen calls speCIal atteniion to the descnptlOn of 
Palest10Ian punty practice 10 Differences between the Jews of the East and the Jews of 
t~e Land of Israel, 79 sect. 11. This date and provenance are supported In Sa~1 
Lieberman, Sheqi'in (Jerusalem: Bamberger & Wahrmann, 1939),22. See also Shave J. 
D. COhen, "Punty and Piety: The SeparatlOn of Menstruants from the Sancta" 111 
Daughters of the King: Women and the Synagogue (ed. S. Grossman and R. I~aut; 
Philadelphia: JPS. 1992), 103-15; Sharon Koren, '''The Woman from whom GOd 
Wanders': The Menstruant in Medieval Jewish Mysticism" (Ph.D. diss., Yale 
Umverslty, 1999), esp. 102-26; idem, "Mystlcal RatIOnales for the Laws of Niddah" in 
Women and Water: MenstruatIOn In Jewish Life and Law (ed. R. Wasserfall; Han;vcr: 
BrandeIS UP, 1999), 101-21; Yedidyah Dinan, "The Customs of Menstrual Impunty: 
Their OnglO and Development," Tarbiz 49 (1979-80): 302-24 rHebrew!. 
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early as the Geomc period,43 the traditions attested therem do conform to 
earlier Pales timan practIce. 

Although the "annuncmtlOo" scene does not occur III BdN, It is this 
collection that offers the most sustained source for understanding this 
story. It presents a wide range of para-halakhic strictures that severely 
Jimlt the actiV1l1es of the menstruant: one could not enJoy the frUlts of her 
labor (BdN I :2); she could not enter the synagogue or house of study 
(BdN 3:4); one could not greet her or say a blessing m her presence lest 
she respond with "amen" or with the name of God, thereby desecratmg it 
(BdN 2:5). Her socIal exclusIOn was absolute. Even the speech of the 
menstruant was considered Impure (BdN 2:3). She could not comb her 
half Of shake her head lest a hair fall out and, convey Impunty to her 
husband (BdN 1:4). Finally, contrary to standard Talmudic sources (h. 
Bek. 27a and m. Niddah 10.7), BdN ranks the mamtenance of its punty 
laws above a woman's other obligations, barnng the menstruant from the 
commandments of hallah (separatmg the pnestly offenng from dough) 
and of Jightmg the Sabbath candles. For BdN, menstrual Impunty had 
become a dangerous state from which public life had to be assiduously 
guarded. 

Amongst liS idiosyncratic (though influenltal) rulings BdN mcludes 
expliCIt discussion of the role of VIsual stimuli 10 the process of 
procreation. One such passage reports in the name of Rabbi Hanma44 that 
"at the hme when she Immerses, if Sile encounters (;"I1').!)) a dog, if she IS 
wise and has fear of heaven, she will not allow her husband to have 
mtercourse with her that mgh!. Why? Lest her sons be ugly and theIr 
faces resemble a dog's, she returns and lmmerses agam."45 The passage 
continues by listmg SImilar cases concerning a donkey and an ignoramus 
(f1Nn O~). The tendency to enumerate such encounters m a series of 
parallel cases is a distinctive feature of this literature. one employed in 
the "annunciation" scene to great effect. Like the sources of lmpunty 
encountered by Rabbi IShmael's mother. these dangerous types of people 
and animals pose a threat to a woman's capacity to conceIve a healthy 
child. 

Oddly enough, however, the notion of VIsually transmitted danger 
described In these texts does not coincide fully with the categones of 
ntual impunty that have their roots ll1 biblical. or perhaps better. leVItical, 

43 Prof. Shaye Cohen has suggested to me the possibility that, as with so much late 
antique Jewish literamre, the eXlstence of this work as a redactIOnally unified 
composition may be no more than a scribal fictIOn of the later Middle Ages (oral 
communication). 

44 Pernaps to be identified with Rabbi Hamna ben ha-Qanah (=Rabbi Nenumah ben 
ha-Qanah). On this identification see below. 

45 BdN 1:1 (Horowitz. Tosefta 'Altata, 5.2). 
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punty concerns. In fact. III the same passage, BdN mstructs that. if a 
~oman sees a horse, she and her husband should have sex that night: 
Happy 1S one whose mother came upon a horse; her sons are beautiful III 

carnage and speeCh. hearing, understanding and learning Torah and 
M' h h "46 Th' '1 1S na .... IS detaI represents an important mconsistency III the 
text's discursive logic smce. after all, a horse IS no more or less pure than 
a dog. At least m this case, BdN is concerned Wholly with the ammal's 
impact on the "ethical" attributes of the child and does not V1ew the horse 
through the lens of ntual punty. This reasonmg should apply equally to 
the dog and the Ignoramus. Just as m non-JewIsh sources. these are 
ethical types and not potenllal carners of ntual Impunty. What we find 
here. then, IS that BdN has wed the conventional theory of VIsual 
"impreSSIOns" to Its basic framework of levihcal regulations. Just as ntual 
1mmerSIOn removes impunty in conventional Jewish law. m the context 
of this hybrid discourse It is said to erase, as it were: the damaging 
Images that have become 1mpnnted III the woman. Yet. despite the 
tenSIOns between these systems, 1t IS v1rtually impossible to separate them 
out once they have been lOtegrated, however InCompletely, within the 
punty literature. Indeed, as we will see, the boundary between levitical 
punty and other forms of purificatIOn, such as those that precede ascent 
and adjuration in late antIque JeWIsh and non-Jew1sh maglCalliterature, IS 
Impossible to fix in this material. BdN's kitchen sink approaCh to ntual 
punty lumps together what we mlgllt prefer to Imagme as wholly separate 
systems of punty or SImply procreative SC1ence. The creators and 
consumers of this "post-levltlCal" punty discourse seem not to have been 
mterested III strict categonzation. For BdN, just as for the account of 
Rabbi Ishmael's conceptIOn. punty, ptety, and procreatIOn are 
inextricable. 

In fact. even m sectIOns of BdN that do not explicitly relate to 
conceptIOn and procreation, VIsion serves as the pnncipal medium 
through which 1mpurity 1S conveyed. The text recounts that a certaIn 
Rahbi Hamna ben ha-Qanah. likely the same Rabbi responsible for the 
list of dangers discussed above, "was once walking on the road and came 
across a woman. He covered his eyes and distanced himself from her 
three paces."47 The Rabbi seems to have an almost preternatural 
SenS1tIvity to Impunty; he senses her impunty even before she has 
approached him. More Importantly, he carefully Covers his face so that 
her Impunty will not enter him through his eyes. Scholars have long 
notIced the strong similanties between this figure in BdN and the almost 
identically named Rabbi Nehumah ben ha-Qanah of the Hekhalot 

46 BdN 1: 1 (Horowltz, Tosefta 'Alima, 5.3). 
47 BdN 1:7 (Horowltz, Tosefta 'Atlata, 5.9). 
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corpus,48 whose discIples famously bring him ~ack from before God's 
charlot-throne using a piece of cotton talllted wIth a mmuscule trace of 
menstrual Impunty,49 Indeed, this rigorlst brand of punty practice III 
which "magIcal" practIce and halakhah are mterwoven seems to be at the. 
heart of the many ideological affinities between BdN and the Hekhalot 
literature. Within the context of the JewIsh mysl1cal and magIcal 
literature of Late Anl1qlllty, practIces to achieve a heIghtened state of 
ntual purity are most commonly intended as preparati~on fOf. revelatory 
adjuratIOn (and not pnmarily for heavenly ascent). ThIS notIOnal 
background may very well have mformed the conceptIOn narratIve'S 
descnptIOn of Metatron's appearance to the mother of Rabbi Ishmael. As 
In so many adjuratlOoal texts, the power to draw down an angel for 
specific practIcal aims IS here predicated on the attaInment of proper 

levels of ritual purity. 
Interestmgly enough, angels do not play only constructive roles in 

BdN's understanding of conceptlOn. In Its descnption of the causes of 
birth defects, the text attributes a malevolent aspect to angelic 

mterventlOn as well: 

When the father has intercourse with the mother, if he thinks of her as a 
prostitute (mn:l il:JiV1m, and neither of them act with the fear of heaven, and he 
has sex with her light-heartedly (m),!{~':J), and both of them laugh dunng the 
tIme of thelf pleasure omuil I1YlV:J), what does the Holy One blessed b~ He. do 
to the fetus? Before the fetus has left the mother's womb, He summons (ill. hmts 
to: _';> m,,) an angel, whO takes blood of menstrual impunty (iI.,,) 0.,), places 11 

48 This identification was firsI pomted out m Saul Lieberman, "T~e KnOWledge of 
Halakha by the Author tor Authors) of the Heikhaloth," Appe~dlx 2 o.f Ithamar 
Gruenwald, Avocalyptlc and Merkavalt MystiCism (AGJU 14; Lelden: BrIll, 1980), 

241-44. 
49 Hekhatot Rabbatl, §§224~228. Hekhalot paragraph desIgnations are gi~en ac-

cording to Peter Schafer'S Synopse zur H.ekhalot-Literatur (Tiibingen: Mohr Slebeck, 
1981). This well-known passage has receIved a great deal of scholarly attentIOn, mOSI 
notably, Lawrence H. Schiffman, "The Recall of Rabbi Nehumah Ben Ha-Qanah ::O~ 
Ecstasy 10 Hekhalot Rabbati," A1S ReVIew 1 (1976): 269~8l; Margarete Schltiter, DIe 
Erzalung von der Rtickholung des R. Nehunya ben HaQana aus der Merkava-Schau 111 
ihrem redaktIOneIlen Rahmen," FJB 10 (1982): 65~l09. 

50 On punty practIce 111 the Hekhalot corpus and especmlly Its pnmary connection to 
angelic adjuration, see Peter Schafer, "Engel und MenSchen III der Hekhalot
Literature," Kairos 22 .(1980): 20l-25 (rev. and repr .. 111 Hekhalot-Studien rTSAJ 19; 
Tlibingen: Mohr Siebeck, 19881. 250~76); Martha Hlmmelfarb, Ascent to ~eaven m 
Jewlsh and Chnstlan Apocalypses (Oxford: Oxford UP, 1993),. 106~l4, Swartz, 
Scltolasnc MagiC, 153~72; idem, "'Like the Mimstering AngelS': RItual and Punty lJ1 

Earlv Jewish MVStiCIsm and MagIc," AJS ReView 19 (1994): 135~67; Rebecca Macy 
Les;es Ritual P-ractices to Gam Power: Angels, IncantatIOns, and RevelatiOn l~ Early 
Jewish'Mystlclsm (Harrisburg, PA: Trimty Press, 1989); idem, "Speaking wIth the 
Angels: JeWIsh and Greco-Egyptian Revelatory AdjuratIOns," HTR 89 (1996): 41-60. 
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III the mouth of the fetus so that It enters Its bodY, and It IS lmmediaie struck 
(i1P") !with a defectl.5l 

Here we find the text's familiar tendency to conflate ethical and cuilic 
categones at Its most extravagant. The deletenous effects of immoral 
thoughts are put on par with failure to attend to one; s condition of ntual 
Impunty. Whereas Rabbi IShmael's parents demonstrate their piety by 
embracing the stnctures of punty law and are duly rewarded, the parents 
111 this passage bnng harm to theIr child through decadent attItudes 
towards sexual mtercourse. Not surpnsingly, the medium of pUDlshment 
is menstrual blOOd. 

Other portIons of the text betray a sImilar mterest 1D the notIOn of 
divme interventIOn in the process of procreatlOn. Basing itself on biblical 
precedent, the text asserts that the mIraculous fruitfUlness of each of the 
matnarchs, Sarah, Rachel, and Leah, should be attributed to her carefUl 
mamtenance of punty regulatlOns.52 More interestmg still, Its account of 
Samson's concepl1on m JUdges 13 emphaSIzes the added element of 
angelic intervention. The text reports that, despIte her female neighbors' 
(i7"111J":JIV) adVIce to employ a magIcal remedy lllvolvmg the hide of a 
fox (7l11lL' 7lV l'lll) as a cure for her barrenness, Manoah' s wife chooses 
mstead simply to continue bemg VIgilant about her state of ntual purity: 
"Although they led her astray (;':J m:Jl~1.l 1';'lV n"lI1<), the Holy One 
blessed be He heard her VOIce. Immediately, an angel appeared to her and 
said to her: 'Take care not to eat any Impure thing ('7~1<n 71<1 ',;,m 
1<1.ltl 7~).' And, because she mamtamed her punty (;,i1.llVlV '1' 7111 
;,nll n1<), she Immediately conceIved (;'11pnl 1'1.l)."53 In this 
"annunCIatIOn" scene, it IS not her pIety m general that IS rewarded, but 
her steadfast dedicatlOn to the punty laws m partiCUlar, coupled with her 
refusal to engage m maglCal practice. Whatever the tangible similantles 
between this form of ngonst punty practIce and late antIque JeWIsh 
magIC, BdN VIgilantly mSIsts on a firm boundary between them. 

Although the punty discourse, of whiCh BdN IS the most developed 
example, accounts for the formal lOgIC and vocabulary of Rabbi IShmael's 
conceptlOn. the larger context of this narratIve umt still demands 
elucidation. In otller wordS, where does the literary fabric of this brIef 
exemplum - Its characters and Its dramatic setting - come from? As we 
have seen. the presence of tile "annunCIation" scene 111 The Story of the 
Ten Martyrs presents us with a paradOX. On the one hand, III strictly 
formal terms this narratIve umt achieved its present literary form outside 
of the martyrologlCal traditIOn - the story reflects the practIcal. ethical, 
and ntual concerns of the punty literature in which It developed. On the 

51 BdN 2:7 (HoroWItz, Tosefta 'Atlqta, 5.20). 
52 BdN 2:6 (HorOWItz, Tosefta 'Atlqta,5.l9). 
53 BdN2:6 (Horowitz, Tosefta 'Atlqta, 5.19). 
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other, Its narrative content is so mtegrally connected to the later events of 
Rabbi Ishmael's life that 11 IS difficult to lmagme how these motifs could 
have been generated and orchestrated in so coherent a manner without 
presupposmg a tradition concerning his mIraculous ongms. Nevertheless, 
the complex process of redactIOn through which the martyrologlcal 
anthology waS assembled belies any overly elegant solul1on to thIS 
tensIOn. In what follows, I argue that, while this narratIve traditIOn was 
mcorporated mto the anthology only after It had already become 
crystallized in another literary context. its thematic content IS essentIal to 
understanding the figure of Rabbi Ishmael within The Story of the Ten 
Martyrs. 

Rabbi Ishmael's Angelic Purity and Beauty 
in The Story a/the Ten Martyrs 

DespIte bemg set durmg the "Hadnamc persecutlOlls" of the second 
century CEo the martyrologlcal anthology as a fully formed literary 
composItion dates to the Geonic penod (seventh to tenth centunes). 
JewIsh histonans have long endeavored to isolate the histoncal kernel 
concealed III the multIple and shifting versions of this legend. 54 More 
recent SCholarship, however, has come to reject the positivist assumptIOns 
of these earlier attempts. prefernng mstead to emphasIze the literary 
nature of the cycle. 55 According to these scholars, the text is only of 

54 See especially Hemnch Gratz, "Die Hadriamsche Verfolgung und die zehn 
Mlirtyrer," MGWJ 1 (1852): 307-22; M. Auerbach, "Asarah Haruge Malkhut," 
leschllrun 10 (1923): 60-66; idem, "Zur politischen Geschichte der Juden unter KaIser 
Hadrian," Jeschllrun 10 (1923): 398-418; idem, "Zur politischen Geschichte der Juden 
unter KaIser Hadrian," leschurlln 11 (1924): 59-70,161-68; Samuel Krauss, "Asarah 
Haruge Malkhut," flashlah 44 (1925): 10-22, 106-17, 222-33 (repr. 10 Bar-Kokhba 
red. A. Oppenhiemer; JerusaLem: Zalman Shazar Center, 19801, 239-77); N. 
Wahnnann, "Zur Frage der 'Zehn Martyrern,'" MGWl 78 (1934): 575-80; LoUIS 
FinkeLstem, "The Ten Martyrs," in Essays and Studies in Memory of Linda R. Miller 
(ed.1. Davidson; New York: JTSA, 1938),29-55. 

55 This literary approach was maugurated in SoLomon Zeitlin, "The Legend of the 
Ten Martyrs and its ApocalyptIc Ongins," lQR 36 (1945/6): 1-16. See also Joseph Dan, 

, "The Sto~y of the Ten Martyrs: Its Ongms and Development," in Studies in Literarure 
Presented to Simon flalkin (ed-. E. Fleischer; Jerusalem: Magnes, 1973), 15~22; idem, 
"The Story of the Ten Martyrs: Its OngIlls and Development," in The flebrew Story In 

the Middle Ages (Jerusalem: Keter, 1974), 62-66 rHebrewJ; idem, "Pirke Hekhalot 
Rabbatl ve-Ma'ase Asarat Haruge Malkhut," Eshet Be'er Sheba' 2 (1980): 63~80 
rHebrew!; Reeg, Geschichte, 1~2. For detailed analysIs of the full range of rabbimc 
sources related to this peflod of conflict and alleged persecutIOn, see espeCIally Peter 
Schafer, Del' Bar Kokhba-Aufstand. Studien zum zwelfen jildischen Krieg gegen Rom 
(Ttibingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1981), 194-236. Schafer'S emphasIs on the ongomg literary 
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historical value for understanding the experience of the Jews under East
Roman (Byzanl1ne) rule m the peflod of its actual literary formation, not 
the earlIer community from whiCh ItS characters are drawn.56 

The story weaves together a unified tale from pre-exIstmg 
martyrologlcal matenal found scattered throughout the Babylonian and 
Palestmmn Talmuds as well as the vast midrashic corpus. together with a 
number of units that seem to have been generated specifically for the 
anthology llself.57 The result IS a new form of martyrology. ClaSSIcal 
rabbinic literature, for Instance, nowhere recounts the contemporaneous 
deaths of ten rabbimc martyrs, but Instead restricts Itself to brief narrative 
complexes that typIcally narrate the death of one martyr, and at most two 
or three.58 By contrast, the anthology situates the executions of all ten 
sages within a smgle literary framework that offers a common explan
atlOn for theIr deaths. namely, the Sill committed by Joseph's brothers 
when they sold him mto slavery (GenesIs 38).59 Basmg Itself on the 

transformatlOn of these traditions in later rabbinic sources IS an Important corrective to 
the more positivist mterpretatIOn of the evidence III Saul Lieberman, "The Martyrs of 
Caesarea," Annuaire de ['!nstltui de Philologie et d'HiSiOire Onentales et Slaves 7 
0939-1944): 395-446; idem, "ReligIOus PersecutIOn of the Jews," in Salo Wittmayer 
Baron Jubilee Volume on the OccaSlOn of his EightIeth Birthday (Jerusalem: The 
Amencan Academy of Jewish Research, 1974), 213-45 (repr. in The Bar-Kokhba 
Revolt led. A. OppenheImer; Jerusalem: The ZaLman Shazar Center, 19801. 205-37) 
[Hebrew]; Moshe David Herr, "PersecutIOns and Martyrdom lU Hadrian'S Days," 
Scnpta Hierosolymlfana 23 (1972): 85-125. 

56 This insIght was first suggested in Philip Block, "Rom und die Mystiker del' 
Merkabah," in FestSChrift zum slebZlgsten GeburIstage J. Guttmanns (Leib~lg, 1915) 
113-24. ' 

57 ?n the use of earlier rabbilllc sources In The Story of the Ten Martyrs, see Reeg, 
Geschlc~te, 49-51. Otherwise unattested matenal is used in the martyrologlcal accounts 
of RabbI Judah ben Bava (1.43), Yeshevav the Scribe (1.50; III-VII.44), Rabbi Judah 
ben Dama (1.46); Rabbi lianina ben Hakhinm (I, III-V.49); and Rabbi Elazar ben 
Shammua (I-II. IV-VII.Sl). 

58 E.g., for the death of Rabbi Akiva: y. Ber, 9,7 (14b); Mek. Y., Shirata on Exod 
15:2; b. Ber. 6lb; b. Erub. 2Ib; b. Ber. 66a; b. Pesah. 50a; b. B. Bat. lOb; of Rabbi 
Hananya ben Teradyon: b. 'Abod. Zar. 17b-18a; of Rabbi Yehudah ben Bava: b. Sanh. 
14a and b. 'Abod. Zar 8b; of Judah the Baker: y. flag. 2,1 (77b); of Rabbi flutzpit the 
Imerpreter: b. HUl. 142a; b. QUid. 39b; of Lulianus and Pappus, "the Two Martyrs of 
Lad"; b. Ta "all. 18b; b. Ketub. 77a; b, Pesah. 50a; b. B. Bat. lOb. 

59 Th··f . IS matI appears In earlIer JeWish literature (e,g., Jub. 34:10-20; Gen. RaD. 
84:17; Song Rab. on Song 1:3; PRE 38; Midrash Mishle 9, 2; cf. Test. Gad 2:3; Test. 
Zeb. 1 :5). Lists of the ten martyrs are found in Lam, Rab. 2,4; Ekha Rabbati 2,2; Mid. 
Ps on Ps 9:13. VerSIOns of this list are also found in the body of the Story of the Ten 
Martyrs (1.21.12; II-IIL4.3; IV-V, IX.1O.32; VIIL22.27) and III some manuscnpts of 
Hekhalot Rabban at § 109 (MS N8128 and in a glOSS m V228). These lists vary greaUy 
from text to text and even within the different recensions of the anthology. It IS 
Important to note that several recensions of The Story of the Ten Martyrs suggest one of 
two alternatlve explanations of the sages' deaths: either Israel's sm of teaching Torail to 
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scnptural authonty of Ex 21:16 ("He who kidnaps a man - whether he 
has sold him or IS still holding him - shall be put to death"), the text 
argues that their actions constituted a capItal Cfllne. The deaths of the ten 
sages are intended as atonement of the "original sin" committed by the 
progemtors of the tribes of Israel. 

While there are many verSlOns of The Story of the Ten Martyrs. they 
all share a common literary structure provided by a highly elaborate 
account of the tWIn executions of Rabban Simeon ben Gamaliel and 
Rabbi Ishmael. mto which the motif of ten rabbimc martyrs has been 
incorporated.6o This frame narratl ve (Rahmenerzahlung) 'served as a 
relatlvely flexible literary structure within which future redactors of the 
anthology could organize and reorgamze shifting configuratIOns of 
thematIcally related martyrological matenai. Moreover. the mdividual 
verSIOns of this collectIOn differ wildly in their application of the frame 
narratIve. The number and content of the martyrological units included in 
each recenSlOn js highly unstable; m fact. recenSlOns II and VIII do not 
even bother to attach any additIOnal martyrological material to the frame 
narratIve. 61 Therefore. the SUbsequent martyrological matenal, whether 
drawn from earlier rabbimc sources or attested first within this collectIOn. 
often seems no more than the obligatory realization of the literary 
structure established in the frame narratIve. Rabbi Ishmael's vita. then. 
not only dOllmates late JeWIsh martyrOlogy m a thematic sense, but also 
functions as its literary anchor. 

Rabbi Ishmael's Heavenly Ascent 

As we have seen above. several recensions of The Story of the Ten 
Martyrs offer the story of Rabbi IShmael's Illlraculous origms as an 
explanatIOn for his ability to ascend to heaven. He makes this celestIal 
VISIt to learn if the executIOns of the ten sages are in accordance with the 

the Roman Emperor or the Gentiles nv-v, VIII-IX.8.6) or the hubnstIc belief that the 
WIsdom of the sages can fully compensate for the destructIOn of the Temple (1.8.5). 
These aetIOlogIes, however, are merely ancillary to the sm of Joseph's brothers, which 
IS found in every recenSIOn of the text and is clearly central to the literary development 
of the anthology. 

60 On the form of the open frame narratIve, see Reeg, Geschicllte, 33-34. This frame 
narrative more or less occupies I-X.1D-22, V-VIL25-28, and IX-X.28, although the 
different recenSIOns differ considerably. An early verSion of this passage IS con tamed in 
Midrasfl Shir Hashinm on Song 1:3 (L. Grunhut, Midrasll Shir Hashinm [Jerusalem: 
Wilhelm Gross, 18971, 3a-4b). The account of theIr tWIll deaths IS found III lts more 
rudimentary forms without bemg connected to the motif of ten martyrs at Mek. Y. on 
Exod 22:22; Sernaho! 8:8: AdRN A 37 and 38: AdRN B 41; and SER (30) 28. p. 153. 

61 See Reeg, Geschicllte, 54. 
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will of God and, more importantly, whether the decree can be repealed. 62 

Immediately followmg tile account of his conceptlOn. these verSlOns of 
the text continue: 

At that time Rabbi Ishmael recned the name of God and a storm wmd lifted him 
up and brought him to heaven (tl'bW'? 1i1/9i11 :-1'190 m'1 11'1/::lj?1). Metatron, the 
Prince of the Countenance, met him (1:1 nD) and asked him: "Who are you?" He 
answered him: "1 am Rabbi Ishmaei ben Elisilall the High Priest." He said to 
him: "You are the one III whom your Creator takes pride each day 
(01' I) 1::1 n::mwi.) 1)1PW N1;-r ;-rnN) saymg, 'I have a servant on earth, a pnest like 
you rMeratronJ; his radiance is like your radiance and his appearance IS like your 
appearance (IN'1i.)) li1N'1m 1m1'1) 11'1 1mb) Ti1) nNJ 1::l:l7 '1 W').'" Rabbi 
Ishmael answered: "I am he." He asked him: "What IS your busmess m this place 
of pure ones (t1''''JiI~ O1PbJ 1J'~ iJr.»?" "A decree has been passed that ten noble 
ones of Israel will be execured ('7N.,W' ',,'::JNb il'1W9 n.,i1'W 1J'79 ;-r.,n) i1'1'il) 
and I have ascended to learn whether this IS the will of heaven or not 
(1NI ON' t1'iJWilliJ 1T ;-r"'il ON 91'-" 'n'/li'1).,,63 

Metatron answers Rabbi Ishmael with a detailed descnptlOn of the 
proceedings m the heavenly court dunng which the angelic prosecutor 
successfully demands from God that he exact the pumshment due Israel 
for tlle cnme of their forefathers. This account satIsfies Rabbi Ishmael. 
who returns to earth to mstruct his colleagues to accept theIr collectIve 
fate. The coupled descnptlOns of Rabban Simeon ben Gamaliel and Rabbi 
IShmael's gruesome deaths immediately ensue, followed by the sequentIal 
reports concermng the deaths of the other martyrs. 

Of course, Rabbi Ishmael's encounter with an angel III heaven seems 
familiar enough. In the Hekhalot literature. Rabbi Ishmael IS portrayed 
numerous tImes as the favored diSCIple of the great master of secret lore, 
Rabbi Nehunya ben ha-Qanah. He serves as the prototype of the aspmng 
mystical Imtlate who, through careful preparatlOn and techmque, gains 
access to the lleavenly sphere above. Like his colleagues 111 the mystIcal 
fellowship, his powers derive from the secret teachings transmitted within 
the human community of scholars.64 The act of heavenly ascent IS 
typIcally described lD the Hekhalot literature usmg the technical phrase 
"to descend to the chariot-throne" (i1.::l~'1i'.» ''1'7).65 By contrast, The 

62 Ten Martyrs, V, VII-VIII 11.11. RecenSIOn 1.15.10, however, links the con
ceptIOn narraitve ro Rabbi Ishmael's excePtIOnal beauty. 

63 Ten Martyrs, I-X 15.1-4; cf. GrunllUi, Midrash Shir Hashirun, 4a. The iranslatlOn 
follows recenSlOn VII. This Ulllt IS relatIvely stable within the manuscript tradition. 

64 The locus claSSICUS for this mstructlOnal style of literature IS the Ilavura-accoum 
m Hekhalot Rabbaci (Schafer, Synopse, §§ 198-259). 

65 See most recently the comprehensIve study of its techlllcal vocabulary of "descent 
to tile chanot" (yeridah la·merkavah) III Annelies Kuyt, The 'Descent' to the CharlOc 
(Tiibingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1995); idem, "Once Agam: Yarad 10 Hekhalot Literature," 
FIB 18 (1990): 45-69. See also the Important analysIs of this phenomenon m Elliot R. 
Wolfson. "Yeridah la-Merkavah: TypOlogy of Ecstasy and Enthronement HI AnCIent 



328 Ra 'anan Boustan 

Story of the Ten Martyrs employs the more conventional verb "to ascend" 
(;]711) m order to charactenze Rabbi Ishmael's Journey66 This 
terminologIcal discrepancy 18 not incidental. but sIgnifies the diffenng 
ideological and literary contexts of the two accounts. Whereas the 
Hekhalot corpus portrays Rabbi Ishmael gammg his powers through a 
process of study, pIety, and ntual performance that can be rephcated by 
others, the martyrological traditIOn presents Rabbi IShmael's power as 
radically umque, denvmg from his speCIal kinship with the angel 
Metatron. 

In fact, rather than drawmg on the Hekhalot literature, the descnptIOn 
of Rabbi Ishmael's Journey to heaven has a striking number of verbal and 
conceptual affimhes with the well-known midrashic traditIOn concernmg 
Moses' ascent to receIve the Torah.67 Like Moses, who in almost all the 

JeWIS!l MysttcIsm," in MystlCS of the Book: Themes, Topics. and TypologieS (ed. R. A, 
Herrera; New York: Peter Lang, 1993), 13-44. 

66 There are several notable exceptiOns where verSIOns of the martyrology do 
employ the techmcal termmology of yeridah. These, however, are unquestionably later 
adaPta-tlons of the ongmal formUlatIon III the martyrology. The verSlOn of the story of 
the ten- martyrs contamed in Hekhalol Rabbati (Schafer, Synapse, §§107-121) reports: 
"When Rabbi Nehunya ben ha-Qanah saw this decree m :"~TJ.), he rose and led me 
down to the Merkavah (n:1J'lJ7 ')'"p,1m 1lJll')" (Schafer, Synopse, §107). However, the 
causative (hif'il) form of the verb yarad used here is found only in this one instance 
throughout the entue Hekhalot corpus (Kuyt, Desceni, 150-52). This anomalous 
formulatIOn suggests strongly that this versIOn of Rabbi Ishmael's ascent was adapted to 
conform to the literarylideologlcal conteXt of the Hekhalot literature. SimilarlY, 
recensIOn 111 of the marlyrO!oglcal anthology, whiCh IS represented by a smgle Italian 
manuscnpi family, emplOYS the same techOlcal Iermmology (e.g., at 12.9 and 31.1). 
Reeg, Geschicht~, 43--44, however, nghtly argues that this recenSIOn represents -a 
relatlvely late and highly modified versIOn of the anthology into which a great many 
passages from the Hekhalot corpus have been interpolated. Pace Dan ("The Story of the 
Ten Martyrs," 15-22; idem, "Pirke HekhalOt Rabbati," 63-80), recenSIon 111 is not the 
earliest extant verSIOn of the anthOlogy from which the Hekhalot literature denved Its 
verSIOn of the martyrology. 

67 For detailed diSCUSSIOn of this matenal, see espeCIally David Halpenn, The Faces 
of the CharIOt: Early JeWIsh Response 10 Ezekiel's Vision (TSAJ 16; Ttibingen:.M~hr 
Siebeck, 1988), 289-322: Karl-EriCh Grozinger, Ich bin der Herr, dem Gott! Eme 
rabbinzsche Homilie zum Ersten Gebot (PesR 20) (Bern: Herbert Lang, 1976). Diffenng 
verSIOns of this narrative tradition are contained m the followmg sources: b. Shabb. 
88a-89a; Peslq. Rab. 20, §§1l-20 (ed. Rivka Ulmer, Pestqta Rabbatl: A SynorJUc 
Edition of PeSlqta Rabbati Based upon All Exmnt ManuscrtPlS and the Editio Princeps 
lvo!. 1; SFSHR 155; Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1997J, 422-35); MS Oxford Or. 135, 
357a-358a (pnnted tn Gr5zmger, Ich bin der Herr, 12*-16*); Ma 'ayan Hokhmah 
(Adolf Iellenik, Belt ha-Midrash [3rd ed.; 6 vols.; Jerusalem: Wahrmann Books, 1967], 
1.58-61; Haggadal Shema' Yisra'el (Jellenik, Beit ha-Midrash, 5.165-66); T-S K 
21.95.A, la-2a (fragment 21 III Peter Sch~ifer, Geniza-Fragmente zur Hekhalot
Literatur rTSAI 6; Ttibingen: Mohr SiebecK, 19841, 171-81); PRE 46; Midrash ha· 
Gadol to Ex 19:20. The narrative also appears m Plyyut form as 'El 'ir gibbortm by 
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verSIOns of this traditlOn IS conveyed to heaven within a cloud 
()l11 ,mnVl'),68 Rabbi Ishmael IS said to ascend within a storm-wmd 
(;]1110 m1). Indeed, preCIsely the same phrase - "he encountered him" 
(1::l y,,~) - IS used in both literary traditIOns to describe theIr audience 
with the angel who meets them immediately upon theIr ascent. 69 

Moreover. the Image of heaven in both of these traditions is hOflzontal, 
not vertIcal as In the Hekhalot literature.7o This horizontal orIentation IS 
gIven expression through the descnption of Rabbi Ishmael walking about 
In heaven (l1~P'::l 1~;'b ;,~;,,),71 which uses almost identical language 
to the charactenzatIon of Moses' own movement "he was 
walking III heaven like a human bemg walking on earth" (17;-'1:> ;]';]' 
Y11\:J 17;]I:>W O'I\~ l1'p1:J)72 

Yet the affimties between these two accounts go beyond these verbal 
echoes. Upon ascending, both figures are lllterrogated by the angelic host 
concerning theIr presence in heaven. Just as Metatron asks Rabbi 
Ishmael, "What IS your business III this place of pure ones 
(O'1mt:) O'PI:>:J P't:) ;]1:»7" the angels Who confront Moses demand to 
know, "what bUSIness does one born of woman have in this place of 
punty, III this place of holiness (I:J1PI:>:J 11\~ ;]W'I\ "'1' 7W ,:J't:) ;]1:> 

;]W"P O'PI:>:J ;]1;]t:))7"73 An even more dramallc formulatIOll of this 
protest IS found in the bnef textual umt known as "The Seventy Names of 
Metatron. "74 Here the angels oppose God's deciSIOn to reveal the secrets 
of the universe to Moses, who, as the representative of mankind, IS 

Amlttm ben Shephattah (Yonah David, The Poems of Amtttat FJerusa.lem: Akhshav, 
1975J, 100-2). 

68 E.g., Peslq. Rab. 20, §1l (Ulmer, Pes/qla Rabbatl, 422-23). 
69 E.g., Pesiq. RaD. 20, §ll (Ulmer, PeSlqta Rabbati, 422-23). 
70 On the layered vertIcal cosmOlogy of tile Hekhalot literature, see most recentty 

Petcr SChafer, "In Heaven as It is 10 Hell: The CosmOlogy of Seder Rabbah di
Bereshit," in Heavenly Realms and Earthly Realities in Late AntiqUe ReligLOns (e(t. R. 
Abusch and A. Y. Reed; Cambridge: Cambridge UP, forthcommg). 

71 1.20.1. 

72 Ma'ayan Hokhmah (Jellenik, Belt ha-Midrash, 1.57). Cf. Peslq. Rab. 20:11-12; 
MS Oxford Or. 135,357. (§11.2). 

73 T-S" K 21.95.A, Ib/13-14 (Schafer, Gemza-Fragmenre, 174). Most verSlOns of the 
narralive use the shorter phrase 17 nlJ (e.g., b. Shabo 88b; Pe~nq. Rab. 20. §11), mstead 
of the more expliCIt 1:1'0 jm. However, smce all of these verSlOns mclude the phrase 
"one born of woman" (;lW'N 11"), It IS reasonable to assume that both formulatIOns are 
snnilarty mtended to address the Impropriety of human enrry lOtO heaven. III most 
verSIOns, this QuestIOn IS asked by Kemuel, the first angel encoumered by Moses, rather 
than by a group of angels. 

74 SChafer, Synopse, §§71-80. On this UnIt, see Claudia ROhrbaCher-Sticker, "Die 
Namen Gottes und die Namen Metatrons: Zwel Gemza Fragmente zur Hekhatot
Lheratur," FJB 19 (1991-92): 95-168; Joseph Dan, "The Seventy Names of Metatron," 
Proceedings oj tile Eighth World Congress of JeWish Studies, DivisLOn C (Jerusalem: 
World Union of Jewish Studies, 1981), 19-23. 
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described as "born of woman, blemIshed. unclean, defiled by blood and 
impure flux," and who like all men "excretes putrid drops (of semen)."75 
Unlike Rabbi Ishmael, who is immediately granted a detailed answer to 
his request, Moses IS met with the unbridled hostility of the angelic host, 
whiCh IS evidently displeased that God plans to entrust to flesh and blood 
what he has withheld from His beloved angels 76 The angels VieW Moses' 
aITlVal in heaven as an unacceptable invaSlOll of theIr damam and wage a 
near-fatal battle against his perceived aggression. TheIr challenge does 
not prImarily address the content of his mISSIon, but ratller his right to be 
present III heaven at all. 

The phrase -:J~tl ill.) constitutes far more than the pragmatic (and 
relatIvely neutral) question: "What IS your business here III this place?" 
Instead, this mterrogative formula signals a pomted challenge to the 
interlocutor: "What busmess do you have being here at all?" - or, perhaps 
even better, "Should not the very nature of this human being bar his entry 
mto our realm?"77 The questIOn lllSlsts on the radical dispanty between 
human eXIstence and the wholly pure status of the heavenly realm. The 
angels' complamt against Moses is based on theIr unShakable convictIOn 
that for a human bemg to enter the angelic realm constitutes a grave 
transgressIOn of the cosmIC order. 

What, then. accounts for the contrastmg receptions that these two 
figures are gIven upon arnvmg 1ll heaven? In order to answer this 
questlOn, we should first turn to lbe Hekhalot literature. which Similarly 
employs the phrase -::J'~ i1b as Its standard formula for expressmg alarm 
at the potEmba! mlxmg of these two apparently antithetIcal domains. the 
angelic and- the human.78 The formula IS used most frequently m 3 Enoch, 
which directly addresses the problems associated with the transformation 

75 Schafer, Synopse, §79 (translaled in Philip S. Alexander, "3 (Hebrew Apocalypse 
of) Enoch," in The Old Tescamenr PseudePIgraf}ha r2 vols.; ed. J. Charlesworth; New 
York: Doubleday, 19831, 1.315). Cf. b. Shabb. 88b; PeSlq. Rab. 20:11~12; Lev. Rab. 
14:2. At m. AV01 3, Akabya ben Mehalalel reflects on the lowliness of humamty usmg 
the same terminology: "Consider where you have come from - a putrid drop 
mrn10 ilOtlt»." 

76 On the motif of conflict between angels and human beIngs and its beanng on the 
Moses ascent traditions, see especially Peter Schafer, Rivalitiii zWlschen Engeln und 
Menschen: Unrersuchungen zur rabbimschen Engelvorstellung (Berlin: de Gruyter, 
1975),207-16, 

77 This last rendering of the -phrase reOects the literal meanIng of tile word :l'tt as 
"form, nature, character, or peculianty" (s.v. Jastrow, 523). 

78 In his recently published study A Transparent IllUSIOn: The Dangerous ViSIOn of 
Water m Hekhalot MystlclSfn (Leiden: Brill, 2002), esp. 118~23, C. R. A. Morray-Jones 
applies a SImilar analysIs to the emgmatic questIOu "What IS the nature of this water?" 
(1:l~tI ilt> il'i'Nil tJ1lJil) that appears In the well-known "Water VislOn Episode" in the 
HekhalOI corpus (Schafer, Synopse, §§258~259 and §§407~408; cf. b. Hag 14b). I 
arnved at my conclUSIOns pnor to reading Morray~Jones' diSCUSSIOn. 
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of the human Enoch mto the angelic figure Metatron.79 In a passage that 
IS highly remmiscent of the Moses matenal. the text puts the phrase 111 the 
mouths of the distraUght angelic trw, Uzzah, Azzah. and Azael, who 
vocally oppose Enoch's arnval in heaven and SUbsequent elevation to 
angelic status: 

Then three of the mmlstenng angels, Uzzah, Azzah, and Azael, came and laid 
Charges agaInst me in the heavenly height. They said before the Holy One 
blessed be He, "Lord of the Umverse, did not the pnmeval ones gIve you gOOd 
adVICe when they said, Do nm create man!" The Holy one, blessed be He, 
replied, "I have made and will sustaIn him; I will carry and deliver him." When 
they saw me they said before him, "Lord of the Umverse, what nght has this one 
10 ascend to the heIght of heIghts (C~t>"t> tn1t>'I il'l1Ytv iii ",tv '::I'tl ift»? Is he 
not descended from those who penshed in the waters of the Flood? Whal nght 
has he to be III heaven (Y'P1::1 ':l~tI illJ)?" (§6:::: 4:6~7)80 

In response to their charges, God turns the tables on them, rebuking the 
angelic rebels with a curt reminder of the strict boundanes that severely 
CIrcumscribe their mfluence on his jUdgment: "What right have you to 
mtelTupt me (',:J,';> O'Ol:Jl OnNlI) O:J:J'U ;'II:J)?" (§6 ~ 4:8) As a 
thematIcally related passage later reports, it IS Enoch's odor that has 
apparently been the cause of the angels' distress. Like Moses' opponents. 
these angels complaIll, "What is this smell of one born of woman 
(;'IlI)'N ,,';>, 'Ill) CllIU ;'II:J)? Why does a white drop (of semen) ascend on 
high (O"I:J 'l:JlI)';> ;'I';>,17 N';'IlI) p,;> n~'u ;'II:J,) and serve among those who 
cleave to the flames?" (§6 ~ 4:2) Finally, m a passage that belongs to the 
literary frame of 3 Enoch, this same complamt IS lodged agamst 
Enoch/Metatron for permittmg his mterlocutor m the text, Rabbi Isllmael, 
to ViSit him m heaven: "Then the eagles of the chanot. the flammg 
ophamm. and the cherubim of devounng fire asked Metatron, 'Youth, 
why have you allowed one born of women to come III and behold the 
chanot (;'I:J:J,I:J:J ';>:Jno', N:J'lI) ;'IlI)'N ,,';>' nnm ;'II:J)? From what nallon is 
he? From what tribe is he? What is his character (;'iT 'Ill) ,:J'U ;]1:J)7''' (§3 ~ 
2:2). In 3 Enoch, unlike the martyrology, the angelic host does not 
recogmze Rabbi Ishmael's speCIal status. 

In each case, the phrase -::1''(1 i1b IS used to assert that everything must 
have its proper place - God. the angels, and human bemgs - reaffirming 

79 On Enoch's angelificatlOn as Metatron, see esp. NathaOiel DeUiscl1, Guardians of 
the Gate: Angelic Vice Regency tn Lare Anllqulty (Leiden: Brill, 1999), 27~77; 
Wolfson, Speculum, 82~85; C. R. A. Morray-Jones, "TransformatlOnal MyStICIsm III the 
Apocalyptlc-Merkabah Tradition," JJS 43 (1992): 1~3I. On the somewlmt anomalous 
place of 3 Enoch with the Hekhalot literature, see Peter Schafer, The Hidden and 
Manifest God (New York: SUNY, 1994), 123~38. 

80 On the relatlOnship of this passage to the fallen angel traditions III 1 Enocll, see 
Annette Yoshiko Reed, "From Asael and Semihazah to Uzzah, Azzah, and Azael: 3 
Enoch 5 (§§7~8) and Jewish ReceptiOn-History of 1 Enoch," JSQ 8 (2001): 105~36. 
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the cosmIC order In the face of these repeated breaches. Indeed, It IS used 
not only to challenge the over-reaching ambitIOns o.f lesser beings, 
whether human or angelic, but also to safeguard the dlvme from belllg 
tamted by the human sphere. In a passage again found III 3 Enoch, the 
angels complain that because of idolatrous sms commltte~ by the 
generatIOn of Enos!1 It IS nO longer fitting for God to remam among 
human bemgs.81 More germane to our purposes, however, IS a striking 
adjuratlOnal text that is appended In some manuscnpts to Hekhalot 
Rabbatl, III whiCh the Prince of the Torah (;-nm 111!) rebukes the young 
Rabbi Ishmael, here age thirteen, for havmg Improperly called him down 

to earth: 

I stood and afflicted myself for forty days, and I reCIted the Great N arne, until I 
caused him rthe Prince of the Torah 1 to descend. He came down m a flame of 
fire, and his face had the appearance of lightnmg. When I saw him, I trembled 
and was frightened and fell back. He said to me: "Human ,being! What 
IS your business that you have dismrbed the great household 
(j1"'J. N",tJ!:) nN ilIDYi,1tV 1:J't'I iltJ tl'1N P)." I said to him: "It IS revealed and 
known before Him Who spoke and the world came mto bemg that I did not bn~g 
you down for [my J glory, but to do the will of your master." The~ he saId 
to me: "Human bemg, son of a stmking drop, worm and vermm 
(il],-'1m iltJi i1m10 ;,ptl C,N p)!,,82 

The text then proceeds to Instruct the reader on the proper preparation for 
angelic ,adjuration: "Whoever wants It to be revealed to him must Sit 
fastlllg for forty days, perform twenty-four ImmerSiOns every day, and not 
eat anything defiling; he must not look at a woman, and must SIt III a 
totally dark- house."83 As we have noted above, the ngorous practIces 
prescribed here are tYP,cal of the Hekhalot literature: the state of ntual 
punty that IS a prereqUlslte for mteracting with the divme IS an ~chieved 
state. Like Moses and Enoch, the Rabbi Ishmael of the Hekhalot literature 
1S neither exempt from the contammatlOn inherent m normal human 
eXIstence nor frOJn the dangers this lrnpunty poses for the person 
attempting to gam access to divine knowledge. 

Thus, despIte the many literary and conceptual connections between 
The Story of the Ten Martyrs and the Hekhalot corpus, they offer 
radically different solutions to the predicament created by theIr commo~ 
notIOn of a selectIvely permeable cosmos. The Hekhalot corpus' RabbI 

81 Schafer, Synapse, §8 = 5:10-12: "'Lord of the Universe, what busmess have you 
with men (01N '~:1 ,liN 17 iltJ)? ... Why did you leave the heaven of heavens above ... 
and lOdge with men who worship idolS? Now you are on earth, and the idols are on the 
earth; what IS your business among the idolatrous mhabitants of earth ('i' 1'::1 l:l't'I il7J 

n~il)?'" 
82 Schafer, Synapse, §313. (I have slightly modified the translatIOn 10 Swartz, 

SchOlastiC MagiC, 69.) Cf. §292. 
83 Schafer, Synovse, §314 (translated in Swartz, ScholastIC MagiC, 70). 
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Ishmael must labor to achieve the proper state of punty and to learn the 
necessary practIces for encountenng the divine, but the martyrOlogy 
POS1tS a very different type of limmal figure. Rabbi Ishmael's angelic 
status and punty seem to denve directly from Metatron himself. In 
Metatron' s words, Rabbi Ishmael IS the one III whom Gad "takes pride 
each day saymg, 'I have a servant on earth, a pnest like you (Metatron); 
his radiance IS like your radiance and his appearance IS like your 
appearance C1l<1/::)~ 1;'l<1/::)1 ln11'1~ Wl ln1/::)~ m~ f1l<:J 1:J)) ''7 11!,).'''84 
QUIte SImply, he is a hybrid of the divlOe and the human. his nature 
structurally analogous to the porous cosmos he traverses. His encounter 
with Metatron IS more a recogmhon scene of kin tllan a confrontation 
between two diSSImilar bemgs. 

It IS hardly surpnsmg that Rabbi IShmael's kinship with his angelic 
progemtor is embodied in his lummous face, SlOce Metatron' S own bond 
with the divme IS regularly expressed in similar terms. One particularly 
evocallve passage from the Hekhalot corpus, which takes the form of a 
midrashic exegesIs of two verses that menllon God's face, Ex 33:15 
( ... 0'~'71;'J l'l~ )'1< Cl<) and 23:21 (1'l~/::) 1/::)11!;,), relates how God warned 
Moses to beware of the dangerous force exerted by His countenance 
(1'l~/::) 11/::)1I!'lI! ;,11!/::)7 1';');'1 0'/::)71));' 7~ ]111<1),85 The umt then explicitly 
identifies God's face with the angelic name Yofi'el (lit. "beauty of God") 
and finally with Metatron himself. Nathamel DeutSCh has nghtly pomted 
to this passage to support his conclusion that "some sources understood 
Metatron to be the hypostallc embodiment of a partlCular part of the 
divme form, most notably the face of God .... It IS likely that thiS 
traditIOn underlies the title sar ha-panim. whiCh IS aSSOciated with 
Metatron. Rather than 'pnnce of the face [of God],' this title 1S better 
Understood as 'pnnce who 1S the face [of God].,,86 Rabbi IShmael's 
angelic appearance IS thus synonymous with God's own hypostatic 
countenance. It IS. therefore, understandable that in one of the recensions 
of the martyrologlcal anthology, the relallvely late Midrash Eleh Ezkerah, 
Metatron explicitly comments on the resemblance between Rabbi Ishmael 
and God: "You are Ishmael III whom your Creator takes pride each day, 
smce he has a servant on earth who resembles the countenance/beauty of 
his own face (1'l~ 1110'7P7 ;,/::)1111!),"" Although this formulatIOn IS a 

84 Ten Martyrs, I-X 15.1--4; cf. Griinhut, Midrash Shir Hashinm, 4a. 
85 Schafer, Synapse, §§396-397. 
86 DeutSCh, Guardians, 43. See Deutsch's fuller discussion of this matenal in The 

Gnostic lmagmatton: GnostIcism, Mandaeism, and Merkabah MystICism (Leiden: Brill, 
1995),99-105. 

87 Ten Martyrs, 1.15.3. iDO'7j? = Greek Kp'OO"'taA.l\oc;, "countenance or beauty" (s.v. 
Jastrow, 1379). For the dating of this recensIOn and its relatIOnship to the Plyyut Eleh 
Ezkerah, see Reeg, Geschichte, 48-52. 
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mmonty tradition. it puts a sUItably fine pomt on the matter: Rabbi 
Ishmael is God's specIal servant. whose more-thall-human punty and 
beauty are tokens of the divine nature that ensures his safe reception m 
heaven and affords him an unparalleled place in Israel's history. 

Rabbi Ishmael's Execution 

Just as Rabbi Ishmael's heavenly ascent hinges on the motifs of angelic 
punty and beauty, so too does the elaborate account of his executIOn that 
IS at the heart of The Story of the Ten Martyrs. In additlOn to the alluslOns 
to his angelic beauty III both the conceptIOn and ascent narratives, the 
martyrology explicitly reports that Rabbi Ishmael belongs to a long 
succeSSlOn of beautiful Jewish men: "They said concernmg Rabbi 
Ishmael ben Elisha the high pnest that he was among the seven beautIes 
the world had seen (C'7117:J 1'n1V C'~' n17:J1V1.l 1nl~). And these are Adam, 
Jacob, Joseph, Saul, Absalom, Rabbi Yohanan. Rabbi Abbahu. and Rabbi 
Ishmael. "88 A vanatlon on this motif, which IS also contained in the 
anthology, reports even more SUCClOCtly: "There was no beauty 10 the 
world from the days of Joseph the son of Jacob except Rabbi Ishmael 
('''1 1\'71( :JP17' P ~01' f111.l'1.l 0'7117:J '1l n'n 1\'71V)."89 These competmg 
formulatlOns. whiCh both seek to link rabbimc figures with biblical 
prototypes of masculine beauty, effec!lvely situate Rabbi Ishmael withm 
a specific tradition found in rabbimc literature concermng this eugemc 
genealogy that wends lts way througll Israel's history. 

Indeed. the list of the "seven beautles" to which Rabbi Ishmael IS 
added seems to draw much of Its matenal from the very same passage 
cIted above 111 connectlOn with Rabbi Yohanan's public serVIce of 
transmitting his beauty to the next generatIOn: 

Said Rabbi YOl:!anan: "I have survIved from the beautiful of Jerusalem 
(O'71V11' '1'OlV'r.J)." One who wishes 10 see the beauty of Rabbi Yol1anan should 
bnng a brand new silver cup and fill it with the red seeds of a pomegranate and 
place around its nm a garland of red roses, and let him place it at the place where 
tile sun meets tile sllade, and tI1at VISIOn IS the beamy of Rabbi Yohanan. Is that 
true? Bm haven't we been Laught by our master that, "The beauty of Rabbi 
Abbahu IS like the beauty of our father Jacob and the beauty of our father Jacob 
IS like the beauty of Adam," and that of Rabbi Yohanan IS not mentIOned. But 
(the editor objects) Rabbi Yohanan IS not Included here because he did not have 
a beard (lit. "splendor of face," Le. had a different sort of beauty). Rabbi 
Yohanan used to go Sit outside the ntual bath. He said: "When the daughters of 

88 This statement appears lU vanety of formulatIons and locauons m the different 
recenSIons of The Story of the Ten Martyrs (in some cases several tImes within a smgle 
recenSIOn): 1.15.10; IV-V.22.6~7; IV.22.32; VI-VII.37 .1-2; VII and IX-X.28.1-2. 

89 Ten Martyrs, II-IIL22.33. A slightly different form of this tradition occurs at V
VIL22.33: "They said (of Rabbi Ishmael) that from the days of Joseph there was no 
beauty like him (1mr.J:> ;-m~ il'i'11'{7 9'01' mlJ~r.J lir.JI'{)." 
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Israel come out from the bath, let them meet me so that they will have children 
as beautiful as I am." The Rabbis said to him: "Are you nor afraid of the Evil 
Eye?" He answered: "I am of the seed of Joseph, our father, of whom It IS said, 
Joseph lS afrui(ful bough, afruitful bough by a spnng (Gen 49:22).90 

Although Rabbi IShmael's beauty IS explicitly mentioned on a number of 
occaSIOns elsewhere m earlier rabbinic literature (e.g., t. Hor. 2:5-7; y. 
Hor. 3,7 [48b]; b. Git. 58a.), the mcluslOn of Rabbi Abbahu and Rabbi 
Y ohanan III the list further emphasizes Rabbi IShmael's genealogical 
bond to the one biblical figure most renowned for his beauty, Joseph.91 
Indeed. It may be possible to hear an echo of this kinship Ul the 
martyrology's account of Rabbi IShmael's arrival in Rome for execution: 
"When they brought Rabbi Ishmael to Rome all the women who gazed 
upon him began to bleed because of his great beauty."92 Rabbi IShmael's 
damagIng effect on the women of Rome IS strikingly similar to medieval 
verSIOns of the Joseph narratIve III GeneSIS 39, whiCh describes how 
Potlphar's wife and her friends were so astounded at Joseph's beauty 
when he entered the banquet room to serve them that they mistakenly cut 
the palms of theIr hands with the kmves they were holding.93 

90 b. B. MetslQ 84a (Boyann, "Talmudic Texts," 136). For the beauty of Rabbi 
Abbahu, see also b. B. Baira 58a; b. Sanh. 14a. On Rabbi Abbahu's- Important 
leadership role III the Jewish commulllty of Palestme and his deep acculturation In 

Greco-Roman SOCiety, see Lee 1. LevlOe, "R. Abbahu of Caesarea," in Chnstwmty, 
Judmsm. and Other Greco-Roman Cults: Studies for Morton Smith at Sixty (ed. J. 
Neusner; Leiden: Brill, 1975),56-76. 

9l Gen 39:6; cf. T. Jos. 3:4, 18:4; T. Sim. 5:1; Jos. Asen, 5:1-7; Philo, Joseph 40; 
Josephus, A.J. 2:9; Gen. Rab. 87:3. On Joseph's beauty, see especially James L. Kugel, 
In Potlphar's House: The incerpretallve Life of Biblical Texts (Cambridge: Harvard UP, 
1994), 28-93; Joshua LeVInson, "An-other Woman: Joseph and Potlphar's Wife. 
StaglOg the Body Politic," JQR 87 (1997): 269-301; Ra'anan AbusCh, "EunuchS and 
Gender TransformatIOn: Philo's ExegeSIs of the Joseph Narrative," m Eunuchs 111 

AntIquity and Beyond (ed, Shaun Tougher; London: DUCkworth, 2002),103-21. 
92 V.22.8; VI.37.3; VII, IX-X.28.3: mN"i '~:11V C~IVJiJ 7::J 'lJ1i'i' lml'{':1:11V ;-r]'tv:t 

1'.!)1' :t1ir.J C1 nU)'mlV 1':1 m11'{. 

93 This motif was curfem III late antIque and medieval midrashic sources: Tanfl., Va
yeshev 5; Midrasn na-Gadol all Gen 39:14; Moses Gaster, The Chronzcle of Jerahmeel 
(repr. H. SChwarzbaum; New York: KTAV, 1971),94; Sefer ha-Yashar (ed. Lazarus 
GoldSChmidt; Berlin: BenjamlO Harz, 1923) 159-60; MaInor VitI}' (ed. Simeon 
HurWItz; Nlirnburg, 1923), 342. It also appears III the many of the verSIOns of the 
Joseph narratIve found in IslamIc/Arabic literature and art, most notably Qur'an, Sura 
12:22-53 (of Late Meccan provenance), wb.ere the women exclauu that Joseph IS "no 
human bemg, but a noble angel" (12:30-32). For discussion of these sources, see 
Kugel, PottPhar's House, 28-65. See also Shalom Goldman, The Wiles of Women/The 
Wiles of Men: Joseph and Potlphar's Wife til Anctent Near Eastern, Jewish and Islanllc 
Folklore (Albany: SUNY, 1995), 31-54; Barbara Freyer Stowasser, Women m the 
Qur'an, Traditions, and InterpretatIOn (New York: Oxford UP, 1994),50-56; Fedwa 
Malti-Douglas, Woman's Body, Woman's World: Gender and Discourse m Arabo
IslamiC Writing (Princeton: Princeton UP, 1991), 50-51. See also the IslamIC sources 
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Whatever the cultural and literary background of these traditions, each 
IS carefully situated within the martyrology's account of Rabbi IShmael's 
gruesome death. Some recensions even report that the Roman Emperor 
decides to execute Rabbi Ishmael precisely III response to the violent 
reaction the martyr's beauty provokes in him: "When they brought him 
before the king, he asked him: 'Is there anyone m your natIOn more 
beautiful than you?' He answered: 'No.' He Immediately decreed that he 
should be executed."94 Later in the same scene, however, his beauty has 
preCIsely the opposite effect on the Emperor's daughter, who spIes him 
through the wmdow of the imperial palace95 after heanng the baleful cnes 
of the martyr for his decapitated colleague Rabban Simeon ben GamalieL 
The text contmues: 

She went to her father and said: "Father, I have one request from you." He said 
to her: "My daughter, I will grant whatever you ask, except for spanng Ishmael 
and his colleagues." She responded: "But that was my request!" He responded: 
"You can·t have your way on this matter." She said: "If that's the case, then at 
least give me permiSSIOn to remove the skin of his face ("l~ 'l'Y t1'W~'7)." He 
llumediately ordered that the skin of Ishmael's face be removed while he was 
still alive ('n ",1I:1).96 

Rabbi Ishmael's death IS cruelly enacted preCisely through the removal of 
the very token of his specIal status, his beautiful face. 

collected in Joseph and Potlphar's W(fe in World Literature (ed. John D. YOhannan; 
New York: New Directions, 1968), 158-220. 

94 Ten Martyrs, V.22.9; VI.37.4; VII. IX-X.28.4. I here translate recenSIOn V. 
95 Ten Martyrs, I-VII.22.31; IX-X 28.5. Compare Jos. Asen. 5:1-7, where Asenath 

catches SIght of Joseph from a high window m the tower her father has built to help her 
safeguard her virgimty and is Immediately captivated by his beauty. Later in the text, 
Asenath mistakes an angel who has appeared before her for her beloved Joseph, whose 
beauty was apparently angelic like Rabbi Ishmael's (Joseph and Asenailz. 14.1-17.6). 
For mention of how the women of Egypt look at Joseph from walls or wllldows, see 
los. Asen. 7:3-4; Tg. Neo! Gen 49:22; Tg. Ps.~J. Gen 49:22; Vulgate Gen 49:22. On the 
biblical motif of the woman at the wmdow, see Nehama Aschkenasy, Woman at the 
Window: Biblical Tales of OppresslOn and Escape (Detron: Wayne State UP. 1998), 
esp.23-41. 

96 Ten Martyrs, I-VII.22.35--40; IX-X 28.7-11. I here translate recenSIOn V. The 
verSIOn of this pencope m Griinhut, Midrash Shir Hashinm, 4b, differs considerably 
from the ones found 10 The Story of the Ten Martyrs. Here, the female figure IS 
identified as a Roman matron (Nn'l"tlb) rather than as the Emperor's daughter. In 
addition, the figure of the Emperor IS eniirely absent from the scene, leaving the Roman 
matron to engage m an explicitly sexual dialogue with the manyr - she ules to seduce 
him mto looking directly at her m eXChange for saVIng his life. He rebuffs her, 
eXPlammg that he IS far more concerned with his ultimate reward than with his earthly 
eXistence. I believe that this verSIOn IS earlier than the one found in the martyrology. 
where the Emperor preemptIvely refuses his daughter's request to save Rabbi Ishmael 
even before she has artIculated it. 
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Rabbi Ishmael remams Impassive throughout the procedure until the 
executIOner reaches the SIte where he wears his tefillin (P7"~h 0117b), at 
which pomt he lets out a loud anet bitter scream, When the executIOner 
asks him why he has only started to cry now, he responds that he IS not 
mournmg his own life ('l1l:>iVl) but rather the loss of his capacity to fulfill 
the commandment of puttmg on tefillin. This cunous detail may be an 
allUSIOn to the anthropomorphic notIOn that God himself dons tefil/in, 
whiCh IS attested III both the Babyloman Talmud and the Hekhalot 
literature.97 If. as it seems, Rabbi Ishmael possesses a replica of the divllle 
VIsage, then It is no wonder that the amputatIon of the holiest portion of 
his face threatens the divme order itself. Indeed, the text reports that the 
cnes that Rabbi Ishmael utters at preCisely this pOInt m the procedure 
reach up to heaven, threatenmg to return the world to primordial chaos 
and even to overthrow the throne of God.98 In the face of this unleashed 
power. however, God insists that the angelic host not mtervene to stop his 
death. smce it will seal a contract between Him and His people on earth: 
"Let him alone so that his ment may endure for generations 
(tl'", ,,,, 'l11~T 111:>1I11iV),"" In a Similar statement elsewhere m tile 
martyrology, God makes this promise even more explicit: "The Holy One 
blessed be He said: 'Because of the ment (of the martyrs) I will redeem 
Israel and exact revenge from the enemies of God. "'100 

The Ritual of Rabbi Ishmael's Mask 

Furthermore, the very flesh that embodies Rabbi Ishmael's umque 
relatIOnship to the divine will serve as a physical guarantee of God's 
endunng prolUlse to IsraeL According to the narrative, after Rabbi 
Ishmael's executIOn. the mask of his face is preserved 10 the treasury at 
Rome in defiance of the forces of decay and is brought out of safekeeping 
every seventy years for use m a truly bizarre ritual: 101 

97 b. Ber. 6a; Schafer, Synopse, §58Z. Other cltations that express this same notIOn 
have been collected in Lieberman, Sheqi'in, 11-13. For an excellent diSCUSSIOn of this 
and other related matenal, see Arthur Green, KeIer: The Crown of God in Earlv Jewlsh 
MystiCIsm (Princeton: Princeton UP, 1997),49-57. 

98 Ten Martyrs, I-VII.22.52-53: r1":1:1 Wj7:1, i1:1J:1 NOJ lIill,n, :1 H lW j7YT "1I1 
m:11 ,mn7 071l?:1 nN l'~il". 

99 Ten Ma"yrs, I, III-V 2250; VI-VII 37,l0; IX-X 28,14 
100 Ten Martyrs, Vl,36.4: il~PJ mW1I71 ''ltv' nN lI'W'il'7 "I1Y 'n\ l111:Ji:1 il":lj?il 'l~N 

OWil ':I'N:1. Cf. VIL27 A. 
101 Ten Martyrs. II, IV-V, VIL22.65-73; IX.54.1-6. I translate here recenSIOn VII. 

A longer verSIOn of this passage also appears at b. 'Abod. Zar. 11 b, where this alleged 
descnptlOn of a Roman festival is attributed to Rav Judah m the name of SamueL The 
vanatIOns betWeen these versions are considerable. RecenSIOn IX is closest to the Bavli 
text. although somewhat more condensed. IV and V, which are almost identical, 
Similarly have the same sequence of phrases as the Bavli, although their Phraseology IS 
different on a number of occaSIOns. II and VII are closeiy related, Slllce both SImilarly 
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They take a healthy man and have him ride on rthe back ofl a cnpple 
(il'n I';) 1111X P::PJ'/:)1 tl'7\V O'7N l'N'Jb); they summon a herald who proclaims 
before them: "Let him who sees, see; and anyone who does not see, will never 
see (;"iN1' N'7 iiNi' XliV 7J1 i'1N:i' ilN"lV 'b 7::1)," They place the head of Rabbi 
Ishmael 111 the hand of the healthy man (,':1 iNY/:)W' 'i '?'IV 1WNi hN l'm1J1 
tJ'7\Vii tv'NiT).102 They call the healthy man Esau and the cnpple Jacob because of 
his limp n:Pi' i'j) ll'-":ll' Nli11V '::JW::J). And they proclaIm: "Woe to him when this 
one rIses up for the 510 of the other. Woe to Esau, when Jacob rises up for the sm 
of Rabbi Ishmael's head ('7Nll'1.)iV' 'j IiV' lWXj 11l1::t :J1p:~r O1P''IZlJ 1iVll'7 "N), 103 as 
Ii is wntten: I will wreak my vengeance on Edam through My people Israel (Ez 
25:14), 

The ritual IS deeply obscure, although It seems to reflect JeWIsh 

perceptions of Roman barbansm. Another passage in the Babylonian 
Talmud reports that "every Roman legIOn carries with It several scalps 
and do not be surpnsed at this. smce they place the scalp of Rabbi 
Ishmael on the heads of theIr kings (1I!Ki:l nlm ';>Kl7/:)1I!' 'i ';>11! '''~'Pii' 
t1"~/f.))."104 More than a century ago. Samuel Rapaport read the verSIon of 
this passage III Avodah Zarah as an allusion to a carnivalesque practice 
mtroduced mto the Ludi Saeculares by the Roman emperor. Philip the 
Arab (244-49 CE), around 247 CE m whiCh a normal man rode upon a 
limp11lg dancer weanng a mask. According to this explanatIOn, the 
ntual's symbolism reflected the mternal politlcal struggles between Philip 
and his nva!. Decius.105 Indeed. the customary formula used by the herald 
to proclaim the start of the Ludi Saeculares, at least according to the 
Roman historian Suetonius, is strikingly close to the cner's phraseology 
III the mask ntual: "The herald InVIted the people III the usual formula to 
the games whiCh 'no one had ever seen or would ever see agam (quos nee 
speetasset quisquam nee speetaturus esset). "'106 Yet, whatever the 

Hebralze whaI must be the AramaIC ongmal of certain portIOns of the [ext. I note only 
those textual vanatIOns that are significant for my argument. 

102 IV-V.22.67 reads: "They dress him 10 the clothes of the first man; they bnng am 
the face of Rabbi Ishmael and place ii on his head 01IVXi:1 OiX iW 'i":J lmN PlV':J'71'Jl 
llVNi '7Y 1mN Pn"J1'Jl iXY1'JW' 'i 'ltV l'J!) inOij7 j'X':J1;)')." In this formulatIOn, Rabbi 
Ishmael's face IS spoken aboll[ precisely m the manner of God's countenance (i.e. 
"JO ihO'7P). In b. 'Abod. Zar. 11 band IX.54.3, the word used for the mask IS "!)'j7ii'. 

103 IV-V.22.71 adds: "and when GOd destroys evil Edam (;1Yi71 OliN ,::IN' :1":Jil')." 
104 b. Hul. 123a. 
105 Samuel Rapaport, Erekh Millin (Warsaw, 1852; repro Jerusalem: Makar, 1970), 

57-63 (s.v. ,'X). However, the medieval commemator Rashi, clearlY familiar with The 
Story of the Ten Martyrs, interpreted the passage in light of the martyrology' s narrative 
of redempiion (b. 'Abod. Zar. lIb, 'IXY1'Jtv' 'i itv '7!)'i'ij7 :1",). 

106 Suetomus, ClaUd. 21.1 O. C. Rolfe, trans., Suetomus IvoL 2; LCL; Cambridge: 
Harvard UP, 1997], 39). Cf. Herodian 3.8.10: "So heralds traveled throughout Rome 
and Italy summoning all the people to come and attend the games the likes of which 
they had never seen before and would nOI see agalll" (C. R. Whittaker, trans., Herodian 
IvaI. 1; LCL; Cambridge: Harvard UP, 1969J, 313). These sources as well as several 
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historical ongms of this material, The Story of the Ten Martyrs clearly 
presents this macabre pageant as a Roman celebration of the Jews' bad 
fortune. and not as a struggle within the lmpenal family. Moreover, by 
recteploYlllg this matenal within this narratIve context, the martyrOlogy 
seems to be making the case that the Romans' hubristIc display of Rabbi 
Ishmael's face IS bound to backfire. They ffilstake the meamng of theIr 
own actIOns: rather than slgnifymg theu power, the ntual III fact enacts 
the long-held WIsh that Jacob avenge the cnmes of Esau, the legendary 
ancestor of Edom, whiCh is systematically identified with Rome 
throughout late antique and medieval JeWIsh literature. 107 

Earlier m The Story of the Ten Martyrs, Rabbi Ishmael has foreseen 
that It will be his fate to serve as an 1l1strument of God's redemptIOn of 
IsraeL As he is moving about 111 heaven, led by his angelic guide 
Metatron, he comes across an altar. Puzzled, he asks the angel: "What dO 

you sacrifice on this altar? Do you have cows, rams, and sheep III 

heaven?" When the angel responds that they "sacrifice the souls of the 
nghteous on It (lJ'i"I~ ';>11! 1J;J'm1l!~l 1'';>l7 l':l'ii'/:) 1lK)," Rabbi Ishmael 
says: "I have now learned something I have never heard before."I08 In 
fact, It IS this final p,ece of revealed knowledge that seals Rabbi 
IShmael's deCISIOn to return to earth to report to his colleagues wllat he 
has learned, apparently now satIsfied that his death at the hands of the 
Roman authonties will not be in vain. He Immediately descends and 
bears WItness to what he has just seen 1ll heaven.109 A passage in the 
medieval midrashic compilation Numbers Rabbah expresses this 
sacrificIal theology m strikingly similar language: 

Another explanatIOn of the texI, Settmg UP the Tabernacle (PW1'JiI nN O'P:1'i; 
Num 7:1) - Rabbi Simon expounded: When the Holy One, blessed be He, told 
Israel to set up the TabernaCle, He mtlmated to the mlOlstermg angels that they 
also should make a Tabernacle, and when the one below was erected the oUler 
was erected on high. The latter was the Tabernacle of the "youth" (il1):1), whose 
name IS Metatron, and therem he offers up the souls of the nghtcous to atone for 
Israel In the days of theIr exile (7Y i!):l'i O'j7',::l i'IV O:1'mIV!)J :J'ii?1'J 1:JW 
Om,) '1'J':J 'XiW'). The reason scripture says "(hN) the TabernaCle" is 'because 
another tabernacle was erected Simultaneously with It. In the same way It IS 

others are Cited in Saul Lieberman, Greek In Jewish Palestine (New York: JTS, 1942), 
145 n. 7. 

107 On the symbolism of Edom/Esau III JeWish culture, see esp. Gerson D. Cohen, 
"Esau as Symbol III Early Medieval Thought," III JeWish Medieval and RenQlssance 
Studies (ed. A. Altmann; Cambridge: Harvard UP, 1967), 19-48; Yuval, Shene gOYim, 
18-34. 

108 Ten Martyrs, I-IX.20.1-5. 
109 Ten Martyrs, I-X.21.1-3. 
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wntten The place 0 Lord, which you have made for yourself to Dwell In, the 
" - . 110 

Sanctuary, 0 Lord, which your hands have establlshed (Ex 15: 17). 

The phrase C'P"~ 71V COl'n11VDl (or m some vanants COl'n17:>1Vl 
C'i?"~ 71V) runs like a red thread through the numerous passages m 
c~ntemporary Jewish sources that describe this heavenly cult of the 
martyrs. III Yet, unlike these loose umts. The Story of the Ten Martyrs 
mtegrates this notion mto a coherent narratIve framework. As the human 
manifestatIon of the punty and beauty of heavenly high pnest Metatron, 
Rabbi Ishmael IS both the elected high pnest and atomng sacrifice of the 

people of Israel. 

Preliminary ConclusIOns 

Although It IS Impossible to fix with any confidence the precIse social 
and historical context within which late Jewish martyrology developed. 
ItS direct literary and ideological relatIonship to the punty literature of the 
JewIsh communities of late antique Palest1l1e - coupled with its 
uneqUivocal anb-Roman Imagery - strongly suggests that it IS the product 
of Byzantme Jewish culture. Certainly, its vIvid portrayal of Rabbi 
Ishmael as a redeemer figure who IS fated to be play an mstrumental role 
1U the liberatIOn of Israel from the yoke of Roman rule resonates with the 

J h· 112 apocalyptic wnting that flourished among ews m t IS penod. 

110 Num. ·Rab. 12:12 (I have slightly modified the rranslatlon III Judah J. Slotki, 
Numbers Rabbalt f2 volS.; London: Soncmo, 19391, 1.482-83). 

111 E.g., Midrasn aseret ha-dibrot (Jellenik, Belt ha-Midrash, 1.64); Seder gan eden 
(Jellenik, Bell ha-Midrash, 3.137); Midrash Adonat be-hokhma yasad ha-aretz 
(Jellenik, Belt ha-Midraslt, 5.63). Compare b, Menah. 11Oa; b. Hag. 12b; Yalq. Sh. 189 
(376b); YalQ. Sh. 339 (417c), where the heavenly altar IS discussed although the nouon 
of human sacrifice IS absent. See also the fascmatmg Tosafist gloss that cauiiously 
weIghs the burnmg questlOll of whether it IS "the souls of the nghteous" or "fiery 
sheep" (WN: 7W O'tv:J:l) that are sacrificed on the heavenly altar (b. Menah. llOa, 
1'717 :J.'iPI;)l itl117 71jm 'W 7N:)'tl 11""1 PiP). On the atonmg blood of the martyrs III 

Jewish tradition, see Yuval, Shene gOYIm, 110-16 and 159-69. 
112 See the maienal collected in Yehudah Even Shmuel, Midreshei Geulan (2nd ed.; 

Jerusalem: Mosad Bialik, 1954); A. WUnsche, Kleine Midraschim zur jildischen 
Eschatologle und Apokalyptik (vol. 3 of Aus lsraels Lenrhallen; HildesheIm: Olms, 
1967). On the histoncal circumstances of the emergence of this literature, see most 
notably Joseph Dan, Apocalypse Then and Now (Hertzeliya: Yediot Ahronot, 2000), 
49-92 [Hebrew!; idem, "Armilus: The Jewish AntI~Chnst and lhe Origms and Datmg of 
the Sefer Zerubbavel," m Toward the Millennium: Messlalllc ExpectatIOns from the 
Bible to Waco (ed. P. Schafer and M, Cohen; Leiden: Brill, 1998),73-104; idem, The 
Hebrew Story til the Middle Ages (Jerusalem: Keter, 1974),43-46 {Hebrew]; Martlla 
Himmelfarb, "Sefer Zerubbabel," in Rabbinic Fantasies (ed. D. Stern and M. J. Mirsky~ 
New Haven: Yale UP, 1990), 67-70; Robert L. Wilken, "The RestoratIon of Israel m 
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Moreover, the martyrology;s use of the "annuncIatIOn" scene in The Story 
of the Ten Martyrs betrays an interest in the ongms of the messiah akin to 
the portHut of Menahem son of Amlel and his mother Hephtzibah ill the 
seventh-century Hebrew apocalypse Sefer Zerubbabel. ll3 Read within this 
cultural context. the martyrOlogy offers a similarly mCIsive critIque of 
Byzantme ChristIan SOCIety m this penod. as well as of the place of the 
JeWIsh community within It. It IS temptmg to see its vIrulent anti-Impenal 
polerruc as the JeWish counterpart of Chnslian-Jewlsh debates of the Late 
Roman and Byzantine penods. 1l4 

Biblical Prophecy: ChnstIan and Jewish Responses 1Il the Early Byzantine Period," in 
"To See Ourselves as Others See Us" Chnstlans, Jews, and "Others" In Late 
Antiquity (ed. J. Neusner and E. S. Frenchs; Chico, Calif.: Scholars Press, 1985), 443-
71, esp. 453-61; Abba Hillel Silver, A History of MeSSianic Speculallon in Israel 
(Boston: Beacon, 1959), esp. 36-57; M. Buttenwelser, Outline of the Neo-Hebrazc 
Apocalyptlc Lilerature (Cincmnau: Jennings, 1901). On the use of this material for 
historical reconstruction, see Joseph Yahalom, "On the Value of Literary Sources for 
ClarifYIng Histoncal QuestIOns," Cathedra 11 (1979): 125-36 fHebrewl. 

II3 Martha Himmelfarb has nghtly suggested that "the figure of Heputzibah should 
be understood as a counterpart to the figure of the VirgIn Mary in contemporary 
Byzantme culture" (,'Sefer Zerubbabel," 69). On the relationship between Hephtzibah 
and the Virgill Mary, see Himmelfarb's fuller diSCUSSIOn In 'The Mother of the MessIah 
m the TalmUd Yerushalml and Sefer Zerubbabel," In The Talmud Yerushalflli and 
Greco-Roman Culture (vol. 3; ed. P. SChafer; Ttibingen: Motu Siebeck, forthcomlllg). 
See also Peter Schafer, Mirror of His Beauty: Femmme Images of God from the Bible 
to the Early Kabbala (Prihceton: Princeton UP, forthcomlllg 2002); Israel LeVI, 
"L'apocalypse de Zorobabel et Ie rol de Perse Siroes," Revue des etudes )UIVeS 71 
(1920): 60. The birth narrative of the Davidic meSSiah Menat)em IS found in a number 
of claSSIcal rabbimc sources (e.g., y. Ber. 2,4 [5aJ~ b. Sanh. 98a). For the text of Sefer 
Zerubbabel, see Even Shmuel, Midreshel Geulah, 55-88; JeUenik, Belt IlU~Midrasfl, 
2.54-47; Solomon A. Wertheimer, Barei Midrashot (2nd ed.; Jerusalem: Mosad ha-Rav 
Kook, 1954), 2.497-505. For English translatlOn, see Himmelfarb, "Sefer Zerubbabel," 
71-8l. 

114 For the flourishing of Adversus Judaeos literamre specifically in the seventh to 
mnth centunes III ByzantIUm, see espeCially Averil Cameron, "Disputations, Polemical 
Literature and the FormatIOn of OmOlon in Early Byzantme Literature," m Dispute 
Poems and Dialogues m the AnCIent and Medieval Near East (Orientalia Lovamensla 
Analecta 42; ed. G. J. RelOmk and H. J. L. Vanstlphout; Leuven: Peeters, 1991),91-
108; Gilbert Dagron ami Vincent Deroche, "Juifs et chretiens dans POnent du VIle 
siecle," Travaux et MemO/res 11 (1991): 17-273; Vincent DeroChe, "La po!emlQue antI
Juda'ique au VIe et au VIle siecle, un memento medit, les Kephalaza," Travaux et 
MemO/res 11 (1991): 275-311; M. Waegemann, "Les traltes adversus Iudaeos: aspects 
des relatlOns Judeo-chretiens dans la monde grec," Byzannon 56 (1986): 195-313; Peter 
Hayman, "The Image of the Jew m the Synac antI-Jewish Literature," m To See 
Ourselves as Others See Us, 423-41; David M. Olster, Roman Defem, ClmSllan 
Response, and the Literary ConstructIOn of the Jew (Philadelphia: U. of Pennsylvallla 
Press, 1994), 116-83. For JeWIsh ami-Chnstlan literature m this pen ad, see WOUl Jac. 
van Bekkum, "Ann-ChristIan PolemiCS In Hebrew Liturgical Poetry of the Sixth and 
Seventh Centunes," III EarlY Chnsflan Poetry (ea. J. Den Boeft and A. Hilhorst; 
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ironIcally, however. the narrative's repudiatIOn of Byzantine politIcal 
power reflects the same fascmation with the nature of vlsuality that was 
at the stormy center of the Iconoclas!!c debates of seventh- to nlllth
century ByzantIUm. Indeed. the martyrology - and III partIcular Its vIew 
of the capacity of Metatron' s human form to bridge the gap between the 
upper and lower worlds - seems to engage fully the central questIOns of 
the acrimomous debates that shook the Byzantme ChnstIan world 
concermng the role of physical representatIOn of angels and samts m 
enabling human beings to come mto contact with the divme. 115 Peter 
Brown has recently noted how "Jewish critIcisms of Christian lmage
worship as a form of idolatry playa significant role in the literature of the 
6308 and 6408."116 However, IS It also possible that, far from gIving VOIce 
to any ideological predilection for anicomc modes of representation that 
this literature so often attributes to the Jews. the redactor(s) of The Story 
of the Ten Martyrs framed the ntual of Rabbi Ishmael's mask precIsely III 
terms of the theoretical assumptions that underlay the widespread use of 
ICOTIlC relics 111 ChnstIan worship? Certamly its VIvid account of how the 
Romans preserved the skin of Rabbi IShmael's face for ntual purposes 
bears an uncanny resemblance to the hauntmg Images - and the stones 
that surrounded them - of Chnst's face that cIrculated throughout the 
East m this period, 111 partIcular the Mandylion and other SImilar 
representations on fabnc and WOOd. 1l7 Like the meticulous portraits of 
vanous NT figures that filled the ChnslIan apocrypha, the Image of Rabbi 

Leiden: Brill, 1993), 297-308; NichOlas de Lange, "A Fragment of Byzaniine Anit
Chnshan PolemiC," lJS 41 (1990): -92-100; idem, "Jewish Attitudes to the Roman 
EmPire," 111 Imperialism in the Anaent World (ed. P. Garnsey and C. Whittaker~ 
Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1978), 255-81. See also the analYSIS of Jewlsh-ChnstIan 
relatIOns In this penod III Gedaliahu G. Stroumsa, "ReligIOUS Contacts m Byzantme 
Palestine," Numen 36 (1989): 16-42. 

115 On the liturgIcal function of representatIOns of angels and the significance of 
these Images within the Iconoclasuc debates, see espeCially Glenn Peers, Subtle Bodies: 
Representing Angels In Byzantium (The TransformatIOn of the Classical Hentage 32; 
Berkeley: U. of California, 2001); idem, "Haglographic Models of Worship of Images 
and Angels," Byzantwn 68 (1998): 407-20; idem, "ImagmatIOn and Angelic Epiphany," 
Byzantme and Modern Greek Studies 21 (1997): 113-31; Ernst Kitzmger, "The Cult of 
Images 10 the Age before IconOClasm," Dumbarton Oaks Pavers 8 (1954): 85-150. 

116 Peter Brown, The Rise oj Western Christendom (Oxford: Blackwell, 1996), 245. 
For consideratIOns of the possible role of the Jews 111 the IconoclastIc controversy, see 
also Averil Cameron, "The Language of Images: The Rise of Icons and ChnstIan 
RepresentatIOn," in Changing Cultures m Early ByzantLUm (Aldershot, UK: Vanorum, 
1996),95-137, esp. 35-40; Vincent Deroche, "LeontIOs de Neapolis, Apologle contre 
les jUifS," Travaux et Memolres 12 (1994): 43-104; Robin CormaCk, Writing In Gold: 
Byzamme Soclety and its lcons (London: George Philips, 1985), 106-18. 

117 See the phOtographs of these Images that appear on cloth and wood and the 
essays discussing them 10 The Holy Face and the Paradox oj RepresentatlOn (ed. H. L. 
Kessler and G. Wolf; Villa Spelman ColloqUIa 6; ed. Bologna: Nuovo Alfa, 1998). 
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Ishmael paInted by the martyrology can be characterized, In Gilbert 
Dagron's words, as "an icon in words in response to an Immense deSIre to 
vlsualize."1l8 It is fair to say, then. that at least some Jews and at least 
some ChnstIans could agree tbat the possibility of redemptIOn IS bound 
up In the ntualized manIpulatIOn of these reposItories of "otherworldly" 
presence. It WOUld, of course, be wrong to view the martyrOlogy's 
narrative of collective redemption through atoning human sacrifice as a 
mere denvatJve of the regnant Chnstian paradigm. Instead. what we have 
seen IS a pOInted attempt to appropnate salient elements of ChnstIan 
sacred history, while still formulating Innovative and even idiosyncratIc 
claIms about Rabbi Ishmael's (semi)-divine nature in distinctIve literary 
and cultural terms. 

118 Gilbert Dagron. "Holy Images and Likeness," Dumbanon Oaks Papers 45 
(1991): 25 and the pnmary sources cited there 1Il n. 17. 


