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Doctoral Dissertation Abstract

Tamás Visi 

The Early Ibn Ezra Supercommentaries: 

A chapter in Medieval Jewish Intellectual History

This study focuses on a largely unedited and unstudied source material concerning the history of Jewish philosophy and biblical exegesis in the late thirteenth and early fourteenth century. My primary intention is to make available as much information as possible about the early Ibn Ezra supercommentaries – about the authors and the texts in general, and about philosophical and exegetical ideas contained in them. My secondary intention is to outline an overall interpretation of the material in the broad context of medieval Jewish intellectual history. This analysis focuses on the relationship between philosophy and biblical exegesis in post-Maimonidean Jewish thought.


By an Ibn Ezra supercommentary I mean any text that is a commentary on the twelfth-century Jewish exegete, Abraham Ibn Ezra’s commentary on the Pentateuch. By early Ibn Ezra supercommentaries I mean those Ibn Ezra supercommentaries that were written before the Black Death (1348/1349) and after the publication of Samuel Ibn Tibbon’s Hebrew translation of Maimonides’ The Guide of the Perplexed (1204).


The early Ibn Ezra supercommentaries are golden mines of information about almost every facet of medieval Jewish civilization. They evidence interesting readings of Ibn Ezra’s commentary not attested by surviving Ibn Ezra-manuscripts. Textual emendations are often explicitly discussed by the supercommentators. Sometimes there is information about differences in biblical manuscripts as well. Interesting textual variants are attested in quotations from the Talmud and other post-biblical literature up to Maimonides’ The Guide of the Perplexed. Supercommentators often treated a wide range of scientific problems pertaining to philosophy, physics, astronomy, astrology, and Jewish theology including Cabbala in one case. Observations about everyday-life, natural and political history, human psychology, and ethnography also found their ways into the supercommentaries. Occasionally, there are critical reflections on the behavior of contemporary people, halakhic questions are discussed and decided in Eleazar ben Mattityah’s work and Moses Nagari suggests a liturgical change as a result of his analysis of Ibn Ezra’s text.


Although excellent bibliographical essays have been written on the Ibn Ezra supercommentaries by Solomon J. Rapoport, Moritz Steinschneider, Abraham Berliner, Michael Friedlaender, Yehudah L. Fleischer, Naftali Ben-Menahem, and recently by Hannah Kasher, Abraham David, Uriel Simon, and William G. Gärtig and much information can be learnt from the manuscript catalogues of Steinschneider, Neubauer, Schiller-Szinessy, and Cassuto as well, these studies do not highlight the nature of Ibn Ezra supercommentaries as such for they hardly offer more than biographical and bibliographical data. Needless to say, results of this kind are very important: they form the solid foundation of further research. Unfortunately, in recent publications such data about Ibn Ezra supercommentators are often given incorrectly. Therefore, I review and revise briefly the biographical and bibliographical in Part One of the dissertation.


As for the deeper analysis of the texts themselves almost nothing has been done before the present attempt. Nineteenth-century scholars evaluated the supercommentaries according to the degree the medieval authors supported their own image of Ibn Ezra. Supercommentaries were occasionally consulted in order to gather information about the textual history of Ibn Ezra’s commentary on the Pentateuch. However, very little attention was paid to the Ibn Ezra supercommentaries as a sui generis phenomenon of medieval Jewish thought and literature.


Dov Schwartz’s monograph (“Old wine in new barrel: The philosophy of a fourteenth-century Jewish neo-Platonic circle”) published in 1996 is the first study that uses extensively and systematically Ibn Ezra supercommentaries as sources for the reconstruction of the philosophical ideas of a group among the late fourteenth-century Jewish thinkers. However, Dov Schwartz’s book does not treat the early Ibn Ezra supercommentators at all.

In the present dissertation the early Ibn Ezra supercommentaries are approached as a subject in its own rights: therefore, their significance in reconstructing the textual history of Ibn Ezra’s commentary or in understanding Ibn Ezra’s original thought is de-emphasized. They are rather interpreted in the context of thirteenth- and early fourteenth-century post-Maimonidean philosophy and biblical exegesis pursued in the Jewish communities of the Mediterranean basin.

In Part One the available data about the early supercommentators and their works are summarized. Contrary to the accepted opinion I argue that a widespread supercommentary entitled Avvat Nefesh was not written by Asher Crescas in the fifteenth century but by Jedaiah ha-Penini in the early fourteenth century. Consequently, the corpus of the early supercommentaries includes five texts: (1) fragments from Moses Ibn Tibbon’s lost supercommentary (Provence, second half of thirteenth century); (2) Eleazar ben Mattityah’s largely extant supercommentary (Byzantium, late thirteenth century); (3) Joseph Caspi, Parashat ha-kesef (Provence, ca. 1298); (4) Jedaiah ha-Penini, Avvat Nefesh (Provence, first half of the fourteenth century); (5) Moses Nagari’s untitled supercommentary (Italy, first half of the fourteenth century). Moses Nagari was certainly familiar with Jedaiah ha-Penini’s work. In other cases I was unable to detect any relationship between the surviving texts.

A survey of the manuscript evidence leads to the conclusion that two patterns can be discerned in the transmission of the texts. Joseph Caspi and Jedaiah ha-Penini’s supercommentaries were “international texts” in the late fourteenth and fifteenth centuries: they were copied everywhere in the Mediterranean basin. On the other hand all the extant copies of Eleazar ben Mattityah’s work were produced in the Byzantine zone and Moses Nagari’s supercommentary is attested only in Italian manuscripts.

The post-Maimonidean supercommentators of whom we have information belonged to the Tibbonide tradition of Jewish philosophy and as a rule they were rich and influential people. Philosophy was a cultural mark distinguishing the elite from the simple people in thirteenth- and fourteenth-century Provence. Learning philosophy was a way of achieving higher social status; for the members of the Tibbonide family even the highest circles of Christian society (e.g. the court of the Holy Roman emperor, Frederick II) were opened.

During the first Maimonidean controversy (Provence and Spain, 1230s) the traditionalist opponents of philosophy condemned anybody who followed different paths in biblical exegesis than that of Rashi. As a reply a forged “Ethical Will” attributed to Maimonides declared that only Ibn Ezra’s commentary was worthy of being studied. Thus, Ibn Ezra’s biblical commentaries were canonized within the Maimonidean school.

Joseph Caspi’s introduction to his supercommentary evidences the “Ibn Ezra game” of the thirteenth-century Jewish philosophers. Anybody who wanted to belong to the exclusive club of the philosophers had to prove his competence in philosophy by explaining the “secrets” of Ibn Ezra’s commentaries. Caspi questioned the ability of other supercommentators to understand Ibn Ezra’s “secrets” and in turn he expected that his opponents would raise similar criticism against him. In the Maimonidean-Tibbonide tradition Ibn Ezra’s text acquired a role comparable to Peter Lombard’s Sentences in Latin scholasticism.


Part Two discusses in extenso the supercommentators’ interpretation of Ibn Ezra’s words concerning the first three words of the Bible (be-reshit bara elohim – “In the beginning God created…”). The analysis of the concept of creation in the supercommentaries establishes important facts about the doctrinal pedigrees of the supercommentators: for example, I argue that Jedaiah’s interpretation of Genesis 1: 1 is probably inspired by a Latin scholastic theory of time expounded by Peter John Olivi, Durandus of Saint Pourçain and William Ockham. Another supercommentator, Moses Nagari, was definitely influenced by Christian neo-Platonic ideas that he probably read in Judah Romano’s Hebrew translations of Aquinas and Giles of Rome’s works.

In Part Three the supercommentators’ approach to the biblical text on the one hand and to its authoritative commentaries – Ibn Ezra and Maimonides – on the other hand is discussed. I argue that due to the influence of Leo Strauss’ famous collection of essays (“Persecution and the Art of Writing,” 1952) the relationship between philosophy and biblical interpretation is very often misunderstood in recent secondary literature. Inspired by Michel Foucault’s notion of “spirituality” (as expounded in his “L’herméneutique du sujet,” 1982, published in 2001) and Mary Carruthers’ studies on medieval memory-culture (“The Book of Memory,” 1990; “The Craft of Thought,” 1998) I argue that the Bible was a “thinking machine” (Mary Carruthers) for the medieval Jewish philosophers. Biblical exegesis was not an addendum to philosophy in the opinion of medieval Jewish philosophers; it was the heart of all the philosophical activities. By meditating on the meaning of biblical passages the Jewish philosophers hoped to complete their intellectual and spiritual perfection and to attain salvation.
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