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Conclusion

Whichever sclution these late ancient scholars and spiritual leaders
adopted — marrying early or late, or abandoning family life altogemer -
Moses remams central to their notions of sexual practice and sp1r1_tua1
pursuit. Moses serves as a focal point for contemplating the percewgd
conflicts between sex, marriage, and divine calling for Philo, the Rabbis,
and Aphrahat. While Philo prefers to see Moses as the embodiment- of
Hellenistic virtnes such as self-discipline, the authors of the Sifre
understand Moses” speclal prophethood (but no one else’s) as neces-
sitating his distancing himself from domestic life. Within the Jew1§;h—
Christian polemic, however, Moses™ celibacy becomes tlie exegetical
founctation for constructing religious identities based on sexual behavior.
Through his exegetical construct of holiness-as-celibacy, Apnrat;at both
polenucizes against Jewish marriage practices and establishes a hierarchy
of spirituality for his Christian readers. Celibacy 1s holiness and therefore
remains the ultimate manifestation of troe Christian living. Aphrahat
wears his celibacy with pride for it marks him as holy, divinely 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 sexval and religious identities. Never
forgoing marmage, they struggle to create a balance between thenf
domestic lives and thesr spiritual pursuits, basing their choices on Moses’
example.

Rabbi Ishmael’s Miraculous Conception

Jewish Redemption History in Anti-Christtan Polemic
by

RA‘ANAN BOUSTAN
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Embedded in the early medieval Heorew martyrological antiology The
Story of the Ten Martyrs 15 a curious “annunciation” scene that recounts
how Rabbi Ishmael’s mother, the unnamed wife of Elisha the high priest,
became pregnant after encountering an angel sent to her by God.! More
remarkable still, Rabbi Ishmael is said to have mherited the angelic
messenger’s beautiful appearance, Within the martyrological cycle, the
physical embodiment of the sage's unique kinship to the divine permuts
him unparalleled access to the heavenly realm from which his efficacious
beauty derives. Each one of the episodes of Rabbi Ishmael’s via
recounted in The Story of the Ten Martyrs - his ascent to heaven to
determune whether it 1s the will of God that the ten sages should be
martyred, his own gruesome execution during which the skin of his

* This paper has been enorimously enriched by both the wntten work and
conscieniious mentormg of Peter Brown, Shaye Cohen, Martha Himmelfarb, and Peter
Schifer. I would like to thank Annette Yoshiko Reed and Adam H. Becker for their
keen editorial suggestions. 1 offer this paper with love to Lean Platt, whose tender
strength and searching nteilect have come to nfuse every aspect of my life.

! This pericope appears mn two distinct versions m Gottfried Reeg's synoptic edition
of the text, Die Geschichte von den Zehn Mdriyrern (Tbingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1985):
L15.10-19 and V, VII-VIII.11.10~23. All transiations of The Story of the Ten Martyrs
are mine. In addition to Reeg's German translation of this unit (Geschichte, 63 and 93),
English translatrons can be found in Micha Joseph bin Gorion, Mimekor Yisraet (3
vols.; ed. E. bin Gonen; trans. I. M. Lask: Bloomington: Indiana UP, 1976), 547; David
Roskies, “The Ten Harugei Malkhut,” in The Liierature of Destruction (Philadelphia;
JPS, 1988), 61-62; David Stern, “Midrash Eleh Ezkerah, or The Legend of the Ten
Martyrs,” in Rabbinic Fantasies (ed. D. Stern and M. J. Mirsky; New Haven: Yale UP,
1990G), 148—49, The narrative also appears in a number of medieval Jewish sources (see
n. 12 below for citations).
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beautiful countenance 1s peeled off, and the subsequent use of this “death
mask” as a relic in a ntual that portends the ultimate fafl of Rome and
redemption of Israel — 1s intimately bound up with the special
circumstances of his birth.* In fact, 1t 1s this hagiographic account of
Rabbi Ishmael’s life and death that jends a semblance of narrative unity
to the otherwise disjointed literary traditions of which the anthology is
composed.

The centrality of this narrative to the highly polemical collection of
martyr stories certainly seems an intentional provocation. After all, in
conferring upon this Jewish martyr semi-divine status through the agency
of an angelic messenger at his birth, the anthology elicits automatic
comparison between its protagomst and the prototypical Christian martyr
Jesus, whose birth, death, and afterlife serve as the cornerstones of a very
different history of redemption. It 1s certainly striking that, like the Christ
of the NT Letter to the Hebrews, Rabbi Ishmael is imagwmed m the dual
role of heavenly high priest and atomng sacrifice offered on the celestial
altar. At the same tume that the authorfredactors of the anthology were
painting a graphic portrait of the bleak experience of late antique Jews
under Roman and, later, Christian domination, they thus chose to claim
for themselves a set of highly charged literary motifs that were at odds
with the more conventional scholastic orientation of their rabbinic source
material. The recent work of Daniel Boyarin and Israel Yuval, among
others, has taught us not to be surprised at such seexmngly precarious
fusions of polemical and apologetic aims: even where it is possible to
speak of Jews and Christians as two distinct communities, they shared
many common discursive categories, ritual practices. and literary forms,
despite, or perhaps especially while, mawntaining a rhetoric of difference
and, at times, overt hostility.

% 1t perhaps goes without saymg that this haglographical cycle is legend and not
biography. Indeed, even the actions and statemenis attributed to Rabbi Ishmael the high
priest in earlier rabbinic sources (e.g., i. Hat 1:10; b. Ber. 7a; b, Ber. 51a; b. Gil. 58a;
b. Hul. 49a-b) are entirely unusable for biographical purposes, although they do
coustiute a relatively coherent corpus of material concerning this figure. On a note of
caution, Rabbi Ishmael ben Elisha the high priest should not be facilely identified with
the early-second-century Tanna Rabbi Ishmael, whose priestly identity remaimns
uncertain (Gary G. Porton, The Traditions of Rabbi Ishmael [4 vols.; Leiden: Brill,
19821, 4.212-14, esp. n, 2). Compare, however, the discussion of Rabbi Ishmael’s
disunctively priestly orientation in Menahem Hirshman, Torah for the Entire World
(Tek Aviv: Hakibbuiz Hameuchad, 1999), esp. 114—49,

3 For the use of Christian Imagery it the Jewish martyrological literature produced
in the wake of the Crusades, see Israel Yuval, “Christliche Symbolik und Judische
Martyrologie zur Zeit der Kreuzziige,” in Juden und Christen zur Zeit der Kreuzziige
{ed. A. Haverkamp; Sigmaringen: Jan Thorbecke, 1999), 87-106. See also idem, Shene
govim be-vitmekh: Yehudim ve-Notsrim - dimuyim hadadiyim (Tel Aviv; Am oved,
2000); idem, “Easter and Passover as Early Jewish—Chnisttan Dialogue,” in Passover
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Of course, the trope of “miraculous concepiion” was never the sole
province of Christian authors.* The Hebrew Bible itself offers clear
precedent for the link between a figure’s exceptional origins and his or
her extraordinary life.” Greco-Roman biographers and hagiographers
similarly viewed the visions and portents that accompanied the
conception or birth of an exceptional figure as signs of future greatness.
For instance, 1n his imaginative biography of Apollomius of Tyana, the
early-third-century writer Philostratus recounts how the mother of that
quintessential fiest century theios aner (“divine man’) has a vision of the
actual physical form of the god Proteus while she is pregnant. Like the
angel in the Rabbi Ishmael tradition, Proteus 15 so strongly identified with
the child he has heralded that he passes on to him his special abilities and

and Easter: Origin and Hisiory to Modern Times (ed. P. F. Bradshaw and L. A.
Hoffman; Notre Dame: U. of Notre Dame, 1999), 98-124; idem, “Vengeance and
Damnation, Blood and Defamaiion: From Jewish Martysrdom io Blood Libel
Accusattons,” Ziont 38 (1993): 33-90 [Hebrew!. On the mutually constitutmg histories
of Judaism and Chrstiamity, see Daniel Boyarm, Dying for God: Martyrdom and the
Making of Chrisnanity and Judaism (Stanford: Stanford UP, 1999); idem, “Martyrdom
and the Making of Christianity and Judaism,” JECS 6 (1998): 577-627; idem, “A Tale
of Two Synods: Nicaea, Yavneh and Rabbinic Ecclesiology,” Exemplaria 12 (2000):
21-62: also his “Semantic Differences; or, ‘Judaism’/ ‘Christianity’” in this volume,

4 The secondary literature on Christian anmunciation, nativity, and childhoo«
narratives 1s naturally quife vast. See the updated commentary in Raymond E. Browas,
The Birth of the Messiah: A Commentary on the Infancy Narratives in Matthew and
Luke (rev. ed.; New York: Doubleday, 1993) and the compendious biblicgraphy there, I
speak here and throughout the paper of cenception and not birth, since, unlike the
accounts of Jesus® (and Mary's) conception, nativity, and childhoed in the canonical
gospels (Matthew i-2; Luke 1-2) and in some apocryphal texts (e.g., Odes of Solomon
19:6-10, Protevangelium of James 11, and Ascenston of Isaran 11:8-9)}, the tradition of
Rabbi Ishmael's supernaturai ongins does niot address the circumstances of his birth or
early life, instead restnicting 1tself to the actual process of procreation. Notably, this
emphasis conforms to the biblical prototype; see the excellent swmmary of this
paradigm m Athatya Brenner, “Female Social Behavior; Two Descriptive Patterns
within the “Birth of the Hero® Paradigm,” VT 36 (1986): 258-59.

5 God is said to mtervene m the process of procreation, either directly or through the
agency of ams intermediary, in 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 1 biblicat
literature generally, see especiaily Robert Alter, “How Convention Heips us Read: The
Case of the Bible's Annunciation Type-Scene,” Prooftexts 3 (1983): 115-30.

6 For a useful discussion of many of these sources and their reiationship to early
Chbristian literature, counsult Charles H. Talbert, “Prophecies of Future Greainess: The
Contribution of Greco-Roman Biographies to an Understanding of Luke 1:5-4:15,” 1n
The Divine Helmsman (ed. J. L. Crenshaw and 8. Sandmel; New York: Ktav, 1980),
129-41. On the specific theme of supernatural conception, see Plutatch, Theseus 2.6.36;
Romulus 2.5; 4.2; Alexander 3.1-2; also Quutus Curitus, History of Alexander |;
Pseudo-Callisthenes, Alexander Romance.
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knowledge.” The Jewish historian Josephus, who often employed the
stock motifs of the biographical genre,® likewise availed himseif of the
notion that the appearance of an angel to a barren woman could transmmt
unusual beauty to her child.’

Nevertheless, the story of Rabbi Ishmael’s conception is not just one
more example of this near-ubiquitous impulse. Rather, the narrative,
while exhibiting discursive commonalities with the broader cultural
milien, represents a pomted rejomnder to Christtan accounts of Jesus’
divine nature and of his uniqueness within human history. This bold act
of appropriation cannot be considered 1n a cultural vacuum; nor 1s 1t
merely a symptom of intercommunal polemic. In his incisive work on the
use of common liturgical forms m related, but distinct, religious
communities, Lawrence Hoffman has developed a model for
conceptualizing precisely this sort of contested culturai idiom:

Instead of viewing society as a series of already sharply defined conflicting
religious groups, vying with each other, I suggest a model in which all are
presumed to share equally in a generally pervasive cultural backdrop. This
cultural backdrop 15 what everyone {akes as normaitve, and within which
everyone takes some stand or another, In therr liturgy, people declare themselves
to stand within the commonly accepted boundaries of the religious enterprise,
sharing certain generally accepted cultural charactertstics along with everyone
else — that is, censoring themselves in; ai the same ume they preserve the
boundaries of thewr own integrity by censoning out those cultural character1stics
which they have chosen not to accept. 10

Heffman cauiions against an overty general and undifferentiated notion of
shared culturai space. In his view, the act of participating in a common
culture automatically entails marking out where one stands on that
terrain. The trick is to locale the precise strategies by which the elements
of a common idiom are fashjoned mio an exclusionary practice — or, 1n
this case, narralive.

7 Philostratus, Life of Apollonus 1.4,

8 For signs accompanymg the birth of heroes m the writings of Josephus, see, for
example, A.J. 2.9.6-7; 2.10.1-2. Josephus even highlights the speciat circumstances of
his own birth i Life 1. For a sumilar impulse in Philo, see Mos. 1.5,20-24; 1.6.25-29,
See also Daniel J. Harnington, “Birth Narratives in Pseudo-Philo's Biblical Antiquities
and the Gospels,” i To Touch the Text: Biblical and Retated Studies in Honor of
Joseph A. Fitzmeyer (ed. M, P, Horgan and P. J. Kobelski; New York: Crossroad,
1989}, 316-24.

? See the retelling of Samson's conception at A.J. 5.276-285; cf. Pseudo-Philo's
Biblical Annguities 42; b. B. Bat. 91a; Num. Rab. 10:5. On the relationship between
Josephus® account and the biblical Samson cycle, see especially Adele Remnhartz,
“Samson’s Mother: An Unnamed Protagonist,” JSOT 55 (1992); 25-37.

10 Lawrence Hoffman, “Censoning 1 and Censering Out: A Function of Liturgical
Language,” in Ancient Synagogues: The State of the Research (ed. ]. Gutman; Chico.
CA: Scholars Press, 1981), 22-23.
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What sets the Rabbi Ishmael material apart from comparable late
antique hagrography, then, 1s s use of the notion of ritual punty to
understand and articulate 1ts hero’'s special status. The narrative
constructs Rabbi Ishmael as a more-than-human figure who, by virtue of
his angelic paternity, 1s exempt from the wmpurity that inheres in all
human existence. It is worth noting that in the Toledot Yeshu literature,
the Jewish anti-Gospels that flourished in numerous versions and
languages throughout Late Antiquity and the Middle Ages, Jesus” mother
15 said to have conceived during her menses.!! Jesus is thus the
guintessential offspring of impurity (i77°1 13), whose illegitimate power
and destructive nature reflects his improper origin. Rabbi Ishmael is his
mirror opposite, a rabbimc figure who belongs to the heavenly realm
because ite 1s truly of it. Indeed, the conception narrative attributes his
mother’s decisive encounter with the angelic messenger to her rigorous
and even extreme practice of ritual bathing following the period of her
menstrual 1mpurity. 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, Christians, and “pagans” alike.
Nevertheless, the narrative follows the conventions of a specific strain of
Jewish purity discourse that develeped i Byzantine Palestine toward the
end of Late Antiquity and assumed its ciearest statement in the unusual
hatakhic rulings of the Beraita de Niddah. A close reading of the unit’s
relationsiip to the two separate discursive contexts in which 1t evoived —
Jewish purity practice and Jewish martyrology — is thus essential to a
proper undersianding of Rabbi Ishmael’s ptace 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, pboth Jewish and non-Jewish. I then analyze the
intimate relationship between this vignette and the distinctive
understanding of Jewish purity practice current among Byzantine Jews.
The conspicuous formal and ideological affinities between the
“annunciation” scene and this purity discourse demonstrate that the unit
assumed 1(s present form as a narrative dramatization of its stringent

11 cite here only 2 very partial list of the many versions of Toledor Yeshu that
characterize Jesus in these ierms: Samuel Krauss, Das Leben Jesu nach jildischen
(Juellen (Hildesheim: Georg Olms, 1977), 38—40 (MS Strassburg), 64-69 (MS
Vindobona), 118 (MS Adler); Glinter Schlichting, Ein jidisches Leben Jesu: Die
verschollene Toledor-Jeschu-Fassung Tam w-ma’'ad (Tibingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1982),
65-67, B7-89, and 99. On the development of this literature as a whole, see especially
Jean Paul Osier, L'évangile du ghetto (Pans: Berg International, 1984); R. Di Segmi, Il
Vangelo del Ghetto (Magia e religioni 8 Rome: Newion Compion, 1985); William
Horbury, “A Critical Examination of the Toledotn Yeshu” (Ph.D. diss., Umiversity of
Cambridge, 1970). )
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system of purity practice. Yet, at the same tume as the unit adopts the
theoretical ferms set out 1n the purity literature, it draws its narrative
content from the martyrological tradition. I show that the central episodes
of Rabbi Ishmael’s life recounted in The Story of the Ten Martyrs all
directly hinge on the radical clamms put forward in the “annunciation”
scefie concerning his angelic purity and beauty. Finally, I offer some
concluding reflections on the significance of this narrative tradition for
our understanding of the complex and, at tumes, paradoxical nature of
Jewish cultural expression 1 the Byzantine period.

Visuality and Gynecological Science in Late Antiquity

Before considering the literary and ideoiogical origins of the
“annunciation” scene it The Story of the Ter Martyrs, I will first present
the relevant text in 1ts entirety.™?

VII1.11.10. [Byery time Rabbi Ishmael wished to ascend to heaven (Y17 n1797),
he would ascend. 11, Why was Rabbi Ishmael worthy of this (737 mn™
757 “R¥YBY? 7). The reason 15 because (-W *350))1 his father was Elishan the

12 ¥ translate and number the text following Ten Martyrs, VI.11.16-23 (Reeg,
Geschichte, 19*). The umt atso appears at [.15.11-30; V and VIIL.11.16-23,1.15.11-30
seems to represent a relatively independent textual form, whereas the versions 1n
recensions V, VIL, and VIII stand in close refationship to each other as well as to the
varmations found in other medieval sources: Ligute ha-Pardes (attributed most likely to
R. Sotomon ben Isaac's disciple Rabbi Shemaya), Amsterdam 1715, 4a; Munkécs,
1897, 6b-Ta; Sefer ha-Migtsoot, 13-14; Eleazar of Worms, Sefer ha-Rogeah, “Hilkhot
Niddah,” 317; Isaac ben Moses of Vienna, *Or Zaru a, Alpha Beia 29; Isaac of Dura,
Ska are Durg, “Hilkhot Niddah.” 2:23; Menahem Tsionl, Sefer Tsioni, 78a; Azanah de
Fano, Sefer Gilgul Neshamot, 8-29; MS New York-JTSA ENA 3021, fol. ia {entitled
Zehirut ha-Tevillah); MS Paris-BN 1408, fol. 67a; MS New York-JTSA Mic. 1842, fol.
192a-b (entitted Hayye Nefesh by Isaiah ben Joseph). See aiso the version in Moses
Gaster, Ma‘asen Book: Book of Jewish Tates and Legends Transtated from the Judeo-
German {Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society, 1934), 237-39; “Shivhe R. Ishmael
Kohen Gadol,” in Hadashim gam yeshanum (ed. A. M. Haberman; Jerusalem: R. Mas,
1975), 86. These attestations have been collected from Ch. M. Horowitz, Tosefta
‘Atigta (5 vols.: Frankfurt am Mam, 1889), 4.7-15 and 5.VII-IX (several of the
versions are transcribed at 5,43-54, 57-61); Bin Gornon, Memekor Yisrael, 3.106 n. 3;
Elliot R. Wolfson, Through a Speculum That Shines (Princeton: Princeton UP, 1994),
212-14, esp. n. 96; Michael Swartz, Schotastic Magic, Ritual and Revelation in Earty
Jewish Mysticism (Princeton: Princeton UP, 1996), 16265, esp. n. 66; Evyatar
Marienbery, “Etudes sur la Baraita de Niddah et sur la concepmalisaiton de la
menstruation dans le monde juif et son echo dans le monde chrétien de l'époque
medieval & nos jours” (Ph.D. diss., EHESS Paris, 2002), 485-514.

13 The material in brackets is a redactional frame that appears only 1n recensions V,
VII-VIIL11.11 and is not mtegral to the pericope.
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High Priest.!* None of his children lived (0%13 77 1"0™pnn 111 ®YY), since, ai the
moment when his wife would give birth, the child would die (79 1D i o). 19
12. His wife said to him: “Why do those wholly pious people have sons who are
pious like them (@MBD 00318 ooz oA @ wpa DprrE 159 oo von),
whereas we do not have even a smgle son who remains alive?” 14. He answered
her: “They atways purify themselves 1n the ritual bath before sexual intercourse
(Won DYWD Nun? ovAy onw ayws A e TFMWBDIS 1A D?‘I),”
whether or not the law prescribes 1t (3273 R7W P21 1372 ]’3),ls both they and
their wives (OiT>W31 0T).” 15. She said: “If that 1s so, then we too shall adopt this
practice.” They immediately did so.

16. One time, this pious woman went down to the bathhouse (;772°21N N°27) and
immersed herself (772141, But when she emerged (TN737), she saw (DXT1) a
pig 1 front of her. 1% She returned (7177) to the bathhouse and (again) immersed
herself. When she emerged, she saw a camel. She returned, immersed herself,
emerged, and saw a leper {¥1I¥% ANRT N9 VALY TR, She returned and
immetrsed herself foriy ttmes.??

17. After the fortieth time, the Holy One blessed be He said to Metatron:!
“Descend and stand before that pious woman (DR DPTYT 21072 TNV T1) and
tell her that tonight she will becoime pregnant with a son (127 12 *92¥nN) and his
name will be Rabbi Ishmael.” 18. Metatron straight away descended in the form
of a human bemg (Q3R 13 N7 He clothed himself and adorned himself
(EY DR wRET qurnn) and stood at the opening of the ritual bath

14 In recension I alone Rabbi Ishmael’s father 1s R. Yose and not Elisha the High
Priest.

15 In all the versions of the story, Rabbi Ishmael’s mother 1s not barren, but instead
has lost all of her chitdren during childbirth. Only 1 recension 1 is 1t at all possible that
she is barren: “We have not had success with children, stnce we have no herr, neither
son nor daughter (N2 IR 12 W17 117 PR "D D320 1280 X7 1K1

16 The other recensions read L°PY7¥ rather than 03703,

17 wanwn nyWwa 1s, of course, an unnecessary gloss. Recension VIII offers the more
straightforward formulation: 79702 1710100 YINIW *120.

18 This emgmatic phrase is difficult to mterpret, but seems io 1ndicate that these
“righteous people” have exceeded the required practice.

19 In some versions, a dog and a camel are added to this list of impure animats, and
1n some she also encounters an “ignoramus” (‘am ha-aretz).

20 The number of repetitions is highly vaniable. Recension VII agrees with recenston
VIII {and with Liqute ha-Pardes) that she repeated the procedure forty times. Recension
I doubles the number to eighty umes, Sefer ha-Migtso ot reports that she did so ten
times, Recension V restricts the number to “several ttmes” (B"h¥D 1T123).

21 In most versions of the narrative {including recensions VII and VIII), the angelic
messenger s named Metatron. By contrast, in recenston I and Ligute ha-Pardes the
angel is named Gabpriel. In recension V, which initially casts Metatron in the role of the
angel (V.11.17), Gabriel joins Metatron outside the bathhouse (V.11.18) and entirely
dispiaces Metatron n the latter half of the narratnve (V.11.20-23). Even here in
recension VII, Gabriel makes an appearance at the end of the unit (VI1.11.23), where he
seems to have been carnied over into this recension from one of the other versions. In
the "Or Zarw’a, the angel is identified as the Sar Toran, which may indicate that this
version was once incorporated into magical maienal.
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(Mpnit N 29, [19. From this you learn that a man must adorn himself in fine
clothing and go stand before his wife when she emerges from smmersion. 12
21. She emerged, saw him, went home, and became pregnant that very mght with
Rabbi Ishmael. His forim was beautiful like the form of Metatron
(7LD DT DBYTD INMT %), the god-father (D11RY119%) of Rabbi Ishmael,
22. 50 that every time that Rabbi Ishmael wished to ascend io the heavens he
would pronounce the divine name (D5 D1 71*77) and, when he ascended, 23.
Gabniel (sic)® would tell him anything he wanted.

Because of the aggressive process of redactional adaptation to which the
unit was subjected in the course of its transmission, it 1s nearly
impossible, if not methodologically irresponsible, to iry to deduce which
of its many extant versions, if any, mught represent 1ts original
formulation.?* Gottfried Reeg, however, has convincingly argued the unit
developed and ciurculated independently from the martyrological
anthology and was mcorporated into it only at a refatively late point 1n 1its
transmission.?® He bases this insight on the umt’s relative infrequency
within the manuscripts of The Story of the Ten Martyrs — it appears m
onty four of the ten recensions of the text (i.e., I, V, VIL, VIII) — as well
as on its shifting redactional context. The unit appears in two different
locations within the anthology’s narrative progression. In each case, 1t
serves a different function: recension I links the umit to a discussion of
Rabbi Ishmael’s beautiful appearance, while recensions V, VII, and VIII
situate the narrative immediately 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 behavior and 1its promise of reward — is awkward in the
martyrological context and, as we will see, more naturally conforms to
the ethicat {Musar) literature from which it likely emerged.

Despite this considerable textual instability, all the versions of the
narrative share a common understanding of Rabbi Ishmael’s miraculous
conception, merging rigorist purity practice and pietism with a visual
theory of procreation. In this amalgamation, impurity and divine favor are
both mediated through the mediwmn of sight. The narrative puts the very
act of seeing an unclean animat or an umpure skin blemish on par with the
standard regulations concerning actual physical contact with the sources
of impurity, thus going far beyond the normal strictures surrounding

22 This hortatory statement, which ireats the surrounding narrative as an elaborate
exempium, 18 found in the martyrology only in recensions V and VIL It is common in
the purity literature (e.g., MS New York-JTSA ENA 3021, fol. 1a/9).

23 Seen. 21 above.

2 Horowiiz, Tosefta ‘Atigia, 4.14 tentatvely suggesis that Ligute ha-Pardes, Sefer
ha-Migtso ot, and Sefer ha-Rogeah preserve the earliest form of the narrative and that
the versions in the martyrological anthology represent secondary revisions.

25 Reeg, Geschichte, 40.
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contact impurity i conventional Jewish law. Strikingly, the same
mechamsm that exposes Rabbi Ishmael’s mother to the dangers of
impurity and the associated threat to her newborn children bestows upon
hime his distinctive character and appearance. Although the angel does not
adopt the appearance of a specific human being, the narrative’s emphasis
on the angel’s capacity to assume “human foroy™ (7R 73 N2T) highlights
the physical concreteness of the theory of visuat procreation 1t assumes.2

The theory of visual “impressions” operative in the narrative would
not have struck the late antique reader as remarkable.? Indeed, its basic
premuse, that visual stumuli can influence the process of gestation, was a
commgonplace m certam branches of Greek and Latin gynecology.?® It 1s
already prefigured in the patriarch Jacob’s exercise m cugenics through
which he produced mottled sheep by placing striped twigs in front of the
flock during breeding: “The rods that he had peeled he set up in front of
the flocks in the troughs .... Thewr mating occurred when they came to
drink, and smce the goats mated by the rods, the goats brought forth
streaked, speckled, and spotted young.”® In his commentary on this
biblical passage. Jerome goes to great lengths to explain the narrative 1n
terms of contemporary genetic theory.?® Augustine, too, cites this biblical
precedent 1n his only partly-successful attempt to provide scientific
grounding both for his theory of original sin and his conception of the
relationship between body and soul.’! The Testaments of the Twelve

6 Recension I departs from the majonity iradition when 1t says that the angel
{Gabriel) took on the appearance of the husband, 1n this case Rabbi Yose (1.15.16-17):
1093 7P 1193 00T N 0T 717 (of. MS New York-JTSA ENA 3021, 1a/8). The idea
that angels could assume the form of a particutar buman beng is discussed in Wolfson,
Specuium, 212-13, although he nowhere indicates that recension I diverges from the
majonty tradition precisely on this matter.

27 An 1mpressive number of ancient, medieval, and even modern sources that attest
to the endurance of this theory in the medical tradition are collecied and discussed in M.
D. Reeve, “Conceptions,” Proceedings of the Cambridge Philotogical Society 215
(1989): £13-43. See also the Interesting observations concermng the place of this
theory in Western notions of human imagination mn Silvio Curletto, “I.'immaginazione e
il concepimento: Fortuna di una teoria embriogenetica ¢ di un mito letterario,” Maia 52
(2000%: 533-64.

28 Galen, De thertaca, 11; Soranus, Gyn. 1.39; Caelius Aurelianus, Gyn. 1.50. On
the place of this branch of gynecological theory 1n Greek medicine, see G. E. R. Lloyd,
Science, Folklore, and Ideology: Studies in the Life Sciences of Ancient Greece
(Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1983), 174-80.

29 Gen 30:25-39. All citations from the Hebrew Bible are from the JPS transiation.

30 The relevant passage 1s transiated in C. T. R. Hayward, Sams Jerome's Hebraicae
quaestones on Genesis (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1995), 66—68.

¥ 1 cite here only one example of Augustme's argumentaiion: “In other anrmals,
whose bodily bulk does not lend itself so easily to such changes, the fetus usually
shows some traces of the passionale 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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Patriarchs employs a sumilar notion to explamn how the “sons of God”
(L 7R7 "13) of Gen 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 resukt of seeing them continually, the Watchers lusted after one another, and
they conceived the act in their minds and changed themselves into the s-hape of
men and appeared to the women when they were having intercourse with their
husbands. And the women, lusting 1 their minds after their phantom forms, gave
birth to giants {for the Watchers seemed o be them tall enocugh to touch the
sky}. 32

Although the descending angels here intrude in the course of the sexual
act itself rather than during the elaborate preparations for it there are
obvious affimities between Rabbi Ishmael and the monstrous progeny of
this episode of primeval transgression. Yet. whereas tn(?ir angelfc
patermity dooms them to drag humanity down into sin, Rabbll Fshmael s
represents its opposite, the legitimate and even redemptive unification of
the heavenly and the earthly realms.

This same theory of visual conception, however, can be found much
closer to the cultural context in which the Rabbi Ishmael legend
developed. Midrashic sources explicitly employ this theory mn order to
elucidate these early Jewish traditions apout the “sons of God:”

the original seeds were, the more effectuatly and the more capablyr do they follow the
inclination -of thewr mother's soul, and the fantasy which arose in it thrlougn .tl?e body
upon which 1t looked with passion. There are numerous examples of t.l'us which could
be menticned, but one from the most trustworthy books will suffice: in order that the
sheep and the she-goais mght give birth the speckled offspring, Jacob had rods of
various colors placed before them n the watering-troughs, to look at as they drank,
during that periocl. when they had conceived” (De Trinitare, 11, 3, t;ans. w Stephen
McKenna, The Trinuty [Washington, DC: Catholic University of America, 1963}, 321~
22). Cf. De Trinitate, 111, 15; Against Julian, V, 51-32; Against qulian, VI, 43;
Retractatio 11, 62, 2. On the umportance of this issue in Augustine’s thought, Se.te
Elizabeth A. Clark, “Vitiated Seeds and Holy Vessels: Augustme’s Manichean Past,” in
Ascetic Piety and Women's Faith: Essays on Late Antigue Christianity (Lewiston, NY:
E. Mellon Press, 1986), 291-349.

32 T, Rew. 5:6-7 (Transtation by Marinus de Jonge in The Apocryphal Old Testament
led. H. F. D. Sparks; Oxford: Clarendon, 19841, 519-20). There are numerous allustons
to the story of the Watchers 1 early Jewish literature (e.g., I En. 6-16 and pass:rft;. T.
Naph. 3:5; Jub, 4:15-22, 7:21, 8:3, 10:5; CD 2.18). Compare the counter-tradition
concerning the miraculous birtb of Noab in which Lamech’s apparently erroneous
concern (hai his son's angelic visage 15 a sign of his fallen-angelic parentage 1s
assuaged (! En. 106-7; 1QapGn ii~v). On the place of the fallen-angel myth in late
antigne Judaism and Christianity, see Annette Yoshiko Reed, “What the Fallen Angeis
Taught: The Reception-History of the Book of the Waichers m Judaism and
Christianity” (Ph.D. diss., Princeton Umversity, 2002),
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1t was then, and later tpo, that the divine bewngs cohabited with the daughrers of
men (Gen 6:4). Rabbi Berekhiah said: A woman would go to the marketpiace,
Se¢ a young man, and desire him (17 IRNR). She would then go have sexual

intercourse _and give birth to a child just like him (W2 NTAYs anon
12 RY13).

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 aavice after accusing his wife of adultery because she had given birth
to a white child.** Without further prompting, the rabbi immediately asks
whether the figures painted on the wall of the coupie’s house are black or
white (N1127 IR MW 02 DI171¥). When he learns that they are white,
he reassures the anxious father that his wife must have been looking at
them when she cooceived. Interestingly, this brief rabbinic tradition
offers an almost perfect précis of Heliodorus’ vast novel, The Aethiopica.
which similarly turns on the problem of skin color. Through myriad
narrafive twists and turns, the novel’s protagonist, Charikleia, learns that,
despite her white skin, she is 1n 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 pawnted on the wall of their bedroom during sexual
infercourse, an event that has stamped their child with the exact
appearance of the Greek heroine. Feaning 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 during childbirth. While
the midrash and Heliodorus may simply reflect a common folk motif,
Rabbi Akiva's question regarding the existence of the painted figures — a
detail that is not otherwise accounted for in the midrashic sources —
suggests that The Aethiopica itself or, more likely, its underlying
narrative kernel somehow exerted an influence on the rabbinic 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. Rav. 26:7 (transtation mane); cf. Tanh. B, Bereshit 40. 1 would like to thank
Annette Yoshiko Reed for calling my attention to this tradition.

3 Gen. Rab. 73:10: Num. Rab. 9:34; Tank., Naso’ 7. These sources are collected in
Horowitz, Tosefta ‘Angta, 5.55-56. 1 follow the narrative sequence and language of the
Tankumag version. In some versions, this figure 15 identified as the king of the Arabs,
while in others simply as “an Ethiopan™ (7t *w2). Just as m Jerome's Quaestiones
hebraicae on Gen 30:35-43, the predicament of the Ethiopian king 1s used in each of
these versions to provide validation for Jacob's strange breeding technique. Jerome and
the Rabbis may here be transmiiting a common exegetical tradition, althougn it is also
possible that this nterpretative strategy developed independently in the two contexts.

35 Heliodorus, Aethiopica 4.8: 10.14. On the function of this (heme within the
novel’s complex narrative, see especially Michael J. Anderson, “The Sophrosyne of

Persinna and the Romantic Strategy of Heliodorus’ Aethiopica,” Classical Philology 92
(1997): 303-22.
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past comes very close to Rabbi Ishmael’s physmal_kinship with Mlctatron.
Heliodorus shared with the Jewish texts that we have been looking at a
comumon set of litexary motifs and scientific knowledge from which to
build his narrative,

Rabbinic literature, however, often viewed this theory of “‘maternal
impression” through the lens of purity regulation. In fact, the story Vabout
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 ritual bath (779720 *MIPWR 27N TR 7).
He said: “When the danghters of Israel come cut from the bath, let them meet me
("3 e 7112?3)36 so that they will have children as beautiful as .I am
(=n113 ™M wT).” The Rabbis said to him: “Are you not afraid of the Evil Eve
(w2 j1 )7 He answered: “I am of the seed of Joseph, our father, of whg;n 1t
is said, Joseph is a fruitful bough, a fruitful bough by a spring (Gen 49:22)."”

Rabbi Ishmael’s story echoes the specific termunology of this description
of Rabbi Yohanan's curious form of public service: both passages use the
root ¥39 to describe the encounter outside the bathhouse.”® 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 interest i purity sets them both apart
from the general cultural discourse 1n which they participated.

Purity, Piety, and Procreation: Beraita de Niddah

When the narrative of Rabbi Ishmael’s conception 1s not found in the
context of the martyrological literature, it appears in a number_of
mstructional manuals and legal texts as a freestanding narrative

36 The parallel version at . Ber. 20a reads “they look at me” (*2 17a0bm).

31 p. B. Metsia 84a (I nave slightly modified the transiation in Daniel Boyarin,
“Talmudic Texts and Jewish Social Life,” in Religions of Late Antrquuty in Praciice |ed.
R. Valantasis; Princeton: Princeton UP, 20001, 136). Compare the paralle] text at b, Ber.
20a. Rabbi Yohanan also discusses the importance of ritual bathing for procreation at b.
‘Erub. 55b. On Rabbi Yohanan’s eroiicized relatienship with Resh Lakish (b. B. Metsia
84a-b) and the wmportance of this narrative for the formation of rabbinic scholastic
culture, see Daniel Boyarin, “Rabbis and their Pals: Rabbinic Homosociality and the
Lives of Women,” in Unnerotc Conduct: The Rise of Helerosexuality and the Invention
of the Jewish Man (Berkeley: U. of California Press, 1997), 127-50.

38 The term ¥2b 15 also found in a sumilar context at b. Pes. 111a, where the dangers
of encouniering a woman immediately after she has completed her abluiions are
described.
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exhortation to proper purty practice.’” The stringent form of Jewish
purity law reflected in these texts was particular to the Franco-German
cultural sphere in the later Middle Ages. but seems to have spread along
with s0 much else 1n medievai Ashkenazi culture to these nascent centers
of Jewish life from the Land of Isracl; hence, this branch of Jewish purity
law 1s best viewed not as a deviation from a firmly established norm but
rather as a later refraction of what was originally a legitimate local
practice.” This mode of purity practice is most fully described in the
enigmatic text Beraita de Niddah (BdN)."' The text, consisting of a
collection of legal statements and narrative exempla, seems to have its
origins n the Jewish community of Byzantine Palestine 1n the sixth and
seventn centuries and, according to Shaye Cohen, reflects that
communily’s pew tendency to equate the synagogue with the Jerusalem
Temple.** Whether or not BdN actually existed as a literary whole as

3 See the sources listed in n. 12 above, especially Liqute ha-Pardes, Sefer ha-
Rogean, Sha'are Dura, Zehirut ha-Tevillah.

4 On the punity practices of Ashkenazi Jews, see especially Israel Ta-Shma, “On
Soine Pranco-German Niddah Practices,” Sidra 9 (1993): 163-70 [Hebrew|; also idem,
Early Franco-German Ritual and Custom (Jerusalem: Magnes, 1992), esp. 57
[Hebrew|. On polemical responses io the diversity of purity ritual practiced throughout
the medieval Jewish world, sce Shaye J. D, Cohen, “Purity, Piety, and Polemic:
Medieval Rabbinic Denunciaiions 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 1s available 1w Horowtz, Tosefta ‘Atgta, 5.1-34 (all
citations of the text follow Horowilz's chapter divisions and page numbers). The
sources collected and discussed by Horowitz have been thoroughly reevaluated 1n
Marienberg, Beraia de Niddah. Marienberg is currently prepanng a critical edition of
the text with French translation.

42 Shaye I. D. Cohen, “Menstruants and the Sacred in Judaism and Christianity,” in
Women's History and Ancient History (ed. S. B. Pomeroy; Chapel Hill: U, of North
Carolina, 1991), 285: “By the ume of Berarta de Nidda, however, the synagogue was
becoming a surrogate temple, a development confirmed by archaeology. In the sixth and
seventh centuries synagogues were regularly outfitted with an ark, an eternal flame, and
representations of temple vessets ....” Cohen calls special attention to the description of
Palestinian purity practice in Differences between the Jews of the Fast and the Jews of
the Land of Israet, 79 sect. I1. This date and provenance arc supported in Saul
Lieberman, Sheqi'in (Jerusalem: Bamberger & Wahrmann, 1939), 22, See also Shave J.
D. Cohen, “Purity and Piety: The Separation of Menstruants from the Sancia,” m
Daugiters of the King: Women and the Synagogue {ed. §. Grossman and R. Haut;
Philadelphia: JPS, 1992), 103-15: Sharon Koren, **The Woman from whom God
Wanders': The Menstruant in Medieval Jewish Mysticism” (Ph.D. diss., Yale
University, 1999), esp. 102-26; idem, “Mystical Rationales for the Laws of Niddah,” in
Women and Water: Menstruation n Jewish Life and Law (ed. R. Wasserfall; Hanover:
Branders UP, 1999), 101-21; Yedidyah Dinari, “The Customs of Menstruai Impurity:
Their Origin and Development,” Tarbiz 49 {1979-80}: 302-24 [Hebrew.
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early as the Geomc period,® the traditions attested therein do conform to
earlier Palestinman practice.

Although the “annunciation” scene does not occur 1n 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
limat the activities of the menstruant: one could not enjoy the fruits of her
labor (BdN 1:2); she could not enter the synagogue or house of study
(BdN 3:4); one could not greet her or say a blessing in her presence lest
she respond with “amen” or with the name of God, thereby desecrating it
(BdAN 2:5). Her social exclusion was absolute. Even the speech of the
mensiruant was considered impure (BdN 2:3). She could not comb her
hair or shake her head lest a hair fall out and convey impurly to her
husband (BdN 1:4). Finally, contrary to standard Talmudic sources (b.
Bek. 27a and m. Niddah 10.7), BdN ranks the maintenance of its purity
laws above a woman's other obligations, barring the menstruant from the
commandments of hallah (separating the priestty offering from dough)
and of lighting the Sabbath candles. For BdN, menstrual impurity had
become a dangerous state from which public life had to be assiduously
guarded.

Amongst 1ts idiosyncratic (though influential) rulings BdN includes
explicit discussion of the role of wvisual stimuli in the process of
procreation. One such passage reports in the name of Rabbi Hanina* that
“at the ime when she immerses, if she encounters (Y32} a dog, if she 13
wise and has fear of heaven, she will not allow her husband to have
mtercourse with her that mght. Why? Lest her sons be ugly and their
faces resemble a dog’s, she returns and imumerses again.”® The passage
continues by listing sumilar cases concerning a donkey and an 1gnoramus
(raxit 0¥). The tendeocy to enumeraie such encounters i 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 umpurity
encountered by Rabbi [shmael’s mother, these dangerous types of peopie
‘and animals pose a threat 0 a woman’s capacity to conceive a healthy
child.

Oddly enough, however, the notion of visually transmitted danger
described 1n these texis does nol coincide fully with the categones of
ritual impunty that have their roots 1n biblical, or perhaps better, levitical,

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

44 Perhaps to be identified with Rabbi Hanina ben ha-Qanan (=Rabbi Nehunialh ben
ha-Qanah). On this identification see below,

45 BdN 1:1 (Horowitz, Tosefta ‘Anata, 5.2),
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purity concerns. In fact, in the same passage, BdN instructs that, if a
woman sees a horse, she and her husband should have sex that night:
“Happy is one whose motber came upon a horse; her sons are beautiful 1
carriage and speech, hearing, understanding and learning Torah and
Mishnah ...."% This detail represents an important mconsistency in the
text’s discursive logic since, after all, a horse 15 no more or less pure than
a dog. At least in this case, BdN is concerned wholly with the animal’s
umpact on the “ethical” attributes of the child and does not view the horse
through the lens of ritual punity. This reasoning should apply equally to
the dog and the ignoramus. Just as 1n non-Jewish sources. these are
ethical types and not potential carrrers of ritual impunity. What we find
h.ere. then, 1s that BN has wed the conventional theory of visual
“impressions” to 1ts basic framework of levitieal regulations. Just as ritual
immerston removes impurity in conventional Jewish law. m the context
of this hybrid discourse it is said to erase, as it were, the damaging
lmages that have become imprinted 1n the woman. Yet, despite the
tensions between these systems, it is virtually impossible to separate them
out once they have been integrated, however incompietely, within the
purity literature. Indeed, as we will see. the boundary between levitical
purity and other forms of purification, such as those that precede ascent
and adjuration in late antique Jewish and non-Jewish magical literature, is
tmpossible to fix in this material. BIN’s Kitchen sink approach to ritual
purity lumps together what we might prefer to imagine as wholly separate
systems of purity or sumpily procreative science. The creators and
consumers of this “post-levitical” purity discourse seem not to have been
interested 1 strict categorization. For BdN, just as for the account of
Rabbi Ishmael’s conception, purity, plety, and procreation are
nextricable.

In fact, even in sections of BdN that do not explicitly relate to
conception and procreation, vision serves as the principal medium
through which umpurity 1s conveyed. The text recounts that a certain
Rabbi Hanina 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.” The Rabbi seems to have an almost preternatura)
sensitivity to impurity; he senses her impurity even before she has
approached him. More importantly, he carefully covers his face so that
her impurity will not enter him through his eyes. Scholars have long
poticed the strong similarities between this figure in BdN and the almost
identically named Rabbi Nehuniah ben ha-Qanah of the Hekhalot

46 BdN 1.1 (Horowitz, Tosefta ‘Atigia, 5.3).
47 BdN 1:7 (Horowitz, Tosefta ‘Angra, 5.9).
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corpus,® whose disciples famously bring him back from before God’s
chariot-throne using a piece of cotton tanted with a minuscule trace of
menstrual mpurity.® Indeed, this rigorist brand of purity practice 1t
which “magical” practice and halakhah are interwoven seems to be at the
heart of the many ideologicat affinities between BdN and the Hekhalot
literature. Within the context of the Jewish mystical and magical
literature of Late Antiquity, practices to achieve a heightened state of
ritual purity are most commonty intended as preparation for revelatory
adjuration (and not primarily for heavenly ascent).™® This notional
background may very well have imformed the conception narrative’s
description of Metatron's appearance to the mother of Rabbi Ishmael. As
m so many adjurational texts, the power to draw down an angel for
specific practical aims is here predicated on the attainment of proper
levels of ritual purity.

Interestingly enough, angels do not play only constructive roles in
BdN's understanding of conception. In its description of the causes of
birth defects, the text attributes a malevolent aspect to angelic
mntervention as well:

When the father has infercourse with the mother, if he thinks of her as a
prostitute (F13172 N2WT), and neither of them act with the fear of heaven, and he
has sex with her lignt-heartedly (R3%7%2), and both of them laugh during the
time of theiwr pteasure (JNXITT NYW), what does the Holy One blessed be He do
io the fetus? Before the fetus has left the mother’s womb, He snmmons (lit. hints
to: -7 11) an angel, who takes blood of menstrual impunity (77173 O7), places 1t

48 This identification was first pointed out in Saul Lieberman, “The Knowledge of
Halakha by the Author (or Authors) of the Heikhalofh,” Appendix 2 of Ithamar
Gruenwald, Apocaiyptic and Merkavah Mystiesm (AGIU 14, Leiden: Brill, 1980,
24144,

49 Hekhalot Rabbar, $§224-228. Hekhalot paragraph designations are given ac-
cording to Peter Schiifer's Synopse zur Hekhalot-Literatur (Tiibingen: Mohr Siebeck,
1981). This well-known passage has received a great deal of scholarly attention, most
potably, Lawrence H. Schiffman, “The Recall of Rabbi Nehuniah Ben Ha-Qanan from
Ecsiasy in Hekhalot Rabbati,” AJS Review & (1976): 269-81; Margarete Schlitter, “Die
Erzilung von der Riickholung des R. Nehuaya ben Haqana aus der Merkava-Schau 10
ihrem redaktionellen Rahmen,” FJ/B 10 (1982): 65-109.

50 Op purity practice 1 the Hekhalot corpus and especially its primary connection to
angelic adjuration, see Peter Schifer, “Engel und Menschen in der Hekhalot-
Literatore,” Kairos 22 {1980): 201-25 {rev. and repr. 1 Hekhatot-Studien TTSAT 19;
Tubingen: Mohr Siebeck, 19881, 250~-76); Martha Himmelfarb, Ascent fo Heaven n
Jewrsh and Chrstian Apocatypses (Oxford: Oxford UP, 1993), 106-14; Swartz,
Scholastic Magie, 153-72; idem, < ike the Mimstering Angels': Ritual and Purity in
Early Jewish Mysticism and Magic,” AJS Review 19 (1994): 135~67; Rebecca Macy
Lesses, Ritual Practices to Gan Power: Angels, Incantations, and Revelation m Early
Jewish Mysticism (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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in the mouth of the fetus so that it enters its b { i
) ody, and it 15 1mmediat
(7P1Y) [ with a defect].”! e st

Here we find the text’s familiar tendency to conflate ethical and cultic
categonies at 1ts most extravagant. The deleterious effects of immoral
thoughts are put on par with failure to attend to one’s condition of ritual
impurity. Whereas Rabbi Ishmael’s parents demonstrate their piety by
embrrflcmg the strictures of purity taw and are duly rewarded, the parents
i this passage bring harm to their child through decadént attitudes
;owards sexual intercourse. Not surprisingly, the medium of pumshment
is mengitrual blood.

' Othgr portions of the text betray a sumilar interest in the notion of
divine intervention in the process of procreation. Basing itself on biblical
precedent, the text asserts that the muraculous fruitfulness of each of the
matriarchs, Sarah, Rachel, and Leah, should be attributed to her careful
maintenance of purity regulations.’ More interesting still, its account of
Sams-cynis conception in Judges 13 emphasizes the added element of
angelic intervention. The text reports that, despite her female neighbors’
(i"NIPOW) advice to employ a magical remedy mvolving the hide of a
fox (Py W 7w 1Y) as a cure for her barrenness, Manoah’s wife chooses
fflStBad simply to continue being vigilant about her state of ritual purity:

Although they led her astray (712 D12TOD 1AW 5¥X), the Holy On(;
bljcssed be He heard her voice. Immediately, an anget app;:ared to her and
said to her: ‘Take care not to eat any umpure thing (*7IRN 981 ™10
KU 93)." And, because she mamtained her purity (77Rww 7 P9
:-‘m“rn nX), she 1mmediately concelved (77TpD3 T°0).”"% In  this

annunciation” scene, it 1s not her piety in general that is rewarded, but
her steadfast dedication to the purity laws in particular, coupled witl; her
refusal to engage in magical practice. Whatever the tangible similarities
between this form of rigomst purity practice and late antique Jewish
magic, BdN vigilantly 1nsists on a firm boundary between them.

Although the purity discourse, of which BdN 1s the most developed
exampie, accounts for the formal logic and vocabulary of Rabbi Ishmael’s
conception, the larger comtext of this narrative unit still demands
elucidation. In other words, where does the literary fabric of this brief
exemplum — 11s characters and 1ts dramalic sefting — come from? As we
have seen, the presence of the “annunciation” scene in The Story of the
Ten Martyrs presents us with a paradox. On the onme hand, in strict]
formal terms this narrative umt achieved its present literary ‘f;)rm outsid)e{
of the martyrological tradition — the story reflects the practical, ethical
and nitual concerns of the purity literature in which it developed’. On tne;

51 BN 27 (Horowitz, Tosefra ‘Atiga, §.20).

zi BdN 2.6 (Horowttz, Tosefta ‘Angra, 5.19).
BdN 2:6 (Horowitz, Tosefta ‘Angra, 5.19).
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other, its narrative content is so integrally connected to the later f?vents of
Rabbi Ishmael’s life that it 1s difficult to imagme how these motifs lcould
have been generaied and Orchestrateq in so coherent a manner Wlthout
presupposing a tradition concerning his miraculous origimns. Nevertheless,
the complex process of redaction through which the mal_rtyrologlcal
anthology was assembled belies any overly elegant solution to ths
tension. In what follows, I argue that, while this narrative tradition was
mncorporated into the anthology only after 1t_ had alrf_:ady bec::ome
crystallized in another literary context. its then_lat.lc content is essentla; to
understanding the figure of Rabbi Ishmael within The Story of the Ten
Martyrs.

Rabbi Ishmael’s Angelic Purity and Beauty
in The Story of the Ten Martyrs

Despite being set during the “Hadriamic persecutions” of the slecond
century CE, the martyrological anthology as a fully formed literary
composition dates to the Geonic pertod (seventh to te.nth centuries).
Jewish historians have long endeavored to isolate the hlstorlc‘aétlkernel
concealed 1m the multiple and shifting versions of this }egend. More
recent scholarship, however, has come to reject the positivist assumlptlons
of these earlier attempts, preferring nstead to emphasize tbe hterary
nature of the cycle.” According to these scholars, the text 1s only of

54 See espectally Hemrich Gritz, “Die Hadriamsche Verfolgung und die zehg
Mirtyrer,” MGWJ 1 (1852): 307-22; M. Auerbach, “.Asaran Haruge Malkhut,
Jeschurun 10 (1923): 60-66; idern, “Zur politischen Gesclh}cnte der Judfl;n unter Kaiser
Hadrian,” Jeschurun 10 (1923): 398-418; idem, “Zur politischen Geschichte dfil‘ Juden
uiiter Kaiser Hadrian,” Jeschurun 11 (1924): 59-70, 161-68; Samuel Krauss, Asarzn
Haruge Malkhut,” Hashlah 44 (1925); 10-22, 106-17, 222-33 (repr. w Bar—_;go.khNa
fed. A. Oppenhiemer; Jerusalem: Zalman Shazar Center, 19801, 239- . N {.
Wahrmann, “Zur Frage der ‘Zehn Mirtyrern,”” MGWJ 78 (1934): 5.75—80, L(_)Lns
Finkelstein, “The Ten Martyrs,” in Essays and Studies i Memory of Linda R. Miller

idson; New York: JTSA, 1938), 29-55.
(Ed.sgl '[l?ljlzl(llistzrarv approach was maugurated in Solomon Zeitlin, “The Legend of the
Ten Martyrs and its Apocalyptic Onigins,” JOR 36 (1945/6): 1—1§. See allso Jose:pn Dan,
" “The Stofy of the Ten Mariyrs: Its Origims and Development,” in Studies n Ltterlamre
Presenied to Simon Halkin (ed. E. Fleischer; Jerusalem: Magnc?s, 1973), 15-22; idem,
“The Story of the Ten Martyrs: Its Origms and Developl:nent,” 1p The ‘I‘{e'brew Story
the Middle Ages (Jerusalem: Keter, 1974), 62-66 [Hebrew]; 1dcn’1, Pirke I-?ekhalot
Rabbati ve-Ma‘ase Asarat Haruge Malkhut” Eshet Be'er Sheba” 2 (1980): 63.—80
[Hebrew|; Reeg, Geschichte, 1~2. For detailed anaiysis of the full range of rabbinic
sources related to this period of conflict and alleged persecution, see gspecmlly Peter
Schifer, Der Bar Kokhba-Aufstand. Studien zum weiten jidischen Krieg gegen Rom
(Tiibingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1981), 194-236. Schifer’s emphasis on the ongong literary
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historical value for understanding the experience of the Jews under Bast-
Roman (Byzantine) rule in the period of its actual literary formation, not
the earlier community from which 1ts characters are drawn, 5

The story weaves together a unified tale from pre-existing
martyrological materal found scattered throughout the Babylonian and
Palestiman Talmuds as well as the vast midrashic corpus, together with a
number of units that seem to have been generated specifically for the
anthology 1tself.>” The result 15 a new form of martyrology. Classical
rabbinic literature, for instance, nowhere recounts the contemporaneous
deaths of ten rabbinic martyrs, but mstead restricts 1tself to brief narrative
complexes that typically narrate the death of one martyr, and at most two
or three.”® By contrast, the anthology situates the executions of all ten
sages within a single literary framework that offers a common explan-
ation for thewr deaths, namely, the sin committed by Joseph’s brothers
when they sold him into slavery (Genesis 38).% Basing itself on the

transformation of these traditions in later rabbinic sowrces 15 an unportant corrective to
the more posilivist mterpretation of the evidence in Saul Lieberman, “The Martyrs of
Caesarea,” Annuaire de U'lnstitur de Philologie et d'Histoire Orientales et Slaves 7
(1939-1944}: 395-446; idem, “Religious Persecution of the Jews,” in Sale Wittmavyer
Baron Jubilee Volume on the Occaswon of his Eightieih Birthday (Jerusalem: The
American Academy of Jewish Research, 1974), 213-45 (repr. in The Bar-Kokhba
Revoit led. A, Oppenheimer; Jerusalem: The Zalman Shazar Center, 19801, 205-37)
[Hebrew}, Moshe David Herr, “Persecutions and Martyrdom m Hadrian's Days,”
Scripta Hierosolymitana 23 (1972): 85-125.

36 This insight was first suggested in Philip Block, *Rom und die Mystiker der
Merkabah,” in Festschrift zum siebzigsten Geburistage J. Guttmanns (Leibzig, 19135),
113-24.

5T On the use of earlier rabbinic sources 1 The Story of the Ten Martyrs, see Reeg,
Geschichte, 49-51. Otherwise unattested material is used jo the martyrological accounts
of Rabbi Judah ben Bava {1.43), Yeshevav the Scribe (1.50; II1-V1I.44), Rabbi Judah
ben Dama (1.46); Rabbi Hanina ben Hakhina: (I, II1-V.49); and Rabbi Elazar ben
Shammua (I-I1, IV-VILS1).

38 E.g., for the death of Rabbi Akiva: y. Ber. 9,7 (14b); Mek. Y., Shirata on Exod
15:2; b. Ber. 61b; 6. Erub. 21b; b. Ber. 66a; b. Pesah, 50a; b. B, Bar. 10b; of Rabbi
Hananya ben Teradyon: o. 'Abod. Zar. 17b—18a; of Rabbi Yehudah ben Bava: &, Sank.
ida and b. ‘Abod. Zar 8b; of Judah the Baker: y. Hag. 2,1 (77b); of Rabbi Hutzpit the
Interpreter: &. Hul, 142a; b, Qidd. 390, of Lulianus and Pappus, “the Two Martyrs of
Lod”: b. Ta'an. 18b; b. Ketub. 77a; b, Pesah. 50a; b. B. Bat, 10b.

7 This motlif appears in earlier Jewish literature (e.g., Jub. 34:10-20; Gen. Rab.
84:17; Song Rab. on Song %: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; Elha Rabbati 2,2; Mid.
Ps on Ps 9:13. Versions of this list are aiso found in the body of the Story of the Ten
Margyrs (1.21.12; I-111.4.3; TV-V, 1X.10.32; VIIL22.27) and m some manoscipts of
Hekhalot Rabbair at §109 (MS N8128 and in a gloss in V228). These lists vary greatly
from text o text and even within the different recensions of the anthology. It 1s
Lmportant (o note that several recensions of The Story of the Ten Martyrs suggest one of
two allernative explanations of the sages’ deaths: either Israel’s sm of teaching Torah to
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scriptural authority of Ex 21:16 (“He who kidnaps a man — whether he
has sold him or 1s still holding him ~ shall be put to death”), the text
argues that their actions constituted a capital crime. The deaths of the ten
sages are intended as atonement of the “original sin” committed by the
progenitors of the tribes of Israel.

While there are many versions 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, into which the motif of ten rabbinic martyrs has been
incorporated.®” This frame narrative (Rahmenerzdhlung} served as a
relatively fiexible literary structure within which fatore redactors of the
anthology could organize and reorgamze shifting configurations of
thematically related martyrological material. Moreover, the individual
versions of this collection differ wildly in their application of the frame
narrative. The number and content of the martyrological units included in
each recension is highly unstable; in fact, recensions II and VIII do not
even bother to attach any addinonal martyrotogical material to the frame
narrative.%! Therefore, the subsequent martyrological material, whether
drawn from earlier rabbinic 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 vifa, then,
not only dominates late Jewish martyrology n 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 miraculous origins 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 (IV—Y, VIII-IX.8.6) or the hubrestic belief that the
wisdom of the sages can fully compensate for the destruchon of the Temple (1.8.5).
These aetiologies, however, are merely ancillary to the sin of Joseph's brothers, which
1s found in every recension of the text and is clearly central to the Jiterary development
of the anthology.

60 Oy the form of the open frame narrative, see Reeg, Geschichte, 33~34. This frame
narrative more or less occupies 1-X.10-22, V-VIL25-28, and IX-X.28, although the
different recensions differ considerably. An early version of this passage 15 contaned in
Midrasn Shir Hashirim on Song 1:3 (L. Griinhut, Midrask Shir Hashirim [Jerusalem:
Wilthelm Gross, 18971, 3a-4b}. The account of thewr iwin deaths 1s found 1 1ts more
rudimentary forms without beng connected to the motif of ten martyrs at Mek. Y. on
Exod 22:22; Semahot 8:8; AdRN A 37 and 38; AdRN B 41; and SER (30} 28, p. 153.

6l Gee Reeg, Geschichte, 54,
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will of God and, more importantly, whether the decree can be repealed.®
Immediately following the account of his conception, these versions of
the text continue:

Al that time Rabbi Ishmael recited the name of God and a storm wird lifted him
up and brought him to heaven (R*™WY NIP¥TT ITIY0 7 1N7321). Metatron, the
Prince of the Countenance, met him (12 ¥A2) and asied him: “Who are you?” He
answered him: “I am Rabbi Ishmael ben Elishah the High Priest,” He said to
him: “You are the one mm whom your Creator takes pride each day
(@1 73 T2 Hanwn TPW RIT NR) saying, ‘I have a servant on earth, a priest like
you [Metairon|; his radiance is like your radiance and his appearance 1s like your
appearance (X772 MWRIDT IO MY TMRD 103 PIRI 7AY 2 W) Rabbi
Ishmael answered: “I am he.” He asked him: “What 1s your business in this place
of pure ones (O™WR DPHZ TA"0 7177 “A detree has been passed that ten noble
ones of Israel will be execuied (7XTW? *IT2ARD FTIWY WBWW IOYY A T
and I have ascended to learn whetber this 1s the will of heaver or not
(IR QR DVRWI 172 1T 79T R 31 omhy). e

Metatron answers Rabbi Ishmaei with a detailed description of the
proceedings in the heavenly court during which the angelic prosecutor
successfully demands from God that he exact the punishment due Israel
for the crune of theiwr forefathers. This account satisfies Rabbi Ishmael,
who returns to earth to mstruct his colleagues to accept their collective
fate. The coupled descriptions of Rabban Simeon ben Gamaliel and Rabbi
Ishmael’s ginesome deaths immediately ensue, followed by the sequential
reports concerning the deaths of the other martyrs.

Of course, Rabbi [shmael’s encounter with an angel in heaven seems
familiar enough. In the Hekhaiot literature, Rabbi Ishmael 15 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 aspirng
mystical initiate who, through careful preparation and techmque, gains
access to the heavenly sphere above. Like his colleagues i the mystical
fellowship, his powers derive from the secret teachings transmitted within
the buman community of scholars.% The act of heavenly ascent is
typically described in the Hekhalot literature using the technical phrase
“to descend to the chariot-throne” {71237 *1*°%).%° By contrast, The

62 Ten Martyrs, V, VII-VIII 11.11. Recenston 1.15.10, however, iinks the con-
ception narrative o Rabbi Ishmael’s exceptional beauty.

63 Ten Martyrs, 1-X 15.1-4; cf. Griinhui, Midrash Shir Hashirim, 4a. The iranslation
follows recension VII, This unit 15 relatively stable within the manuscript tradition.

6 The focus classtcus for this mstructional style of literature 1s the havurg-account
in Hekhaiot Rabbaii (Schifer, Synopse, §§198-259).

65 See most recently the comprehensive siudy of its technical vocabulary of “descent
io the chariot” (yeridah la-merkavah) 1n Annelics Kuyt, The ‘Descent” to the Charios
(Tiibingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1995); idem, “Once Agam: Yarad tn Hekhalot Literature,”
FJB 18 (1990): 45-69. See also the unportant analysis of this phenomenon 1n Elliot R.
Wolfson, “Yeridah la-Merkavah: Typology of Eestasy and Enttironement i Anclent
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Story of the Ten Martyrs employs the more conventional verb “to ascend”
(19¥) m order to characterize Rabbi Istunael's journey.® This
terminological discrepancy 1s not incidental, but signifies the differing
ideological and literary contexts of the two accounts. Whereas the
Hekhalot corpus portrays Rabbi Ishmael gaining his powers through a
process of study, piety, and ritual performance that can be replicated by
others, the martyrological tradition presents Rabbi Ishmael’s power as
radically unique, deriving from his special kinship with the angel

Metatron.

In fact, rather than drawing on the Hekhalot literature, the description
of Rabbi Ishmael’s journey to heaven has a striking number of verbal and
conceptuai affinities with the well-known midrashic tradition concerning
Moses’ ascent to receive the Torah,®” Like Moses, who in almost all the

Jewish Mysticism,” in Mystics 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 techizcal termunology of yeridah. These, however, areé unquestionably later
adaptations of the original formulation in the martyrology. The version of the story of
the tenr martyrs contained in Hekhalot Rabbati (Schifer, Synopse, §§107-121) reports:
“When Rabbi Nehunya ben ha-Qanah saw this decree (17 317°13), he rose and led me
down to the Merkavah (71257707 Y7710 Y)Y (Schifer, Syropse, $107). However, the
causative (hifi) form of the verb yarad used here is found only in this one instance
throughout the entire Hekhalot corpus (Kuyt, Descent, 150-52)., This anomalous
formulation suggests strongly that this version of Rabbi Ishmael's ascent was adapted to
conform to the literary/ideological context of the Hekhalot literature. Similarly,
recension 111 of the martyrological anthology, which 1s represented by a smgle Italian
manuscript family, employs the same technical terminology {e.g., at 12.9 and 31.1).
Reeg, Geschichte, 43-44, however, nightly argues that this recemsion represents -a
relattvely 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 III is not the
earliest extant version of the anthology from which the Hekhalot literature derived 1ts
version of the martyrology.

57 For detailed discussion of this matenial, see especially David Halperin, The Faces
of the Chartot: Early Jewish Response to Ezekiel’s Vision {TSAJ 16; Tithingen: Mohr
Siebeck, 1988), 289-322: Karl-Ericn Grozinger, fch bin der Herr, dein Gott! Eine
rabbinische Homilie zum Ersten Gebot (PesR 20) (Bern: Herbert Lang, 1976). Differing
versions of this narrative tradition are contained in the followmg sources: . Shabb.
88a—89a; Pesig. Rab, 20, §§11-20 (ed. Rivka Ulmer, Pesigia Rabbuti: A Synoptic
Edition of Pesiqta Rabbati Based upon All Extant Manuscripis and the Editio Princeps
ivol. 1; SFSHR 155; Atlanta: Scholars Press, 19971, 422-35); MS OQuxford Or. 135,
357a-358a (printed in Grozinger, Ieh bin der Herr, 12¥-16%); Ma ayan Hokhmah
{Adolf Jellenik, Beut ha-Midrash [3rd ed.; € vols.; Jerusalem: Wahrmann Books, 1967],
1.58-61; Haggadat Shema’ Yisra'et (Jellenik, Beit ha-Midrash, 5.165-66); T-S K
21.95.A, ra-2a (fragmeni 21 in Peter Schifer, Geniza-Fragmente zur Hekhalot-
Literarur TTSAJ 6; Tiibingen: Monhr Siebeck, 19841, 171-81); PRE 46; Midrash ha-
CGadol to Ex 19:20. The narrative aiso appears in piyyus form as "El ‘ir gibborun by
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versions of this tradition is conveyed to heaven within a cloud
(13¥ INRWN),% Rabbi Ishmael is said to ascend within a storm-wind
(T¥0 m). Indeed, precisely the same phrase — “he encountered him”
(13 ¥12) - 15 used in both literary traditions to describe their audience
with the angel who meets them immediately upon their ascent.®
Moreover, the tmage of heaven i both of these traditions is horizontal,
not vertical as in the Hekhalot literature.’® This horizontal orientation 1s
given expression through the description of Rabbi Ishmael walking about
m heaven (¥'p12 ¥2hn 1°11),”! which uses almost identical language
o the characterization of Moses” own movement — “he was
walking 1 heaven like a human being walking on earth” (7% 9
PRI P 7TIOW OIRD yrpaa).72

Yet the affinities between these two accounts go beyond these verbal
echoes. Upon ascending, both figures are nterrogated by the angelic host
concerning thewr presence in heaven. Just as Metatron asks Rabbi
Ishmael, “What 1s your business in this place of pure ones
(O™ NI7Y DIPRA T2V )77 the angels who confront Moses demand fo
know. “what business does one born of woman have in this place of
purity, in this place of holiness (DPHI XD AWK 717 YW 490 fn
WP DPh] 77?77 An even more dramatic formulation of this
protest 1s found in the brief textual unit known as “The Seventy Names of
Metatron.”™ Here the angels oppose God’s deciston to reveal the secrets
of the universe to Moses, who, as the representative of mankind, is

Amittal ben Shepnatiah (Yonan David, The Poems of Amutai [Jerusaiem: Akhshav,
19751, 100-2), '

68 B g., Pesig. Rap. 20, §11 (Ulmer, Pesigta Rabban, 422-23),

69 E.g., Pesig. Rab. 20, §11 (Ulmer, Pesigta Rabbati, 422-23).

™ On the layered vertical cosmology of the Hekhalot literature, see most recently
Peter Schifer, “In Heaven as 1t is in Hell: The Cosmology of Seder Rabbah di-
Bereshit,” in Heavenly Realms and Earthly Realities in Late Antique Religions (ed. R.
Abl.;sich and A. Y. Reed; Cambridge: Cambridge UP, forthcoming).

1.20.1.

72 Ma’ayan Hokhman (Jellenik, Beu ha-Midrash, 1.57). Cf. Pestg. Rab. 20:11-12;
MS Oxford Or. 135, 357a (§11,2). ' . ’

T T-$K21.95.A, 1b/13-14 (Schifer, Geniza-Fragmente, 174). Most versions of the
narr_a'uve use the shorter phrase 1770 (e.g., b. Shab. 88b; Pesiq. Rab. 20, §11), instead
of the more explicit 72°0 1n, However, since ali of these VEIS10nS Lrclude the phrase
”onfa born of woman™ (TR 1127}, 1f is reasonable to assume that poth formutations are
sumilarly mtended to address the mpropriety of human entry inio heaven. In most
versions, this question 1s asked by Kemue, the first angel encountered by Moses, rather
than by a group of angels.

™ Schifer, Synopse, §§71-80. On this unmt, see Claudia Ronrbacher-Sticker, “Die
N.amen Gottes und die Namen Metatrons: Zwer Geniza Fragmente zur Hekhalot-
Literatur,” FJB 19 (1991-92): 95-168; Joseph Dan, “The Seventy Names of Metatron,”

Froceedings of tire Eighth World Congress of Jewish Studies, Division C (Jerusaiem;
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).””
Unlike Rabbi Ishmael, whoe 15 ummediately granted a detailed answer to
his request, Moses 1s met with the unbridled hostility of the angelic host,
which is evidently dispieased that God plans to entrust to flesh and blood
what he has withheld from His beloved angels.” The angels view Moses’
arrival in heaven as an unacceptable mvasion of their domain and wage a
near-fatal battle aganst his perceived aggression. Thewr challenge does
not primarily address the content of his mission, but rather his right to be
present 11 heaven at all.

The phrase -2°U 7 constitutes far more than the pragmatic {and
relatively neutral) question: “What is your business here in this place?”
Instead, this interrogative formula signals a pointed challenge to the
interiocutor: “What business do you have being here at all?” — or, perhaps
even better, “Should not the very nature of this human being bar his entry
into our realm?"” The question insists on the radical disparity between
human existence and the wholly pure status of the heavenly realm. The
angels’ complaint against Moses is based on their unshakable conviction
that for a human being to enter the angelic realm constitutes a grave
transgression of the cosmic order.

What, then, accounts for the contrasting receptions that these two
figures are given upon arriving in heaven? In order to answer this
guestion, we should first turn to the Hekhalot literature, which similarly
ernploys the phrase -2*0 712 as 1ts standard formula for expressing alarm
at the potential mixing of these two apparently aniithetical domains, the
angelic and the human.’® The formula 1s used most frequently in 3 Enoch,
which directly addresses the problems associated with the transformation

75 Schiifer, Synopse, §79 (translated in Philip S. Alexander, “3 (Hebrew Apocalypse
of) Enoch,” in The Qld Testament Pseudepigrapha [2 vols.. ed, J, Charlesworth; New
York: Doubleday, 19831, 1.315}). Cf. b. Shabb. 88b; Pesig. Rat. 20:11-12; Lev. Rab.
14:2. At m. Avoi 3, Akabya ben Mehalalel reflects on the lowliness of humanmty using
the same terminotogy: “Consider where you have come from — a pairid drop
{70 on).”

76 On the motif of conflict between angels and human beings and its bearing on the
Moses ascent traditions, see especially Peter Schifer, Rivalitir zwischen Engeln und
Menschen: Uniersuchungen zur rabbinischen Engeivorstellung (Berlin: de Gruyter,
1975), 207-16.

77 This last rendering of the phrase reflects the literal meaning of the word 27 as
“form, nature, character, or peculiarity” (s.v. Jastrow, 523).

8 In his recently published study A Transparent [Husion: The Dangerous Vision of
Water in Hekhaiot Mysticism (Leiden: Brill, 2002), esp. 118-23, C. R. A. Morray-Jones
applies a similar analysis to the enigmatic question “What is the nature of this water?”
(727 7 A9RT DWT) that appears n the well-known “Water Vision Episode” in the
Hekhaiot corpus (Schifer, Synopse, §3§258-25% and §§407-408; cf. b. Hag 14b). 1
arrived at my conclusions prior to reading Morray-Jones® discussion.
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of the human Enoch mto the angelic figure Metatron.” In a passage that
1s highly reminiscent of the Moses material, the text puts the phrase in the
mouths of the distraught angelic trio, Uzzah. Azzah, and Azael, who
vocally oppose Enoch’s arrival in heaven and subsequent elevation to
angelic status:

Then three of the munistering angels, Uzzah, Azzeh, and Azael, came and laid
charges against me in the heavenly height. They said before the Holy One
blessed be He, “Lord of the Universe, did not the primeval ones give you good
advice when they said, Do not create man!” The Holy one, blessed be He,
replied, “I have made and will sustain him; I wili carry and deliver him.” When
they saw me they said before him, “Lord of the Universe, what right has this one
to ascend to the height of heights (170 DAY ANPW 71T 5w 12°0 79)? Is he
not descended from those who perished in the waters of the Flood? What rnight
has he to be m heaven (¥"P13 1270 72)?” (§6 = 4:6-7)%

In response to their charges, God turns the tables on them, rebuking the
angelic rebels with a curt reminder of the strict boundartes that severely
circumscribe their influence on his judgment: “What right have you to
wtetrupt me (PN277 QUTIDI ANRY QYW TP (86 = 4:8) As a
thematically related passage later reports, it 15 Enoch’s odor that has
apparently been the cause of the angels’ distress. Like Moses” opponents,
these angels complam, “What is this smell of one born of woman
(WX 712 9w oyw 7n)? Why does a white drop (of semen) ascend on
high (@172 W2 7Y XYW 127 D20 72Y) and serve among those who
cleave to the flames?” (§6 = 4:2) Finally, 1n a passage that belongs to the
literary frame of 3 Enoch, this same complamt is lodged against
Enoch/Metatron for permitting his interlocutor in the text, Rabbi [shmael,
to visit him in heaven: “Then the eagles of the chariot, the flaming
ophanim, and the cherubim of devouring fire asked Metatron, ‘Youth,
why have you allowed one bormn of women to come in and behold the
chariot (1237722 22NL° RIW WK 919" N3 772)? From what nation is
he? From what tribe 1s he? What is his character (17 7 1270 0)?P" (§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 -2°0 72 1s used to assert that everything must
have its proper place ~ God, the angels, and human betngs - reaffirming

7 On Enoch’s angelification as Metatron, see esp. Nathaniel Deuisch, Guardians of
the Gate: Angelic Vice Regency wm Late Anniquiry (Leiden: Brill, 1999), 27-77;
Wolfson, Specuium, 82-85; C. R. A. Morray-Jones, “Transformational Mysticism 1o the
Apocalyptic-Merkabah Tradition,” JJS 43 (1992): i—31. On the somewhat anomalous
place of 3 Enoch with the Hekhalot literature, see Peter Schifer, The Hidden and
Manifest God (New York: SUNY, 1994), 123-38.

80 On the refationship of this passage to the fallen angel traditions in [ Enoch, see
Anmette Yoshiko Reed, “From Asael and Semihazah to Uzzah, Azzah, and Azael: 3
Enocts 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, 1t 15 used
not only to challenge the over-reaching ambitions qf lesser beings,
whether human or angelic, but also to safeguard the divine from being
tamted by the human sphere. In a passage again found m 3 Ernoch, the
angels compiain that because of idolatrous sins commlttec_l by the
generation of Enosh 1t 15 no longer fitting for God (o remain among
hwman beings.®! More germane to our purposes, however, 1s a striking
adjurational text that is appended in sOme manuscripts to Hekhalot
Rabbati, 1 which the Prince of the Torah (77D W) rebukes tr}e young
Rabbi Ishmael, here age thirteen, for having improperly called him down
to earth:
I stood and afflicted myself for forty days, and I recited the Great Name, until T
caused him [the Prince of the Torahl to descend. He came down 1n a flame of
fire. and his face had the appearance of lightning. When I saw him, I Lremb]ed_
and was frightened and fell back. He said to me: “Human .bcing! What
s your business that you have disturbed the greai household
(119772 Ryevmd DR NWySw 2% no OTR 12).” I said to him: “It 1s n?vealed gnd
known before Him Who spoke and the world came into being that I did not bring

you down for [my] glory, but to do the will of your master.” Thefl he said
to me: “Human Ubewng, son of a stnking drop, worm and vermin

(YT T HTTI0 Rpk 07N 1)

The text then proceeds to instruct the reader on the proper pre‘paration for
angelic adjuratton: “Whoever wants it to be revealed to him must sit
fasting for forty days, perform twenty-four immersions every day, and not
eat anything defiling; he must not look at a woman, and must sit 1o a
totally dark: house.”® As we have noted above, the ngorous practices
prescribed here are typical of the Hekhalot literature_: Vthe _state of .rltuai
purity that 1s a prerequisite for interacliing with the divine is an qchmved
state. Like Moses and Enoch, the Rabbi Ishmael of the Hekhalot literature
is neither exempt from the contamunation inherent in normal human
existence nor from the dangers this umpurity poses for the person
attempting to gain access to divine knowledge. 7

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 common
notion of a seiectively permeable cosmos. The Hekhalot corpus’ Rabbi

81 Schifer, Synopse, §8 = 5:10-12: *‘Lord of the Universe, what business have you
with men (QTK 713 74R 19 70)7? ... Why did you leave the heaven of hef':wcns above ...
and lodge with men who waorship idols? Now you are on earth, and the idols are on the
earth: what 15 your business among the idolatrous inhabitants of earth (°77 1?2 712 TR
rRm?”” .

82 Schafer, Synopse, §313. (I have slightly modified the translation in Swartz,

Scholastic Magic, 69.) CI. §292. 7
83 gchafer, Synopse, §314 (translated in Swartz, Scholastc Magic, 70).

Rabbi Ishmael’s Miraculous Conception 333

Ishmael must labor to achieve the proper state of purity and to learn the
necessary practices for encountering the divine, but the martyrology
posits a very different type of liminal figure. Rabbi Ishmael’s angelic
status and purity seem to derive directly from Metatron himself, In
Metatron’s words, Rabbi ishmaei is the one in whom God “takes pride
each day saying, ‘I have a servant on earth, a priest like you (Metatronj;
his radiance 1s like your radiance and his appearance 1s like your
appearance (TR0 WIRW TNITD 11T TNIND 11D YIRD TAY 20 ).
Quite sumply, he is a hybrid of the divine and the human, his nature
structurally analogous to the porous cosmos he traverses. His encounter
with Metatron 15 more a recogmition scene of kin than a confrontation
between two dissimilar beings.

It is hardly surprising that Rabbi Ishmael’s kinship with his angelic
progenitor is embodied in his luminous face, since Metatron's own bond
with the divine is regularly expressed in similar terms. One particularly
evocative passage from the Hekhalot corpus, which takes the form of a
midrashic exegesis of two verses that mention God’s face, Ex 33:15
(... ©°2797 1°)b PR aX) and 23:21 (1715 9MWN), relates how God warned
Moses to beware of the dangerous force exerted by His countenance
(17190 MW TWRY T QN 7D 11787).% The nmt then explicitly
identifies God’s face with the angelic name Yofi’el (lit. “beanty of God™)
and finally with Metatron himself. Nathaniel Deutsch has rightly pointed
to this passage to support his conclusion that “some sources understood
Metatron to be the hypostatic embodiment of a particular part of the
divine form, most notably the face of God .... It 1s likely that this
tradition underlies the title sar ha-panim, which 15 associated with
Metatron. Rather than ‘prince of the face [of God],” this tifle 1s better
understood as ‘prince who 1s the face [of God].”% Rabbi Ishmael’s
angelic appearance 18 thus synonymous with God's own hypostatic
countenance. It 1s, therefore, understandable that in one of the recensions
of the martyrological anthology, the relatively late Midrash Eleh Ezkerah,
Metatron explicitly comments on the resemblance between Rabbi Ishmael
and God: “Yon are Ishmael in whom your Creator takes pride each day,
since he has a servant on earth who resembles the countenance/beauty of
his own face (1719 TNBSPY ARTIW).’¥ Although this formulabion is a

84 Ten Martyrs, I-X 15.1-4 cf. Griinhut, Midrash Shir Hashirim, 4a.

83 Schifer, Synopse, §§396-397.

86 Deutsch, Guardians, 43. See Deutsch’s fuller discussion of this matenial in The
Gnostie imagination: Grostcism, Mandaeism, and Merkabar Mysncism (Leiden: Brill,
1995), 991035,

87 Ten Martyrs, 1.15.3, 90090 = Greek xpuotadlog, “countenance or beauty” {s.v.
Jastrow, 1379). For the dating of this recension and its relationship to the pivyur Eleh
Ezkeran, see Reeg, Geschichte, 48-52.
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minority tradition, 1t puts a suitably fine pomt on the matter: Rabbi
Ishmael is God’s special servant, whose more-than-human ponty and
beauty are tokens of the divine nature that ensures his safe reception in
heaven and affords him an unparalleted place in Israel’s history,

Rabbi Ishmael’s Execution

Just as Rabbi Ishmael’s heavenly ascent hinges on the motifs of angelic
purity and beauty, so too does the elaborate account of his execution that
15 at the heart of The Story of the Ten Martyrs. In addition to the allusions
to his angelic beauty 1n both the conception and ascent narratives, the
martyrology explicitly reports that Rabbi Ishmael belongs to a long
succession of beautiful Jewish men: “They said concerming Rabbi
Ishmael ben Elisha the high priest that he was among the seven beauties
the world had seen (DY1¥2 0w 0°D° A¥2WH INKX). And these are Adam,
Jacob, Joseph, Saul. Absatom, Rabbi Yohanan, Rabbi Abbahu, and Rabbi
Ishmael® A variation on this motif, which 1s also contained in the
anthology, reports even more succinctty: “There was no beauty in the
world from the days of Joseph the son of Jacob except Rabbi Ishmaei
(™™ RYR 2pY° 12 907 Dnth 9Yva M mn ’R9W).*Y These competing
formulations, which both seek to link rabbinic figures with biblical
prototypes of masculine beauty, effectively situate Rabbi Ishmael within
a specific tradition found in rabbinic literature concermng this eugenic
genealogy that wends 1ts way through Israel’s history.

Indeed, the list of the “seven beauties” to which Rabbi Ishmael is
added seems to draw much of its material from the very same passage
cited above in connection with Rabbi Yohanan’s public service of
transmitting his beauty to the next generation.

Said Rabbi Yohanan: “I have survived from the beautiful of Jerusalem
(@9w177 *own).” One who wishes 1o see the beauty of Rabbi Yohanan should
bring a byand new silver cup and fill it with the red seeds of a pomegranate and
place around its rim a garland of red roses, and let him place it at the ptace where
the sun meets the shade, and that vision 1s the beauty of Rabbi Yohanan, Is that
true? But haven't we been taught by our master that, “The beauty of Rabbi
Abbahu is like the beauty of our father Jacob and the beauty of cur father Jacop
15 like the peauty of Adam,” and that of Rabbi Yohanan is not mentioned. But
(the editor objects) Rabbi Yohanan is not inciuded here because he did not have
a beard (lit. “splendor of face,” i.e. had a different sort of beauty). Rabbi
Yohanan used to go sit outside the ritual bath. He said: “When the daughters of

8% This statement appears m variety of formulations and locations 1 the different
recensions of The Story of the Ten Martyrs (in some cases several times within a single
recension): 1.15.10; IV-V.22.6-7; 1V.22.32; VI-VIL37.1-2; VII and IX-X.28.1-2.

89 Ten Martyrs, 1I-111.22.33. A slightly different form of this tradition occurs at V—
VI1.22,33; “They said (of Rabbl Ishmael) that from the days of Joseph there was no
beauty like him (W10 739 17 R? 401 0120 MAR).”
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Israet come out from the bath, iet them meet me so that they will have children
as beautiful as [ am.” The Rabbis said to him: “Are you not afraid of the Evil
Eye?” He answered: “I am of the seed of Joseph, our father, of whom it 1s said,
Joseph is a fruitful bough, a fruitful bough by o spring (Gen 49:22) %0

Although Rabbi Ishmael’s beauty 15 explicitly mentioned on a number of
occasions elsewhere in earlier rabbinic literature (e.g., £. Hor. 2:5-7; y.
Hor. 3,7 [48b]; b. Gir. 58a.), the mclusion of Rabbi Abbahu and Rabbi
Yohanan in the list further emphasizes Rabbi Ishmael’s genealogical
bond to the one biblical figure most renowned for his beauty, Joseph.9!
Indeed, 1t may be possible to hear an echo of this kinship in the
martyroiogy’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.”2 Rabbi Ishmael’s
damaging effect on the women of Rome is strikingly similar to medieval
versions of the Joseph narrative in Genesis 39, which describes how
Potiphar’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 knives they were holding.%

% b. B. Mersia 84a (Boyarin, “Talmudic Texts,” 136). For the beauty of Rabbi
Abbahu, see also b. B. Batra 58a; b. Sanh. 14a. On Rabbi Abbahu's important
leadership role m the Jewish community of Palestine and his deep acculturation 1n
Greco-Roiman society, see Lee 1. Levine, “R. Abbahu of Caesarea,” in Christiantty,
Judaism, and Other Greco-Roman Cudts: Studies for Morton Smith at Sixty (ed. 1.
Neusner; Leiden: Brill, 1975), 56-76. '

% Gen 39:6; of. T. sos. 324, 18:4; T Sim. 5:1: Jos. Asen. 5:1~7; Philo, Joseph 40;
Josephus, A./. 2:9; Gen, Rab. 87:3. On Joseph’s beauty, see especially James L. Kugel,
In Potiphar's House: The interpretative Life of Biblical Texts {Cambridge: Harvard UP,
19594), 28-93; Joshua Levinson, “An-other Woman: Joseph and Potiphar’s Wife.
Staging the Body Politic,” JOR 87 (1997): 269--301; Ra‘anan Abusch, “Eunuchs and
Gender Transformation: Philo’s Exegesis of the Joseph Narrative,” in Eunuchs m
Antiguity and Bevond (ed. Shaun Tougher; London: Duckworth, 2002), 10321,

¥2V.22.8; VI.37.3; VIL, [X-X.28.3: DX YW DWIR %5 *n117 W Gvwa
T 219 07 DIYDIW 97T IR

%% This motif was current 1n late antique and medieval midrashic sources: Tanh., Va-
yeshev 5; Midrash ha-Gadol on Gen 39:14; Moses Gaster, The Chronicle ofJera-fzmeeI
(repr. H. Schwarzbaum; New York: KTAV, 1971), 94; Sefer ha-Yashar (ed. Lazarus
Goldschmidt; Berlin: Benjamin Harz, 1923} 159-60; Mahzar Vitry (ed. Simeon
Hurwitz; Niirnborg, 1923), 342. It also appears i 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), where the women exclaum that Joseph is “no
human veing, but a noble angel” (12:30-32). For discussion of these sources, see
Kugel, Potiphar's House, 28-65. See also Shalom Goldman, The Wiles of Women/The
Wiles of Men: Joseph and Potphar's Wife in Ancient Near Eastern, Jewish and Islamic
Folllore (Albany: SUNY, 1995), 31-54; Barbara Freyer Stowasser, Women m the
Quran, Traditions, and Interpreiation (New York: Oxford UP, 1994), 50-56; Fedwa
M_alti«Douglas, Woman’s Body, Woman's World: Gender and Discourse . Arabo-
Islamic Writing (Princeton: Princeton UP, 1991), 50-51. See also the Islamuic sources
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Whatever the cultural and literary background of these traditions, each
1s 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 in 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 in your nation more
beautiful than you?’ He answered: ‘No.” He ummediately decreed that he
should be executed.”® Later in the same scene, however, his beauty has
precisely the opposite effect on the Emperor's danghter, who spies him
through the window of the imperial pallac:f.""5 after hearing the baleful cries
of the martyr for his decapitated colleague Rabban Simeon ben Gamaliel.
The text continues:

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 sparing 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 permussion to remove the skin of his face (1710 7Y wwWw27).” He
immediately ordered that the skin of Ishmael’'s face be removed while he was
still alive (*11 11193).%¢

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 Potiphar’s Wife in World Literature (ed. John D, Yohannan,
New York: New Directions, 1968), 158-220,

% Ten Martyrs, V.22.9;, V1.37.4; VII, IX-X.28.4. 1 here translate recension V.

95 Ten Martyrs, I-VI1L22.31; 1X-X 28.5. Compare Jos. Asen. 5:1-7, where Asenath
catches sight of Joseph from a high window in the tower her father has built to help her
safegnard her virginity and is immediatefy captivated by his beauty. Later in the text,
Asenath mistakes an angel who has appeared before her for her beloved Joseph, whose
peauly was apparently angelic like Rabbi Ishmael’s (Joseph and Asenath, 14.1-17.6),
For mention of how the women of Egypt look at Yoseph from walls or windows, see
Jos. Asen. 7:3-4; Tg. Neof. Gen 49:22; Tg. Ps.-J. Gen 49:22; Vulgate Gen 49:22. On the
biblical motif of the woman at the window, see Nehama Aschkenasy, Woman at the
Window: Biblical Tales of Oppression and Escape (Detroit: Wayne State UP, 1998),
esp. 23-41,

96 Ten Martyrs, 1-VI11.22.35-40; 1X-X 28.7-11, I here iranslate recension V, The
version of this pericope in Griinhut, Midrash Shir Hashirim, 4b, differs considerably
from the ones found 1 The Story of the Ten Marryrs. Here, the female figure 15
identified as a Roman matron (XI11700) 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 in an explicitly sexual dialogue with the martyr - she iries to seduce
him into looking directly at her in exchange for savang his life. He rebuffs her,
explamning that he is far move 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 Ishinael remains impassive throughout the procedure until the
executioner reaches the site where he wears his refillin (1*2'20 Qpn), at
which point he lets out a loud and bitter scream. When the executioner
asks him why he has only started to ¢ry now, he responds that he 18 not
mourning his own life (*NWI) but rather the loss of his capacity to fulfill
the commandment of putting on fefillin. This curious detail may be an
allusion to the anthropomorphic notion that God himself dons refillin,
whicik 15 attested in both the Babylomian Talmud and the Hekhalot
literature.%” If, as it seems, Rabbi Ishmael possesses a replica of the divine
visage, then it is no wonder that the amputation of the holiest portion of
his face threatens the divine order itself. Indeed, the text reports that the
cries that Rabbi Ishmael utters at precisely this point in the procedure
reach up to heaven, threatemng to return the world to primordial chaos
and even to overthrow the throne of God.” In the face of this unleashed
power, however, God insists that the angelic host not intervene to stop his
death, since it will seal a contract between Him and His people on earth:
“Let him alone so that his merit may endure for generations
(@17 9772 DT TYNw).” In a similar statement elsewhere in the
martyrology, God makes this promise even more explicit: “The Holy One
blessed be He said: ‘Because of the merit (of the martyrs) [ will redeem
Israel and exact revenge from the enemies of God. 109

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
enduring promise to -Israel. According to the narrative, after Rabbi
Ishmael’s execution, the mask of his face is preserved 11 the treasury at
Rome in defiance of the forces of decay and is brought out of safekeeping
every seventy years for use w a truty bizare ritual:'®

97 b, Ber, 6a; Schifer, Synopse, §582. Other citations that express this same notion
have been collected in Lieberman, Shegi‘in, 11-13. For an excellent discussion of this
and other related material, see Arthur Green, Keter: The Crown of God in Eagriy Jewish
Mysticism (Princeton: Priaceton UP, 1997), 49-57.

8 Ton Martyrs, 1-VIL.22.52-53: 1737 WP 71257 8D ¥IVIT A0 pyT 71
1219307 08T DR 7Y

99 Ten Martyrs, I, IH-V 22.50; VI-VII 37.10; IX-X 28.14

100 Ten Martyrs, V1.36.4: 70P) MW W7 DR YWY TNV IR [H19T3 7990 6K
gwn »a xa. Cf. VIL27 4.

103 Ten Martyrs, 11, IV-V, VIL22.65-73; ¥X.54.i-6. | translate here recension VII.
A longer version of this passage also appears at b, ‘Abod. Zar. 11b, where this alleged
description of a Roman festival is attributed to Rav Judah 1 the name of Samuel. The
variations between these versions are considerable. Recension IX is closest to the Bavli
text, although somewhat more condensed. IV and V, which are almost identical,
sumilarly have the same sequence of phrases as the Bavli, although their phraseology 18
different on 2 nwmber of occasions, II and VII are closely related, since both similarly
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They take a healthy man and have him ride on [the back ofl a cripple
(AT 7Y IR 7120 LYW OTR PRYAL); they summon a herald who proclaims
before them: “Let him who sees, see; and anyone who does not see, will never
see (TNTY R IR ROW 720 MR XY M 99). They place the head of Rabbi
Ishmael m the hand of the healthy man (7°2 PR¥RWY 1 %@ WRT DR PI0mMN
oot w192 They call the healthy man Esau and the cripple Jacob because of
his limp (19*7* Y9 ¥913 R1AW Qw3). And they proclaim: “Woe to him when this
one r1ses up for the sm of the other. Woe to Esau, when Facob rises up for the sin
of Rabbi Ishmael’s head (9R¥DW? <1 50 TR 11032 2Py M1Pwo wo'? 78),10% as
it is wrttten: I will wreak my vengeance on Edom through My peopie israel (Ez
25:14).

The ritual 1s deeply obscure, although 1t seems to reflect Jewish
perceptions of Roman barbansm. Another passage in the Babylonian
Talmud reports that “every Roman legion carries with 1t several scalps
and do not be surprised at this, since they place the scalp of Rabbi
Ishmael on the heads of thewr kings (K73 N30 2RYHYN 9 20 1997p7R
0°5973).”71% More than a century ago, Samuel Rapaport read the verston of
this passage w1 Avodah Zarah as an allusion to a carnivalesque practice
introduced into the Ludi Saeculares by the Roman emperor, Philip the
Arab (244-49 Cg), around 247 CE in which a normal man rode upon a
limping dancer wearing a mask. According to this explanation, the
nitnal’s symbolism reflected the internai political struggles between Philip
and his rival, Decius.'® 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 crier’s phraseology
m the mask ritual: “The herald invited the people in the usual formula to
the games which ‘no one had ever seen or would ever see again (guos rec
spectasset quisquam nec spectaturus esset).””'’® Yet, whatever the

Hebraize what must be the Aramaic original of certain portions of the texi. 1 note only
those textua} variations that are significant for my argument.

102 }V_V 22,67 reads: “They dress him m thie clothes of the first man; they bring out
the face of Rabbi Ishmael and place it on his head (1R DR 7@ 1733 1R PPUa2m
TR 7Y IR PPIPI PRYRWT 1 70 Y12 D077 PR In this formulation, Rabbi
Ishmael’s face is spoken aboui precisety m the manner of God's counienance (i.e.
IR MN09R). In b, ‘Abod. Zar, 11b and 1X.54.3, the word used for the mask i1s 170777,

103 IV.¥ .22 71 adds: “and when God destroys evil Edom (7% 0178 728 1301,

104 b Hut, 123a.

105 Samue]l Rapaport, Erekh Millin (Warsaw, 1852; repr. Jerusalem: Makor, 1970),
5763 (s.v. T'X). However, the medieval commentator Rashi, clearly familiar with The
Story of the Ten Martyrs, interpreted the passage in light of the martyrology s narrautve
of redemption (b. ‘Abod. Zar, 1 1b, 78YRW" 1 20 120097 1),

108 Suetonius, Claug. 21.i (J. C. Roife, trans., Suetomus 1vol. 2; LCL; Cambridge:
Harvard UP, 1997], 39). Ci. Herodian 3.8.10: “So heralds traveied throughout Rome
and Italy summoning all the peopie to come and attend the games the likes of which
they had never seen before and would not see again” (C, R. Whittaker, trans., Herodian
Ivol. iy ECL; Cambridge: Harvard UP, 19693, 313). These sources as well as severai
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historical origins of this material, The Story of the Ten Martyrs clearly
presents this macabre pageant as a Roman ceiebration of the Jews’ bad
fortune, and not as a struggle within the iraperial family. Moreover, by
redeploying this material within this narrative context, the martyrology
seems to be making the case that the Romans’ hubristic display of Rabbi
Ishmael’s face 1s bound to backfire. They mistake the meaning of their
oW actions: rather than signifying their power, the ritual 1n fact enacts
the long-held wish that Jacob avenge the crimes of Esau, the legendary
ancestor of Edom, which is systematically identified with Rome
throughout late antique and medieval Jewish literature. 197

Earlier 10 The Story of the Ten Martyrs, Rabbi Ishmael has foreseen
that it will be his fate to serve as an wstrument of God's redemption of
Israel. As he is moving about in 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 1
heaven?” When the angel responds that they “sacrifice the souls of the
righteous on it (P72 2W QP MWDl 179 17279 1IN),” Rabbi Ishmael
says: “I have now learned something I have never heard before.”'% In
fact, it 1s this final piece of revealed knowledge that seals Rabbi
Ishmael’s decision to return to earth to report to his colleagues what he
has learned, apparently now satisfied that his death at the hands of the
Roman authonities will not be in vain, He immediately descends and
bears wiiness to what he has just seen in heaven.!®® A passage in the
medieval midrashic compilation Numbers Rabbah expresses this
sacriftcial theology 1n strikingly similar language:

Another explanation of the text, Setting up the Tabernacle (oW N opny;
Num 7:1) — Rabbi Simon expounded: When the Holy One, blessed be He, iold
Israel to set up the Tabernacle, He intimaied to the mnistering angels that they
also should make a Tabernacle, and when the one below was erected the other
was erected on high. The latter was the Tabernacle of the Yyouth” (3¥3i1), whose
name 1s Metatron, and therein he offers up the souds of the righteous to atone for
Isteel 1n the days of their exile (P¥ 9027 D°p™I¥ 5w o Mws1 2Mpn 1AW
On1v) 272 PRIW*). The reason scripture says “(nX) the Tabernacle” is 'because
another tabernacle was erected simutianeously with it. In the same way it 1s

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

107 On the symbolism of Edom/Esau in Jewish culture, see esp. Gerson D. Cohen,
‘Esau as Symbol w Early Medieval Thought,” n Jewssh Medieval and Renaissance
Studies (ed. A. Altmann; Cambridge: Harvard UP, 1967}, 19-48; Yuval, Shene govim,
18-34.

108 Ty Martyrs, I-TX.20.1-5.

109 7y, Martyrs, I-X.21.1-3.
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written, The place, 0 Lord, which you have made for yourself Io] ll())wel.! i, the
Sanctuary, O Lord, which your hands have established (Ex 15:17).

The phrase Q'p"™7% YW DPNIWDI (or in some variants o nnwl
o'p*™i3 Yw) rtuns like a red thread through the numercus passages in
contemporary Jewish sources that describe this heavenly cult of the
martyrs.!!! Yet, unlike these ioose units. The Story of the Ten Martyrs
integrates this notion 1mto a coherent narrative framework. As the human
manifestation of the purity and beauty of heavenly high priest Metatron,
Rabbi Ishmael is both the elected high priest and atoning 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 purity literature of the
Jewish communities of late antique Palestine — coupled with its
unequivocal anti-Roman umagery — strongly suggests that it 1s the producF
of Byzantine Jewish culture. Certainly, its vivid portrayal of Rabbi
Ishmael as a redeemer figure who 15 fated to be play an instrumental role
1n the liberation of Israel from the yoke of Roman rule resonates with the
apocalyptic writing that flourished among Jews 1n this period.'1?

110 Nym. Rab. 12:12 (I have slightly modified the translation m Judah T. Slotki,
Numbers Rabbah {2 vols.; London: Soncino, 19391, 1.482-83),

Y1 B g | Midrash aseret ha-dibrot (Jellenik, Beut ha-Midrash, 164}, Seder gan eden
(ellenik, Bern ha-Midrash, 3.137); Midrash Adona be-hokhma yasad ha-agreiz

- ¢Jellenik, Beit ha-Midrash, 5.63). Compare b. Menak. 110a; b. Hag. 12b; Yalg. Sh. 189
(376l); Yalq. Sh. 339 (417¢), where the heavenly altar 15 discussed although the noton
of human sacrifice 1s absent. See also the fascinating Tosafist gloss thal cautiously
werghs the burning question of whether it 15 “the souls of the nighteous” or “fiery
sheep” (WR W D'Wad} that are sacrificed on the heavenly altar (b. Menah. 110a,
PYY 9MPRT T YITAT W O9RITR 17 137P). On the atoning blood of the martyrs m
Jewish tradition, see Yuval, Skene goyim, 110-16 and 159-69.

112 See the material collected in Yehudah Even Shmuel, Midreshei Geulah (2nd ed.;
Jerusalem: Mosad Bialik, 1954); A. Wiinsche, Kleine Midraschim zur jidischen
Eschatologie und Apokatyptik (vol. 3 of Aus Israeis Lehrhallen; Hildesheim: Olms,
1967). On the historical circumstances of the emergence of this liferature, see most
notably Joseph Dan, Apocaiypse Then and Now {Hertzeliya: Yediot Ahronot, 2000),
49-92 [Hebrew!; idem, “Armilus: The Jewish Ant1-Chrisi and the Origins and Dating of
the Sefer Zerubbavel,” in Toward the Millennium: Messianie Expectations from the
Bible to Waco {ed. P. Schifer and M. Cohen; Leiden: Brill, 1998), 73-104; idem, The
Hebrew Story w the Middle Ages (Jerusalem: Keter, 1974), 43-46 [Hebrew]; Martha
Himmelfarb, “Sefer Zerubbabel,” in Rabbinic Fantasies (ed. D, Stern and M. J. Mirsky;
New Haven: Yale UP, 19903}, §7-70; Robert L. Wilken, “The Restoration of Israel in
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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 ongins of the messiah akin to
the portrait of Menahem son of Amie! and his mother Hephtzibah in the
seventh-century Hebrew apocalypse Sefer Zerubbabel.'** Read within this
cultural context, the martyrology offers a similarly incisive critique of
Byzantine Christian society in this period, as well as of the place of the
Jewish community within 1t. It 15 tempting to see its virulent anii-imperial
polemuc as the Jewish counterpart of Christian—Jewish debates of the Late
Roman and Byzantine periods.!!
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“To See Qurselves as Others See Us”. Christians, Jews, and "“Others” in Late
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(Boston: Beacon, 1959), esp. 36-57; M. Buttenweiser, Outline of the Neo-Hebraic
Apocalyptic Literature (Cincinnan: Jennings, 1901). On the use of this material for
historical reconstruction, see Joseph Yahalom, “On the Value of Literary Sources for
Clarifying Historical Questons,” Cathedra 11 {1979): 125-36 [Hebrew|.

113 Martha Himmelfarb has rightly suggested that “the figure of Hephtzibah should
be understood as a counterpart to the figure of the Virgin Mary in contemporary
Byzantine culture” (“Sefer Zerubbabel,” 69). On the relationship between Hephizibah
and the Virgin Mary, see Himmelfarb’s fuller discussion mn “The Mother of the Messtah
m the Talmud Yerushalmi and Sefer Zerubbabel,” in The Talmud Yerushalnu and
Greco-Roman Culture (vol. 3; ed. P. Schiifer; Tibingen: Mohr Siebeck, forthcoming).
See alsc Peter Schifer, Mirror of His Beauty: Fermnine Images of God from the Bible
to the Early Kabbala (Princeton; Princeton UP, forthcoming 2002); lIsrael Lévi,
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{1920): 60. The birth narrative of the Davidic messiah Menahem 1s found in a number
of classical rabbinic sources (e.g., y. Ber. 2.4 [5a}; b. Sann. 982). For the text of Sefer
Zerubbabel, see Even Shmuel, Midreshei Geulah, 55-88, Jellenik, Beit ha-Midrash,
2.54-47; Solomon A. Wertheimer, Batei Midrashot (2nd ¢d.; Jerusalem: Mosad ha-Rav
Kook, 1954}, 2.497-505. For English translation, see Himmelfarb, “Sefer Zerubbabel,”
71-81.

114 For the flourishing of Adversus fudaeos literature specificaily in the seventh to
mnth centuries 1 Byzantium, see especially Averil Cameron, “Disputations, Polemical
Literature and the Formation of Opmnion in Early Byzantme Literature,” n Dispure
Poems and Dialogues in the Ancient and Medieval Near East (Orientalia Lovaniensia
Analecta 42; ed. G. J. Reinmmk and H. J. L. Vanstiphout; Leuven: Peeters, 1991), 91—
108; Gilbert Dagron and Vincent Déroche, “Juifs et chrétiens dans I'Onent du VII®
sigcle,” Travaux et Mémorres 11 (1991): 17-273; Vincent Déroche, “La polémique anti-
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Ironically, however, the narrative’s repudiation of Byzantine politicat
power reflects the same fascination with the nature of visuality that was
at the stormy center of the iconoclastic debates of seventh- to minth-
century Byzantium. Indeed, the martyrology — and i 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 acrimonious debates that shook the Byzantine Christian world
concerming the role of physical representation of angels and saints 1n
enabling human beings to come nto contact with the divine.!'? Peter
Brown has recently noted how “Jewish criticisms of Christian 1mage-
worship as a form of idolatry play a significant role in the literature of the
630s and 640s.”116 However, 1s 1t also possible that, far from giving voice
to any ideological predilection for aniconic modes of representation that
this literature so often attributes to the Jews, the redactor(s) of The Story
of the Ten Martyrs framed the nitual of Rabbi Ishmael’s mask precisely
terms of the theoretical assumptions that underlay the widespread use of
1conic relics 1n Christian worship? Certainly its vivid account of how the
Romans preserved the skin of Rabbi Ishmael's face for ritual purposes
bears an uncanny resemblance to the hauntmg unages — and the stories
that surrounded them — of Christ’s face that circulated throughout the
East in this pefiod, in particular the Mandylion and other similar
representations on fabric and wood.*'” Like the meticutous portraits of
various NT figures that filled the Christian apocrypha, the mmage of Rabbi

Leiden: Brill, 1993), 297-308; Nicholas de Lange, “A Fragment of Byzaniine Anii-
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115 Opn the liturgical function of representations of angels and ihe significance of
these 1mages within the Iconoclasic debates, see especially Glenn Peers, Subtie Bodies:
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Berkeley: U. of California, 2001); idem, “Hagiographic Modeis of Worship of Images
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Byzantmne and Modern Greek Studies 21 (1997): 113-31; Ernst Kitzinger, “The Cutt of
Images i the Age before Iconoclasm,” Dumbarion Qaks Papers 8 (1954): 85-150.

116 Peter Brown, The Rise of Western Christendom (Oxford: Blackwell, 1996), 245.
For considerations of the possible role of the Jews in the iconoclastic controversy, see
also Averil Cameron, “The Language of Images: The Rise of Icons and Chnstian
Representation,” in Changing Cuitures wn Earty Byzantuum (Aldershot, UK: Vanorum,
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Ishmael painted by the martyrology can be characterized, m Gilbert
Dagron’s words, as “an icon in words in response to an ynmense desire to
visualize.”!"® It is fair to say, then. that at least some Jews and at least
some Christians could agree that the possibility of redemption 18 bound
up 1n the ritualized 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 dertvative of the regnant Christian paradigm. Instead, what we have
scen s a pointed attempt to appropriate salient elements of Christian
sacred history, while still formulating innovative and even idiosyncratic

claims about Rabbi Ishmael’s (semi)-divine nature in distinctive literary
and cultural terms.

18 Gilbert Dagron, “Holy Images and Likeness,” Dumbarton Qaks Papers 45

{1991): 25 and the primary scurces cited there m n. 17.




