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1Commentaries on the Guide of the Perplexed: A Brief History

1.1Preface

Maimonides’ Guide of the Perplexed was written in Judaeo-Arabic near the end of the 12th century, and soon thereafter translated into Hebrew by Samuel ibn Tibbon. It immediately became a source of controversy, reviled by some segments of medieval Jewry, but actively championed by others.1 Philosophers, kabbalists, and rabbis studied and defended the work within their communities, though not necessarily uncritically. For some philosophical defenders of the Guide, the book had a “salvific” character. In their eyes, it charted the path towards the eudaemonia of the soul – the ultimate happiness and true purpose of a human being in general, and of a Jew in particular.2 For these Maimonidean writers, the Guide represented a form of philosophical Scripture, second only to the Torah. Maimonides was second only to the biblical Moses.3 The Guide became the founding text in the formation of a Jewish philosophical-religious culture.4 A key component of this culture, which has been dubbed the Maimonidean-Tibbonian school, revolved around the interpretation of that text.5

In the first centuries following its writing, the Guide stimulated the production of a vast collection of exegetical works: works dedicated to its interpretation, transmission, and dissemination. These exegetical works spawned a number of genres, or literary vehicles. Among such works we count: poetry in praise of the Guide; sermons that explicated the weekly Scriptural portion in light of the Guide; biblical commentaries that interpreted Scripture following the methods laid out in the Guide; epistles in which scholars sent queries about the Guide to one another.6 To facilitate its study, Maimonidean scholars authored summaries, glossaries, indexes, dictionaries, and propaedeutic manuals.7 In more direct interface with the text, we find marginal glosses as well as a large number of formal running commentaries.8 In terms of literary diversity, the Guide has engendered a library vaster than that of any other text of Jewish philosophy.

The present study focuses on one shelf of the Maimonideanist library: running commentary.9 The earliest commentaries on the Guide date from the mid to late 13th century, just a few decades removed from the composition of the book itself. They continued to be produced until the early modern period, when the last commentary was penned by Solomon Maimon (1753–1800). The vast majority of commentaries was written in Hebrew, with a few extant works in Judaeo-Arabic. Most commentaries were written on European soil, in both Sephardic and Ashkenazi contexts. Nearly every commentary was written not on the original Judaeo-Arabic but on ibn Tibbon’s Hebrew translation. Few commentators could actually read or had physical access to the original version. Properly speaking, commentators on the Guide re-interpreted both Maimonides and Samuel ibn Tibbon, who acquired a measure of authority for several of the earliest interpreters.10

The phenomenon of commentary on the Guide is multi-faceted, extending over many centuries and cultural contexts. The first facet is historical. This study centers on the earliest layer of commentary in Italy, Spain, and the South of France, where study of the Guide went hand in hand with the study of philosophy. I begin it from Moses of Salerno’s commentary, left unfinished upon his death in Italy in 1279. Moses of Salerno’s commentary is the first full commentary on the Guide, that is, a commentary meant to cover the entire text. I close the early period with the commentary by Moses of Narbonne, written in 1362. Between these two figures, I turn to the commentaries by Shem Tov ibn Falaquera (d.1295), Zeraḥiah Ḥen (d. after 1291) and Joseph ibn Kaspi (c.1270–c.1340). These commentators are significant in that they form a core group of philosophical defenders of Maimonides during the text’s rocky reception. Apologetics aside, they were central figures within in a wide-ranging effort to buttress the authority of the Guide as a theological source as well as the key text of the Jewish philosophical canon. The works of these commentators construct the Guide as a book of philosophy as well as a manual of biblical exegesis.

A second facet of commentary on the Guide concerns the inherent tension between Maimonides’ aims in the Guide, and the aims of Maimonidean philosophical culture. The early commentators faced a difficult task. As loyal Maimonideans, they were pulled in opposite directions. From one side, these interpreters saw it as their responsibility to defend and disseminate the text. They saw it as their mission to guide other individuals towards the path of the Guide, even if few turn out to be qualified to follow it all the way through. They implicitly accepted ibn Tibbon’s periodization of Jewish philosophy as a process of gradual uncovering of theological and philosophical truths. This process begins with the biblical Moses, who revealed a little in the Hebrew Bible while concealing much. It continues with the rabbinical sages, and extends into the second Moses, i.e. Moses Maimonides, who “widened the openings” – that is, he revealed yet a little more – but along with concealment.11 In ibn Tibbon’s characterization, the process assumes that the Jewish community as a whole evolves intellectually such as to reach a point when more truths, or deeper truths, can be exposed to all. After the Guide, it has reached such a new point. The early commentators saw themselves as active participants in this process of uncovering.12

On the other hand, the Guide is not a work meant for mass dissemination. Maimonides placed a number of restrictions upon its circulation. He meant the Guide to be read by a specific kind of reader, one who has an intellectual background in both Torah and in philosophy and is perplexed by the dissonance between the two. He believed that such readers were exceedingly few, one among “ten thousand ignoramuses,” and those ignoramuses would be “displeased” with the Guide. Maimonides employs an elliptical style: “my purpose is that truths be glimpsed and then again be concealed,” just as he maintains that Scripture has likewise concealed basic truths from casual readers, “the vulgar among the people.” Thus, he promises to offer in the Guide only incomplete explanations and “chapter headings,” leaving the reader to work out the unsaid meaning of the text on their own.13

Complicating the project of the commentators, Maimonides explicitly forbids his readers from explaining anything about the text to one another, orally or in writing. Whatever one learns from the Guide, Maimonides writes, must be kept to oneself. Readers are asked not be quick to refute the text, lest they have misunderstood it. Furthermore, these requests are presented in peculiar language: I “adjure,” that is, I impose an oath. In the preface to his commentary, Hillel of Verona points out that the language of this prohibition is in the form of a religious oath, presumably subject to Jewish legal strictures regarding oaths.

Following the positions taken by Samuel ibn Tibbon and Moses Maimonides, early commentators on the Guide were thus torn between two opposing tendencies: dissemination vs. restriction; revelation vs. concealment. For later interpreters, the fence had already been breached, so to speak, and this tension becomes attenuated. But with respect to commentators in the early period, who write without a long pre-existent tradition of commentary, the tension is palpable in ways great and small. It bears directly on the ways in which the commentators reinterpret and rewrite the Guide.14

This study traces the development of the philosophical commentary tradition through focus on one section of the Guide: the General Preface, which includes an introduction specifically to Part I of the book. The Preface to the Guide stands on its own as a theoretical expression of Maimonides’ aims, methods, and audience. It touches on a number of subjects that will receive more detailed exploration in the course of the text, such as the relationship between Jewish religious texts and Greek philosophical sources, Maimonides’ methods of biblical interpretation, and the nature of prophetic apprehension. It describes Maimonides’ anxieties regarding the disclosure of certain notions through the written medium, and the shortcomings of writing vis-à-vis oral teaching. Although individual commentators emphasize them to varying degrees, these themes all gain prominence the tradition of Guide exegesis as a whole.15

Much of Jewish philosophy produced between Maimonides and Spinoza draws upon concepts brought forward in the Preface to the Guide. It is a central text in the history of Jewish textual interpretation. This study is therefore situated in part within the history of Jewish philosophy, and in part within the history of Jewish exegesis. It concerns the contents of transmission: the philosophical notions, themes, or terms that each commentator emphasizes. Likewise, this study is concerned with the modes of transmission: genres, literary structures, and exegetical methods.16


1.2Categorizing the Tradition

One dominant stream of early commentaries reads the Guide through the lenses of philosophical sources. I shall call this stream the philosophical tradition. My study focuses on five key thinkers in the philosophical tradition: Moses of Salerno, Joseph ibn Falaquera, Zeraḥiah Ḥen, Joseph ibn Kaspi, and Moses of Narbonne. Although there are significant differences among them, they all accept the authority of Jewish and non-Jewish philosophical sources in the investigation of the Guide. These commentaries inform the reader how Jewish philosophy, Latin Scholastic philosophy, or Greco-Arabic philosophy might clarify, confirm, or dispute Maimonides’ words.

By way of context, I shall offer a few remarks on the philosophical stream of commentary and give a brief periodization of the tradition. I will then turn to the significance of the individual early commentators.

Philosophical commentaries on the Guide employ a number of exegetical methodologies that also appear in non-philosophical commentaries. What sets this stream apart is the method of clarifying the Guide by reference to specific philosophical sources, philosophical readings of Scripture, or a pre-existent philosophical system such as Aristotelianism or Neoplatonism. In the view of many philosophical commentators, the animating questions are: how can this source shed light on the obscurities of the text? Can it reveal anything we had not noticed or learned before? Where Maimonides and a given philosophical authority disagree, whom should we follow? Yet another philosophical approach to the Guide is to search for clarification among the sources that Maimonides himself may have consulted, or among sources contemporaneous with him. This method has become current in modern scholarship, and it is foreshadowed by ibn Falaquera’s commentary Moreh ha-moreh.

There are a number of commentaries that are not philosophical, but interpret the Guide through other lenses. Those commentaries may include some discussion of the philosophical background of the text, but their methodology and purpose is not related to philosophical canons, either Jewish or non-Jewish. The commentaries by Abraham Abulafia, for example, aim to give a kabbalistic reading of the Guide, while the commentary by Mordechai Jaffe reads the Guide in light of the rabbinical tradition. Since the Guide contains a strong philosophical layer, some discussion of philosophical issues may be unavoidable in any commentary. But there remains a distinction between the methodologies and sources employed in philosophical tradition against those in other streams.

I begin with a brief history of the tradition, with attention to the ideological goals and the discourse of the commentaries.


1.3Historical Overview

The vast majority of commentaries on the Guide are in Hebrew and rely on the Hebrew translation of the Guide by Samuel ibn Tibbon (1204, revised 1213). Ibn Tibbon’s text, though generally faithful to the Arabic original, is far more difficult to read than Judah al-Ḥarizi’s translation (produced shortly after Ibn Tibbon’s first translation). Shem Tov ibn Falaquera (13th century) is the only commentator who makes extensive use of the Judaeo-Arabic text. His commentary retranslates lemmata into Hebrew, and appends a critique of Ibn Tibbon’s translation to the commentary as a whole. Finally, there are a small number of commentaries in Arabic; the most notable example is that by Abu Abd-Allah Muhammad ibn Muhammad al-Tabrizi. However, even in Arabic-speaking communities scholars tended to read and interpret the Guide in the translation of Samuel ibn Tibbon.17

The legacy of Ibn Tibbon is prominent among commentaries on the Guide, and particularly so for the earliest period (13th–14th century). What is known as Maimonideanism is in many respects a Maimonideanism-Tibbonism, which owes much to the impact of Ibn Tibbon, and is not a “pure” Maimonideanism. I spoke earlier of how Maimonides and Ibn Tibbon diverge. Let me briefly note here two aspects of Ibn Tibbon’s legacy that have a direct impact on commentaries on the Guide: the exegetical technique of “re-writing,” and Ibn Tibbon’s view of esotericism.

The difficulty of Ibn Tibbon’s translation provides an initial impetus for the technique of rewriting. While he is not responsible for its appearance, it builds upon his contribution as translator of the text. This technique appears in several of the commentaries in this study. It consists of the commentator’s interpolation of his own words with those of the Guide, resulting in a re-written passage that is a hybrid of both commentary and text. This is an attempt to render clarity to Ibn Tibbon’s words while maintaining a close connection with the text (rather than simply rewriting the entire passage with only the commentator’s own words). However, commentators most often do not signal to readers that the passage has been rewritten, and sometimes conclude rewritten passages with the marker “etc.”, leading incautious readers to conclude that what the commentator has just offered is a verbatim lemma from the Guide. The technique amounts to an implicit means of controlling the reader’s interpretation of the text.

The commentators also inherit from him the idea of Maimonides as an esoteric writer, one who addresses distinct audiences through a multi-layered text.18 But Maimonides’ esotericism is not identical to Tibbonian esotericism. Ibn Tibbon contributes the notion of “widening” the holes in the filigree of the “apple of gold,” a reference to the well-known mashal (parable) in the Preface to the Guide describing an apple of gold encased by a filigree of silver.19 By “widening the holes” Ibn Tibbon means that truths that disclosure of truths can become broader with each passing generation. Ibn Tibbon sees himself as one who can communicate theological truths in a more open fashion than Maimonides. Later Maimonideanists, such as the commentators in this study, authorize themselves to reveal truths in an even more expansive fashion than Ibn Tibbon, widening the holes further. They begin to compose works, such as commentaries, that popularize philosophy and the Guide to wider audiences. However, the form of commentary – direct contact with the text – brings the interpreters into direct contact with the sharper-drawn esotericism of the Guide, which emphasizes limits on disclosure: transmission to a single individual at a time, through “chapter headings,” and strict controls on dissemination of the text. The tension between Maimonidean and Tibbonian esotericism can be felt throughout the early commentaries, and each commentator resolves it in his own way.

For my periodization below, I rely on extant primary sources and on scholarly listings of commentaries, along with secondary sources.20 Our present knowledge of the commentaries still contains many lacunae. My account of the tradition is tentative, based on commentaries whose authorship has been identified; there still remain a large number of anonymous commentaries, many of which survive in manuscript fragments.

1.3.1Chronological Distribution: Five Stages of Commentary

I classify the tradition of commentaries on the Guide into five major periods or stages. For the purposes of study, each stage can be identified with a distinct geographic/cultural zone.

First Stage: Spain, South of France, and Italy, 13th–14th centuries. The earliest reception of the Guide of the Perplexed was accompanied by much dispute. Some of the earliest commentaries emerge against this background. Certain authorities tended to hold the study of philosophy in high esteem, which was in turn opposed by others. Both the Guide and the study of philosophy were bitterly divisive in Spain and France.21 In this case, the paradigm of commentary as a text that is written on a foundational or canonical text does not seem to apply.22

We can point to the commentaries by Moses ben Solomon of Salerno (d.1279), Zeraḥiah ben Isaac ben She’alti’el Ḥen (d. after 1291, originally from Spain), and Hillel ben Samuel of Verona (c.1220–c.1295) as among the earliest to be written in Italy. Outside of Italy, the major philosophical commentary of the 13th century is by Shem Tov ben Joseph ibn Falaquera (probably Spain, c.1225–c.1295), alongside the Kabbalistic commentaries by Abraham Abulafia (Spain and the Mediterranean, 1240–after 1291) and the glosses by Joseph ben Abraham Giqatilla (Spain, 1248–c.1305).23 In the South of France, the most representative commentaries of this period are those of Joseph ibn Kaspi (c.1279–1340) and Moses of Narbonne (1300–1362). There are also two commentaries (or sets of glosses) that are not extant but which are mentioned in other sources: one is by Jacob ben Eliyahu of Lattes (13th century) and the other by Yedayah Bedersi (c.1270–1340), both from the South of France.24 Moses of Narbonne’s commentary (1362) provides a convenient terminus ad quem for this stage; his commentary left an outsize mark on later commentaries on the Guide.

In my view, this period is the most fluid and creative in the history of commentary on the Guide. In some ways, it charted the future course of the tradition. Interpreters in the second and third stages freely absorbed and critiqued the commentators of this period. In the commentaries of the first stage we see a number of motifs that would recur in later interpretation of the Guide, such as the notion that the text contains “secrets” (Ibn Kaspi), and the view that the Guide should be explained against the background of philosophical sources from the Greco-Arabic canon (Zeraḥiah Ḥen, Ibn Falaquera, Ibn Kaspi, Moses of Narbonne). With the exception of Ibn Falaquera, commentators in this stage tend to emphasize the close connection between the Guide and Scripture, sometimes viewing Maimonides’ Guide as a key to unlock the deeper meaning of the Bible. These first commentaries on the Guide are therefore also indispensable for the study of Jewish biblical commentary after Maimonides.

Second Stage: Spain, late 14th–15th centuries. The most representative commentaries of this stage are those by Efodi (Profiat Duran; c.1350–c.1415), Asher Crescas (possibly from Provence, 1st half of 15th c.), and Shem Tov ben Joseph ben Shem Tov ibn Shem Tov (fl.1461–1489). These commentaries do not presuppose extensive philosophical knowledge on the part of the reader, and tend to explain the letter of the text rather than the implications of problematic passages. These commentators borrow from Ibn Falaquera, Ibn Kaspi, and Moses of Narbonne, often without attribution. Also worthy of note at this stage is the earliest known commentary written in Ashkenaz, by Solomon ben Judah ha-Nasi, who hailed from Provence and wrote the commentary for an Ashkenazi patron. It is the only identified commentary on the Guide produced in an Ashkenazi milieu written before the 16th century.25

Third Stage: Spain, Italy, and Levant, 15th–16th centuries. The most representative commentary of this period is that of Isaac Abarbanel (Spain/Italy, 1437–1508). The commentary is erudite, often citing Ibn Kaspi and Moses of Narbonne, but also disputational. Unlike previous commentators on the Guide, Abarbanel was a sharp critic of Maimonides and frequently disagreed with him.26 However, another noted commentator, David ben Judah Messer Leon (c.1470–c.1535), often defends Maimonides against critics. Despite these differences, both commentators seek to defend religion as a repository of certain revealed truths not accessible through philosophical study. The two hold that philosophical study has some value, although it is inferior to the truths of Torah.27 They were open to alternatives to Maimonidean Aristotelianism such as Platonism and Kabbalah at a time when the authority of Aristotle was challenged both in Christian and Jewish philosophy. Thus it emerges that in this period commentary on the Guide was often put in the service of theological goals. The partial commentary by Moses ben Avraham Provençal (Italy, 1503–1575) further illustrates this trend. It focuses entirely on a portion of the Guide dealing with Aristotelian physics (the Preface to Part II). However, Provençal defends Aristotelianism as a sine qua non for the elaborate theological edifice built during the preceding centuries.28

Fourth Stage: Ashkenaz, 16th–17th centuries. Study of science and philosophy in Ashkenaz never developed to the same extent as it did in Sepharad, but two key figures of the 16th century provided an opening for a modest flourishing of philosophical study in general and the Guide in particular. Maharal of Prague (R. Judah Loew ben Bezalel, 1512?–1609) was not open to the disinterested pursuit of philosophy, but acknowledged the authority of Maimonides and cited the Guide when it suited his larger purposes. Rama (R. Moses Isserles, Poland, 1520–1572) permitted the study of philosophy. He justified it by claiming to study only what was contained in the Guide, and that any rate philosophy is preferable to Kabbalah.29

These attitudes coalesce in the thought of R. Mordekhai Jaffe (Prague, c.1535–1612) who studied under Rama, and later replaced Maharal as rabbi of Prague. Jaffe authored a monumental ten-volume code of Jewish law for rabbinical students; one of the volumes was a commentary on the Guide (Levush pinnat yiqrat). By doing so, he effectively placed study of the Guide in his rabbinical curriculum. The commentary represented an important stage in the controlled absorption of rationalist philosophy into Eastern European rabbinical culture.30 Perhaps not surprisingly, the commentary tends to harmonize Maimonides’ positions with rabbinical Judaism, in an approach reminiscent of Isaac Abarbanel. Two other commentators of distinction are Joseph ben Isaac Ha-Levi (c.1580–?) and Yom-Tov Lipmann Heller (1579–1654). Ha-Levi penned a topical commentary on three particular issues (divine existence, incorporeality, and unity), entitled Giv‘at ha-Moreh. He taught philosophy in Prague, with the Guide as a textbook, and also wrote a commentary on al-Ghazali’s Intentions of the Philosophers. Heller, a student of Ha-Levi, wrote a collection of glosses on his teacher’s Giv‘at ha-Moreh, which may be thus considered a supercommentary on the Guide.

Central to our purposes is the fact that both Jaffe and Ha-Levi cite several earlier commentators on the Guide. Jaffe relied heavily on Moses of Narbonne, and he cites as well Efodi, Shem Tov and Asher Crescas, which by his time were available in a printed edition of the Guide (1553). Ha-Levi was proficient in post-Maimonidean Jewish philosophy, and he too cites the commentaries of Moses of Narbonne, Efodi, Asher Crescas, Shem Tov, and Moses Provençal.

Although the commentary by Moses of Narbonne was not available in print at this time, it circulated indirectly through the critical glosses of R. Menaḥem Shalem (early 1400s).31 Moses of Narbonne’s commentary had also been cited by another Ashkenazi authority of early 1400s Prague, Yom Tov Lipmann Mühlhausen, who writes in his Ha-’eshkol that he relied on Maimonides and on two commentators on the Guide, Moses of Narbonne and “Solomon the Foreigner” 32 (likely Solomon ha-Nasi). Commentaries on the Guide, in particular that by Moses of Narbonne, constituted an important bridge between Sepharad and Ashkenaz with respect to the acceptance and dissemination of philosophical study.

Fifth Stage: Ashkenaz, 18th–19th centuries. The last stage in the tradition of commentary on the Guide stands on the threshold between the pre-modern and modern worlds. Within Jewish letters the genre of commentary, characteristic of medieval scholarship, gives way to other scholarly genres such as inter alia journal articles, monographs, and encyclopedia entries, in the context of the academization of Jewish Studies in the Wissenschaft des Judentums movement.33

This is not to say that modern Jewish scholarship put aside either Maimonides or the Guide – quite the contrary. Rather, it means that contents and functions fulfilled by medieval commentaries are transferred towards new formats and ways of organizing scholarly discourse.34 After Solomon Maimon, commentary on the Guide ceases to become the expected instrument with which to study and write about the text. The process was virtually inevitable – it had occurred centuries earlier in relation to Aristotelian and other such canonical texts.35 Nonetheless, the migration of knowledge from one genre into disparate others brought with it a certain loss, a “sort of forgetfulness.” In the case of the Guide, this sense of “loss” set the stage for Leo Strauss’ later re-reading of Maimonides, although Straus did not write a commentary.36 The practice of commentary on the Guide has been revived in much more recent times, although it is uncertain which directions it will take in the future.

The last formal commentary on the Guide stands on its own in originality and significance. Entitled Giv‘at ha-Moreh, it was composed by the neo-Kantian philosopher Solomon Maimon (1753–1800). It relies heavily on Moses of Narbonne’s commentary, and both commentaries were printed together. This edition marked the first printing of Moses of Narbonne’s commentary more than four centuries after it was written.37

Maimon’s commentary decisively brings together the medieval and the nascent modern in Jewish philosophy through a radically rational understanding of religion, and exalts the Haskalah (Jewish Enlightenment) in identifying it with the Maimonidean notion of shlemut (perfection). It provides a medieval, “traditional” basis to legitimize pursuit of science and philosophy under markedly different social conditions. Moreover, the commentary develops a notion of the Haskalah that is ideologically continuous with medieval precedent rather than as a Jewish form of German Bildung.38

It is significant that Maimon’s Giv‘at ha-Moreh was openly modeled after Moses of Narbonne’s commentary. As early as Isaac Abarbanel the radical nature of Moses of Narbonne’s interpretation had been singled out for condemnation, since Moses of Narbonne identifies Maimonides with a naturalistic view of religion. According to this view, religion is a necessary though not a sufficient instrument for human perfection, and perfection is ultimately achieved through the intellect.39 Through the mediation of Maimon’s commentary, this view found expression in the Haskalah ideal of the “sovereignty of universal reason over religion” and “mirrored the social promise of the Enlightenment [that Jews] might meet with their Christian counterparts as equals within the public sphere of discourse.”40 Moses of Narbonne’s commentary was viewed as radical in terms of its method as well. The early modern scholar Joseph Delmedigo (Crete, born 1591) states having seen eighteen commentaries on the Guide, “both large and small.”41 He compares four commentaries to the four sons depicted in the Passover Haggadah: Shem Tov is the wise son, who ably clarifies difficulties; Asher Crescas is the simple son, whose commentary is “like rabbinical commentaries;” Efodi is the one who does not know how to ask; and Moses of Narbonne is the rasha‘, the evil son.42 In Delmedigo’s view Moses of Narbonne grasped the full extent of the Guide more than any other commentator, but revealed the secrets of the text indiscriminately, exposing them to the eyes of all readers. Under this perspective, the sin of Moses of Narbonne is not to hold radical Averroistic positions, but to communicate them openly and exoterically. Although it is at odds with Maimonidean esotericism, such an ideal of open, exoteric communication correlates with the Enlightenment ideal of elevating the intellectual level of the masses through universal education. This view may help explain why early Maskilim found much to appreciate in Moses of Narbonne and Solomon Maimon’s commentaries.43



1.4Early Philosophical Commentators of the Guide

Moses of Salerno, Ibn Falaquera, Zeraḥiah Ḥen, Joseph ibn Kaspi, and Moses of Narbonne (or Moshe Narboni) belong to what I date as the early stage of philosophical commentary, roughly from the mid-13th through the late 14th centuries.

There are a few reasons to establish Moses of Salerno’s commentary as the terminus a quem, and the commentary by Moses of Narbonne as the terminus ad quem. In terms of formal criteria, Moses of Salerno’s commentary is the first to write a commentary covering the Guide from beginning to end, even though he was prevented from finishing it by his death. While not the earliest commentary on the text – that distinction might belong to Al-Tabrizi’s commentary on the Preface to Part II – Moses of Salerno’s commentary is indirectly connected to Samuel ibn Tibbon himself, the founding figure in what would become the “Maimonidean-Tibbonian” school of thought. Moses of Salerno’s commentary constitutes the earliest sustained reception not only of Maimonides, but also of Ibn Tibbon, into the Italian cultural space. As for Moses of Narbonne, his commentary left an outsize mark on much of the later tradition even as other early commentaries become forgotten. It acquired wide dissemination from the Levant to Ashkenaz, and earned a canonical status of sorts among the commentaries (as evidenced circumstantially by its circulation in manuscript form long after the advent of the printing press). To refine the period under question, then, our early stage of commentary begins in the 1250s or 1260s (Moses of Salerno) and lasts through 1362 (Moses of Narbonne).

The commentaries by these authors constitute sustained attempts to understand the Guide philosophically during a period of competing agendas in the reception (or rejection) of the text. As a whole, the significance of their project lies in rewriting the Guide as the foundation of Judaism writ large, encompassing both philosophy and theology. Taken as a whole, the commentaries reflect some of the enduring themes of early exegesis of Maimonides. Individually, each commentator represents a strand of the Maimonidean exegetical tradition, showing the multiple philosophical receptions of the Guide into three varied contexts: Spain, Italy, and Southern France. It is to these multiple receptions that I now turn.

Two of our earliest commentators, Moses of Salerno and Zeraḥiah Ḥen, were active in Italy. Unlike Spain or France, the reception of the Guide was not controversial there. However, a number of readings of the text flourished alongside each other. Abraham Abulafia, who can be considered the most significant kabbalist exegete of the Guide, travelled around the peninsula teaching the text to groups of students. Zeraḥiah vehemently rejected magical interpretations of the Guide such as those proposed by Abulafia, and he also publically disagreed with Hillel of Verona on the interpretation of the text.44 Zeraḥiah lived in Rome, having moved there from Spain at the invitation of the local Jewish community, and expressly in order to teach the Guide.45

Along with Ibn Falaquera, Zeraḥiah represents a Spanish tradition of Guide exegesis that reads the Guide nearly exclusively through Arabic philosophy, particularly through Ibn Rushd. In this, his commentary resembles that of Ibn Falaquera, who invokes Ibn Rushd frequently as “the aforementioned scholar” (he-ḥakham ha- nizkar). Zeraḥiah’s reading of the Guide is independent of his immediate surroundings in Italy, and he mentions no Jewish philosopher apart from Samuel ibn Tibbon. Like ibn Falaquera, Zeraḥiah’s commentary inscribes the Guide into the canon of Greco- Arabic philosophy. Zeraḥiah was a prolific translator of Arabic philosophical works into Hebrew. His entire intellectual background, like that of Ibn Falaquera, was formed by the same Greco-Arabic philosophical culture in which the Guide takes shape.

Moses of Salerno’s commentary, on the other hand, embodies the interplay between the Guide and the native Italian context. Unlike Zeraḥiah, Moses of Salerno was intellectually open to his immediate environment. The commentary is born of his joint study of the Guide with a certain Niccolà da Giovinazzo, a Christian prelate often called simply “the Christian scholar” (he-ḥakham ha-noẓri) in the commentary. Moses of Salerno reproduces the comments offered by the Christian scholar throughout the commentary, and he cites a number of other Christians. Moses of Salerno also includes a number of translations of difficult terms into Italian, using the Hebrew alphabet.

Moses of Salerno was intellectually removed from the Greco-Arabic background of the Guide. He evinces no knowledge of Arabic or Arabic philosophers. Instead, he reads the Guide through the lenses of Jewish philosophers, in particular Samuel ibn Tibbon and Jacob Anatoli. The commentary also reflects some knowledge of Scholastic thought, gained indirectly, it seems, through the Christian scholar. Moses of Salerno’s commentary failed to gain many readers, and became virtually forgotten in the later commentary tradition. Nonetheless, his commentary foreshadows a trend of Jewish-Christian collaboration in Italy. The Italian translations within the commentary were gathered into a separate glossary by his son, who also edited the commentary. As a stand-alone glossary, the translations found much wider circulation than the commentary as a whole.

The commentaries by Joseph ibn Kaspi and Moses of Narbonne represent the Southern French tradition of philosophical Guide exegesis. They are characterized by relative intellectual isolation from their immediate surroundings, and greater reliance on Greco-Arabic sources, especially on Ibn Rushd. To a modest degree, these commentaries occasionally reflect the influence of Kabbalah in the reading of the Guide.

The two commentaries by Ibn Kaspi and that by Moses of Narbonne reflect a preoccupation with the philosophical reading of Scripture that is unmatched in earlier commentaries. Both commentators regard the Guide not only as a philosophical text in its own right, but also as a manual of biblical exegesis. As a result, these two commentators are wont to point out the theological implications of Maimonides’ philosophical reading of Scripture. This attitude represents a new phase in the early reception of the Guide. Maimonides is no longer one who merely introduces new ideas, which by now have been elucidated by the commentators of the 13th century. In the 14th century, the interest shifts to the larger implications of those new ideas.

Among the early commentators, Ibn Kaspi and Moses of Narbonne had the most determinant influence upon the development of the tradition of commentary on the Guide. Commentators of the 15th and 16th centuries often cite Ibn Kaspi or Moses of Narbonne, sometimes in agreement but oftentimes not. For example, the commentary by Isaac Abarbanel abounds with fulminations against both Ibn Kaspi and Moses of Narbonne. Moses of Narbonne is also mentioned by a number of readers in Ashkenaz, while Efodi and Shem Tov, in the 15th century, draw liberally from both French commentators without citing their names. In his turn, Ibn Kaspi’s commentaries occasionally draw from an earlier commentator, Ibn Falaquera. Moses of Narbonne’s commentary, too, occasionally uses Ibn Kaspi’s commentaries as a source. Together, the two commentators reflect earlier readings while meaningfully building upon them.

The five commentators in this study each take on a different shade of significance within the history of commentary on the Guide, from both synchronic and diachronic perspectives. As a whole, what they signify is greater than each isolated commentary. In comparison to later periods of commentary on the Guide, the early stage is characterized by a fluidity of thought and expression about the text. Since the Guide did not yet belong to any one canon, commentators felt unbound to any particular reading of the text. At the same time, they crystallize the notion that the Guide is a philosophical text writ large: they all betray the idea that only a philosophical understanding of the Jewish religion can lead one to salvation (in the sense of immortality of the soul), and that philosophical understanding has been put forth in the Guide. The task of the commentators is now to act as intermediaries between the closed, elitist Maimonides, and readers of the Guide in their own times. They not only rewrite the text but reshape an elitist ideology, acting as interpreters and ambassadors of (in their eyes) the correct version of Maimonideanism.


1.5Structure and Chapters

This study is divided into an analytical section, an edition of the primary texts, and a synthetic conclusion. Chapter 2 lays out the intellectual background to each commentary. It singles out one dominant theme from each commentary for further discussion. For Moses of Salerno, the theme is his adaptation of meshalim (parables), as a heuristic method of teaching and of concealment/disclosure. For Ibn Falaquera, it is the apprehension of metaphysical truths by those who are not prophets, and the difficulties of transmitting such truths. For Zeraḥiah Ḥen, it is his use of the discipline of Logic in the interpretation of the Guide. In Ibn Kaspi’s commentary ‘Ammudei kesef, I focus on the description of perplexity and the perplexed individual. In his other commentary, Maskiyot kesef, I turn to Ibn Kaspi’s exemplification of Maimonides’ seventh cause and Ibn Kaspi’s political interpretation to the problem. Finally, for Moses of Narbonne, the theme on which I focus is elitism, and the relationship of the scholar to the multitude.

Chapter 3 describes the manuscript sources and reception of Moses of Salerno’s commentary, followed by the section of his commentary that interprets the Preface to the Guide. The edition has an English translation, the original Hebrew text with manuscript variants, and explanatory notes. This structure is used in Chapters 3–7, with the exception of Chapter 4 (ibn Falaquera). For Ibn Falaquera’s Moreh ha-moreh, I give only the English translation and annotation, based on the critical Hebrew text established by Yair Shiffman. Chapter 5 has Zeraḥiah Ḥen’s commentary. Chapter 6 has both of Ibn Kaspi’s commentaries, ‘Ammudei kesef (Pillars of Silver) and Maskiyot kesef (Settings of Silver), and in Chapter 7 I turn to Moses of Narbonne. In Chapter 8, “Commentaries on the Guide: A Synthetic Conclusion,” I take up some issues that concern the tradition as a whole: its “anomalous” character, the ways in which pre-modern readers made use of the commentaries, and a set of questions for further research.

A final note on style and terminology: All punctuation in the Hebrew texts is my own, as well as any material within brackets. Hebrew names and terms that are current in academic discourse are reproduced as popularly known (e.g. “Joseph,” and not “Yosef”). I leave a few terms untranslated throughout the text: mashal, ma’aseh bereshit, and ma’aseh merkavah. In the Maimonidean tradition these terms acquired technical meanings distinct from their native rabbinical backgrounds. Mashal (pl. meshalim) is generally translated as “parable,” but in commentaries on the Guide it has a number of meanings. Oftentimes it is used in the sense of pedagogical “example,” that is, some piece of evidence with which a teacher can illustrate the matter at hand. Biblical prooftexts are frequently denominated as meshalim. The pedagogical dimension of mashal can be traced to the commentary on Ecclesiastes by Samuel ibn Tibbon, where he described meshalim as shortcuts for a teacher to avoid long-winded explanations and difficult language. In Moses of Salerno’s commentary mashal acquires a sense of indispensability: he claims he cannot interpret Maimonides’ seventh cause of contradictions because he does not have a mashal for it. Mashal can also indicate an expression or narrative structure with different layers of meaning. A biblical verse can be categorized as mashal, whose internal meaning is termed nimshal. A biblical narrative, likewise, can be identified as mashal. When discussion of mashal arises, the commentators tend to find meshalim in Scripture or in philosophical works. Only more rarely do they construct original meshalim that follow a narrative parabolic structure.

Ma‘aseh bereshit is usually translated as the “Account of Creation” and ma‘aseh merkavah as the “Account of the Chariot.” The latter refers to a body of rabbinical speculation concerning the vision of the divine chariot as described in the books of Ezekiel and Isaiah, and which were accompanied by strict restrictions on dissemination. In the Guide, Maimonides identified ma‘aseh bereshit with Aristotelian physics and ma‘aseh merkavah with Aristotelian metaphysics. All of the commentators in this study accept that identification. Furthermore, commentators often employ ma’aseh bereshit as a shorthand for a philosophical discussion on Creation, and ma‘aseh merkavah to indicate what we would understand by “theology,” or in Hebrew “divine science.”

The commentators often indicate Maimonides by the titles Moreh or Rav rather than by name. I have rendered these terms as “Teacher” and “Rabbi,” respectively. The term moreh is occasionally ambiguous as it can also indicate the book of the Guide itself (Moreh ha-nevukhim). Thus some phrases, for example, could read either as “according to the Guide” or “according to the Teacher.




2Philosophical Commentators of the Guide, 13th–14th Centuries

In the last chapter I divided the tradition of commentaries on the Guide into five stages. This chapter emphasizes the individual character of five philosophical commentators of the earliest stage: Moses of Salerno, ibn Falaquera, Zeraḥiah Ḥen, Joseph ibn Kaspi, and Moses of Narbonne (or Moshe Narboni). For each commentator, I first give a few brief remarks on his intellectual biography, and I then turn to a general description of his commentary on the Guide. I follow this description with a detailed investigation of his exegetical methods. I close with an analysis of a theme that is prominent in his commentary on the Preface to the Guide.

2.1Moses ben Solomon of Salerno

Little is known regarding Moses ben Solomon of Salerno’s life.46 His date of birth is unknown, but the fortuitous discovery of his tombstone has revealed that he died in 1279.47 He lived in Southern Italy, in Naples or Sicily. He was connected to the court of Frederick II, although it is not clear in what capacity.48 He was not the first Jewish scholar to join the court. Jacob Anatoli, author of the Malmad ha-Talmidim (A Goad for Students) had moved from Marseille to Naples in 1230 at the invitation of Frederick II and joined the court there.49

Moses of Salerno often quotes approvingly from the Malmad ha-Talmidim in the commentary on the Guide, and identifies Anatoli’s son Anatolio as his own teacher.50 There is, then, a closely linked chain stretching from Samuel ibn Tibbon through Anatoli, his son-in-law, to Moses of Salerno. Other details of Moses of Salerno’s career parallel that of Anatoli. Like Anatoli and the Christian Michael Scotus, who collaborated intellectually, Moses of Salerno worked alongside a “Christian scholar,” named in the Commentary as Nicolà da Giovinazzo.51 Moses of Salerno and Nicolà da Giovinazzo studied the Guide together, comparing Samuel ibn Tibbon’s Hebrew translation to a little-known Latin translation (likely to be the earliest Latin translation of the Guide).52

Jacob Anatoli’s role at Frederick’s court as a translator of Arabic into Hebrew was well-defined, even if some questions persist on why Frederick sought out a Hebrew translator.53 Moses of Salerno was not a translator of Arabic into Hebrew. There is no evidence that he knew Arabic at all. Rather than translation of scientific works, Moses of Salerno engaged in Jewish-Christian polemics and centered his attention on Jewish religious and philosophical sources.

Apart from the Commentary Moses of Salerno composed a work entitled Ta‘anot (Objections), an early example of Italian-Jewish anti-Christian polemics. The Ta‘anot is divided into two parts: the first is a philosophical refutation of Christian dogma, employing arguments culled from the Guide; the second is a refutation of Christian readings of the Bible and Talmud.54 Another work, Maʼamar ha-ʼEmunah, is cited in the commentary on the Guide but is not extant.55 He also cites a teshuvah regarding Adam’s knowledge of good and evil, which apparently has not survived.56

2.1.1Commentary on the Guide

The commentary by Moses ben Solomon of Salerno was one of the earliest written on the Guide and only survives in manuscript.57 The precise date of composition is a matter of scholarly contention. Some have dated it to the 1240s, on the basis of a mention of the year 1240 in the commentary on II:18,58 while others have argued it was written after 1250.59 A more recent claim is that Moses of Salerno began to write the commentary not before the 1260s and was occupied with it up to his death in 1279.60

The commentary was only written, or only survived, for parts I and II of the Guide. It is more likely that the commentary for part III was never written. The text found in the manuscript used for this study, ms Munich Bayerische Staatsbibliothek cod. heb. 370, ends abruptly at II:44, and all other manuscripts do so as well. There are numerous lacunae within chapters. One example can be found in the commentary on the Preface between paragraphs 27 and 28, which also occurs in all other manuscripts.61 There are also many lacunae in the commentary on II:29–31.62 The manuscript, which is the oldest version of the text, was produced in Italy in the late 13th or early 14th centuries and therefore also very close to Moses of Salerno’s death. An opening page in the manuscript (added by a different hand) states that Moses of Salerno’s death prevented him from finishing the commentary.63 There is no preface or prologue. A brief opening statement in the commentary, added by the copyist, describes it thus: “An expanded interpretation by the sage R. Moses ben Solomon of Salerno on two parts of the Guide, written by the great sage R. Moses [Maimonides].”64

The lack of a formal prologue or preface is significant. It is very rare for medieval Jewish commentaries of any stripe to lack a prologue, and even many translations contain one.65 The lack of a prologue is all the more remarkable given the short span of time between the Hebrew translation of the Guide and the composition of the commentary, and the attendant need to introduce a relatively unknown text to the public. A preface becomes all the more necessary given the fact that there were no other commentaries on the Guide. As an exegete, Moses of Salerno not only introduces the Guide to readers of the commentary, but he also ushers in a new genre of its own, and in the absence of any explanation. It can be concluded that Moses of Salerno was likely prevented from writing a prologue as well as from completing the commentary by his death, although we cannot exclude the possibility that he simply abandoned the project in media res.

The commentary is unlike any other on the Guide. Moses of Salerno paraphrases much of the text, and he also reproduces lengthy passages of the text verbatim. It is unclear precisely what purpose such quotations served, but the comprehensive character of the commentary might imply that it was meant to be copied in place of the Guide itself.

A feature of Moses of Salerno’s commentary is the numerous translations of Hebrew terms into Italian. They are scattered primarily throughout part I but some are also found in the Introduction to part II. The translations often refer to technical terms and occasionally to general terms or expressions. In the commentary on the Preface, for example, the terms for equivocal terms are rendered as “equivochi” (equivocal or meshuttafim), “trasonti” (metaphorical or mushʼalim), and “dubeti”/”enalaghi” (amphibolous, mesuppaqim).66 The technical translations bring Moses of Salerno close to the contemporaneous context of Scholastic philosophy. Yet other translations are merely explanatory: the term maskiyot, referring to the filigree of silver that encases the apple of gold, is translated as “reti” (nets, mesh).67 A likely model for Moses of Salerno’s use of vernacular translations is the Perush ha-Millot ha-Zarot (henceforth PMZ) by Samuel ibn Tibbon, which is in Hebrew but includes a few vernacular examples.68 Another precedent is the commentary on the Torah by Rashi, which includes vernacular translations of Hebrew terms into (Old) French. Moses of Salerno was acquainted with it as he quotes Rashi by name in the commentary.69 As in Rashi’s commentary, the translations by Moses of Salerno are marked with the term “bela‘az,” i.e. a foreign language (in this case, Italian). They are often but not always vocalized.70 Many (but not all) the Italian translations were gathered into a glossary that circulated independently of the commentary, containing primarily technical philosophical terms. It is not known whether Moses of Salerno, his son Isaiah, or someone else first culled the glosses from the Commentary and copied them independently.71 A modern critical edition of the glossary was produced by Giuseppe Sermoneta in 1963.72

Moses of Salerno’s son Isaiah is a likely candidate for editor of his father’s commentary.73 We know that he had some role in its edition or dissemination since he inserted glosses in his own name into the text. Sometimes it becomes difficult to distinguish whether a gloss is by Moses of Salerno or his son.74 For example in the commentary on the Preface to the Guide, a marginal gloss examines the meaning of the term hazayah (“fantasy”).75 The note begins “after I wrote all this, I came into contact with the preface written by the sage and scholar Samuel ibn Tibbon” (i.e. the PMZ).76 Yet in other places Isaiah ben Moses of Salerno adds a gloss in his own name, as in the explanation of the seventh cause of contradictions.77

A second important aspect of Moses of Salerno’s commentary refers to the oral exchange of ideas. The commentary is at times structured as a give-and-take between Moses of Salerno and a “Christian scholar” whose comments appear throughout the work.78 Moses of Salerno describes him as the “Christian scholar with whom I have associated” in a formulation that mimics Jacob Anatoli’s description of his own working relationship with Michael Scotus.79 The Commentary preserves many of the Christian scholar’s glosses on several points of the Guide, and is among the earliest examples of Jewish-Christian collaboration in the study of Maimonides.80

The comments by the “Christian scholar” sometimes add a further Scholastic perspective, and sometimes contradict Moses of Salerno’s interpretation. In an example found in the commentary on the Preface to the Guide, Moses of Salerno quotes the Christian scholar only to put forward a passage from the Guide that contradicts him.81 Further on in the commentary, however, Moses of Salerno approvingly transmits a philosophical proof from the Christian scholar that is meant to illustrate textual contradictions due to the sixth cause. It is that we might think at first that matter and the material intellect are identical: just as matter can receive all the forms appropriate to that organism overall, the material intellect can receive all the forms that are appropriate to it. But the Christian scholar clarifies that matter cannot receive two forms simultaneously, and proves that the intellect can receive two forms simultaneous, “in the same instance of reception.” The implicit contradiction between the two initial propositions (matter and material intellect) is rendered evident by the explicit contradiction between the two conclusions: matter can receive forms, but not at the same time, while the intellect can do so.82 The commentary as a whole is a triangular exchange among Maimonides, Moses of Salerno, and the Christian scholar.


2.1.2Moses of Salerno’s Exegetical Methods on the Preface to the Guide

Moses of Salerno’s commentary reproduces parts of the text verbatim. The last two paragraphs of the commentary on the Preface contain an extended example, containing only one authorial interpolation.83 Several passages in the Preface for which Moses of Salerno had little to no comment or interpretation are quoted verbatim or nearly verbatim.

The more common method, however, is what I would term as paraphrastic interpolation: Moses of Salerno interpolates his own words into the text, sometimes marking them off with expressions such as “that is to say” (klomar) or “in other words” (roṣeh lomar).84 When he does not use such markers, Moses of Salerno effectively rewrites the text changing only a few words, adding or subtracting terms, creating a new text. Further, two quotations or paraphrases from the text may be separated from each other with the marker “etc” (ve-khuleh). It bears noting that Moses of Salerno is not consistent, and this characterizes his paraphrastic interpolation: in instances where he does not mark off his words, the inexperienced reader of the Guide (or a reader who does not have the Hebrew text available) may come to read the commentary as continuous with the text of the Guide. In such instances the possibility of disagreement with the commentator is significantly diminished, since one is not aware where Maimonides’ words end and Moses of Salerno’s words begin, and the latter carefully matches his syntax with the text. In other words, there is a blurring of the lines between text and commentary, leading to the creation of a unique, hybrid text that reflects an individual reading (rather than, say, a scholarly investigative reading in the manner of ibn Falaquera), but does not provide an opportunity or space for alternative interpretations of the text.85 I will return to Moses of Salerno’s method of paraphrase shortly.

Moses of Salerno’s use of sources is a related phenomenon. Quotations from Jacob Anatoli and Samuel ibn Tibbon are given as the final word on subjects on which Maimonides was unclear, and those authorities are not challenged.86 However, where Maimonides and Samuel ibn Tibbon seem to disagree, Maimonides is unquestioningly held as the authority.87 A more critical attitude is exhibited towards the Christian scholar quoted in the commentary: his opinion and examples are sometimes accepted and at times challenged. The latter is especially visible when they conflict with another chapter of the Guide, as in the case of an example regarding amphibolous terms in connection with divine attributes.88

Those two aspects of exegetical authority – denying or obliterating alternate explanations, and rarely challenging the text and paratextual sources – reveal a clear hierarchical orientation towards textual interpretation. In the commentary on the Preface Moses of Salerno institutes a hierarchical relationship among author, commentator, and reader, and displays a clear ranking of sources with regards to what can be challenged and under what circumstances. In other words, the commentator is always in control of the interpretation that he wishes to transmit, and does not invite participation on the part of the reader. Though this may seem obvious, in other commentaries on the Guide interpreters may subtly or openly criticize Maimonides,89 or they may address the reader directly in the second person, such as “deduce from this,” thus inviting participation in the act of exegesis (a technique found in the Guide itself).

In other instances, Moses of Salerno fills in the details where Maimonides only hints. One example of this approach is the narrative of Jacob’s ladder. In the Preface to the Guide, Jacob’s ladder is given as one example of two paradigms of mashal: in one kind, each element of the narrative has a discrete meaning; in another kind, the details of the mashal are not meaningful in themselves, but participate in the construction of one meaning for the mashal as a whole. The mashal of Jacob’s ladder (Gen 28) is an example of the former. Maimonides writes that the word “ ‘ladder’ indicates one subject; the words ‘set up on the earth’ indicate a second subject; the words ‘and the top of it reached to heaven’ indicate a third subject,” and so on. After listing seven subjects in all, he adds, “every word occurring in this mashal refers to an additional subject in the complex of subjects represented by the mashal as a whole.”90

Moses of Salerno provides the reader with the meaning of each element mentioned by Maimonides. The sources of his interpretations are in the Guide, in the Mishneh Torah, and in the Maʼamar yiqqavu ha-mayim by Samuel ibn Tibbon. He does not, however, comment on the larger subject itself – the notion that there are two kinds of mashal in Scripture that ought to be read differently. Rather, he is concerned with the proper interpretation of the example given by Maimonides; he does the same with an example of the second kind of mashal. Moses of Narbonne has the same approach to this passage: he fills in the details of each element enumerated by Maimonides, sidestepping the larger claim that Scriptural meshalim are of two kinds.

Moses of Salerno’s commentary covers nearly the entire text of the Preface; he is far more comprehensive than other commentators in this study, who tend to be more selective, choosing only certain passages that reflect their own interests. The selection of passages or lemmata to be interpreted is itself part of the exegetical method, a process that Glenn Most has called “atomization,” or the “lemmatization” of the text.91 That certain passages and certain themes found the Preface reoccur in several commentaries carries at least two implications. The first is that such “problematic” passages and themes taken as a whole become markers of a larger exegetical school of thought. One instructive example here is the theme of widening the apertures of the filigree of the apple of gold, a recurrent theme that is not even found in Maimonides’ text, but becomes a marker of a school of thought deeply associated with Samuel ibn Tibbon and runs throughout commentaries on the Guide.92 Second, themes that are consistently ignored may come to be regarded as less important than the rest of the text.93 The criteria for selection of passages are an active response to problems inherent in the text, especially a unique text such as the Guide, where Maimonides openly acknowledges that the text is purposefully problematic.94 Later on, after Moses of Salerno, the criteria may also include a process where “lemmata themselves are passed down from scholar to scholar;” in this sense, readers may come to ignore parts of the text “as less important because lacking an epexegetical tradition.”95 This is clearly seen in commentaries dating to the late 14th, 15th and 16th centuries, whose authors had an entire tradition at their disposal, but is less characteristic of the earliest stage of interpretation of the Guide, where commentators are more creative in the absence of such an epexegetical tradition.

Moses of Salerno’s method is one in which selection of lemmata, nonetheless, is relatively downplayed in favor of comprehensive paraphrasis, in which case the commentator aims to include as much of the text as possible. As an exegetical technique, paraphrasis can be found in commentaries belonging to a range of periods and backgrounds.96 It was already in use in Antiquity before being absorbed into Muslim philosophical exegetical writing.97 But Moses of Salerno’s background did not include direct familiarity with Greco-Arabic and Islamic sources. Unlike ibn Falaquera and Zeraḥiah Ḥen, his access to Arabic commentaries was rather limited if at all, excluding the possibility of a direct borrowing.98 Another possibility for a formal model is that he could have found models in Jewish biblical exegesis, but the most likely candidate – the Commentary on Ecclesiastes by Samuel ibn Tibbon – displays an approach to the text unlike that of Moses of Salerno’s commentary.

A more likely source for Moses of Salerno’s method is the Christian scholar. Regardless of his historical identity,99 it is clear from the commentary that he has ample knowledge of Scholastic sources and could well have debated and translated them orally through paraphrase. This remains an intriguing possibility, since Jacqueline Hamesse has pointed to the fact that paraphrase was a technique widely used in Scholastic teaching. She writes that “teachers abundantly glossed the texts they read and gave explanations during class sessions so that all students would be able to understand not only the terms utilized, but also the ideas exposed [in the text].” This method was preferable to that of formal commentary, as it served as a prolegomena to a deep understanding of the text.100 This form of paraphrase, built upon oral delivery, accords well with the Maimonidean notion that orality is superior to the written medium in the transmission of metaphysical knowledge, while accommodating with Moses of Salerno’s project of a written commentary.101 Furthermore, Hamesse writes that the practice of paraphrasis was characteristic of yet another domain, translation.102 This idea sheds additional light on Giuseppe Sermoneta’s speculation the commentary may have served as a preliminary step to a full translation of the Guide into Italian.103 Thus the commentary reproduces similar techniques for similar purposes as those practiced in Latin Scholastic writing.104

As indicated in the example of the ladder of Jacob, one consistent pattern for Moses of Salerno is that he tends to overlook larger claims in place of smaller details. Moses of Salerno also overlooks certain key topics in the Preface to the Guide. He is not interested in the meaning of “chapter headings,” though he paraphrases the text to say that the commentator will transmit them.105 He paraphrases Maimonides’ mashal of flashes of light, but his interpretation is somewhat vague – the light means merely “the apprehension of God” (Pines 7) and of angels. He is far more interested in exploring in detail the apprehension by Moses, borrowing a passage from the Sefer ha-Madda‘ to enumerate its details.106 He likewise “outsources” the interpretation of the “flaming sword” to Samuel ibn Tibbon in the Commentary on Ecclesiastes.107 He is silent on Maimonides’ reliance on “two premises” for setting down the Guide into writing – the emphasis is rather on how its subjects have never been “set down in any book” during the exile, and hence “Israel has forgotten all science.”108

At the beginning of the commentary Moses of Salerno explains at length the meaning of “equivocal” or “amphibolous” terms, but he does not consider Maimonides’ main claim that the “first purpose of this Treatise” is to explain the meaning of certain terms that appear in prophetic writings.109 This tendency reveals a certain pragmatic attitude, one that sees commentary as an aid for understanding textual details but not as a context suitable for theoretical discussion. In this sense, Moses of Salerno is following upon a strain of the method set by Maimonides himself. When he explains the second purpose of the Guide – the explanation of or indication to biblical meshalim – he is far more concerned with Maimonides’ statement that the Guide will not “make a complete exposition of [meshalim] or that when we engage in the explanation of the meaning of one of the meshalim, we shall set forth exhaustively all that is expressed in that mashal”.110 As an interpretation Moses of Salerno quotes the Commentary on Ecclesiastes by Samuel ibn Tibbon to emphasize that oral communication is far superior to writing, and concludes: “therefore it is not appropriate to expound on everything that is said in a mashal.”111 The implications of the larger point, namely that the Guide has two purposes and both of them are directly connected to Scriptural interpretation, are not explored at all, presumably out of esoteric caution. The tendency to focus on textual details and smaller claims is not universal. Moses of Salerno does stress several larger points, notably, the unsuitability of writing as a medium of transmission, and the use of meshalim in teaching, which I will discuss in greater detail in the next section. But his greater attention to detail is certainly endemic, and appears in all other commentaries as well. This tendency is partly inherent to the genre. Aside from extended digressions, prologues, or epilogues, the constraints of the form inhibit discussion of larger textual claims that involve multiple or extended passages.112 Moses of Salerno’s emphasis on concealment means that he may not have wished to discuss such larger claims in writing, perhaps reserving them for oral discussions with the Christian scholar mentioned in the commentary.


2.1.3A Theme in the Preface to the Guide: Mashal

The commentary on the Preface by Moses of Salerno touches on the theme of parables (mashal; pl. meshalim) several times. This might be expected since meshalim are a dominant subject in the Preface to the Guide as well. However, commentators emphasized different subjects or passages from the Preface, and the prominence of any given theme in the Guide does not by itself constitute a reason for its inclusion in any given commentary. For example, Maimonides’ system of equivocal terms, described in the opening paragraphs of the Preface, is a fundamental piece of his biblical exegesis. Yet ibn Falaquera overlooks it entirely in the Moreh ha-moreh. Zeraḥiah Ḥen is silent on the notion of perplexity,” while ibn Kaspi gives it extended treatment. Moses of Salerno’s emphasis on meshalim reflects thus a larger trend in commentaries on the Guide. Interpreters tend to focus on themes that embody their own concerns. They pick and choose from the text of the Guide those subjects they wish to highlight, regardless of whether Maimonides gives those subjects the same level of attention or significance. This can be considered a form of esoteric writing that is congenial to commentaries on the Guide: by focusing on the trees, commentators are able to only hint that there is a forest.

Moses of Salerno gives different purposes and contexts in which meshalim can be found and how they should be deployed. The first of those is the use of mashal as a device to conceal certain ideas – so long as the mashal is not interpreted. He writes that “it is not appropriate to expound on everything that is said in a mashal” because explaining matters in detail carries some dangers. In this passage, the danger is that individuals who learn details would misinterpret the subject and give the impression that they are wise in front of uneducated audiences.113 The presumption, then, is that communicating meshalim orally without interpretation can be a method for simultaneous transmission and concealment. In another passage, Moses of Salerno writes that the Rabbis employed meshalim “in order to conceal the secrets of the Torah” from the multitude.114 In another passage, he writes that concealment within a mashal is only preserved when it is not interpreted.115 Following Maimonides, Moses of Salerno reiterates that not all details of a mashal ought to be interpreted.116

A second purpose for meshalim is that they are virtually indispensable to the pedagogical process. Here the lines between mashal as a device to conceal and mashal as example or illustration are somewhat blurry. The mashal is that which facilitates learning; without it, “it will be difficult for the student to understand the [teacher’s] words.”117 The alternative to the mashal is employing an “obscure” method “which hinders the student from understanding it at all.”118 Quoting Samuel ibn Tibbon’s Commentary on Ecclesiastes, Moses of Salerno adds that “the wise instructor has available many stratagems, digressions, and circumlocutions with which he can make the understanding student understand his aim when teaching in person, even when his aim is not made clear or explained. But he cannot do this when writing a book.”119 Further on in the commentary, Moses of Salerno is unable to (according to himself) or refuses (according to his son) to provide the reader with a mashal for the seventh cause of contradictions, because doing so would practically reveal the meaning of the cause.120

Those two uses of mashal parallel – but are not entirely identical to – the differences in the treatment of mashal that occur in the Preface to the Guide itself. Maimonides presents two contradictory meshalim about meshalim. In the first, the mashal is compared to a man who loses a coin or a pearl in a dark house, and by means of a cheap candle he can find the lost object.121 In this view, “the internal meaning of the words of Torah is a pearl whereas external meaning of all meshalim is worth nothing.”122 In the second mashal, the method of meshalim is compared to an “apple of gold in settings of silver” (Prov 25:11). “When looked at from a distance or with imperfect attention, it is deemed to be an apple of silver; but when a keen-sighted observer looks at it with full attention, its interior becomes clear to him and he knows that it is of gold.” In this mashal “the external meaning ought to be as beautiful as silver, while its internal meaning ought to be more beautiful than the external one.”123 There is, then, a first contradiction between the two views with respect to the value of the external meaning – is it as cheap as a candle, to be done away once the pearl has been found, or is it as valuable as silver, which has a value of its own?124 There is more. As Josef Stern points out, a second contradiction involves the relationship between mashal and concealment: whereas in the first view “the function of the external meaning is exclusively to conceal its internal meaning,” in the second view “the external meaning ‘indicates’ the internal meaning, revealing as much as it conceals.”125

Now while Stern proposes a theory to explain this second contradiction within the Guide, in Moses of Salerno’s commentary the picture becomes somewhat more complex as mashal becomes translated into a pedagogical technique that reveals, in addition to being a method of concealment when it occurs in writing.126 The contradiction between the two views of meshalim in the Guide is thus readapted according to context. Orally, in a pedagogical relationship, the mashal itself is not worth anything, but only by means of it the student is able to learn. Therefore, Moses of Salerno also writes that the mashal itself has no value; it is like the husk, and the secret within is the fruit.127 In a written context the mashal can be a poor method of concealment, according to Isaiah ben Moses of Salerno, for that would practically “give away” the meaning of the passage. Nonetheless, Isaiah fills in where and provides a written mashal for the seventh cause, though in purposefully allusive language and employing esoteric markers.128 While Isaiah believes the written mashal is not always a suitable method for concealment, he argues it must still be formulated in veiled language, make use of symbolic indicators, stand in need of further oral explanation, and a priori must not be put into writing at all.129 Perhaps for this reason, Moses of Salerno (and all the other commentators along with him) rarely construct original meshalim in writing to explain the meaning of passages in the Guide, though they all point to meshalim in Scripture and preach to its indispensability as a technique of oral teaching.130

The interpretation of meshalim that are identified in biblical, rabbinical and philosophical sources depends sometimes upon elementary knowledge of logic, in particular the notions of species and genus. Thus the procedure for building a mashal, according to Moses of Salerno, is to “take an individual of a species in place of an individual of another species,”131 a statement that has a parallel in the Poetics regarding metaphor: “Metaphor consists in giving the thing a name that belongs to something else; the transference being either from genus to species, or from species to genus, or from species to species, or on grounds of analogy.”132 This accords, too, with Maimonides’ statement in the Preface regarding the Talmudic method of mashal, which consists of making meshalim vary in “species” and “genus.”133 Moses of Salerno illustrates this Talmudic method with meshalim that substitute “wild animals” for “domesticated animals” and “man.” He then adds, “not that they are under the same genus.” The purpose of such an indication is to provide the reader with a method for interpreting mashal through logic, but also to prevent learning logic from the structure of meshalim.134

In the Preface to the Guide Maimonides points to an error in the interpretation of mashal, one that is not dependent on logic. He speaks of certain chapters in the Guide containing “strange matters regarding which the contrary of the truth is sometimes believed […] because a mashal is taken for the thing being represented or vice versa.”135 The “thing being represented” corresponds to the technical concept of nimshal; every mashal has a nimshal, which is the object (or meaning) contained in the figurative language of mashal. Moses of Salerno interprets that passage of the Guide to mean that sometimes the prophets write a mashal in place of a nimshal. He gives the prooftext “and he cried, a lion, to the watchtower of God” (Isa 21:8)136; he writes that “lion” is the mashal and “watchman” is the unwritten nimshal (he also cites Rashi’s opinion that the nimshal is the prophet Ḥabakkuk). Another example given is “who among us shall dwell with the devouring fire?” (Isa 33:14), in which “devouring fire” stands for “God.”137 Thus in some cases Moses of Salerno sees mashal as the rough equivalent of a metaphor, and the interpretation of these meshalim shows that in such instances the use of mashal for Moses of Salerno is not necessarily to indicate an inner meaning “not sufficiently well understood” (as is the case for Maimonides138), but rather a meaning understood from the context of the entire passage. Moses of Salerno’s interpretation of “vice-versa” (the “thing represented being taken for the mashal”) is that sometimes the prophets write a nimshal in place of a mashal; examples of this procedure would perhaps shed light on the matter, but at this point there is a lacuna in all manuscripts of the text.139

In the case of prophetic meshalim concerning God, the different and at times contradictory depictions occurring in Scripture are due to the different visions that each prophet receives. Moses of Salerno gives examples of the characterization of God as a “warrior in battle” (Exod 15:3) and as a “merciful elder.”140 Parables about God are contingent on the apprehension of each prophet “all according to the need and the time,” but one must not infer from them that God undergoes change.141 Again, as in the case of Talmudic meshalim involving wild beasts and humans, one ought not to presume to infer something about reality on the basis of the explicit or external meaning of a mashal. Prophetic visions are especially relevant when it comes to the third cause of contradictions, according to which certain statements should be read literally, while others are meant to be meshalim.142 According to Moses of Salerno the prophets are not consciously writing in the form of a mashal; they write what they actually see in their visions, which are created forms.143

Where the concept of mashal is concerned, Moses of Salerno reflects some of the tensions inherent in Maimonides. The commentary brings into sharper relief the different purposes for meshalim, whether to conceal or to reveal, in oral settings or written contexts. Pedagogically, they become enmeshed with the idea of teaching through example and illustration: Moses of Salerno alternates between mashal as exemplification and mashal as allegoresis of the biblical text.

It is clear that in some instances he uses mashal in the sense of a narrative or even an allegory, but in many others he uses it to indicate an illustration or application. The distinction between the two uses of the concept is clear in the interpretation of equivocal terms, which concludes with “there are many such examples,” referring to biblical prooftexts containing such terms.144 Yet in the interpretation of the seventh contradiction, for example, the distinction is less clear, and the lines between illustration and a parabolic example are much more nebulous. The example that his son Isaiah gives (in his own voice) identifies an extended and concealed mashal, which the commentator brings to light amid an abundance of esoteric caveats. Moreover, Moses of Salerno writes “examples of this cause are concealed from me; I mean an adequate example so that you will be able to learn from it, that is, from the power of the example (koaḥ ha-mashal).”145

The passage is significant in relation to Maimonides’ arguments regarding mashal in the Preface to the Guide, where he writes that those who possess knowledge of the truth can only transmit it through meshalim. “The situation is such that the exposition of one who wishes to teach without recourse to meshalim and riddles is so obscure and brief as to make obscurity and brevity serve in the place of meshalim and riddles”.146 Moses of Salerno seems to have internalized this notion to a high degree, as he cannot offer even brevity or obscurity, but only a mashal can teach the seventh cause. In this way are the lines between pedagogical example and the concept of mashal considerably blurred, and mashal becomes a catchall term for distinct phenomena. As for the sources of meshalim, in addition to Maimonides and Samuel ibn Tibbon’s writings, Moses of Salerno finds them in Scripture and in Jewish biblical exegetes such as Abraham ibn Ezra and Rashi; in rabbinical literature; and in Aristotle (via the Christian scholar).

Despite the danger inherent in giving the reader meshalim, Moses of Salerno is not reticent to give Scriptural meshalim as examples, and in one passage, he gives a philosophical mashal illustrating the sixth cause of contradiction.147 Thus from a general perspective, Moses of Salerno was inclined to give meshalim where he thought they could be instrumental in the explanation of a given concept, notwithstanding his statements to the contrary. His son Isaiah adds: “I, too, believe that the third Moses148 had this in mind for himself: he knew the secret but did not wish to write a mashal regarding it so that he would not reveal it” (¶68). Thus, between Moses of Salerno and his son Isaiah, there occurs a change of emphasis on mashal as a device of concealment. Moses of Salerno had no qualms about giving meshalim from Scripture or philosophy to illustrate his points, and in a few instances even explicitly provides their interpretation to the reader, despite the possible danger in misunderstanding the nimshal. In Isaiah’s view, however, to offer a mashal means to effectively reveal a secret, and it can only be done out of an abundance of esoteric caution.



2.2Shem Tov ben Joseph ibn Falaquera

Ibn Falaquera was born between 1224 and 1228 and died after 1290.149 Although he was a prolific author not much is known about his life. There is conjecture that he lived in the border area of Spain and France but his place of origin is unknown.150 His writings evince awareness of the anti-Maimonidean controversies that took place in the mid 13th-century.151 Ibn Falaquera was well read in philosophical sources in Arabic and Hebrew; he quoted and preserved sources in Hebrew translation that are no longer extant in the original Arabic (such as ibn Gabirol’s Fons Vitae).152 He produced both paraphrastical translations and original works (treatises and commentaries). He did not, however, produce any direct continuous translation of single works. He has been described, therefore, as a compiler – an “epigone” – and critic, rather than professional translator.153 He sought to transmit knowledge of Islamic philosophy in works directed to a general, non-specialist audience, freely borrowing from and collating different sources.

2.2.1Moreh ha-moreh (Commentary on the Guide)

The Moreh ha-moreh was the second full-length philosophical commentary written on the Guide following that by Moses of Salerno. Ibn Falaquera writes at the end of the third appendix to the commentary that he finished it in 1280.154 He would write only one other work after the commentary, a short letter in defense of the Guide entitled Ketav ‘al devar ha-moreh.155

The title Moreh ha-moreh was meant to be understood as A Guide to the Rebellious rather than the more literal translation Guide to the “Guide.” Ibn Falaquera explains the title as based on two biblical verses; he writes that “the meaning of the first moreh derives from [the verse] ‘and the Lord shewed him (va-yorehu) a tree’ [Exod 15:25], and the meaning of the second moreh derives from [the verse] ‘for I have rebelled against (maryti) His commandment’ [Lam 1:18].”156 The purpose of the title, ibn Falaquera writes, is to warn against those who transgress what he deems three necessary preconditions for reading the Guide: knowledge of Torah, knowledge of science, and having attained the age of forty.157 It has been suggested that the title contains an internal contradiction: it provides guidance for the rebellious, but gives legitimacy to what Maimonides had forbidden in his injunction in the Preface (not to comment on any word of the Guide or explain it to another).158

The program of the Moreh ha-moreh concerns the philosophical sources and parallels of the Guide. The method of the commentator consists in providing a passage of the text, translated directly from the Judeo-Arabic original, followed by one or more parallels found in Islamic philosophy (such as ibn Rushd, ibn Bajja, al-Farabi, and ibn Sina) or Greek sources in Arabic translation (Plato, Themistius).159 Occasionally, ibn Falaquera inserts his own interpretations.160 Ibn Falaquera’s identification of sources is far from a disinterested enterprise. At times, he gives a source that contradicts an argument from the Guide, or he gives two sources that contradict each other.161 Rather than merely uncovering Maimonides’ potential sources, ibn Falaquera sought to determine Maimonides’ views on philosophical disagreements, that is, whether he favored one position or another.162 Hence in many instances it may be more accurate to describe Ibn Falaquera’s method as providing parallels rather than historical sources. Moreover, the most quoted philosopher in the Moreh ha-moreh is ibn Rushd, but Ibn Falaquera may have known that Maimonides did not employ him as a source in the Guide. Ibn Falaquera also quotes Jewish philosophical and non-philosophical sources (such as ibn Ezra’s commentary on the Torah and the Sefer yeṣirah).163 Among Jewish thinkers, aside from Maimonides and Samuel ibn Tibbon, he quotes by name only Abraham ibn Ezra and Solomon ibn Gabirol.164

As I mentioned, the passages from the Guide quoted in the Moreh ha-moreh are translated directly from the Judeo-Arabic text (some chapters are translated in full). Among the commentators in this study, ibn Falaquera and Zeraḥiah Ḥen were the only ones who had knowledge of philosophical Arabic and who worked as translators. In the prologue to the commentary he explains that one of the purposes of the commentary is to help readers of Arabic understand the text, and he included two appendices for their benefit (see below). He frequently departs from the Hebrew translation by Samuel ibn Tibbon, which he also consulted and critiqued; ibn Falaquera’s linguistic quibbles are at times merely stylistic but in certain cases they are substantial. The apologetic strain of the Moreh ha-moreh is therefore linguistic as well as ideological. It proposes an alternate translation that presumably conveys the correct understanding of Maimonides’ ideas.

The Moreh ha-moreh covers a limited number of chapters in the Guide. Ibn Falaquera begins with a poem in praise of the Guide, followed by a prologue where he explains the circumstances that led him to compose the commentary, his purposes and intended audience, and some remarks on the nature of the text. He then comments on the following chapters: part I:1, 2, 9, 31–32, 34–36, 42, 47, 52, 55, 57–59, 60, 68–73 (I:72 is the longest; in I:73, he comments on I:74, “fifth method”); part II: haqdamot, 1, 4, 6 (which includes comments on II:5), 9–15, 19, 22–24, 26, 40, 48. In part III, he comments on the preface and on chapters 13–19, 51, 54.165 There are also three appendices to the Moreh ha-moreh: the first surveys different opinions (by al-Farabi, ibn Sina, ibn Bajja, ibn Rushd, and ibn Gabirol) concerning the acquired intellect and the felicity of the soul. The appendix closes with remarks concerning the “metaphysical possibility” (ʼefsharut ʼelohit) of conjunction, which is opposed to the “natural possibility” (ʼefsharut tivi‘it). The former does not require knowledge of the sciences but rather occurs through prophecy; it has been attained only by the prophets and the “pious (ḥasidim), who are His angels.” Ibn Falaquera believes both the philosophers and the Sages of the Talmud are in agreement with respect to the existence of the “metaphysical possibility.”166 The second appendix discusses the problem of divine providence through a critique of Samuel ibn Tibbon’s Hebrew translation of III:51.167 The third appendix lists terms and expressions that ibn Falaquera deemed as mistranslations by Samuel ibn Tibbon, including two passages from the Preface to the Guide. This third appendix is divided into three parts corresponding to errors identified in each part of the Guide.168


2.2.2Ibn Falaquera’s Exegetical Methods on the Preface to the Guide

The methods employed in the commentary on the Preface are entirely distinct from those used in the rest of the commentary. In the commentary as a whole, two main techniques of interpretation are used. The first is (re)translation. Ibn Falaquera compares the Judeo-Arabic text to Samuel ibn Tibbon’s translation, and offers his own translation of selected passages. Though this sort of critique aims primarily at the translation and not the text, the translation choices offered by ibn Falaquera carry certain philosophical implications.169 The second technique consists of extensive quotations from the main sources of Islamic philosophy (principally ibn Rushd, but includes al-Farabi, ibn Sina, and ibn Bajja as well), immediately following the newly translated passage from the Guide. Yair Shiffman suggests that through this method ibn Falaquera hints to the reader that the passage ought to be understood in light of accompanying sources.170 The first of the techniques described above can also be found in the commentary on the Preface, which begins with a re-translation of the mashal regarding flashes of light.171 As a whole, though, the commentary on the Preface does not follow the second technique of quotations, and in this sense it differs from the rest of the Moreh ha-moreh. Instead, in the explanation of the Preface ibn Falaquera displays some of the same techniques that can be found in Moses of Salerno and Zeraḥiah Ḥen.

The first is the “interpolated paraphrase,” described earlier in connection with Moses of Salerno. Unlike the Italian scholar, however, ibn Falaquera does not use any markers to distinguish his own words from those of the Guide, such as “etc” or “the commentator says.” It is possible that Ibn Falaquera saw the method of paraphrase as not distinct from that of a direct translation, where such markers are of course not employed.172 A second technique parallels part of Zeraḥiah’s commentary. The method consists of ad hoc interpretation given by the commentator following the lemma. In the Moreh ha-moreh they lemma may be either a retranslation or paraphrase. The interpretation may then be based upon another source(s) or it may be original to ibn Falaquera; the example in the next paragraph combines the two.

Following a retranslation of the first half of the mashal of the flashes of light, ibn Falaquera offers his own interpretation of the passage as a description of prophetic apprehension against that experienced by “perfect individuals who are not prophets.”173 He explains the mashal by employing the same symbols found in the text, such as “light” and “pearl.”174 He delves into their meaning only briefly and in passing, emphasizing rather the distinction between the two kinds of apprehension and concludes that such distinction is all but “evident. He then retranslates the second half of the mashal, which mentions a flickering “small light” comparable to the “flaming sword” (Gen 3:24). Here he does not offer an original explanation; instead, he refers the reader to his commentary on III:51 for the meaning of “light,” where he esoterically implies that “light” corresponds to the Active Intellect.175 He adds that according to ibn Sina such apprehension (i.e. from the Active Intellect) is “not given to conceptualization, but is rather [like] a blink of an eye.”176 Ibn Falaquera concludes by drawing a connection to yet another source, stating that those interpretations he had just quoted from III:51 and ibn Sina hint at a passage from another source (the passage in question is found in the Sefer yeṣirah).177 He acknowledges that the entire interpretation was a digression by finishing with the expression “let me now return to the text” of the Guide.178

Certain aspects of this entire interpretation recall concepts found in Maimonidean-Tibbonian esotericism, such as the use of “hint” (remez) and the open acknowledgement of digressions as well as the symbolism of the “secret.” His selection of lemmata also betrays his interest in the esoteric interpretation of the text; the only subjects he treats are the mashal of the flashes of light, the inability to transmit secrets, and the fifth and seventh causes of contradiction. But ibn Falaquera breaks company with Maimonidean esotericism in significant ways, the first of which is gathered from his selective “lemmatization” of the text: he completely ignores the concepts of mashal, chapter headings, ma‘aseh bereshit, and ma‘aseh merkavah, topics that otherwise gave much fodder for esoteric discussion among Maimonidean philosophers. Unlike Moses of Salerno, who breaks up the text into lemmata but whose commentary is rather comprehensive, lemmatization for ibn Falaquera is a means to prioritize certain notions while ignoring others.

The second departure from Maimonidean esotericism is related to mashal. In the Guide (and for all other commentators), mashal is a legitimate pedagogical method with which to transmit secrets of metaphysics or of natural science. Ibn Falaquera has a different process of transmission. He emphatically states it is impossible to transmit insights that one apprehends in the course of scientific investigation, unless it is to an individual with the “same degree [of knowledge] of science,”179 one with “perfect judgment and of as collected and clear intellect.”180 Even in such an event, the first individual is not able to transmit the contents of what he has apprehended, but only “the method that he himself undertook.”181 Therefore the possibility of oral transmission of the contents of secrets, which would ordinarily occur through mashal, is rejected, and a fortiori transmission in writing is rejected as well. The only transmission that can occur is that of method.

This may well constitute the “secret” to ibn Falaquera’s method for the rest of the Moreh ha-moreh. Rather than attempt to communicate the content of the insights that Ibn Falaquera has gathered from his reading of the text, the sage only offers the reader the method that he himself undertook. First, he retranslates the text, reproducing a process where he likely read the Judeo-Arabic Guide alongside ibn Tibbon’s version. He then provides the reader with the background sources that informed his reading. Ibn Falaquera does not elaborate on all of these background sources, leaving the reader to parse the lemma and the parallels on their own. In other words, he gives the materials for a commentary rather than a commentary. Ibn Falaquera’s activities of retranslation and parallelism constitute indispensable prolegomena for the project of commentary: the first step is procuring a faithful text or a faithful translation, while another step involves seeking parallels in outside sources. But as stated, they are only prolegomena to the actual work of commentary, and in this sense, the Moreh ha-moreh is a proto-commentary of sorts. It is one where the commentator largely abdicates the role of explaining the text.182 In its place, ibn Falaquera is a catalyst for the reader to experience the thought processes that precede actual commentary and forces readers to then form their own interpretations.183


2.2.3A Theme in the Preface to the Guide: Transmission of Knowledge

The theme of prophetic and non-prophetic apprehension of deep truths, and the difficulties involved in their transmission, is a subject that dominates the Moreh ha-moreh on the Preface to the Guide. Commenting on the mashal of flashes of light, which he sees as a mashal regarding prophetic apprehension, ibn Falaquera writes that Maimonides adds a further category, namely, the apprehension of those who are not prophets.184 Ibn Falaquera characterizes the nature of their apprehension as “limited,” compared to a light that is reflected by a “polished and glowing object, stones or something similar that give light in the darkness of the night,”185 unlike the “clear light that emanates to the prophets.”186 He interprets the “object” as matter and custom, due to which “all those who apprehend while still living in this world are in the dark.”187 The prophets, on the other hand, receive a “divine overflow” similarly to “lightning that illuminates the darkness of night, and the distinction between the light of lightning and the light [reflected] from a pearl is evident.”188 Later on in the commentary ibn Falaquera repeats the notion that lightning corresponds to prophetic apprehension, describing how it can appear and reappear intermittently, in a passage replete with parallels to ibn Tufayl and ibn Sina, ending with a quotation from Sefer yeṣirah.189

It bears noting that like ibn Falaquera, Moses of Narbonne also interprets lightning or lightning flashes as prophetic apprehension. However, ibn Falaquera interprets the “polished body” as matter and custom, which hinder the full apprehension of the light given to prophets; Moses of Narbonne, on the other hand, describes the “polished body” as demonstration and speculation in general, through which one can achieve conjunction with the Active Intellect.190 Thus while for Moses of Narbonne the “polished object” is that which facilitates apprehension (or makes it possible at all), for ibn Falaquera the “polished body” hinders complete and direct apprehension.191

Turning to the transmission of prophetic apprehension, ibn Falaquera paraphrases a passage from the Preface to the effect that “whenever one of the perfect” wishes to transmit “something he understands of these secrets,” he is unable to do so “with complete clarity.”192 Rather than disclosure through mashal, Ibn Falaquera emphasizes the difficulties of disclosure in the first place. As we saw earlier, Moses of Salerno emphasizes how secrets can be transmitted through mashal despite possible dangers. But Moses of Salerno’s interpretation of this passage in the Preface parallels that of the Moreh ha-moreh. Moses of Salerno writes: “a scholar is not able to explain [even the portion that he has apprehended], and even if he had the ability it would not be permissible to do so.”193 The issue of whether truths can be communicated at all, in what way, and to what extent, preoccupied many of the early Maimonidean interpreters. Moses of Salerno’s seemingly contradictory emphases – on the one hand, disclosure through mashal, and on the other hand, the non-ability to disclose – reflects the competing concerns of the Tibbonian tendency towards greater disclosure vs. Maimonides’ more restricted modes of disclosure. As a reader of the Guide in the original Arabic, and as a critic of Ibn Tibbon, it is not then surprising to see that Ibn Falaquera emphasizes Maimonides’ version of esotericism rather than Ibn Tibbon’s ideology.

Within a description of the pedagogical relationship, ibn Falaquera emphasizes how deeper truths are difficult, if not impossible to transmit. A scholar who has studied the sciences, Ibn Falaquera writes, apprehends many concepts that he is not able to transmit at all, through demonstration or through teaching in some other way. The only viable manner of transmission is to point to the method “that he [the scholar] himself undertook.”194 Only certain colleagues or students will be able to replicate the method and eventually reach knowledge of the same secrets on their own (as I pointed out earlier about the Moreh ha-moreh as a whole, Ibn Falaquera transmits a method rather than interpretations themselves). In a successful pedagogical transmission, individuals must have the “same degree [of knowledge] of science” as that scholar195 and must be “perfect in judgment and of as collected and clear an intellect as [the scholar].”196 Only then the student “might possibly” have access to the same knowledge apprehended by the scholar. Those who do not fulfill these conditions will deny the validity of the scholar’s apprehension and reject it. Regarding the latter, ibn Falaquera writes that this would be like teaching “someone who was born blind [how] to distinguish among colors,” suggesting that the impediment is at least partially rooted in biology.197 Recalling Moses of Salerno’s formula, ibn Falaquera states that it is not permissible to disclose to such individuals any of the “secrets,” and the scholar must distance himself from them.

Unlike Moses of Salerno and all other commentators in this study, ibn Falaquera sees no role for mashal in transmission of knowledge. The absence of any mention of a concept so central to the Preface raises important questions. From the perspective of the development of commentaries within schools of thought, it points to ibn Falaquera’s ambiguity vis-à-vis some of the premises of the Maimonidean-Tibbonian school. To a certain extent he shares, for example, in the idea of dissemination of philosophical knowledge among Jews; evidence for this notion is his decision to write the commentary in Hebrew “so that its benefit may be broader.”198 This idea has an echo in ibn Tibbon’s notion of “widening the apertures” of the silver filigree that encases the apple of gold, as well as the notion of “progressive revelation.” He stresses, too, that the words of some philosophers (Plato and ibn Rushd) agree with Maimonides as well as the Rabbis, and he is an early exponent of the myth of Jewish origins of Greek philosophy.199 Moreover, the very act of writing a commentary on the Guide, which presupposes that the aforementioned idea of “widening the apertures” supersedes Maimonides’ own request to the reader not to write on the book, also brings ibn Falaquera closer to the practices of the Maimonidean-Tibbonian school. Finally, the Moreh ha-moreh parallels other commentaries of that school in its deployment of esotericism, however restrained.200

Nonetheless, ibn Falaquera’s position vis-à-vis the Maimonidean-Tibbonian school is more ambiguous with respect to textual criticism. All of the commentators implicitly or explicitly criticize the translation through rewriting, interpolation, and paraphrase, among other techniques. Ibn Falaquera’s method, however, critiques the translation itself. But by doing so, he cannot dispense with it; it is clear that he holds ibn Tibbon in some admiration, even as he disagrees with ibn Tibbon’s translation choices.201 More crucially, the Moreh ha-moreh on the Preface makes no mention of key concepts that are not only central but also constitute some common premises of the Tibbonian school as they appear in other commentaries on the Guide, such as the philosophical interpretation of Scripture or of rabbinical literature, a search for a synthesis between philosophy and religion, in other words, the construction of a so-called “philosophical religion”202; and as stated, the use of mashal as a method of teaching and exegesis.

Instead, ibn Falaquera explores certain elements of the Preface that emphasize the solitariness of the path to metaphysical knowledge and the difficulties of transmitting the contents of that knowledge to another individual, preferring to overlook passages that could be interpreted as mitigating such difficulties (such as meshalim or “chapter headings”). Furthermore, religious knowledge or conduct play no role in ibn Falaquera’s pedagogical scenario. In this scenario, he has a clear antecedent in the Neoplatonic thought in Ḥayy ibn Yaqẓān by ibn Tufayl.203 A refugee in a deserted island, Ḩayy learns physics and metaphysics by himself. He seems to have no need for human contact, his apprehension being derived from his empirical observations and self-teaching, parallel to ibn Falaquera’s scholar who has learned the “secrets” entirely on his own. Ḥayy eventually encounters Absāl, who comes from a nearby settled island. Absāl is different from most of those surrounding him in his eschewing of human contact and in his nature as a “thoughtful man, fond of contemplation and of probing for the deeper meanings of things.”204 Thus ibn Tufayl sets up a scenario similar to ibn Falaquera, where the scholar can transmit some of what he knows if the other individual is like-minded in character and judgment. Ḥayy discloses to Absāl his discovery of metaphysical truths and his emotional reaction to them (“the joys of those who reach [God]”) “as best as he could.”205

However, when Ḥayy made contact with people other than Absāl and attempted to communicate his metaphysical insights, the listeners “recoiled in horror from his ideas and closed their minds: “[…] the more he taught, the more repugnance they felt, despite the fact that these were men who loved the good and sincerely yearned for the Truth.”206 As we saw, ibn Falaquera described the individual who does not have the same character as the scholar as one that rejects the scholar’s words and declare them to be false. For the benefit of this unsuitable individual, ibn Falaquera explains, it is not permissible to disclose the meaning of secrets.207 Ibn Falaquera does not spell out what he means by “secrets,” but in ibn Tufayl, the message that drives listeners to reject Ḥayy relates to allegorical interpretations of Scripture.208 It is perhaps not a coincidence that Ibn Falaquera also wrote a seemingly rationalist allegorical commentary on the Torah, which does not survive, and may actually have been intentionally suppressed.209 Ḥayy learns from his experience that a scholar ought to keep his knowledge to himself, and ibn Falaquera closes his interpretation of the passage in the same vein: “the hearts of sages are the graves of secrets.”210

The allegorical interpretation of Scripture in Ḥayy ibn Yaqẓān introduces two elements that are absent from ibn Falaquera’s account: the role of revealed religion in achieving (or preventing) knowledge of metaphysical truths, and the potential conflict between the two. In the commentary on the Preface, ibn Falaquera sees no place for religious practice or texts, and in like fashion, Ḥayy’s lack of scripture or religious tradition is no impediment to his discovery of metaphysics. Nonetheless, when he learned about religious doctrines and practices, “he found none of it in contradiction with what he had seen for himself from his supernal vantage point,” and eagerly accepted to observe religious obligations.211 Absāl, too, had earlier in his life accepted religion “enthusiastically,”212 which shows that for ibn Tufayl at least, religion per se does not pose an impediment to metaphysical learning; the reaction by Ḥayy’s listeners shows that it can. Since from Ḥayy’s perspective ibn Tufayl paints a harmonious picture of the relationship between religion (properly understood) and philosophy as free from contradiction, it is easy to see why ibn Falaquera does not quote him on this point, since ibn Falaquera is writing a commentary on a work that focuses on the apparent gap between the two. Similar to Ḥayy, in the Prologue to the commentary ibn Falaquera does stress how philosophers have accepted and learned from religious traditions, and how the Rabbis of the Talmud received the findings of scientific speculation and vice-versa.213 Nonetheless, the fact remains that for ibn Falaquera, the perplexity of the Guide relates to the different philosophical opinions quoted therein, not to a fundamental difference between philosophy and religion. The perplexity between revealed texts and philosophical truths is only secondary.



2.3Zeraḥiah ben Isaac ben Sheʼaltiʼel Ḥen

Zeraḥiah Ḥen originated from an old established Jewish family in Barcelona.214 He was active in Rome, where he had moved to teach the Guide at the invitation of the Jewish community. His date of birth is unknown but by 1290 he regarded himself as an old man who wished to return to Barcelona to be buried with his ancestors.215 All of his writings were produced between 1277 and 1291.216 In Rome Zeraḥiah was seen as an authority on Maimonides and on philosophical interpretation of Scripture,217 and entered into a public exchange of letters with Hillel ben Samuel of Verona concerning the proper interpretation of some metaphysical and textual issues raised in the Guide.218 He worked as a teacher of the Guide to young people over the course of many years, and his commentary likely originated in those sessions.219 He was knowledgeable in Arabic and Greco-Arabic philosophy, a prolific Arabic-Hebrew translator, and Hebrew exegete.220 However, he was dismissive of other Jewish exegetes or philosophers, with the exception of Maimonides and Samuel ibn Tibbon.221 Zeraḥiah produced both translations and original works, all of which are commentaries.

2.3.1Commentary on the Guide

Zeraḥiah’s commentary still remains in manuscript.222 It was apparently written before Zeraḥiah’s other original writings (his commentaries on Proverbs and Job as well as his correspondence with Hillel ben Samuel)223 and appended to a letter to Judah ben Solomon, with whom he maintained a correspondence between 1284 and 1290. In the letter, he writes that he had written in the commentary “several years ago.”224

The nature of Zeraḥiah’s commentary relates to its origins in a pedagogical environment. As he indicates in his letters to Judah ben Solomon, he taught the Guide to students in Rome and the commentary was derived from those sessions. There were two classes, an introductory and an advanced one.225 He writes in the Prologue that one of his purposes is precisely to help beginners, in particular those who have not had the benefit of a teacher but have read the Guide on their own.226

The surviving text exists in two versions, one more comprehensive (Long Version) and an abridgement (Short Version).227 Similarly to the Moreh ha-moreh, Zeraḥiah begins with a poem in praise of the Guide. After a prologue where he explains the circumstances that led him to compose the commentary and his intended audience, he comments on the Preface and on nearly every chapter up to I:72. He omits I:60 in the Long Version; I:61–63 are commented together, as are I:64–67 and I:71–72. At the end of I:72 he writes that I:73–76 refer to the proofs of the Mutakallimūn and they belong properly with the haqdamot at the beginning of part II. Following I:72 he writes on II:10 and 30, and III:2, and concludes with a brief exhortation. Immediately following in the manuscript of the Long Version are the letters he exchanged with Hillel ben Samuel of Verona and his cousin Judah ben Solomon in Barcelona, which include a commentary on III:53 (f.96r). The Short Version follows I:72 with notes on part II, where Zeraḥiah quotes by name the Ma ʼamar yiqqavu ha-mayim by Samuel ibn Tibbon (f. 156r). It is not known whether Zeraḥiah first composed the Short Version that was then later expanded, or vice-versa. Manuscripts of the short version also include a long disquisition on the faculties of the soul (following I:72) that is lacking from the Long Version. Furthermore, the Long Version contains an excursus in I:52 regarding the necessary existent. It is clear from Zeraḥiah’s correspondence with Judah ben Solomon that he commented on other chapters as well, but they do not survive.228

Zeraḥiah’s commentary as a whole has been described as mainly a paraphrase or abbreviation of the Hebrew text as found in Samuel ibn Tibbon’s version. The following chapters are primarily paraphrastic: 3–5, 8, 10, 12, 17–18, 20, 22, 25, 27, 29, 31, 33–34, 40–45, 47, 50, 53, 56, 63, and 68.229 Although he follows the order of chapters, glosses on each chapter are of varying length, with the longest being on I:51–52. He occasionally gives the Arabic translation of terms (as in I:51), but far more often the explanation of difficult terms is in Hebrew (I:1)230. In fact, Zeraḥiah’s commentary is far from being wholly paraphrastic. He speaks in his own voice when explaining technical notions with examples (cf. I:52)231. He follows the paraphrases of the text with his own interpretation with formulas such as u-ferush (“the interpretation is…”) and ʼaval le-fi ha-nireʼ ʼelai (“but according to how it appears to me…”)232. In I:1, furthermore, he has a lengthy response to those who interpret the verse “in our image” (Genesis 1:26) as a plural (leshon rabim).233

The commentary on I:6 (which explains “man” and “woman”) contains an interesting discussion that is directly relevant to the commentary on the Preface. Zeraḥiah states that in his opinion, the word “man” signifies the substance of a thing, and “woman” is any object that is fit for reception [of substance].234 He adds, however, that according to Samuel ibn Tibbon the chapter contains a secret, and the same is true of the chapters on yalad (I:7) and ḥay (I:42).235 Zeraḥiah attributes to ibn Tibbon the sentiment that “he who reveals their interpretation transgresses the injunction” (shevu‘ah), that is, Maimonides’ injunction not to comment on the Guide. Zeraḥiah adds: “Furthermore, it seems to me that he who knows the interpretation of those three chapters [I:6, 7, 42] and explains them according to their hidden meaning [ke-fi nistareihem] transgresses the injunction. However, I have hinted to you the meaning of the interpretation of ‘man’ and ‘woman.’ I will now add to it in order to make known to you another meaning.” Zeraḥiah then connects the terms “man” and “woman” to ma‘aseh bereshit, recalling that Maimonides advises the reader to “connect [the Guide’s] chapters with one another.”236 Further on in the same chapter, I:6, Zeraḥiah continues: “[if you] should you say ‘what secret is there in this?’ that is, in the meaning of ‘in his own likeness, after his image’ [Gen 5:3] – one would transgress the injunction if he interprets it. But when I reveal to you this secret with a single hint [remez], undoubtedly the discerning individual will understand it [ha-mevin yavin]. That individual would point out to me that it is not proper to speak of it at length so that every person would understand it, but rather [speak only to] those who are accustomed to such secrets. And it is not astounding that he who understands the secret of the “first man” [i.e. Adam] will understand the purpose of the chapter on yalad [I:7], [in light of] that which the Gaon, our Rabbi, the author mentions therein by saying ‘begat a son in his own likeness, after his image’ along with what is explained [there] regarding it – the discerning individual will understand that what has been revealed to him is the entire purpose of man.”237

I do not wish to speculate here on Zeraḥiah’s possible meaning(s) for the passages that he labels as “secrets.” Rather, I bring up this excerpt to illustrate how concepts and principles of exegesis introduced in the Preface direct Zeraḥiah’s reading. The passage quoted invokes several topoi: the “injunction”; ma‘aseh bereshit; the notions of “hint,” “secret,” and “internal meaning”; the technique of interpreting the Guide through the Guide, that is, reading chapters in light of other chapters; and the idea that the meaning of secrets contained in the Guide and in Scripture can only be explained to certain individuals. It is heavily intertextual, combining several chapters of the Guide, Scripture, Samuel ibn Tibbon, and Zeraḥiah’s own views. Finally, the quotation makes clear that for Zeraḥiah, the method of explanation through “hints”, which points to a secret but leaves its interpretation to the reader, is acceptable to a loyal Maimonidean even in light of the strong-worded injunction not to comment on any word of the Guide. Zeraḥiah somewhat neutralizes the strength of the injunction through appeal to the Maimonidean concept of connecting chapters to one another. The method exhibited above provides a theoretical basis for Zeraḥiah’s enterprise of a commentary on the text despite Maimonides’ injunction. The passage points to importance of the Preface of the Guide for the commentary as a whole and for the construction of a distinctly Maimonideanist method of esoteric exegesis.


2.3.2Zeraḥiah Ḥen’s Exegetical Methods on the Preface to the Guide

Zeraḥiah’s general method in the commentary on the Preface is to begin with a lemma and follow with his own comments. He begins with a brief paraphrase, in one or two sentences, before moving on to give an example or an explanation in simple language. Two of the examples Zeraḥiah gives in the commentary on the Preface are drawn from elsewhere in the Guide, a tendency that we have seen in Moses of Salerno earlier.238 He addresses the reader directly with formulas such as “I will now explain to you…”239 or “let it not be difficult for you...”240 and anticipates objections with “should you say...”241. In most instances the lemmata and the commentary are clearly set apart from each other through the use of formulas such as “[Maimonides] says in the Preface,” “the commentator says,” or “end of quote.”242 Thus while his commentary as a whole has been characterized as paraphrastic,243 the commentary on the Preface suggests a more complex picture.

In two passages, the elucidation of equivocal terms, and of the sixth cause of contradictions, Zeraḥiah’s method changes entirely.244 Instead of lemmata followed by commentary, he focuses entirely on the meaning of those technical passages, which he explains through appeal to the Greco-Muslim logical tradition. He names the sources for his explanation (Aristotle, ibn Rushd, al-Farabi), and proceeds to quote them verbatim. As characteristic of Zeraḥiah, he likely translated those quotations from the Arabic himself.245

Following the quotations Zeraḥiah gives illustrative examples. In the case of the equivocal terms the examples are taken from those same sources. He gives an extended example for the sixth cause of contradictions involving Creation, termed here a “certain matter among obscure matters.” The example aims to explain the “concealed contradiction” of the sixth cause246: it refers to the contradiction between Creation ex nihilo and existence of the world a parte ante. Zeraḥiah obliquely implies that the peripatetics held the latter while the Mutakallimūn held the former. He illustrates the sixth cause by comparing it to a syllogism with the following necessary conclusion: “[it is as if] you said that every body is a composite and every composite is created, and the conclusion is that every body is created.”247

Zeraḥiah is adopting an esoteric mode of writing with this extended example. On a surface reading, it is merely an illustration of how Maimonides describes the sixth cause. In the Guide, the sixth cause refers to two contradictory propositions whose contradictoriness is not evident. But if we consider each proposition separately, writes Maimonides, and turn them into valid syllogisms by joining a valid premise to each, and drawing necessary conclusions, we will reach two equally necessary yet contradictory conclusions, exposing the contradictoriness of the original two propositions. In the surface reading of this example, Zeraḥiah is illustrating how to join a premise to a proposition in order to draw a necessary conclusion.

There is more than meets the eye to this passage. It turns out to be a simplification of what Maimonides gives in the Guide as the first of the “common premises” of the Mutakallimūn, which describes the Kalām version of atomism. Unlike classical Greek atomism, where atoms themselves are neither created nor destroyed, Maimonides reports that the Mutakallimūn hold that God creates atoms “whenever he wishes” and they can also be destroyed.248 This view is, of course, fully compatible with Creation ex nihilo, which the Mutakallimūn espoused. The significance of this move is not to be underestimated, for readers of the Guide are well aware of Maimonides’ strongly negative views on both the validity and soundness of Kalām arguments. Zeraḥiah’s example implies that in the matter of Creation, Creation ex nihilo is the incorrect disjunct of the contradiction, and existence of the world a parte ante is the correct disjunct.

Zeraḥiah’s exegetical orientation in the commentary on the Preface, whether paraphrastic or otherwise, is to focus entirely on the explanation of arguments, concepts, and to a more limited extent, terms. Like other commentators, he may have had problems understanding the language of the ibn Tibbon version, since in one passage he openly admits, “this passage is not easily understood” (though this observation, too, could refer to a conceptual difficulty).249 Nonetheless, linguistic elucidation is not a primary concern in Zeraḥiah’s commentary; he is relatively uninterested in resolving textual difficulties of either syntax or translation. Moreover, he does not engage in the practice of rewriting that I mentioned in connection with Moses of Salerno and which also appears in ibn Kaspi and Moses of Narbonne. This picture indicates a commentary less concerned with textual clarification than with discussing the philosophical meanings of difficult passages and terms in a format that is friendly to beginners. Zeraḥiah’s emphasis on the explanation of logical concepts necessary for basic comprehension constitutes a response to the needs and limitations of introductory students. It shows certain tension between the practice of commentary and the purposes of teaching. A teacher is not free to teach in whatever manner he wants because she must attend to the limitations of his students, while no such requirement exists for a commentator.250 Hadot designates this as a “zetetic” process, the tension between requirements inherent to a certain discipline weighed against external needs of a pragmatic nature.251 In the Maimonidean tradition as a whole, the tension translates to the necessity of learning disciplines in a certain order, beginning with logic and proceeding gradually to metaphysics (and thus the Guide), against the desire of the commentator to impress upon students a correct understanding of the Guide, a text that assumes that such propaedeutic learning has already taken place.252

Zeraḥiah comments only on a few topics found in the Preface to the Guide: the equivocal terms; the necessity of teaching only through meshalim and riddles (here he emphasizes that natural science, too, must be taught through meshalim, and that this is a secret); the causes of contradictions. The selection of topics points to Zeraḥiah’s concern with Maimonidean pedagogical and exegetical methods, founded upon the method of transmission through meshalim, as well as the preoccupation with logic as a tool for understanding ground concepts in the Guide.

All of the elements outlined above–the choice of passages from the Preface, the repeated mention of the notion of “secret,” and the example given in the explanation of the sixth cause–point to a concern with esotericism, embodying Zeraḥiah’s persistent dilemma in his oeuvre between “the oath not to reveal and a trend towards popularization.”253


2.3.3A Theme in the Preface to the Guide: Logic

The brief commentary on the Preface is singularly concerned with logical terms and concepts found in the text. In addition to the theme of teaching through meshalim, Zeraḥiah discusses the interpretation of equivocal terms and the causes of contradictions at the beginning and end of the commentary, respectively.254 With respect to those two subjects, he is not interested in the interpretation of the text, or in uncovering Maimonides’ intent, or rewriting ibn Tibbon’s syntax. Rather, his interest revolves around the clarification of textual concepts on the basis of elementary Aristotelian logic.

Maimonides mentions in the beginning of the Preface four concepts that, as Zeraḥiah notes, are “explained in books of Logic”255: equivocal, metaphorical, amphibolous (ambiguous/analogous) and univocal terms.256 No definition is given for these terms in the Guide; they are described only by how they are misread by the ignorant. The equivocal term is misread as corresponding to “only one or some” of its meanings. The metaphorical term is misread as corresponding only to the original meaning from which secondary meanings derive.257 The nature of the amphibolous term, according to Maimonides, is that sometimes it is read as equivocal, and sometimes as univocal; nothing is said regarding univocal terms. As is characteristic of his overall method in the Preface to the Guide, Maimonides seems to assume that the reader is already familiar with the meaning of such terms.258

Zeraḥiah’s definition of equivocal term is a verbatim quotation from ibn Rushd’s Middle Commentary on the “Categories”: “things which have nothing general and common, except for the name alone.” Instead, “the definition of each, which states its essence in consideration of the meaning of the equivocal name, differs from the definition of the other one and is peculiar to its own definiendum.”259 The example that follows is the term “lion” that designates a living lion and the sculpture of a lion. This example immediately reveals Zeraḥiah’s preference in terms of sources, for an analogous example – that of a living man and the picture of a man – is mentioned in the Categories and in ibn Rushd’s Middle Commentary as “equivocal,” while in Maimonides’ Millot ha-Higgayon (henceforth MH) it is given as amphibolous, a subcategory of equivocality.260 Zeraḥiah writes that the name shared by the two objects is termed “equivocal” because the definitions for each are distinct, which is the same explanation given in Aristotle and in the Middle Commentary.261 Zeraḥiah’s next example is not as straightforward.

Some equivocal terms, he writes, “bear a distant resemblance [dimayon raḥoq], such as the term ‘dog’ to refer to a star, due to the resemblance to warmth and dryness that occurs (in margin of manuscript: in the days) when the sun is present more than in other days of the year. This is the kind of similitude that is indicated by derivative (i.e. metaphorical) terms.”262 This is a singular use of this example. Although it has a long history, it is nowhere else given as an example of a metaphorical term. Harry Wolfson notes that “dog” was offered as the example of an equivocal term by Philo, to indicate marine and terrestrial animals as well as a star (the star in question is Sirius, in Canis Major). Furthermore, it is given as equivocal by al-Kindi, Maimonides, and Peter of Spain (in the Tractatus).263 One variation is found in Kol melekhet higgayon (Hebrew translation of ibn Rushd’s Epitome of the Organon). There, it is mentioned as an example of “equivocality by indirect [or distant] accident” (shittuf be-miqreh raḥoq).264 Though these and other sources cited by Wolfson interpret “dog” as either equivocal or amphibolous, none give it as metaphorical. A possible solution is that Zeraḥiah may have in mind not the similitude between an animal dog and the star, but rather the similitude between the star and the period of the year named “dog days” in the summer, which are in fact so named because Sirius has its first heliacal rising around the warmest part of the year. Hence his mention of the “resemblance to warmth and dryness that occurs when the sun is present more than in other days of the year.” Thus a charitable reading might interpret Zeraḥiah saying that a certain period of the year is named after the star because that is when it is most visible. Even then, it remains an unusual example for metaphorical terms.

The univocal and amphibolous terms merit far less attention in the commentary. Zeraḥiah sees the univocal term as what we would term a “class name,” and he gives the examples of “living” and “rational.”265 These examples are closer to ibn Rushd’s Epitome of the Categories than to the MH. In the former, the univocal name indicates one meaning but many entities, “whether individuals or species,” while in the MH the univocal term is that shared by one or more individuals but is also constitutive of their essence. Thus “laughing” as said of both “man” and “hyena” would not qualify as a univocal term according to the MH, since it is a differentia (hevdel) that is not an essential property, while “rational” would apply univocally for all humans. Zeraḥiah’s quoted definition then leaves no doubt as to which of the two sources he has in mind: “The univocal term is the one that expresses one single notion but encompasses more than one individual.”266 With respect to the amphibolous term, however, Zeraḥiah’s definition is closer to the MH, but the example is as found in the Epitome. “The amphibolous term is said of two things between which there is a resemblance concerning one of their aspects,” he writes. In the MH the amphibolous term only differs from the univocal in that the term in question is not constitute of the essence of any of the individuals designated by it (the example given there is the term “laughter” as it refers to man and to a hyena). Zeraḥiah’s example of the term “beginning” as it is applied to the “beginning of a path” and the “beginning of life that is in the heart” is listed in the Epitome under “amphiboly by analogy.”267

Among the seven causes of contradictions, Zeraḥiah explains only a few of the concepts mentioned in connection with the sixth cause (proposition, premise, conclusion, and syllogism). He quotes verbatim ibn Rushd’s middle commentary on the Prior Analytics for the definition of “premise” and “syllogism,” and quotes from al-Farabi’s short commentary on Prior Analytics for the definition of “proposition.”268 There is also a quotation from Ali ibn Ridwan regarding the syllogism, but the manuscript is unclear on this point (the Abridged Version of Zeraḥiah’s Commentary does not mention ibn Ridwan).269 Zeraḥiah’s definition of conclusion, “that which is entailed from a syllogism is called a conclusion and also the consequence,” parallels the definition found in the MH.270 He borrows examples from al-Farabi but without specifying them further, as al-Farabi does, as technical contraries, subcontraries, and conditional syllogisms of the affirmative mode.271 Zeraḥiah’s purpose, then, is to offer his students and the reader of the commentary only the most introductory explanations of the logical concepts that he identifies in the Preface, but without technical specifications. This may also account for his freedom in pairing examples from one source with definitions found in another.

What can we make of the extended treatment of logical concepts in the commentary? Given the context for its composition, as the fruit of Zeraḥiah’s school lessons on the Guide, it may be possible that Zeraḥiah thought that logical works that had been translated into Hebrew by then (al-Farabi’s original works on Logic and commentaries on Aristotle, some of ibn Rushd’s middle commentaries, and the MH) might be considered too advanced for his students. Alternatively, it is possible that those translations simply were not available to his students for one reason or another.272 We might also imagine that as a translator himself Zeraḥiah could have deemed the existing translations as inadequate (he tended to be a more “literalist” translator than most). Regardless of the reason, Zeraḥiah’s commentary on the Preface was an instrument in transmitting elementary notions of logic, but sometimes to the relative detriment of textual explanation, as he makes no attempt to read the definitions or examples back into the Guide.

The appeal to logic in Zeraḥiah’s commentary is reminiscent of ibn Falaquera’s procedure in the Moreh ha-moreh, who like Zeraḥiah brings to the foreground the idea of the Guide as belonging to or drawing from the Greco-Arabic philosophical canon, while relegating to a secondary place the relationship of the Guide to the Jewish philosophical-religious canon. The common intellectual background of Zeraḥiah and ibn Falaquera explains this phenomenon, at least in part. Among the early commentators, Zeraḥiah and ibn Falaquera were the only ones who had direct familiarity with Maimonides’ Greco-Arabic intellectual tradition, as well as with the language and sources of the Guide. Such sources were accessible to Moses of Salerno, Joseph ibn Kaspi or Moses of Narbonne only in translation (if at all). These three latter commentators make abundant and explicit connections between the Guide and Scripture or Talmud, in addition to investigating the philosophical layer of the text. Methodologically and thematically, they have more in common with each other than with either Zeraḥiah Ḥen or ibn Falaquera. Thus access to sources seems to be in this case a partially determinant factor in the adoption of certain methods and themes.



2.4Joseph ben Abba Mari ibn Kaspi

Joseph ibn Kaspi (also called En Bonafoux or Bonafos) was born in 1279–1280.273 His date of birth can be established on the basis of passages in Tirat kesef and Menorat kesef where he writes that he traveled to Egypt in 1315 at the age of 35.274 His last signed work is dated to 1332; he may have died around 1340. According to Steinschneider all his works were written by 1331.275 However, his ethical testament (Yoreh De‘ah/Sefer ha-musar) has been dated to 1332, and in it he promises to write yet future works such as the logical compendium Ṣeror ha-kesef.276 He was born in the village of L’Argentière (in the Rhône-Alpes department of France) and whence his name, which is derived for the Hebrew word for silver (kesef). All of ibn Kaspi’s works have “silver” in their titles and are named after silver vessels mentioned in Scripture.277

Ibn Kaspi traveled extensively around the Mediterranean. He embarked on a trip to Egypt in order to meet Maimonides’ descendants, but was sorely disappointed since they did not cultivate the sciences, in his view.278 Ibn Kaspi’s works bear a strong apologetic strain in defense of Maimonides, reflecting the controversies over the study of philosophy in 1304–1306, especially in his supercommentary on Abraham ibn Ezra’s commentary on the Torah, and in the commentaries on the Guide.279 The vast majority of ibn Kaspi’s works are commentaries and works devoted to biblical interpretation. He was strongly interested in (Aristotelian) logic and Hebrew grammar, borrowing methods from both fields as interpretative tools. He left a detailed list of his works entitled Qevuṣat kesef (Gathering of Silver) that exists in two versions.280

All of ibn Kaspi’s works were written in Hebrew. Unlike ibn Falaquera and Zeraḥiah Ḥen, ibn Kaspi was not a translator. The extent of his knowledge of Arabic is a matter of some contention.281 All of his Islamic philosophical sources were available in Hebrew translation in his time. In the commentary on the Guide he occasionally mentions original Judaeo-Arabic terms, but this knowledge could have been acquired indirectly from ibn Falaquera’s Moreh ha-moreh, which constituted one of ibn Kaspi’s sources for his commentaries on the Guide.

2.4.1Commentaries on the Guide

Ibn Kaspi’s two commentaries on the Guide, ‘Ammudei kesef (Pillars of Silver, henceforth AK), and Maskiyot kesef (Settings or Filigree of Silver, henceforth MK) may once have constituted a single continuous work, which has survived in two or possibly three recensions.282 Pending a comprehensive critical edition with the several recensions, the description that follows corresponds to the textus receptus of two separate commentaries.

As is the case for most of ibn Kaspi’s works, the date of composition is not known. However, it is certain that the two commentaries are among his later works, produced after 1331.283 It has been suggested that ibn Kaspi wrote the early recension of the commentaries and set it aside, occupied himself with commentaries on Scripture, and then later thoroughly revised the commentaries on the Guide. According to this account, he then finished his literary oeuvre with Gevia‘ kesef, Sharshot kesef, and dressed up his bibliographical list Qevuṣat kesef. However, this chronology cannot account for the substantial differences between the two versions of Qevuṣat kesef, for which different explanations have been advanced.284 Yet other sources indicate that his last work was Tam ha-Kesef,285 and it has been argued elsewhere that that Gevia‘ kesef was written perhaps immediately before Tam ha-Kesef, and the commentaries on the Guide were written before Gevia‘ kesef.286

The AK has been described as an “exoteric” commentary, in distinction to the MK, which is “esoteric.” Ibn Kaspi indicates the distinction between the two in the preface to AK:

Know that our intention in this book is to explain subjects of the Guide from among those that [Maimonides] has mentioned as devoid of obvious secrets. Indeed, all the subjects are purely theoretical. We have called it ‘Ammudei kesef [Pillars of Silver]. When we come to one of his [Maimonides’] passages in which there is an obvious secret, we will lay the interpretation aside from this [commentary], and explain it in the appropriate place in the book called ʼOṣar adonai [The Treasure of the Lord] which after our name is Maskiyot kesef [Filigree of Silver].287

The preface to MK, on the other hand, mentions laconically that the commentary will build a treasure out of the “silver of the secrets of the Guide, which are the secrets of metaphysics.”288

The descriptions of these works in Qevuṣat kesef (Parma version) give a better idea of ibn Kaspi’s intended distinction between the two commentaries. There we read that the purpose of AK is “to explain many things from the Guide which are not concerned with the ‘hidden’; however, all of it involves delicate intellectual matters.”289 The purpose of the MK, according to the same list, is to “explain by way of hint [remez] many things from the Guide that are concerned with the ‘hidden’ and therefore it was called ʼOṣar ʼadonai. Now I have given it a name derived from [my name] Kaspi, ‘and there cometh forth a vessel for the refiner’.” [Prov 24:4].290 The Munich version of Qevuṣat kesef lists an exoteric commentary on the Guide under the title Nequdot kesef, whose purpose is simply an “explanation of the Guide concerning that which is not ‘mystery’ (sod)”; the MK is briefly described there as “explanation of the Guide concerning what there is in it of ‘mystery’.”291 The Parma version is the later of the two, and it is the one that corresponds most closely to our texts. However, a comparison of the two versions reveals the literary evolution of ibn Kaspi’s interpretation of the Guide, one that could be characterized as an increasingly sophisticated approach towards esoteric exegesis.

In terms of the commentaries on Guide, the label “exoteric” is an inadequate description of AK, which involves “delicate intellectual matters.” In AK, ibn Kaspi is both allusive and elusive, deploying a moderate esotericism. He employs expressions that suggest esoteric motives: “pay attention to [this] emphasis,” (AK, Commentary, ¶8); “deduce from it” (ibid, ¶14). He mentions the common topos of the esoteric Maimonidean-Tibbonian circle of “an interpretation that reveals a handbreath while concealing a handbreath, and not an interpretation that is completely unconcealed” (ibid, ¶13).292 He alludes to the fact that the Guide begins with the explanation of the term “image” and ends with the term “wisdom,” but the reader is left to ponder the meaning of this claim on his own.293

These elements are recurrent in Maimonidean-Tibbonian esoteric texts. The MK, on the other hand, develops a different strand of Maimonidean esotericism. In MK ibn Kaspi focuses exclusively on the section that describes textual contradictions, which he identifies as the major device of esoteric writing.294 He points to contradictions as a “procedure among prophets and wise individuals that allows them to find a concealed place (maqom ṣanua‘) in which to hide their secrets.”295 The MK is also far less exegetical than the AK; the text of the Guide is a point of depart for discussions on Scriptural and theological contradictions, while the AK attempts to explain the meaning of the text and closely follows its order. While the commentaries each emphasize different aspects of Maimonidean esoteric writing, both commentaries can be described as containing esoteric elements rather than as exoteric/esoteric.296 I return to the issue of esotericism in AK below.

According to Steinschneider, ibn Kaspi is the first to write different texts intended for distinct audiences.297 Whether this is correct or not, ibn Kaspi saw himself as only following upon the example of the Master: he claims that Maimonides, too, wrote different works for different audiences: the Guide for one, and the Mishneh Torah for another.298 Still according to Steinschneider, the motivation to separate the commentary into two came from the after-effects of the controversies around the study of philosophy in 1304–1306.299

The AK and the MK together cover nearly all chapters of the Guide, with the Maskiyot kesef being the more limited of the two. In the MK the commentary on the Preface is circumscribed to one discreet section of the text. In part I, it only covers chapters 1–2, 4–5, 8–10, 14, 16–17, 30–31, 36–37, 40–42, 49, 59, 61–62, 64, 70, and 73. In part II, it comments only on the eighteenth premise (haqdamah) of the opening preface, and covers chapters 4, 8–10, 12–13, 19, 22, 29, 32–33, 35–36, 38, 40–41, and 43. In Part III it covers chapters 8, 10, 13, 24, 26–27, 30–31, 34, 36, 41, 43, 46, 49, and 51. On the other hand, the AK covers all of part I except for chapter 73, which is in MK; in part II, it omits chapter 3, 7, 37, 47 (also lacking from MK); in part III, it covers only 2–6, 21, 37, 39, 43–44, 53 (all of which are lacking from MK except for chapter 43). Furthermore, relative to other chapters, the AK dwells at length in the commentary on I:5 and III:17.300


2.4.2Ibn Kaspi’s Exegetical Methods on the Preface to Guide: ‘Ammudei kesef

The technique of rewriting, described earlier in connection with Moses of Salerno, is one of the preeminent exegetical methods employed in the ‘Ammudei kesef. To a more deft degree than the Italian scholar, ibn Kaspi borrows words and sentences from the text of the Guide and combines them with his own, producing a unique and hybrid text. He begins each section with abbreviated lemmata, consisting of one sentence or only a few words, followed by “etc.”. He then rewrites the larger passage containing that lemma, borrowing and readapting freely from the text, for example, by changing only some nouns but maintaining the rest of the sentence, or changing a verbal tense. He might also artificially join two disparate sentences from the Guide. In the interpretation itself, there is no separation between Ibn Kaspi’s own words and those of Maimonides. The procedure may assume that the reader has a good degree of expertise in the text and is able to recognize the difference, or may be a way to exert control over the interpretation of the text. The brief lemmata given at the beginning of each chapter are not there to be commented upon – they seem to serve the function of merely helping the reader to find the appropriate place within each chapter of the Guide.

A clear designation of ibn Kaspi’s exegetical orientation in the ‘Ammudei kesef comes from the author himself. After he writes on the seventh cause, he adds, “this is the explanation of the phrasing of this cause as written in the text. Nonetheless, there is an explanation of this issue and presentation of examples from the Guide and the prophetic books [...] in the Treasury of the Lord [Maskiyot kesef].”301 This is an indication into the character of the commentary on the Preface, which is generally focused on the phrasing of the text primarily and only secondarily on its philosophical, religious, or political implications. Ibn Kaspi reads meaning into the formal aspects of the text, for example, in the order of subjects or sentences, and in the instances where Maimonides makes a “stipulation” (a general statement followed by a conditional or particularizing statement); Ibn Kaspi raises the question of why Maimonides writes a certain sentence in one way rather than another; and he connects one sentence to another, or to another chapter.302

Yet another hermeneutical technique, which betrays an element of esotericism, is to ask the reader directly to “pay attention to the emphasis” (haflagah) of a word, sentence or passage, and in one instance, the “emphasis” of the book.303 Here ibn Kaspi is concerned with Maimonidean stylistics, with Maimonidean writing as a philosophical-religious style of writing; he mentions the term haflagah whenever he wishes to draw the reader’s attention to the meaning behind the “material” features of writing, that is, the order of presentation and word choice, and in one instance, haflagah is used to point to the meaning behind what Maimonides says in opposition to what one would presume that Maimonides should have said.304 The concern with the philosophical writing of the Guide is also evident in Ibn Kaspi’s comparison of Maimonides’ style to what he calls the “custom of philosophers,” which is to digress from the point under discussion: “in all books of science it has been the custom of the philosophers to do the same, namely, the thread of the discussion deviates from the general and primary intention, as one often reads, ‘we have gone beyond the limits of the subject in this chapter’.”305 Hence in his view, Maimonides’ declarations of purpose for a chapter, which ibn Kaspi identifies in I:20, I:36 and I:70, can be taken at face value even if the chapter contains other notions.306

A related exegetical technique consists of what I term “enumeration.” Ibn Kaspi seeks to flesh out certain concepts by enumerating examples or subcategories found in the passage under question. For example in the passage where Maimonides writes about those who are not meant to understand the totality of the Guide, ibn Kaspi’s first impulse is to specify: “here there are three categories of people,” which refers to the “vulgar,” “beginners,” and those who have only engaged in the study of the Law (which ibn Kaspi interprets as those who have only studied Talmud).307 Though Maimonides does identify those three categories in the text, ibn Kaspi’s goal is to make them clear through systematic enumeration that eliminates “superfluous” phrasing, in this case the sentence “nor to teach those who have not engaged...”308 A further example is Maimonides’ depiction of the perplexed individual. Ibn Kaspi identifies in the text of the Guide seven defining characteristics of such an individual, which he compares to the “seven garments of the priesthood.”309 Here again the objective is to systematically enumerate Maimonides’ peculiar prose. Finally, regarding the passage “nature and habit in their various forms,” he specifies that nature and habit refer to two distinct notions. Though these examples may seem trivial, or could be interpreted as mnemonic devices, they point to a broader desire to indicate the underlying structure of the text to the reader, by which I mean that Ibn Kaspi wishes to signal that the text is carefully constructed rather than haphazard. One of the ways in which Ibn Kaspi does so is to enumerate or itemize, extrapolating from Maimonides’ peculiar style and sequence of argument. In this light we can understand ibn Kaspi’s remarks that the number of chapters in the Guide is the same as the numerical value of the “Garden of Eden,”310 that the characteristics of the perplexed individual are not arbitrary but are equivalent to the number of garments of the high priest, and that the Guide is meant for three different audiences.

Earlier I described AK as ibn Kaspi’s exoteric commentary on the Guide, in distinction to the esoteric MK. I argued that these labels are inaccurate. In the final paragraphs of this section, I give the reader a few more details on esoteric elements of AK on the Preface to the Guide.

A careful reading of the commentary on the Preface brings to light a few samples of esoteric writing. Ibn Kaspi identifies Maimonides’ exegetical method with regards to prophecy and prophetical meshalim as “an interpretation that reveals a handbreath while concealing a handbreath, and not an interpretation that reveals all.”311 Ibn Kaspi refrains from giving examples of the third and fourth causes, writing only “those who understand the secrets of the Bible will find many of these.”312 In two potentially problematic passages, ibn Kaspi refers the reader to his other works, reluctant to explain them within AK; but the rhetorical effect is precisely to draw attention to the fact that they conceal a secret. Such is the case with a “hint” (remez) that there are meshalim and riddles in ma‘aseh bereshit, where ibn Kaspi directs the reader to his Basin of Silver (Mizreqei kesef, a non-extant commentary on ma‘aseh bereshit).313 A second example is Maimonides’ assertion that certain chapters in the Guide do not mention any equivocal terms, but “may contain strange matters regarding which the contrary of the truth is sometimes believed”.314 The interpretation of those “obscure instances,” ibn Kaspi writes, is in MK, but “what can be said here” (in AK) regarding them is that two examples are I:50–52 and II:13–15, which deal with divine attributes and Creation, respectively. He does not interpret them any further.315 Yet another significant example is ibn Kaspi’s interpretation of the notion of a mashal being “taken for the thing being represented” (nimshal) or vice-versa. Ibn Kaspi gives the same biblical prooftext to illustrate both scenarios. In the first, the prooftext is read literally; in the second, it is read allegorically. Ibn Kaspi then adds, “the purpose here is that the statement is [both] revealed and concealed. Sometimes one seizes the revealed when it would have been proper to seize the concealed, and sometimes the opposite; deduce from it.”316

Finally, while ibn Kaspi gives an intriguing example concerning determinism and free will for the seventh contradiction, he is explicitly reluctant to comment on the text in the Guide that describes the meaning of the cause itself.317 Expressions of determinism in Scripture, ibn Kaspi writes, are meant to impress the notion of God’s control of the world upon the vulgar, while passages implying free will are meant to teach that an individual is free to act and to repent. He concludes the interpretation by saying that ibn Rushd also noticed “within religions one will find contradictions concerning this notion.”318 Ibn Kaspi believes that he cannot disclose more in light of his overall purpose for the commentary, and hence he concludes the interpretation with “this will suffice here for our purposes as an interpretation that is available for all readers.”319 What is left unsaid is that the purpose of the seventh contradiction, if we recall the text of the Guide, is to cause the vulgar to believe a certain way. Hence the intent behind biblical passages either regarding determinism, or either regarding free will, is to cause the reader to believe something rather than to inform the reader that such is the case. This is a significant distinction because it leaves the door open to the possibility that one of these two alternatives may be factually inaccurate, but fulfills the purpose to inculcate a certain belief (a form of the Platonic noble lie). To the extent that this is a logical contradiction, the two alternatives cannot both be true at the same time, and this is why Maimonides writes in the Guide that the vulgar should not be aware that there is a contradiction in the first place. Ibn Kaspi leaves the contradiction unresolved and it is up to the reader to work out the full implications of his words. With this example Ibn Kaspi has revealed much, but only implicitly. He goes farther than Maimonides in terms of disclosure by pointing out the existence of the contradiction, but he refrains from explaining its full meaning and significance. In light of the preceding examples, the exoteric label, which has traditionally been applied to the ‘Ammudei kesef, bears reexamination.

A final distinction between the two commentaries, which may have esoteric overtones, relates to their use of Scripture as a source. While AK rarely engages in Scriptural interpretation and is mainly limited to interpretation of the Guide, MK consistently attempts to find Scriptural prooftexts, and in comparison to AK, MK is relatively unconcerned with interpreting the text. But to a greater degree than all other commentaries, MK goes beyond mere illustration (mashal) in its approach to Scripture. It engages in full-fledged theological problems occasioned by the application of Maimonidean causes of contradictions onto the Scriptural text. In a sense, AK represents a “safe” or “introductory” esotericism that does not directly confront Scripture, while MK opens the door to more radical conclusions.


2.4.3A Theme in the Preface to the Guide: ‘Ammudei kesef: Perplexity and the Perplexed

The ‘Ammudei kesef touches on a great number of themes, mostly quite briefly. However, ibn Kaspi pays special attention to Maimonides’ description of the perplexed individual, and constructs an original mashal to illustrate the nature of perplexity.

In his rewriting of a passage of the Guide describing the reader for whom the Guide is intended, ibn Kaspi includes both religious and philosophical elements. He enumerates seven defining characteristics of that reader out of Maimonides’ somewhat complex prose, which ibn Kaspi identifies with the seven garments of the priesthood (Exod 28:4).320 They are: religion has become a habit in the soul because he has performed the practical commandments constantly; the individual believes in the validity of the “Torah of Moses”; he is perfect in belief and character traits – these traits, writes ibn Kaspi, are prescribed in the Nichomachean Ethics; he must have studied “the science of philosophy” and “come to know its utility”; his intellect is always in actu321; he “felt distressed by the externals of the Law”; he knows only a few of the meanings of the equivocal terms, just enough “to perceive some indication [of their meaning].”322 The characteristics listed range from religious conduct and belief to ethical traits based on a philosophical source, and philosophical knowledge. This method of enumeration within commentaries on the Guide begins with ibn Kaspi and becomes commonplace in later commentaries by Profiat Duran and Shem Tov.

A mashal on a related subject illustrates the predicament of the perplexed individual. In an extended passage of ‘Ammudei kesef, ibn Kaspi constructs a mashal to describe the perplexity of an individual who has been introduced to philosophy, but has held on to religion and has spurned the intellect.323 In the Guide Maimonides describes that individual as one who has “brought loss to himself and harm to his religion.”324 This leads ibn Kaspi to pose the question: since the individual has rejected the intellect, why does Maimonides say that the choice has brought harm to “his religion”? Logically, ibn Kaspi insists, Maimonides should have said that the individual has brought harm to his intellect. Ibn Kaspi therefore detects a subtle message in Maimonides’ choice of words: religion without philosophy is harmful to religion. Ibn Kaspi’s mashal, which contains within it another mashal, is meant to illustrate this point.

The perplexed individual is like one who has two wives, who are Torah and Intellect. The perplexed individual then “approaches them through a prooftext read as a mashal, which is ‘let us make man in our image, after our likeness’ (Gen 1:26).” The individual is perplexed because he previously been taught only the literal meaning of “in our image,” as the language of “corporeal representation,” but he now knows that God is not corporeal. He has a “strong belief” that every word in the Torah is true, and the received meaning is that the verse refers to corporeal representation. Both wives, ibn Kaspi notes, are equally beloved. He describes the Intellect as quoted in I Sam 1:6: “And her adversary also proved her sore, for to make her fret” (I read ibn Kaspi as saying that Intellect is the “adversary”; the text is ambiguous) The individual is “unable to reconcile the two and suffers the quarrel between them by himself.”325

Before continuing with ibn Kaspi’s mashal, let me restate what is taking place in the narrative. Ibn Kaspi is describing two scenes simultaneously. One is the “reader level” of the mashal. It directly addresses the predicament of a religious reader who has been exposed to philosophy. This reader is perplexed because he has learned only one meaning for Genesis 1:26, a literal reading implying that God has a body. Now that he has learned philosophy, he knows that God does not have a body. He is unable to decide between the two alternatives.

The second, simultaneous scene, weaved in the text with the reader level, is the mashal of a man who has two wives – Torah and Intellect. he says to them: “let us make man in our image,” or in other words, ibn Kaspi suggests a literal reading of the prooftext as “let us build a household together and beget children,” that is, produce an individual in one’s image. But the wives are not able to be at peace with each other. Ibn Kaspi’s quotation of I Sam 1:6 is instructive at this point. It means the quarrel between the two wives is analogous to the predicament of the biblical Elkanah. Intellect corresponds to Peninah, one of Elkanah’s wives, who was fruitiful with children, while Torah corresponds to Hannah, the other wife and the one destined to be the mother of the prophet Samuel, but who for a long time had no children. Peninah mocked Hannah for her lack of childbearing capacity; Elkanah was attached to both and could not let either go. Ibn Kaspi seems to have in mind here that Hannah’s child would be that of a “man in our image.”

The two levels of the mashal meet at the prooftext “let us make man in our image.” It is the biblical verse where the reader’s received knowledge explicitly contrasts with philosophical knowledge. It is also the man’s invitation to each of his wives to produce offspring. Like the biblical verse, the invitation can be understood in different ways. It is not clear to me whether ibn Kaspi means to say that the source of the quarrel is the fact that each wife understands the invitation differently, whether one understands it literally and the other non-literally. Be that as it may, ibn Kaspi clearly points to Elkanah’s predicament as a background to this second level of the mashal to emphasize that even if they quarrel with one another, both wives are equally beloved. The analogy to Elkanah reveals that ibn Kaspi’s choice of prooftext to be explained at the reader level (Gen 1:26) was not arbitrary. Ibn Kaspi means to illustrate how one prooftext can be read in two senses simultaneously.

Ibn Kaspi then returns to the first level of the mashal, the “reader” level. He explains that to choose Intellect over Torah means to “renounce the foundations of the Law,” quoting from the Guide. But to choose Torah over Intellect is to bring loss and harm to himself, as he would see that “his Torah is moldy and a loss, since would establish that God is corporeal, as is the case for the religions of other communities.” However, should perplexed individuals learn to read “our image” as a mashal – a discourse that indicates another discourse – they would then realize that it can also mean “intellectual form” (as readers of the Guide would know from I:1). To conclude the mashal, ibn Kaspi switches back to the second level. The reinterpretation of “our image,” ibn Kaspi writes, allows the man to remain in peace with both wives, without quarrel, “and he lies down with both of them together” in a “stately bed” (Ezek 23:41) and a “bed decked out for a scholar” (b. Shabbat 25b). The phrase “lies down with both of them together” seems to confirm that the literal reading of the verse “let us make man in our image” as quoted to the wives at the beginning of the mashal is meant to be understood as a sexual invitation for producing offspring.

The mashal illustrating the condition of perplexity is a mashal within a mashal. The perplexed individual in the “reader level” of the mashal must reinterpret Scripture parabolically in order to resolve the tension in the second level of mashal involving the two wives, that is to reinterpret “let us make man in our image, after our likeness” in non-literal terms. In addition, the prooftexts must also be read in the literal sense, with the two wives as not merely conceptual Torah and intellect but also as concrete women (this sense is reinforced by the ending of the mashal). The effectiveness of the mashal, then depends upon the reader being able to read the prooftexts literally and parabolically simultaneously. It demonstrates in practice the kind of Scriptural reading that a philosophically aware reader ought to adopt to avoid perplexity. This is a point that ibn Kaspi hones on later in the commentary. Ibn Kaspi gives the example of “behold, there met him a woman” (Proverbs 7:10) as an example of a statement that is read both literally and parabolically. It is read literally when a “mashal is taken for the thing being represented” and parabolically when the “thing represented [nimshal] is taken for the mashal”, in which case “woman” refers to “matter.”326 The prooftext is therefore, according to ibn Kaspi, “[both] revealed and concealed. Sometimes one seizes the revealed when it would have been proper to seize the concealed; deduce from it.”327


2.4.4Ibn Kaspi’s Exegetical Methods on the Preface to Guide: Maskiyot kesef

The method employed in the Maskiyot kesef is quite distinct from the ‘Ammudei kesef, and unique among all commentaries in this study. It begins in media res by addressing a single topic in the Preface before proceeding to commentary on the causes of contradictions.328 Lemmata marked apart from the commentator’s words are scarce. To an even greater extent than in the ‘Ammudei kesef, ibn Kaspi assumes that the reader is quite familiar with the text of the Guide; though sometimes he indicates that a certain sentence or word is quoted verbatim, the bulk of his method, where it is used to interpret the Guide, consists in the technique of rewriting mentioned earlier in connection with other commentators. The greater part of the commentary on the Preface consists of digressions of a theological and occasionally political nature. These digressions consider both sides of what ibn Kaspi considers bona fide (i.e. factual) Scriptural contradictions. He appropriates the concepts and language of the Guide and employs them freely as exegetical devices with which to approach Scripture. Thus, the main purpose of MK on the Preface is Scriptural interpretation rather than commentary on the text of the Guide. Ibn Kaspi “instrumentalizes” the Guide to uncover secrets in Scripture, and though he discusses both contradictory sides of a given issue at length, he is reluctant to offer a final word on what he considers to be the correct opinion when a contradiction is deemed factual. Instead, he turns to certain techniques of esoteric writing, outlined below, to conceal his own opinion. The effect of such a method is to teach the reader of the Guide how to read Scripture and identify contradictions therein, but not necessarily to teach the reader the substance of what one ought to think. Ibn Kaspi three times rejects rabbinical solutions for biblical contradictions, because in his view the Rabbis did not interpret them as strict logical contradictions. The rabbinical solutions imply that both sides of the contradiction are true, but not simultaneously. The examples are: one concerning the contradiction between verses implying parents are punished for the sins of their children, against verses implying the opposite; a second on the contradiction between Num 6:26 (“the Lord lift up his countenance upon thee”) and Deut 10:17 (“who does not lift up his countenance”); and a third on verses that declare that a divine decree of punishment can be averted by means of repentance, fasting and prayer, against other verses declaring the exact opposite.329 Ibn Kaspi rejects rabbinical solutions on the basis of what he considers to be equivalent to the “fourth cause,” non-simultaneity. For the latter set of contradictions, for example, he quotes and rejects the solution proposed in b. Rosh ha-shanah: “the former came before the decree and the latter came after the decree” (18a).330

The Maskiyot kesef is generally designated as ibn Kaspi’s “esoteric” commentary and is extremely focused. The commentary on the Preface covers only two subjects found in the Preface, both of which are mentioned in the ‘Ammudei kesef as inappropriate for a commentary that is “available for all readers”331 and they are therefore relegated to MK.

The first topic in MK on the Preface is the notion that certain chapters of the Guide do not deal with the explanation of any equivocal terms, which, I shall recall, is the Guide’s primary purpose. Ibn Kaspi enumerates from the text of the Guide that such chapters exhibit one of three purposes: one, they may be “preparatory” for other chapters (a better term might be “introductory”). Two, the chapters might merely hint at the meaning of an equivocal term that Maimonides does not want to discuss at that place. Three, the chapters might explain a mashal, or point out that a “certain story is a mashal.”332 Ibn Kaspi explains this purpose through exemplification, pointing to I:17 as a model. He writes that it neither contains an equivocal term nor is it preparatory, but hints at the equivocality found in I:16. What is the hint in question? Ibn Kaspi notes only that “as we will explain in the appropriate place,” a statement whose implications I examine in the next paragraph. The same is true of I:31–36: like I:16, they are preparatory for what follows them.333

This interpretation raises several questions, and it is likely that ibn Kaspi is being purposefully oblique. The statement of deferral, “as we will explain in the appropriate place” takes the reader to the commentary on Guide I:17 in the same Maskiyot kesef.334 There ibn Kaspi introduces a concept that counterbalances the “preparatory” nature of a chapter: some chapters are but a “complement” (hashlamah) to others. Thus according to ibn Kaspi I:2 is a complement to I:1, and I:5 is a complement to I:4, and I:17 is a complement to I:16. Most importantly, ibn Kaspi adds that I:17 reveals something of divine science while concealing something of natural science. In the text of the Guide, however, Maimonides says nothing of revealing divine science; in fact, Maimonides begins the chapter with “do not think that only the divine science should be withheld from the multitude...”.335 What is at stake in Guide I:17 is whether natural science should be hidden too, and to what extent. Ibn Kaspi’s statement that I:17 reveals something of divine science is thus significant in that it openly contradicts the letter of the Guide.

Going back to this first topic broached in Maskiyot kesef on the Preface – the notion that some chapters of the Guide do not deal with equivocal terms – we can detect another aspect that characterizes ibn Kaspi’s interpretation as oblique, that is, as esoteric. As I mentioned, ibn Kaspi writes that Guide I:17 neither contains an equivocal term nor that it is “preparatory;” it is complementary (the first purpose). I:17 seemingly accords with the second purpose, in that it hints at the equivocality found in I:16 – but he has not explained the substance of the hint, only its formal presentation (as complementary to I:16). What is important to notice is that ibn Kaspi omits any consideration that I:17 may exhibit the third purpose: that the chapter may contain a mashal or point out that a certain story is a mashal. In fact, I:17 does point to a story being a mashal: the ancient pseudo-Platonic designation of Matter as Female and Form as Male.336 Ibn Kaspi is thus drawing the attention of the reader to this chapter and the mashal precisely by not mentioning it. A reader of the Guide would instantly recognize the mashal as appearing in the Preface as well: Maimonides points to Matter as Female in his interpretation of the mashal of a “harlot” who is also a “married woman,” and a woman who is not a harlot but a wife “who confines herself to attending to the welfare of her household and husband”.337

In other words, because ibn Kaspi excludes the first two purposes for chapters of the Guide that do not explain equivocal terms and is silent regarding the third purpose, a careful reader would naturally ask whether he means to say sub silentio that I:17 falls under the third purpose. Ibn Kaspi indicates that may be his intention by adding “as we will explain in the appropriate place.” By consulting “the appropriate place” where the chapter is explained (Maskiyot kesef on I:17), ibn Kaspi reveals that it does indeed fall under the third purpose: the mashal discloses something of divine science. One likely conclusion is that the third purpose and the disclosure are identical, that is, that I:17 discloses divine science through the mashal of matter as female and form as male. This conclusion takes the reader back to the text of the Preface, where Maimonides gives an equivalent (though not identical) mashal in which matter is also likened to female. Hence the reader is likely to ask whether ibn Kaspi’s intention is to ultimately point to Maimonides’ mashal in the Preface as a disclosure of divine science.338

Ibn Kaspi’s interpretation exhibits some characteristics of his esoteric method: drawing attention to something by leaving it unsaid or unexplained; referring the reader to another work or another passage in the same work; using examples but refraining from fully interpreting them (as is the case for I:31–36). The result of these strategies is to force the reader to look elsewhere, and compare several passages, in order to reconstruct ibn Kaspi’s interpretation, as I performed in the paragraphs above. In this manner, he deploys Maimonides’ recommendation to the reader to “connect [the Guide’s] chapters one with another” as an exegetical technique, by encouraging the reader to connect the chapters of Maskiyot kesef and passages of the Guide with one another.

The second subject discussed in Maskiyot kesef on the Preface is the causes of contradictions, and here ibn Kaspi is primarily concerned with contradictions found in Scripture but not explored in the Guide. This may be in part because by Maimonides’ own admission that only the fifth and seventh causes are found in the Guide, and therefore exegesis of the Guide is not helpful in illustrating the other causes. However, even with respect to the fifth and seventh causes all of the examples given in the Maskiyot kesef come from Scripture. Due to the nature of the examples and the extended discussions regarding them, MK on the Preface to the Guide is a thoroughly “theological” commentary. Ibn Kaspi offers explanation of biblical contradictions such as prooftexts indicating resurrection of the dead against others stating that the dead will never return to life, others concerning individual punishment against punishment for the sins of prior generations, and prooftexts stating that divine providence is real against others that deny its reality. None of these contradictions, per ibn Kaspi, belongs to either the fifth or seventh causes. He occasionally mentions rabbinical harmonization of contradictions, but again when it comes to a contradiction due to the seventh cause, he rejects the rabbinical solution. In the paragraphs to follow I examine ibn Kaspi’s interpretation of the causes of contradiction in MK.

In the application of the causes to the biblical text, ibn Kaspi is uninterested in the first and the second, because, “God forbid the prophets or the philosophers” should habitually employ them, “unless they are engaged in explaining the difference [of subjects] among various speakers or times periods.”339 This signals that ibn Kaspi is not at all interested in contradictions occurring in Talmud, since Maimonides explicitly points to Talmud as a source where the first and second causes can be found.

The third and fourth causes are, in ibn Kaspi’s opinion, the primary method by which the writings of the prophets are esoteric: “these causes constitute their entire principle for concealing their secrets.”340 To recall, Maimonides writes that the third cause occurs when two statements contradict each other and one ought to be read in its literal sense, while the other is a mashal and therefore has an “inner content”; or two statements are both meshalim that contradict each other, but only at the literal level of the mashal.341 The fourth cause occurs because a “proviso” (i.e. a conditional statement or stipulation) was omitted by the author, or because a subject was not explained “in its proper place” (ibid). Ibn Kaspi makes an incisive observation regarding these causes: they are not factual contradictions. He describes them only as a custom proper to the Hebrew language and a philosophical custom (that is, normative philosophical writing style) according to which it is sometimes necessary to speak through meshalim.342 The fourth cause, too, can be traced to philosophical custom, and ibn Kaspi indicates here that philosophers omit terms for the notion of “existence.” He then goes on to give more examples of the third and fourth causes from Scripture, but in doing so he casts doubt on whether all these contradictions really can be explained through the third or fourth causes. For the third cause, he offers an example concerning resurrection of the dead (which he declares to be the real and true statement), and for the fourth cause, he gives a logical example followed by two biblical examples (punishment of children for the sins of the fathers, and divine providence). Though he adds that the Rabbis solved all these by means of the fourth cause, ibn Kaspi points the reader to his own solution for the contradiction of divine punishment of children in a “more strictly religious context, though not in the manner that the Sages did,” in the lost Qe‘arot kesef (the contradiction is also mentioned in Tam ha-Kesef).343 However, ibn Kaspi revisits this same example later on in MK on the Preface. This time ibn Kaspi refers the reader to his treatise Table of Silver, and describes the contradiction in MK as “a very obscure matter and a lofty secret.”344 This statement implies that the contradiction regarding divine punishment of children may in fact be due to the seventh cause, a point to which I shall return. In this second interpretation of that contradiction, ibn Kaspi adds another layer of meaning, or a layer of suggestion, by adding a prooftext describing God as just and right [Deut 32:4]. Ibn Kaspi is not entirely clear here, but it seems to me the implication is that a just and right God would not punish a child for the sins of the parent, notwithstanding other Scriptural statements to the contrary.345 Ibn Kaspi gives additional Scriptural examples, all of which are contradictory statements concerning divine justice and punishment of the innocent.

As I mentioned earlier, ibn Kaspi indicates that the third and fourth causes are not factual. Now following the mention of Qe‘arot kesef he indicates a political purpose for them. The author employs them so that the vulgar will accept a certain notion in accordance with their capacity; ibn Kaspi is explicit that “this is a notion devoid of truth,” or in other words a noble lie.346 The lie is necessary insofar as he states that the vulgar cannot accept the truth as it is without a breakdown of social order.347 He repeats that these contradictions are but a convention, one that allows the authors to “find a concealed place in which to hide their secrets.”348 In the next section I locate such a political purpose within the seventh cause. Finally, ibn Kaspi dismisses the sixth cause laconically as “but an error by the author.”

Having now disposed of causes one through four, as well as the sixth cause, Ibn Kaspi is now left with explaining the fifth and seventh causes, which Maimonides had indicated as purposefully inserted in the Guide. Ibn Kaspi explicitly designates these two causes as genuine contradictions, that is, two or more statements that are contradictory at the literal level and neither of which is meant to be read parabolically. According to ibn Kaspi, these two causes are found only in philosophical sources, which include the Guide, but the seventh perhaps also appears in prophetical writings.349 Ibn Kaspi deftly disposes of the fifth, because it is only for pedagogical purposes, but describes the seventh as statements that are contradictory “under every aspect” or that are contrary, by which he means that both statements can never be true at the same time. The logical distinction between contradictory and contrary statements allows ibn Kaspi to observe that if they are contraries they may both be false.350

He then turns to Maimonides’ cryptic statement at the end of the Preface: “Whether contradictions due to the seventh cause are to be found in the books of the prophets is a matter for speculative study and investigation. Statements about this should not be a matter of conjecture”.351 Ibn Kaspi displays a tone of surprise at this statement, and states that it does occur in Scripture: “The whole of Scripture, however, is full of such instances”352 of the seventh cause. Ibn Kaspi is very careful in the presentation of his next example of biblical contradiction, a major theological problem that reappears in several of his writings: how can we reconcile Scriptural passages stating that God’s word is never retracted with passages implying the opposite?353 In the next section I argue that this is meant to be an example of the seventh cause.

Ibn Kaspi closes MK on the Preface with certain cryptic, esoteric statements. He pointedly refuses to give a mashal for the seventh cause regarding creation vs. eternity of the world (drawing thereby the reader’s attention to the problem that there is such a contradiction), nominally because of Maimonides’ statements in II:25: “nor are the gates of figurative interpretation shut in our faces.” Ibn Kaspi adds that the interpretation of miracles belongs to the seventh cause, and refers the reader to his commentary on II:29 (which implies that ibn Kaspi reads Maimonides as believing in eternity of the world).354 I shall return to these statements in the next section.

As in the ‘Ammudei kesef, ibn Kaspi rewrites the text in Maskiyot kesef, but to a much more limited degree. He employs some of the same markers of esotericism, such as referring the reader to other works and passages, mentioning the existence (or the interpretation) of secrets, drawing the reader’s attention to the “emphasis” of the text, but goes beyond these features as described above in connection with the subject of chapters that lack equivocal terms. He is ready to critique Maimonides, or more precisely, to step firmly where Maimonides feared to tread, as is evident from his interpretation of the seventh cause. Although he offers several hints with respect to the problem of whether divine decrees can be retracted, he is circumspect concerning Creation, which was a much more immediate theological problem in light of his surrounding context.355 Ultimately, however, one of the strongest contributions of MK on the Preface to the Guide is to clearly illustrate the ways in which the Guide was used as a manual for biblical interpretation, and in particular, for esoteric biblical interpretation. This approach to the Guide, far more characteristic of the 14th century than the 13th, also appears in Moses of Narbonne’s commentary on the Preface.


2.4.5A Theme in the Preface to the Guide: Maskiyot kesef: Scriptural Contradictions and the Seventh Cause

One of the major themes of the Maskiyot kesef does not appear in the Preface to the Guide at all. The topic of the causes of contradictions provides ibn Kaspi with an opportunity to seek examples of contradictions in Scripture. This search, in turn, gives him an opportunity to introduce a thorny subject that appears in several of his writings, namely, whether God’s word can be retracted.356 In connection with this problem, he is particularly interested in the “seventh cause,” which involves a genuine contradiction.357 Maimonides writes that the “vulgar” must not be made aware of the contradiction, which involves “very obscure matters.”358 The seventh cause becomes the method through which ibn Kaspi resolves a theological tension with the help of a political solution. In that process, and with the aid of further examples, he conveys to the reader that the seventh cause as a whole may have a political dimension.

The tension revolves around biblical statements declaring that God’s word can be retracted (that is, divine decrees can be annulled) against statements proclaiming that God’s word and decrees can never be changed. This is a capital question for ibn Kaspi, as it contains a political dimension in addition to being a theological problem. He writes that “we are constrained to establish [that divine decrees can be abrogated] so that they will fast, and pray, and renounce the evil in their hands, which is for the good ‘of him for whose sake the whole world was created’ [...] even though the truth of the matter is otherwise.”359

The political dimension of the issue has two prongs. First, the retraction of divine decrees is an incentive for the multitude to avoid evil, with the implication that it supports the maintenance of social order. As ibn Kaspi writes regarding the third and fourth causes, “a notion devoid of truth–which is what the author intends–since the vulgar cannot bear the matter as it truly is without losing their mind, behaving disorderly and becoming completely unraveled.”360 Second, the maintenance of social order is necessary for the good “of him for whose sake the whole world was created.” In the Preface to the commentary on the Mishnah, ibn Kaspi’s likely source, Maimonides quotes this same rabbinic dictum to describe the perfect wise man for whose sake the multitude exists so that he can live in society. In the Guide, too, Maimonides expresses the idea that the political-social order is necessary for the procuring of basic needs, which in turn is a necessary (though by no means sufficient) condition for the flourishing of the intellect, the “welfare of the soul.” As he writes, “an individual can only attain all this [i.e., the fulfillment of basic needs] through a political association.”361

Ibn Kaspi is clear regarding where he personally stands on the matter of divine decrees: “that the word of God will not be abrogated is the one true proposition that is completely established.”362 In other words, prayer or fasting are ineffective in bringing about change to what God has determined. There are different reasons for this stance. A philosophical objection to the retraction of divine decrees is that it would imply a change (and therefore imperfection) in God, and a religious objection is that it would imply that God’s word is false. As Ibn Kaspi asks “how can we find it in our hearts to say [...] [that] his word is false”?363 However, he emphasizes that for both the prophets and for “us” – presumably referring to the Jewish philosopher- theologians of his day – it is “necessary to declare to the multitude that the word of the Lord can be abrogated;” in the same paragraph, ibn Kaspi writes “we are constrained to establish such before the multitude.”364 Though both the prophets and the philosophers know full well that such a declaration is false, they have an obligation not to disclose its true meaning. This attitude fits with the description of the seventh cause, which is described in the Guide as a concealed contradiction, one that must not be disclosed to the multitude, and it parallels ibn Rushd’s positions in the Decisive Treatise on non-disclosure of potentially problematic interpretations.365 It reflects, too, ibn Kaspi’s contentious positions towards the multitude and the lay leadership of the Jewish community, whom he faults for their limited intellectual abilities, and towards the rabbinical class, whose expertise he depicts as strictly limited to legal matters and excludes theology or Scriptural interpretation (let alone philosophical knowledge).366

Though he makes his position known, ibn Kaspi still refrains from giving the reader more details to his solution to the problem, twice deferring a more detailed explanation of this “obscure matter” to the Table of Silver.367 It is significant however, that ibn Kaspi reveals the existence of such a contradiction, along with his own controversial interpretation regarding that contradiction, within a commentary on the Guide. It may be an indication that ibn Kaspi meant the MK to be read primarily by fellow partisan scholars and not by the general public – all the more so in a commentary designated as an examination of the “secrets of the Guide,” which are the “secrets of metaphysics.”368 The deferral of a full explanation to another treatise appeals only to those who are familiar with ibn Kaspi’s other writings (and presumably agree with his views) rather than casual readers. In this sense, the Maskiyot kesef conforms to the idea that the “vulgar must in no way be aware of the contradiction.”369

Ibn Kaspi may have therefore considered this particular example of the seventh cause as one that could be safely exposed in writing, especially if more details are meant to be found in a separate context, thus forcing the reader to connect ibn Kaspi’s works with one another. Ibn Kaspi gives now further examples in the Maskiyot kesef that are not so straightforward, and at the end of the commentary on the Preface, the language and tone take a more esoteric turn.370 He returns to the example involving divine justice, the contradiction between verses stating that children will be punished for the sins of the parents against verses expressing individual punishment. Ibn Kaspi had earlier cited the same example as an instance where the Rabbis solved it according to the “fourth cause.” In the earlier passage he had only claimed that his own solution is not identical, referring the reader to the lost Qe‘arot kesef.371 In this passage towards the end of MK on the Preface ibn Kaspi now adds that in his view Maimonides thought this problem falls under the fourth cause.372 But ibn Kaspi’s own judgment of the contradiction is that “undoubtedly this is a very obscure matter and contains a lofty secret.” This description does not correspond to the fourth cause, but rather the seventh; as we saw with the prior example regarding divine decrees, it too is called an “obscure matter,” and unlike the seventh cause, the fourth cause is never called a “secret.” Thus, for ibn Kaspi the biblical contradiction concerning the punishment of children is likely an example of the seventh cause, although he is careful not to label it as such explicitly. Only those readers who understand what ibn Kaspi means by “obscure matter” and “secret” would connect the example to the seventh cause.

There is a further element that supports the idea that we have here an example of the seventh cause. In the earlier statement of the problem the rabbinical solution of the contradiction was rejected because it was on the basis of the fourth cause; in this second restatement, Maimonides’ solution is on the basis of the fourth cause. Likewise, at the end of his discussion on whether God’s word can be abrogated, ibn Kaspi briefly considers (and then rejects) a possible Maimonidean solution to that problem, once again on the basis of the fourth cause.373 In the beginning of his presentation of the contradiction regarding divine justice, Ibn Kaspi opens with “it seems to me there is yet another prophetic mashal that falls under the fourth cause in the opinion of the Teacher.” But Ibn Kaspi had just rejected a possible solution by Maimonides to another contradiction (on divine decrees) because it was on the basis of the fourth cause. The effect, then, is to lead the reader to question Maimonides’ solution to this contradiction (on divine justice) as well. Ibn Kaspi goes on to mention yet another contradiction, between verses promising salvation of a city or land from destruction if pious individuals could be found therein against passages that announce complete destruction. Here, too, he declares, “there is no doubt that this is a very obscure matter and a lofty secret,” another implicit example of the seventh cause.

Ibn Kaspi considers two final sets of contradictions as so obscure that he cannot give even meshalim for them. The first example is the creation in time, the Platonic view, against the Aristotelian view that the world is uncreated. He writes that he may not give any meshalim due to Maimonides’ statement in II:25: “nor are the gates of interpretation shut in our faces.”374 In II:25 Maimonides claims that verses indicating the creation of the universe in time could, in principle, be interpreted figuratively. However, Maimonides continues, belief in the eternity of the universe has not been demonstrated. Such a belief would destroy “the Law in its principle” and give “the lie to every miracle,” unless the miracles, too, are to be interpreted figuratively. Nonetheless, Maimonides adds that this “would result in some sort of crazy imaginings.”375 The preliminary conclusion, then, is that creation should be interpreted as creation in time. Ibn Kaspi’s second set of contradictions is the “account of miracles written in the Torah and the prophets,” and he writes that Maimonides possibly believed that verses concerning miracles should be ascribed to the seventh cause. Ibn Kaspi closes with a statement implying that eternity of the universe is the correct view and refers the reader to his own commentary on Guide II:29.376

Ibn Kaspi’s statements aim to convey to the reader that a necessary condition for determining the seventh cause is that the prooftexts are considered at the literal level. In other words, the contradiction is visible when neither side of the contradiction is considered to be a mashal. He makes a remark to this end in the course of his presentation of the example of whether God’s word can be retracted.377 Accordingly, the two examples regarding Creation and miracles are described in Guide II:25 as matters that cannot be interpreted figuratively and must be read literally. In his commentary on Guide II:29 ibn Kaspi writes that although the account of creation as given in Scripture may be a “mashal [intended] for Moses and his times,” that possibility alone does not deny the validity of the literal sense. In the same passage, he then likens the literal sense to silver, “while the rest is as gold.” Therefore, despite the validity of the literal sense, politically or historically valuable, the philosophically-coherent inner meaning is the most valuable.

Thus ibn Kaspi esoterically connects these two examples, inasmuch as they are both examples of theological problems that Maimonides says must be interpreted at the literal level, to the “settings of silver” mentioned in the Preface to the Guide, which Maimonides designates as indicating a political value. By doing so ibn Kaspi seems to suggest that the seventh cause as a whole has a political dimension. Reasons of a political nature, then, might constitute for ibn Kaspi the meaning of the undefined “necessity” mentioned by Maimonides in the description of the seventh cause in the Guide.378



2.5Moses ben Joshua ben David of Narbonne

Moses of Narbonne, often called the Hebrew moniker Moshe Narboni, was born in 1300 and grew up in Perpignan, where many Jews had found refuge after the expulsion from lands controlled by the king of France (1306).379 He left Perpignan, then part of the Crown of Aragon, and traveled widely throughout Spain. He apparently died in Sória a few months after completing the commentary on the Guide in April of 1362.380 Like Joseph ibn Kaspi, Moses of Narbonne was not a translator. Most, if not all of his sources were available in Hebrew translation and it is unclear how much Arabic or Latin he knew (if any).381 Further details regarding his life are scant, but he writes of having learned the Guide with his father.382 He may have taught the Guide to his son as well. Moses of Narbonne writes in a postface to the commentary on the Guide that it was his son who urged him to write that commentary (I shall return to this point momentarily).383 The vast majority of Moses of Narbonne’s works are commentaries and supercommentaries.

Moses of Narbonne composed his commentary on the Guide towards the end of his literary career, consonant with a pattern that we have seen for other commentators. It is his last known work. An internal reference in the commentary shows that he had moved to Sória in 1358.384 According to the postface to the commentary, found in some manuscripts, Moses of Narbonne began it in Toledo in 1355 and finished it in Sória seven years later. 385

2.5.1Commentary on the Guide

The postface includes key details surrounding the writing of the commentary on the Guide. Moses of Narbonne writes that two immediate reasons delayed its completion: he was the victim of an attack against the Jewish community on the second day of the holiday of Shavuot in 1355; the second reason is that Moses of Narbonne spent most of his time occupied with his other commentaries “on the Metaphysics and on the books of the Physics.” Moses of Narbonne mentions a work of his by the title Treatise on Metaphysics, about which nothing else is known.386 It is probably correct to assume that these are not references to actual commentaries on Aristotle, but rather general descriptions of subjects that preoccupied Moses of Narbonne.387 Alternatively, it could be reasonably understood to be a reference to some of his exegetical works on ibn Rushd, such as a supercommentary on the middle commentary on the Physics, or a commentary to De substantia orbis.388

He then turns to the reasons that led him to compose the commentary on the Guide in the first place. As he writes, the scholars of his day, though versed in the sciences, did not grasp the inner meaning of the text. He singles out the “scholars residing in Toledo,” to whom the words of the Guide were as if a “sealed book.” He therefore decided that a “book that guides our nation towards the truths” must not remain “darkened by a cloud” that would hinder its light.389 Moreover, he adds later on in the commentary that the time has come to “widen the apertures of the filigree of silver” and reveal more of the truths [of metaphysics], as this generation is better prepared to receive them.390 A second catalyst was a request – or a complaint – by Moses of Narbonne’s own son. Still according to the postface, Moses of Narbonne’s son pointed out to him that Moses of Narbonne had written commentaries on Ḥayy ibn Yaqẓān, on Logic (probably the supercommentary on the Epitome of the Organon), on “Metaphysics” (a reference to other works that dealt with metaphysics or to the Treatise on Metaphysics mentioned earlier), and on al-Ghazali’s Intentions of the Philosophers. However, his son indicates, Moses of Narbonne had neglected the Guide.391 The postface closes with a series of statements comparing the Guide and metaphysical truths to light, to the flame guarding the entrance to the Garden of Eden, and to the sun. The presence of a postface is unique among early commentaries on the Guide.392

The commentary has no specific title, but it became transmitted as a beʼur (explanation, commentary, clarification) to the Guide of the Perplexed.393 Though Moses of Narbonne’s commentary is quite comprehensive in terms of the chapters covered, he does not comment on the totality of every chapter, focusing only on notions that he considers problematic. He pays special attention to the problem of divine attributes (I:50–60); to I:68–74 394; to the haqdamot at the beginning of part II; and dwells at length on II:14, 19, 29–30; III:13, 19–20. The length of chapters in the commentary varies widely; some chapters merit only one line or less, while others receive more extended treatment. The beʼur or commentary only omits chapters 6, 12, 15, 18, 20, 22, 53, 76 in part I; in part II, chapter 22;395 in part III, none.

The commentary contains many historical details in addition to exegesis and interpretation of the text. Moses of Narbonne mentions his work as a physician;396 he writes of visiting the then elderly philosopher-kabbalist Joseph ibn Waqar in Toledo;397 of a public philosophical dispute, apparently within the Jewish community, when he was a youth, and in which he defended the Guide;398 of his participation in a philosophical disputation against a Christian scholar, before an audience of local villagers;399 of encountering an anti-Maimonidean scholar in Perpignan;400 of learning about ma‘aseh merkavah with his teacher Moses Hashaʼalah(?);401 and of first learning the Guide with his father at the age of 13.402


2.5.2Moses of Narbonne’s Exegetical Methods on the Preface to the Guide

In the commentary on the Preface, Moses of Narbonne comments on the following topics: the “divine purpose” that has concealed from the vulgar certain truths necessary for the apprehension of God;403 the method of concealment found in the Torah, Talmud and the Guide, which is the use of meshalim; a brief mention of the Epistle Dedicatory and Maimonides’ opening poem that precedes the Preface proper; the meaning of “science of the Law”;404 the nature of perplexity over Torah and science, and the meaning of ma‘aseh bereshit; teaching natural science through mashal; the mashal of lightning; the “aim” of the Torah; Jacob’s ladder; the meaning of “proximate” (matter) and the prooftext quoted in the Preface, “It is time to do something for the Lord” [Ps 119:126]; and finally, the fifth cause of contradictions, along with a list of biblical examples of contradictions. The selection of passages is evidence of the extent to which Moses of Narbonne is concerned with different aspects of the esoteric method of writing (mashal, contradiction, and textual secrets), including some of its political ramifications (the “aim” of the Torah). Interspersed throughout are mentions of his views inter alia on the soul, the relationship between God and the existents, and the differences between natural and divine science. All of Moses of Narbonne’s scientific-philosophical ideas expressed here can be found in his earlier writings, and are not original to the commentary.

Moses of Narbonne’s primary formal exegetical method is the rewriting of the text, which was described earlier in connection with Moses of Salerno and Joseph ibn Kaspi. He blends his own words with those of the text, creating a unique work that straddles the border between paraphrase and formal commentary. He does not clearly identify lemmata as such apart from his interpretation, and does not use common expressions such as “etc.”, “that is to say” or “in other words,” (ve-khuleh, klomar, roṣeh lomar), common within the commentaries. From that perspective, the closest formal parallel to Moses of Narbonne’s commentary is ibn Kaspi’s Maskiyot kesef, in which such expressions are employed less frequently. Moses of Narbonne sometimes adds digressions, again reminiscent of ibn Kaspi’s commentary.405 Similarly to ‘Ammudei kesef, on the other hand, Moses of Narbonne investigates the meaning of single words and the implications of Maimonidean phrasing, fulfilling his own promise in the Prologue to the commentary to comment on the “obscure language” of the Guide.406 But in his method of rewriting Moses of Narbonne goes farther than ‘Ammudei kesef. The resulting hybrid and rewritten text, which skillfully blends his own words with Maimonides’, assumes a high and precise degree of familiarity with the Guide.

Needless to say, this exegetical method is not always friendly to readers.407 Evidence for the difficulty of the commentary can be found in the manuscript tradition. Many manuscripts of Moses of Narbone’s commentary feature signs or marks placed above words borrowed from the Guide to distinguish them from those of the commentator. The number and extension of marginalia found within this manuscript tradition is greater than for any other of the commentaries under examination in this study. There also exists a set of signed marginal notes by the owner of a manuscript, Baruch Peschiera, which covers much of the commentary and constitutes a supercommentary of sorts.408 The difficulty of the text seems to have posed no hindrance to its dissemination and probably actually furthered it: there are far many more extant manuscripts than for any other commentary on the Guide. The evidence from textual witnesses suggests that it ranked among the most (if not the most) widely read and disseminated.409

The commentary on the Preface follows neither the letter nor the order of the text closely. Moses of Narbonne begins with his own words, and only then begins quoting from the middle of the Preface, and then pivoting back to the Epistle Dedicatory (following on the steps of ibn Kaspi, the first among the philosophical commentators to interpret it) and then the opening poem. He then comments on the beginning of the Preface, and skips to the middle, omits some material, and picks up again towards the end. The lack of order is significant, for it potentially reveals that Moses of Narbonne had a distinct perspective on the Guide vis-à-vis other commentators. His concern is more focused on translating the language of the Guide into Averroistic ideas, to a greater degree than on explanation of the text itself, and the primary criterion of explication is relevance to or congruence with Aristotle in Averroistic garb.410 Moses of Narbonne follows the order of the text loosely because he is only concerned with passages that allude to ibn Rushd in one way or another (with the exception of Scriptural examples of contradictions). Nonetheless he does not necessarily follow ibn Rushd uncritically. For example, in a passage of the commentary Moses of Narbonne seemingly sides with Maimonides and against ibn Rushd on the notion that the multitude should not to be taught to believe the literal meaning of anthropomorphisms, that is, they should be informed that God is incorporeal.411 However, that passage of the commentary seems to have an esoteric bent that ultimately places Moses of Narbonne in agreement with ibn Rushd. I shall return to it below.

A key aspect of Moses of Narbonne’s exegetical orientation can be seen as early as the Prologue to the commentary, where he describes the perplexed individual as primarily a scholar for whom the literal meaning of Scripture is philosophically confounding.412 Later in the Prologue, he describes the Guide as a book meant for “those who have practiced philosophy” (mi she-hitfalsef).413 Moses of Narbonne describes his audience for the commentary in the following terms: “we explained [the Guide’s] words to the philosopher and to those who are suitable for it, and to all those who long for it, though not to those who are not fitting.”414 Strictly speaking, then, the commentary is therefore not meant for a wider public or beginners in the study of philosophy (unlike the stated aim of Zeraḥiah’s commentary, for example). Moses of Narbonne adds that in some places he will point to philosophical disagreements within the Guide, which Moses of Narbonne attributes to Maimonides’ use of ibn Sina as a source.415 But Moses of Narbonne will not write on it at length, “since it is not obligatory for me to do so in a commentary,” that is, in a commentary on the Guide. “Rather, [the commentary] will serve as an abridgment to those who have not seen the required preliminary sources,”416 a statement that indicates the commentary is also meant as a remedy for the lack of access to critical sources such as ibn Sina. Though his stated purpose may be to shed light on Maimonides’ positions against those of ibn Rushd or ibn Sina, the reluctance to write on it “at length” is related to Maimonides’ injunction not to comment on the Guide. As Moses of Narbonne clarifies, it is necessary “to obey [Maimonides’] command without transgressing his injunction.”417 Towards the end of the Prologue, Moses of Narbonne adds that he has revealed the interpretation of most of the secrets of the Guide in his other “scientific” books, “which are not restricted this manner.”418

Thus in distinction to his other commentaries and treatises – he cites here specifically the commentaries on the Intentions of the Philosophers by al-Ghazali, on the Epistle on the Possibility of Conjunction by ibn Rushd, and on Ḥayy ibn Yaqẓān by ibn Tufayl419 – the context of a commentary on the Guide is that unlike other scientific books, it falls under a specific “oath” of non-dissemination, and is not meant for revealing the meaning of secrets.420 Nonetheless, Moses of Narbonne allows that he will “rescue [the reader] from the words [of the Guide]” while signaling to its “secrets and innermost parts,” though only “in proper manner and measure and [as] destined specifically for suitable readers.”421

In the commentary on the Preface Moses of Narbonne also points to the secrets of Scripture. In his interpretation of the contradictions, the method recalls that of the Maskiyot kesef: part of his concern is to apply the causes of contradictions on the biblical text. However, Moses of Narbonne goes further than ibn Kaspi in the concealment of the secrets within contradictions. At the end of the commentary on the Preface, he gives a long list of prooftexts he deems contradictory without any further explanation and hardly any hints or allusions.422 Moses of Narbonne’s esotericism comes forth even more fully in his opening sentence for this list. He writes that the examples constitute “a matter for speculative study and investigation.” A careful reader would recognize the sentence as a borrowing from the Preface. Here context is critical: the full sentence in the Guide reads “whether contradictions due to the seventh cause are to be found in the books of the prophets is a matter for speculative study and investigation”.423 Thus, despite explicit statements that the examples in the list are “parabolic” (corresponding to the third cause) and “some in which the speakers are distinct” (a reference to the first cause), Moses of Narbonne is implicitly ascribing at least some of the examples in the list to the seventh cause.424

Elsewhere in the commentary on the Preface, Moses of Narbonne includes biblical prooftexts in his interpretation of the Guide as well as in the rewriting of the text. However, the full sweep of his scriptural exegesis only emerges when the prooftexts he cites are set in context. Moses of Narbonne begins the commentary on the Preface by juxtaposing a string of three seemingly unrelated prooftexts (Jer 23:18, Hos 1:2, 2 Chr 13:12), whose meaning only emerges when they are set against their biblical contexts and against the Maimonidean interpretation of those contexts.425 In the case of these texts, there is an implication that true prophecy is clothed in anthropomorphic expressions, but only at first (in the sense of time), and its true meaning can only be realized once anthropomorphisms are eliminated. In another passage, Moses of Narbonne concludes his exegesis of the narrative of Jacob’s ladder – one in which every element has a discrete meaning, according to Maimonides – by stating that it indicates that God is the First Cause, “above the ladder, separate from every physical body, but not in it–the contrary of what heretics say: ‘a tower whose top may reach unto Heaven’ (Gen 11:4).” Moses of Narbonne’s prooftext from Genesis relates to the Tower of Babel, interpreted in Samuel ibn Tibbon’s treatise Maʼamar yiqqavu ha-mayim as philosophical heresy of unbelief in the existence of God or of any intellect separate from matter, and an attempt to reach the heavens and stars through the senses. It is therefore the opposite of the Ladder of Jacob upon which stands the incorporeal God and angels (which Moses of Narbonne reinterprets in the same paragraph of the commentary as the separate intellects).426

One further instrumental example is his discussion of substance and generation. He quotes part of Genesis 1:26, “let us make,” which he completes with “in the beginning [be-reshit] and through the principle” [be-hatḥalah], drawing upon the Maimonidean distinction between “beginning” and “principle” as they are explained in Guide II:30, and the special connotation implied by the verb “to make” (‘asah), which is explained in that same chapter of the Guide.427 There, Maimonides writes that the verb ‘asah “tends toward the road of the belief in the eternity of a certain matter.”428 Thus generation is not the creation of a substance: “existents come into being through a principle [hatḥalah] residing in their substance,” and the latter is presumably pre-existent. This, Moses of Narbonne writes, is the meaning of ma‘aseh bereshit.429

Last, Moses of Narbonne closes the commentary on the Preface with a rewriting of the prooftext at the head of the first chapter of the Guide: “Open ye the gates, that the righteous nation that keepeth faithfulness may enter in” (Isa 26:2). Moses of Narbonne makes a few substitutions and additions, an example of rewriting; they are in brackets: “Open ye the gates [by the equivocation of terms], that the [perfect] nation which keepeth [the truths] may enter in.”430 His modifications imply that the system of equivocal terms, introduced in the first paragraph of the Preface to the Guide, is the key that unlocks the Guide (or possibly Scripture). Moses of Narbone substitutes “perfect” (shalem) for “righteous” (ṣaddiq), a significant move since the former was often used as a technical philosophical term as equivalent to perfectio or eudaimonia, while the latter tends to indicate moral virtue.431 Moses of Narbonne substitutes “faithfulness” (ʼemunim) for “truths” (ʼamitot), which once again reflects his philosophical priorities: rather than fides, the perfect nation preserves objective truth.


2.5.3A Theme in the Preface to the Guide: Elitism

In the Maskiyot kesef ibn Kaspi brings up the political dimension of a theological problem in connection with the seventh cause, whose existence can never be disclosed to the multitude. Moses of Narbonne, too, emphasizes some of the political aspects of esoteric writing. Among the most significant is elitism and the relationship between a scholar and the multitude.

In Moses of Narbonne’s view, the Torah is divided into two parts. The first is meant for the elite, which is identified with scholars (ḥakhamim) who are the “chosen individuals” (yeḥidei ha-segullot).432 Though the multitude understands some of this Torah, it does so only in a restricted sense according to its limited intellectual capacity.433In terms of content, this first part is identical to philosophy, its secrets being understood by the elite through demonstration.434 Thus both in terms of content and of method, the Torah of the elite is distinct from that of the multitude.435 As Moses of Narbonne puts it, “the modes of conceptualization of truths diverge between what is understood by the multitude and what is apprehended by scholars.”436

The first part of the Torah presents no perplexity for scholars. It is only to the extent that the second part of the Torah is present in it that it then seems “as if there is a conflict between Torah and science.”437The second part of the Torah is specifically meant for the multitude, and Moses of Narbonne obliquely implies that it is ethical in nature.438 Although it is not meant for scholars, it is suitable and congenial to them.439 This second part is common to both the scholar and the multitude and it precedes the first in time.440 As the scholar returns to this “second Torah,” he must abstain from revealing any of its secrets. Just as the method of the Torah is to keep its secrets concealed, a scholar, too, must follow the same method. One who reveals a secret of Torah will be “put to death by God.”441 Moses of Narbonne explains this cryptic sentence as follows: “the revelation of secrets distorts the hierarchy [of the existents] and destroys what has been thus ordered.”442 The concealment of secrets, and hence the gap between the elite and the multitude, is fixed in the order of the universe; it is not up to the philosopher to change it.

Moses of Narbonne’s depiction of Aristotle and Plato in one of his earlier works can shed further light on these statements. In his commentary on Ḥayy ibn Yaqẓān Moses of Narbonne recalls the origins of the designation of “peripatetics” (i.e. “those who walk”). What this means, he writes, is that ancient peripatetics had the custom of walking outside ostensibly for the purpose of gymnastics, but in his view they went outside in search of solitude and distance from the multitude. Plato, on the other hand, sought to practice philosophy in the town square in order to enlighten and ultimately to turn the multitude into scholars. He erred in this, writes Moses of Narbonne, for neither God nor the prophets sought to do the same. The multitude and the scholars each have their own portion meant specifically for them, and the same species cannot comport both irrational and rational beings.443 The implication of Moses of Narbonne’s view is that a scholar who reveals secrets to the multitude is like one who seeks to educate those of a different species and to elevate them to the rank of scholars. Since the multitude retains political power over the scholar, however, the consequences can be disastrous and scholars such as Socrates can be put to death merely for daring to break with the natural order of existence.444 Thus solitariness and distance from the masses, while not always achievable, is the ideal condition in which to practice philosophy.445

Moses of Narbonne observes that Maimonides’ position on anthropomorphic expressions in Scripture constitutes one significant exception to the distinction between the elite and the multitude. “The Rabbi [Maimonides] thought that the eradication of anthropomorphism does not belong to the class of secrets. He says that it is proper that the multitude as well as the elite both adopt the notion of eradication of anthropomorphism, even though the instruction of the multitude is distinct from that of the elite.”446 Thus while the method of instruction of the scholar and of the multitude remains distinct, on the matter of anthropomorphism the content that must be apprehended is equivalent for both. In I:35 Maimonides clarifies that the denial of corporeality to God “ought to be made clear and explained to everyone according to his capacity and ought to be inculcated in virtue of traditional authority.”447 However, the matter is not so clear. Here in the commentary on the Preface Moses of Narbonne does not explicitly say that he agrees with Maimonides – he merely reports the Teacher’s opinion. In his commentary on Guide I:35, however, Moses of Narbonne takes note of the fundamental difference between Maimonides and ibn Rushd on this point, which he had not mentioned in the commentary on the Preface to the Guide.448 Though Moses of Narbonne does not side with either authority, he reports on ibn Rushd’s view in detail. He writes that according to ibn Rushd the multitude ought to be instructed that God is neither corporeal nor incorporeal; rather, God is to be likened to “light.” Moses of Narbonne then cites a prooftext to support ibn Rushd’s point: “He reveals deep and secret things; he knows what is in the darkness, and light dwells with him” (Daniel 2:22). Though Moses of Narbonne is neither explicit in the commentary on I:35 nor here in the commentary on the Preface, the implicit conclusion is that Moses of Narbonne ultimately sides with ibn Rushd on this point.

In light of Moses of Narbonne’s other statements regarding the multitude, this is evidence that his conception of elitism can be seen as a continuation and amplification of the strong elitism already found in ibn Kaspi, who also believed that the Torah has two meanings, one for the multitude and another for the elite.449 This notion is analogous to Moses of Narbonne’s view of the two parts of the Torah. On the question of anthropomorphism, ibn Kaspi adopts the maxim “the Torah speaks in the language of men.”450 This, too, is analogous to Moses of Narbonne’s view that the multitude only learns “imaginary notions” (the elite, on the other hand, learns “true notions”).451

Moses of Narbonne’s elitism is undoubtedly a source of his self-appointed authority as a commentator of the Guide. As Aaron Hughes points out, “interpretive authority [...] is often composed of a complex web in which an elite, or what comes to be an elite, speaks to a community, and itself, through the medium of a commentary.”452 This sort of authority works in tandem with the commentator’s self-conceived role as the one who “widens the apertures of the filigree” of silver encasing the apple of gold, for only one who has apprehended the gold – or one who sees himself as having achieved such knowledge – is able to give indications about its true meaning. The wide readership and reception of Moses of Narbonne’s commentary confirms that his scholarly audience did see him as one who possessed knowledge of the gold encased in the silver, even if some, like Isaac Abarbanel and Joseph Delmedigo, may have criticized him for misinterpreting Maimonides or for revealing the meaning of too many secrets.453





3Moses ben Solomon of Salerno: Hebrew-English Text

3.1Moses of Salerno’s Commentary: the Manuscripts

There are eleven extant manuscripts of Moses of Salerno’s commentary:

Cambridge, Add. 672 (Italian, 15th–16th century/F17001 / 139 ff.)454

Florence, Biblioteca Medicea Laurentiana Plut. II.11 (Spanish, 16th century/F17658/132 ff.)455

London, Beit Din and Beit Hamidrash 40 (Byzantine, 1429/F4708)456

Munich, Bayerische Staatsbibliothek cod. heb. 60 (Ashkenazi, 16th century/F1140 / f.1r-329r)457

Munich, Bayerische Staatsbibliothek cod. heb. 370 (Italian, late 13th–early 14th century/ F1606 / 296 ff.)5 [base ms]

Oxford Bodleian, Oppenheimer 576 (Ashkenazi, 1547/F22075 G / ff. 1r-313v)458

Paris, BN héb. 687 (Italian, 14th–15th century/F11565 / 187 ff.)459

Parma, Palatina, cod. Parma 2435 (=De Rossi 1369) (Italian, 16th century/F13439 / 195 ff.)460

Parma, Palatina, cod. Parma 3162 (= De Rossi 106) (Ashkenazi, 1425/F13902 / 222 ff.)461

Two mss lack the section on the Preface to the Guide and were therefore not consulted: Parma, cod. Parm. 2910/F.13803 (commentary from I:12 through I:68); St. Petersburg, Russian National Library Evr. I 482/F.51349 (begins at I:11). A fragment of the commentary has also been found at the Cairo Genizah (on I:42), but it is in a bad state.462

The Hebrew text and English translation below are based on ms. Munich Bayerische Staatsbibliothek cod. heb. 370, ff. 2r-10v, with variants from the other mss. in the apparatus. It was described by M. Steinschneider as either Italian or Ashkenazi and dated tentatively to between 1350 and 1400.463 Moses of Salerno’s commentary occupies the entire codex. The ms. contains several lacunae (especially between II:29 and II:31), which become more frequent towards the end of the ms. The lacuna below in ¶27–¶28 (f. 5r) is instructive in that it occurs in every single manuscript of the commentary, and since cod. heb. 370 is the oldest, it is possible that every other extant ms. derives from this one. On some ff. the text is written on only one side of the page (right or left), as in ff. 265v-267r. The commentary ends abruptly at II:44 and the colophon is therefore not extant. Steinschneider writes that the codex seems to have once contained the entire work (i.e. on all three parts of the book).464 The writing is very clear, with occasional notes in the margins by different hands. At least one note, in the first person, inserts an additional interpretation “after I composed this” (¶41). Nearly every other ms. copies this marginal note in the body of the text, with the exception of ms. Parma 3162, where it is found in the margin as well. The note on f. 28v may also have been inserted after the ms. was either composed or copied. Another note, on f. 22r, speaks in the first person of the “Christian scholar with whom I associate,” who is mentioned elsewhere in several places in the commentary (see e.g. ¶7). Hence there is some reason to suppose that at least some of the marginal notes are by Moses of Salerno himself. Additional evidence for this suggestion can be found in Steinschneider’s conjecture that between the first and the second redaction of the commentary Moses of Salerno consulted the Perush ha-millot ha-zarot by Samuel ibn Tibbon, which he names petiḥah or haqdamah. The marginal note in ¶41, for instance, refers to the “petiḥah that the sage ḥakham Rashbat (i.e. Samuel ibn Tibbon) composed for this book after he copied it” (or: “translated,” he‘etiqo).

The Hebrew text is based on the following manuscripts:


	א
	Munich 370 (base)


	ב
	London, Beit Din/Beit Hamidrash 40


	ג
	Cambridge Add. 672


	ד
	Paris BN héb 687


	ה
	Florence Plut. II.11 (ms damaged; readable text begins at ¶5).


	ו
	Munich 60


	ז
	Parma 3162 (ms begins at ¶6).


	ח
	Bodleian Opp. 576


	ט
	Parma 243




Conventions and sigla for Hebrew text and apparatus:


	+
	addition


	=
	repetition


	{}
	marginal note


	?
	uncertain reading


	strike
	through word stricken through in ms


	…
	omission by commentator in quotation from Guide




Conventions for English translation:


	Normal font:
	text of commentary


	Italic font:
	quotations from Guide within the text


	Bold font:
	biblical prooftexts


	Bold italic font:
	biblical prooftexts also found in the Guide


	…
	omission by the commentator in quotation from Guide





3.2Moses of Salerno’s Commentary: Reception

Very little is known regarding the reception of Moses of Salerno’s commentary. It seems to have been overlooked by later readers and interpreters. With the exception of the early manuscript used for this edition, all manuscripts were produced at least a century after the author’s death, to judge by the extant record.

The commentary did find wide readership in the form of a glossary. Moses of Salerno translates many terms and expressions into Italian. Some of these were gathered by his son Isaiah and circulated independently.465 To judge by the number of manuscripts, the glossary was quite popular. However, as for the commentary, we do not know in what ways or for what purposes the glossary was used.466

Excerpts from the commentary have been critically edited by Caterina Rigo and reproduced by Roberto Gatti.467 Other excerpts can be found in an important early study by Sermoneta.468 The early Latin translation of the Guide used by Moses of Salerno has attracted much attention as well.469 In his studies regarding the Maimonidean philosophical legacy in the 13th century and beyond, Ravitzky included Moses of Salerno among those who belonged to the philosophical circle inaugurated by Samuel ibn Tibbon, detailing the former’s reliance on the latter.470 Last, there has appeared a recent M.A. thesis containing a critical edition of the commentary on chapters regarding prophecy.471

Moses Ben Solomon of Salerno

Commentary on the Guide of the Perplexed

[Preface to Commentary]

[1] In the name of God we shall complete [this work] and prosper: an expanded interpretation472 by the sage R. Moses ben Solomon of Salerno on two parts of the Guide,473 written by the great sage R. Moses [Maimonides]: an interpretation of the equivocal, derivative and amphibolous terms written by the perfect sage our master, the Rabbi who guides to righteousness, our great rabbi our Rabbi Moses son of the honorable rabbi Maimon the judge, in the Preface to his precious treatise, the Treatise of the Perplexed.474

[Commentary: Preface to Guide]

[2] Equivocal terms are called “equivochi”475 in the vernacular.476 The meaning is that their shared [characteristic] is the name only, but they diverge in meaning and their definitions are various,477 such as the [Hebrew] terms ‘ayin or ruaḥ.478 They agree in name479 but diverge in meaning. It is said of ‘ayin as “organ of sight” in for the Lord’s is the eye [‘ayin] of man [Zech 9.1], and it is said of ‘ayin as “well” in and the angel of the Lord found her by a well [‘ayin] of water [Gen 16.9]. [The term] is equivocal and not borrowed,480 since neither meaning takes priority over the other.481 There are many such examples.
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[3] Others are derivative terms.482 Derivative is called “trasonti” in the vernacular.483 These are terms that have a primary meaning, that is, one that is prior to another.484 The prophets and the poets borrowed such terms [to mean] different things,485 such as the terms yalad or regel486: the primary meaning [of the former] term is to give birth: and Arpachshad begot [yalad] Shelah [1 Chr 1:18]. It was borrowed to [mean] the bringing into existence of natural things487: before the mountains were brought forth [yuladu] [Ps 90:2] since there is a similitude by virtue of accident, though not of essence.488 It was borrowed to [mean] the notion of earth bringing forth: makes it bring forth [ve-holidah] vegetation [Isa 55:10]; and to [mean] happenings occurring in time489: for you know not what a day may bring forth [yeled] [Prov 27:1]; and to [mean] happenings within thought490: they abound in foreign ideas [yaldei nokhrim] [Isa 2:6].491

[4] Others are amphibolous terms.492 They are called “dubeti” in the vernacular; some call them “enalaghi.”493 They are said amphibolously so that at times they are believed to be amphibolous, at times they are believed to be univocal, and at other times equivocal. In the chapters concerning [divine] attributes our great rabbi Maimonides explained univocal as equivalence in name and definition. However, the sage R. Joseph of Acre would determine [the meaning of] “amphibolous” from the word for “sufficiency,” that is, the [amphibolous terms] suffice for both uses.494
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[5] Univocity495 occurs when it becomes a convention in language to say one term for more than one thing, that is, for many things that are individuals or species.496 It means either many individuals from one species or several species that are distinct from one another, as the name of a species is said equally of all individuals of that species.497 A mashal is the name “man.”498 It is said of Ruben, Simon, Levi and Judah, and it is also called universal term.499 The name of a genus is likewise said of all [sub] species and all the individuals of those species. A mashal is the term “living.” It is the name of the genus that is said of man, of beast, of fish and of fowl, and of all their individuals that are in each of their species, because each one of them is called “living.”500

[6] At other times equivocal501 – they are believed to be said by equivocation. The sage R. Jacob bar Abba Mari [Anatoli] writes in his original book Malmad ha-talmidim [A Goad for Students]:

Maimonides apparently intended the amphibolous term to mean a term that occasionally replaces another term. For example, the term ṣur is said of a rock as well as a place where stones are quarried; it replaces the term for “source.” For example look unto the rock whence you were quarried502 [Isa 51:1]. The term occurs in places regarding the foundation of all and its beginning, as Maimonides indicated in quoting thou shall stand upon the rock [Exod. 33:21],503 and it is believed he was speaking regarding the rock of flint [Isa 50:7, Deut. 8:15].504
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[7] The Christian scholar with whom I collaborate505 said that amphibolous terms are terms each of which is a name to many things, such as path, road, way and route, but their meaning is one.506 However, the status of the meaning is not [always] equivalent, as it befits one [term] in the first degree and another in the second degree. For instance, “existence,” which applies to both essence and accident, is said of both equally; nonetheless for essence it is said with certainty and for accident it is said amphibolously.507

[8] In fact, as it appears in the words of the perfect sage this is not what it seems, that is, according to what our great Rabbi wrote in the chapters concerning [divine] attributes, the matter is not how it appears to be. He drew attention to it in chapter 56 of the first part [of Guide], speaking on other names that are said in the books of the prophets concerning God: Do not deem that they are used amphibolously. For when terms are used amphibolously they are predicated of two things between which there is a likeness in respect to some notion, which notion is an accident attached to both of them and not a constituent element of the essence of each one of them etc.508

[9] It is not the purpose of this Treatise to make the totality of these terms understandable to the vulgar,509 that is, it is not my purpose to proclaim the meaning of these equivocal, derivative and amphibolous terms to the vulgar among the people [since] they do not have the capacity to cognize the truth in an absolute sense or to beginners in speculation who have just begun to learn because they, too, do not have the capacity to ascend to the palace of the king immediately.510
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[10] Nor to teach those who have not engaged in any study other than the science of Talmud, because it is an explanation of the practical commandments only. For the purpose of this Treatise and of all those like it is the science of Law in its true sense. The science of Law in its true sense is the superior science, i.e. ma‘aseh merkavah, that which is called “divinitati” in the vernacular.511

[11] Or rather its purpose is to give indications to a religious man etc … [such a man] having studied the sciences of the philosophers and the divine intellect having drawn him on and led him to dwell within its province.512 This means that he grasped with his intellect and his intellect became actual,513 and he must have felt distressed by the externals of the Law [Torah]. They seem to be, upon first thought, opposed to the opinions of the philosophers, which he had learned. [The externals] are verses whose simple sense indicates that God is corporeal, and similar verses. As he continued to understand them by himself, as he continued in his perplexity to understand them by himself, or was made to understand by another514 teacher the meanings of the terms just mentioned, he would remain in a state of perplexity and confusion, because he would not know to which of those two he should incline: whether he should follow his intellect or hold fast to his understanding of the simple sense of Scripture.

[12] Renounce what he knew concerning the terms in question, and consequently consider that he has renounced the foundations. This means when he comes across predicates of terms regarding God which indicate that God is a body or which apprehend God with physical apprehension, whether he should renounce these terms and others like them and consider {that he renounced} the foundations of the Law … while at the same time perceiving that he had brought loss to himself and harm to his religion. This means his understanding would have brought loss to himself and harm and he would be left with those imaginary beliefs. In other words, imaginary515 means fictitious, “vani” in the vernacular. And on their account he owes his fear and weakness and would continue to suffer from heartache in all his days. On their account, on account of the [imaginary] beliefs – and he is perplexed.
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[13] This Treatise also has a second purpose, etc.516 A sensible man thus should not demand of me, etc. An intelligent man should be unable to do so even by speaking directly to an interlocutor. How then could he put it down in writing, etc. It is well known that “the wise instructor has available many stratagems, digressions, and circumlocutions with which he can make the understanding student understand his aim when teaching in person, even when his aim is not made clear or explained. But he cannot do this when writing a book.”517 Without becoming a butt for every ignoramus … would let fly at him the shafts of his ignorance. This means those who do not understand the matter in its complexity; {if} I were to explain everything they would be insolent and speak brazenly [cf. Isa 57:4] on something that would deviate from it; they would be considered wise by those who listen to them or in their own eyes. But they are outside of it, that is, of [the teacher’s] understanding. Therefore, it is not appropriate to expound on everything that is said in a mashal.

[14] We have already explained in our legal compilations some general propositions concerning this subject and they are in the beginning of [the Book of] Knowledge, in the commentary on Pereq ḥeleq, and in the commentary on Pirqei ʼavot.518 And we have explained the rabbinic saying: ma‘aseh merkavah ought not to be taught to one man, meaning even while alone.519 And even those, the chapter headings that I will transmit, are not set down in order in this Treatise in order one after the other. For my purpose is that truths, meaning the secrets of truth be glimpsed by him, their principles be visible, that is, a few of them, and then again be concealed from the learner. By him means “from Maimonides” or “from this Treatise.”520 And so much as to not oppose the divine will, whose method is that which has concealed those truths especially requisite for His apprehension.
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[15] Know that with regard to natural matters as well, it is impossible to give a clear exposition when teaching some of their principles as they are, etc. The Rabbis spoke through meshalim and riddles, imitating the style of books that are also concerned with this matter,521 meaning natural science which is ma‘aseh bereshit, in meshalim and riddles.522 For between these subjects and divine science there is a close attachment between them, as will be said later on that natural science borders on divine science;523 [Maimonides] had written earlier that divine science cannot come about except after a study of natural science.524

[16] You should not think that these secrets, etc. But sometimes truth flashes out to us meaning the apprehension of God, for he is the certain truth, as well as his angels and the apprehension of his angels,525 to the extent that the light of His apprehension appears to us as the brightness of day. Afterwards, this great light is concealed. Matter and habit in their corporeal guise conceal it so that we find ourselves again in an obscure night, almost as we were at first … .so that he is always, as it were, in unceasing light. Thus night appears to him as day. That is the degree of the great one among the prophets, to whom it was said: But as for thee, stand thou here with Me [Deut. 5:28].526 This means that his activity and thought concerned God alone and he put aside any mundane activities, and of whom it was said: that the skin of his face sent forth beams [Exod 34:29]. His intellect was forever purified “and his knowledge was joined to the Rock of Eternity527 [Isa 26:4] and the splendor never departed from him, and he was sanctified as the angels.”528 And matter and habit in their various forms never concealed the light of his intellect in all his days. However, by a polished body – ”body” here means a corporeal body, as it occurs for instance in Daniel 7:11, Daniel 3:28 and Isaiah 44:14, as interpreted by some of the commentators.529
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[17] And even this small light that shines over us is not always there, but flashes and is hidden again from us as if it were the flaming sword which turned every way [Gen. 3:24].530 This was clarified for us in the interpretation of this [passage] by the sage Samuel ibn Tibbon in his Commentary on Ecclesiastes, under the verse He has made everything beautiful in his time [Eccl 3:11]. He wrote there:

According to the True Sage [Maimonides] [the flaming sword] hinders man by means of an absence of light, for whoever sees the path by it sees it only time and time again, which is why anyone wanting to walk the path cannot walk a straight and continuous line. Instead, he must advance step by step. It is as if the light by which he sees the path is the light of the flaming sword which turned every way. One sees it for a moment, but then the sword turns and the flame disappears. This is how it works at all times: it appears and disappears. And the reason it disappears, according to the opinion of the Master, is the nature of man, etc.531

[18] The truth, in spite of the strength of its manifestation, is entirely hidden from them, meaning [in spite of] the subtlety, the depth and the nobility of its degree. As it is said of them: now men do not see the light that is bright in the skies [Job 37:21]. Even though the simple meaning of the verse concerns the light of the sun, the teacher our Rabbi [Maimonides] quotes it concerning God, who is the light that illuminates all and spreads over all, and from his light everything illuminates and shines – the lights and the constellation [Job 38:32] of the angels of the Most High and the sublime souls.

[19] He is unable to explain with complete clarity even the portion that he has apprehended because a scholar is not able to explain it, and even if he had the ability it would not be permissible to do so. Rather there will befall him when teaching another that which he had undergone when learning himself. That is to say, he will apprehend it alone in his intellect at the time when he was learning. However, should he explain to a student the extent of what he apprehended, he will not be able to do so.532
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[20] For this reason, all the Sages, etc. They multiplied the parables and made them different in species and even in genus. The interpretation is that the Sages were obliged to increase the number of diverse parables in order to conceal the secrets of the Torah. They differentiate matters that are within one single species by one following upon another; in other words, they substitute one for its counterpart.533 All of this is in order to conceal the secret from the multitude. And even in genus. That is, even beyond this they felt obliged to illustrate matters that are not within one single species, but which lie within two species. [For example] from the species of “man” to that of “wild animals” and to “domesticated animals”; not that they are under the same genus.534

[21] The situation is such that the exposition of one who wishes to teach without recourse to parables and riddles is so obscure and brief as to make obscurity and brevity serve in place of parables and riddles. He means that the sage who wishes to speak about these deep matters – if his intellect inclines him to speak without riddle and mashal – he will put himself in a position of having to speak about them a very obscure way. It will be difficult for the student to understand his words, just as if they were parables and riddles. Because he did not speak in riddle and mashal, he was compelled to speak in an obscure way that does not make the student understand it all. This obscure way that he searched serves in place of the riddle and the mashal that he should have used.
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[22] The men of knowledge and the sages are drawn, as it were, toward this purpose by the divine will, etc. only after the adoption of intellectual beliefs: true beliefs that are known by the intellect. They are [constituted by] the apprehension of existents that are not visible to the eye, but are known only by the eye of the intellect.535 The first of which being His apprehension, the apprehension of the knowledge of God. This, in its turn, cannot come about except through divine science, and this divine science cannot become actual except after a study of divine science. This is so since natural science borders [miṣranit] on divine science. Miṣranit is a term for meṣer [boundary]. The meaning is that it is impossible to arrive at divine science until after one has arrived at natural science, since its study precedes that of divine science in time.536

[23] Hence God caused His book to open with ma‘aseh bereshit meaning because he wanted to make us perfect, that is, to apprehend and intellect His truth, he caused his book to open with natural science, which is ma‘aseh bereshit. And because of the greatness and importance of the subject, meaning the greatness of ma‘aseh bereshit, and because our capacity falls short of apprehending the greatness of subjects. It seems to me it means the greatness of the knowledge of Creation or only the greatness of the science of knowledge of nature. We are told about those profound matters in parables and riddles, which divine wisdom has deemed necessary to convey to us. It conveyed them in parables and riddles and in very obscure words, as the Sages have said: it is impossible to tell mortals of the power of ma‘aseh bereshit. For this reason Scripture tells you obscurely: In the beginning God created [Gen 1:1]. Hence I said that apprehension of the greatness of the subjects corresponds to “greatness of Creation.” That which is said about all this is in equivocal terms so that the multitude might comprehend them, in accord with the limited capacity of their understanding and the weakness of their representation, in abbreviated form.
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[24] And the Book of Comparison.537 It seems that Maimonides wanted to give it this title because he planned to compare the difficult passages of the Midrashim … where the external sense manifestly contradicts the truth. They are all parables. However, when, many years ago, we began, etc. It did not commend itself to us, etc. For we saw that if we should use the method of parables and concealment, meaning if we should employ it without interpreting it because of the need for concealing it, we would not be deviating from the original purpose [of midrash]. Rather, we would continue to be as we were in the beginning: we would, as it were, have replaced one individual by another of the same species. The meaning is, because it is necessary to explain in limited measure, it is impossible not to begin to reveal a little.

[25] Because it is necessary to conceal, in order to make a mashal one must take an individual of a species in place of an individual of another species. Inasmuch as a rash fool, devoid of any knowledge of the nature of being, does not find impossibilities hard to accept. He means that we conceive that he has no ability in natural science and is a fool where it is concerned. The impossible and the possible are the same thing to him. He believes something {impossible} as something possible because in his view everything is possible.538

[26] In view of these considerations I desisted from composing these two books, etc. My speech in the present Treatise is directed ….to one who has philosophized and has knowledge of the true sciences, etc. Such a chapter may contain strange matters regarding which the contrary of the truth is believed, because of the equivocality of the terms. With respect to the equivocality of terms, scholars became confused and believed in the opposite of what is actually the case. Or because a mashal is taken for the thing being represented. He means that sometimes the prophets introduced in their meshalim the subject that stands for a given object or meaning in place of the subject that is being represented by it. For example and he cried, a lion, upon the watchtower of God, etc [Isa 21:8].539 The lion is the mashal and the watchman is what is represented by it, or [what is represented by it] is [the prophet] Habakkuk, in Rashi’s opinion. The {the mashal} “lion” took the place of the “watchman”{who is being represented}, or the place of “Habakkuk.”540
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[27] Likewise who among us shall dwell with the devouring fire? [Isa 33:14]. “Devouring fire” took the place of “God,” since he is a consuming fire, and there are many such examples. Or the thing represented is taken for a mashal.541 Sometimes they did the opposite, by taking the subject being represented in place of the mashal that they brought forward regarding that subject, such as …542

[28] [Know that the key …] is an understanding of the parables, of their import, and of the meaning of the words occurring in them. These are the words of the prophets that are conveyed in the form of mashal and riddle; the meaning of the terms there as equivocal, amphibolous and derivative.

[29] You know what God has said: And by the ministry of the prophets have I used similitudes [Hos 12:11], at times as a warrior in battle [Exod 15:3], and at times as a merciful elder.543 With respect to other matters that are remote from Him, the prophets likewise expressed them in similitude and mashal. You are also familiar with the expression of the learned poet regarding the prophets’ sight of God within visions of prophecy, in a poem that he composed.544 He means that God appears to prophets within visions that differ from one another, all according to the need and the time. Not that there should be any change in his glory; it is all mashal and similitude.545 Far be it from God, and he is greatly exalted above every deficiency.546

[30] Now what did one clever man do? etc. I do not think that anyone possessing an unimpaired capacity imagines that the words of Torah referred to here, whose meaning Solomon contrives to understand and deepen through understanding the meaning of their parables, are ordinances concerning the building of a sukkah, the lulab and the law of four trustees, since these are known from tradition. Rather what this text has in view here is, without any doubt, the understanding of obscure matters. He means the understanding of the secrets of Torah and the order of its parables: they are ma‘aseh merkavah and among them is ma‘aseh bereshit, which he investigated in depth and shed light on their obscurities, and learned from them that which the ancients who preceded him did not learn, meaning the ancients of Jerusalem. As it is said: I communed with mine own heart, saying, Lo, I am come to great estate and have gotten more wisdom than all they that have been before me in Jerusalem: yea, my heart had great experience of wisdom and knowledge. [Eccl 1:16].
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[31] [By lighting] a taper worth an issar. A measure similar to the “Italian issar.”547 Which was dark and sealed, that is, closed from all sides. This mashal itself is worth nothing, but by means of it you can understand the words of the Torah, as it is known that the mashal is like the husk and the secret within is like the fruit.548 Now this pearl is there in a dark house, etc. The Sage has said: A word fitly spoken is like apples of gold in settings of silver [Prov. 25:11]. Their open settings are called “reti” in the vernacular.549 Very small eyelets [mesuvakhim] is another term for “netting” [sevakhah].

[32] Now see how marvelously this dictum, etc. While its internal meaning ought to be more beautiful than the external one, since the internal meaning is the foundation.550 In other words, the noble secret that is within it is like gold within silver, which is far more excellent than it. Its external meaning also ought to contain in it something that indicates to someone considering it what is to be found in its internal meaning, meaning there should be an opening551 for the discerning individual so that he may be able to understand the meanings and apprehend [them] with his intellect. As happens in the case of an apple of gold etc., it is deemed to be an apple of silver, etc., that is, [it is deemed] to have no core.

[33] The parables of the prophets are similar. Their external meaning contains concrete wisdom that is useful in many respects, among which is the welfare of human societies, meaning the political society – so that all can live at peace with one another and can have the opportunity to immerse in Torah and commandments.552 Their internal meaning, internal to the parables, contains true wisdom that is useful for beliefs concerned with the truth as it is. As is shown by the external meaning of Proverbs and of a small part of Ecclesiastes, such as the statement that has come to us in the form of a mashal: keep thy foot when thou goest to the house of God [Eccl 4:17].553 The revealed meaning is the Temple, which is the house of the Divine Presence, or the synagogue and house of study. The concealed meaning of “house of God” is the great and superior Temple; that means divine science, which is ma‘aseh merkavah.554 Likewise with respect to matters in most of this mashal.
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[34] Know that the prophetic parables are of two kinds, etc. While in others the mashal as a whole indicates the whole of the thing being represented, meaning one single meaning. In such a mashal very many words are to be found, etc. They serve rather to embellish the mashal, etc. An example of the first kind is the following text: And behold a ladder set up on the earth [Gen. 28:12]. He states in this text, the word ladder indicates one subject, and this had been explained to us by the sage Samuel ibn Tibbon in his book Let the Waters Be Gathered, in addition to what our great Rabbi explained of it in chapter 15 of this [first] part [of the Guide]. Here is a summary of his interpretation: The legs of the ladder are on earth and its top reaches to the sky. It is the path of life that leads upward [Prov 15:24]. Undoubtedly that ladder is made from the beam of the tree of life that was discussed by the Sages, its stature being that of five hundred years and its being the measure of the distance that they mention between the earth and the area at the bottom of the lunar sphere.555

[35] The words set up on the earth indicate a second subject, meaning the legs of the ladder are on earth, or in other words, the root of the tree of life are on earth. The intended meaning is that the beginning of apprehension of divine ways, which are on earth and from the earth. They are the beginning of human apprehension and they are the ʼofanim {the four elements}. Man comes into being from them, through them and with them as they are with him in his house.556 They are that which is also called natural science.

[36] The words and the top of it reached to heaven indicate a third subject, meaning the tips of the tops of the tree of life reach up to the firmament that is over the heads of the ḥayiot and up to the likeness of the throne within it.557 The words and behold the angels of God indicate a fourth subject, which is very deep. The word ascending indicates a fifth subject, which is those individuals whose way of life is [oriented to] above. The Rabbi who guides to righteousness revealed that he understood the word “angels” to refer only to learned individuals among humankind, since they are the ones whose way of life is [oriented to] above. Thus ascension is mentioned first [before descent] to allude that in this passage he meant those [individuals] only but not others who share with him the term alone.558
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[37] The words and descending indicate a sixth subject. The intended subject is that which is taught by those from among the perfect, far above the rest of people, concerning what they apprehended in their ascent. The aforementioned sage Samuel ibn Tibbon wrote that this is the opinion of Maimonides, and this is a fine interpretation among those that apply to the matter at hand. However, I do not discard [the interpretation] that the term “angels of God” includes two [distinct] species from among the species included in the equivocality of the term “angel.” Thus one species is “ascending” whereas “descending” is another species. This means that “ascending” is a mention of learned individuals who ascend, that is, those whose way of life is [oriented to] above. “Descending” is an allusion to a species of the separate intellects which flies to man and approaches him, even though he mentions the species of “descending” after the species of “ascending,” etc, as is explained in the same passage of the treatise mentioned above [Let the Waters Be Gathered], chapter 11.559

[38] And behold the Lord stood above it [Gen 28:13] indicates a seventh subject, which is the apprehension of God. As one apprehends such matters in order, beginning with the legs of the ladder that is set up on earth, one knows and understands the true meaning of the beam of the tree of life and what originates from it, i.e. from the ladder up to the bottom of the lunar sphere. Afterwards, one knows the true meaning of the treetop, which is the bottom of the sphere of the moon, up to the uppermost part of the superior sphere. One then understands God from every aspect standing above the ladder, which is the top of the tree of life, and the most superior part of the most superior sphere to which one ascends, that is, that same individual through the ladder and from the ladder up to its top. There he finds that God appears with the seraphim that stand upon the ladder.560
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[39] An example of the second kind, etc. The outcome of all this, that is, of this whole mashal and the elements therein, is a warning against the pursuit of bodily pleasures and desires and there is no further meaning to it. And he likens matter the matter of man which is the cause of these bodily pleasures, to a harlot who is also a married woman … his entire book is based on this allegory. And I shall explain in various chapters of this Treatise his wisdom, Solomon’s wisdom, in likening matter to a married harlot. The Rabbi our rabbi put forth this explanation in chapter 8 of the third part [of the Guide] and it is a deep matter.561 According to the explanation there and from what appears to follow from his precious words, it seems that the woman mentioned at the beginning of Creation who feeds the fruit to her husband is our Matter. This is a secret from among the secrets of the Torah. We shall explain how he concluded this book of his with a eulogy of the woman when he writes at the end of the book who can find a virtuous woman? [Prov 31:10]. It is a praise of Matter upon its coming together with man, a Matter that is propitious to his purpose and capable of perfecting {which does not hinder him from perfecting}562 what is required of him. The meaning is that it will not compel him to follow anything in his natural dispositions nor in his appetites to excess.563

[40] For all the hindrances keeping man from his ultimate perfection, every deficiency and every disobedience, come to him from his matter … . as I564 shall explain in this Treatise. You will find all this in the chapter just mentioned; it is well explained there.565 That man should not follow only his bestial nature, that is, follow after the animal soul that is part of our [constitution]. For it causes every deficiency and every disobedience to pursue after lust and traits that are defiling. The proximate matter of man is identical with the proximate matter of other living beings. He means that the matter of man is similar to the matter of all other animals, for we are formed from one matter – men and beast [are formed] only from the four elements of the upper part.566
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[41] You should not inquire into all the details [occurring in the mashal] etc. nor should you wish to find significations corresponding to them. This means that you will exert yourself to find a meaning that is appropriate and well received, but you will not be able to do so. For doing so would lead you into one of two ways: either into turning aside from the intended subject, meaning the intention of the passage, or making an effort to interpret things not susceptible of interpretation and that have not been inserted with a view to interpretation, meaning which are not the intention of the passage. The result of such an exertion, that is, making a great and intense effort without any benefit.567 Extravagant fantasies such as are entertained by many. {After I wrote all this, I came into contact with the preface written by the sage and scholar Samuel ibn Tibbon to this book after he translated it.568 I saw that he interpreted there the term hazayah [fantasy] as a gerund derived from dreamers [hozim] lying down [Isa 56:10]. He interprets it as those who speak foolish things devoid of substance, like those who utter incoherent things in their sleep.569 They are called “ilunar” in the vernacular570}. Fantasy is a term related to dreamers and it is a biblical term: Isaiah [writes] dreamers, lying down, loving to slumber [56:10]. [The term] has neither son nor brother [Eccl. 4:8] in all 24 prophetic books.571 It is an expression that conveys deep sleep and deception; in other words, your efforts will be empty and in vain.

[42] Such exertion can be found in many others in these times, they are the many sects that have associated with one another with a view to finding meanings and interpretations for words whose author in no wise had in mind the significations wished by them, that is, those were not imagined by the author. Perhaps we should read written about572 by most of the sects of the world in the sense that they wrote books.573 Your purpose, rather, should always be to know, regarding most parables, the whole that was intended to be known and this will suffice for you. My remarking that it is a mashal will be like someone’s removing a screen from between the eye and a visible thing, meaning, as someone who removes the curtain and the partition, and thus one sees what one wants to see, or in other words, he removes one’s doubt.
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[43] Instruction With Respect to This Treatise, etc. You must connect its chapters one with another, meaning “turn it and turn it again.”574 He intended the subject of a chapter to be [connected] to the subject of another chapter that is related to it. Understand the meaning of each chapter and you will fare well. But also grasp each word that occurs in it in the course of the speech. Know the interpretation of a word – whether it is equivocal, derivative or amphibolous – or its meaning and subject even if that word doesn’t belong to the intention of the chapter, that is, even if it may seem to you that the interpretation of a word is not necessary in view of the meaning of the chapter where it occurs. In any event, analyze it because nothing has been mentioned out of its place, save with a view to explaining some matter in its proper place. This means that even though that thing is not necessary in a given chapter, it is necessary for another passage in another chapter. Therefore, one should have care to avoid failing to explain anything from it. 575

[44] You therefore should not let your fantasies elaborate on what is said here, for that would hurt me and be of no use to yourself. It seems this means one should not “rush to reply”576 and pose objections, as his words would hurt the author and bring no benefit to himself. Unless the meaning of let your fantasies elaborate is elaborating on it according to opinion of those who have come before you, which you have received from others, and not investigate it deeply in order to understand. For you will seek {will be difficult [to find]} an interpretation based upon your earlier opinion. This seems to agree with our first interpretation, since it was said before nor should he hasten to refute me. The Rabbi would not admonish concerning the same thing twice in the same passage.

[45] I adjure by God, etc. Not to explain to another anything in it, meaning not to explain to another the secrets that he [Maimonides] has pointed out to be revealed, and not to widen the apertures of their filigree [of the apple of gold],577 save that which has been commented upon in the words of those who preceded me, that alone is to be commented and nothing further. Nor should he hasten to refute me, for that which he understood me to say might be contrary to my intention, meaning, it is possible that he has followed through my views to the farthest extent and has introduced difficulties concerning something that he did not understand or comprehend, he would thus harm me in return for my having wanted to benefit him.
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[46] The generation which shortly preceded the present one did not observe all this, nor did it even occur to them, for they harmed him [Maimonides] in return for his having wanted to benefit, and they repayed evil for good. They did not pay attention to his saying the passage if he finds nothing in this Treatise that might be of use to him in any respect, he should think of it as not having been composed at all. If anything in it, according to his way of thinking, appears to be in some way harmful, he should interpret it … . in order to pass a favorable judgment. Rather, they did not judge him with a “favorable judgment,” condemned his books and despised his pleasant statements, all of which are correct and upright for every learned individual. Undoubtedly, therefore, they will have to “answer for it at the time of the divine judgment.”578 For as we are enjoined to act toward our vulgar ones in this way – to judge all with a “favorable judgment” – all the more should this be so with respect to our erudite ones and Sages of the Mishnah and Talmud. I know that, from among men generally, every beginner, etc. A perfect man, on the other hand, etc. But those who are confused and whose brains have been polluted by opinions that are not true,579 meaning their brain has become impure and mixed with false opinions. The meaning is that they have conceived opinions that are the opposite of the truth.580
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[47] [They] hold themselves, in their own regard, to be men of speculation [and] they will flee from many of its chapters, just as they have fled from all that has been mentioned here. Indeed these chapters will be very difficult for them to bear because they cannot apprehend their meaning and also because they would be led by the chapters of this Treatise to recognize the falseness of the counterfeit money in their hands. In other words, by means of this Treatise one can examine the errors and counterfeit money that they have, which is their treasure and fortune held ready for future calamities, that is, according to their opinion. God knows, etc. None of them has been set down in any book581 in our religious community in these times of Exile, for it is widely known that since the time of the closing of the Talmud none in Israel has come to compose acceptable words [Eccl 12:10]582 with respect to these things and to proclaim to us something about them which will enlighten the eyes of our religious community.583 Therefore Israel has forgotten all science; and had the holy Fathers not written the Oral Torah and set it down in writing, we would lack it as well.584

[48] To sum up: I am the man, etc. and could find no other device by which to teach a truth for which we can demonstrate, meaning I cannot find a way to teach other than befits an address to a single virtuous man and give him satisfaction while it will not be appropriate to ten thousand ignoramuses who would not be any more satisfied with it. I am he who prefers to address that same virtuous individual and I do not heed the blame of those many creatures. That is, should they blame his words he will not feel their spite. For I claim to liberate the virtuous man from that into which he has sunken meaning from the doubts that he has and which perplex him. And I shall guide him … until he becomes perfect and finds rest. For as long as his knowledge is enmeshed with doubt and perplexed he is sick of a strong illness and needs a doctor who will heal him. Their [sic] healer is the sage who heals the illness of opinions.
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Introduction

[49] Causes that account for the contradictory or contrary statements to be found in any book, etc. The meaning of contradiction is two things that contradict each other. The first and the second [causes] had been explained by the Rabbi the teacher, and they are to be found in the Mishnah and the Talmud. The explanation lies before us and it is well known, and does not need a long explanation.585

[50] The third cause. Not all the statements in question are to be taken in their external sense; some are to be taken in their external sense while others are parables. For example there shall no man see me, and live [Exod 33:20] and I saw also the Lord [Isa 6:1]. The first is clearly to be taken in its simple sense since God is not apprehended with the eyes. 586 The second is a mashal from the parables of prophecy, for what [Isaiah] saw and apprehended in a vision of prophecy was actually seen.587 In other words, he saw a created form to which God was likened; he did not see the true essence of God, there shall no man see me, and live. Thus one might think that there is a contradiction between them, but there is no contradiction. Alternatively, two …. propositions may both be parables and if they are taken in their external sense may contradict one another. For example, We have a little sister, and she hath no breasts and I am a wall, and my breasts like towers [Song 8:8,10]. According to their external sense they contradict one another, but according to their inner meaning they are neither contradictory nor contrary. For she hath no breasts means, according to its inner meaning, that the end of her youth has not yet come and she has yet to reach her adulthood, such as the meaning of your time was the time of love … thy breasts are fashioned [Ezek. 16:8,7]. But the verse I am a wall, and my breasts like towers means that she has precious possessions and they are the two Torahs – the Written Torah and the Oral Torah.588
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[51] The fourth cause. There is a single proviso that, because of a … necessity has not been explicitly stated in its proper place. There seems to be contradiction between them because the proviso has not been explained in the passage. Once the proviso has been made explicit it will then be known that there is no contradiction. An example is the verse for the Lord hath chosen Zion; he hath desired it for his habitation [Psalms 132:13] while another verse says this house hath been to me as a provocation of mine anger and of my fury from the day that they built it [Jer 32:31].589

[52] Thereupon they explain that a proviso is lacking in the statement of the subject,590 as in the passage “the first occurred before [Solomon] married Pharaoh’s daughter and the second occurred after he married Pharaoh’s daughter.”591 Or the two subjects may differ. This notion was also explained by the Rabbi before us: the subjects of statements differ from one another; they are distinct from one another and their topics are different, and one says the opposite of the other as it was said: Solomon ….is it not enough for you that your words contradict the words of your father, but that they contradict one another [as well]? Cases of [these two things] are frequent in the sayings of the Sages, etc.592

[53] The fifth cause arises from the need of teaching and making someone understand. For there may be a certain obscure matter that is difficult to conceive. One has to mention it or to take it as a premise in explaining something that is easy to conceive. The interpretation is that this regards a very obscure subject that is difficult for a teacher to explain and for a student to learn, due to the trouble in conceiving it and the obscurity of its explanation. The teacher must speak of it at first superficially, not in depth, or he must introduce a premise in order to facilitate its learning. One always begins with what is easier and short … using any means that occur to him or gross speculation. He will not undertake at the beginning to state the matter as it truly is in exact terms, but rather will leave it so in accord to the listener’s imagination. This means that his only intention in the beginning is only to put his words in sequence so that his students may understand some of the matter.
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[54] In another place he will then elaborate on the explanation of that obscure matter, state it and explain it as it truly is and expose its true depth. Those things that he obfuscated at first he will reveal now, and explain the truth [of the matter] through them. If they are contrary to how they were [presented] at first or if there is a contradiction between them – it is not truly so.593 What he wrote at first was done to enable him to introduce his words and make them understood, and it was necessary to abbreviate and facilitate. But now he has widened the apertures of that obscure filigree [of the apple of gold] and stated it in exact terms, and made known that the matter is not as described at first. The requirements of teaching led him to speak in this way.

[55] The Christian scholar told me that Aristotle did something similar in many passages of his books. In his logical works he said one thing and in his other books, meaning his books on natural science, he explained the opposite of what he wrote in logical works.594 I found the same to be true with regards to the books of our Master the Rabbi. For instance, in the Book of Knowledge he stated that the holy ḥayiot are the separate forms. He counted them as forming the ten rows of ministering angels and called them the “separate intellects” in that book. They are separate from matter, that is, they are not corporeal. But in the beginning of the third part of the Guide, in the chapters dealing with ma‘aseh merkavah, he wrote that the holy ḥayiot are the stars and their spheres, as anyone who searches it will find. The spheres and their stars are undoubtedly material, even though their matter is not [identical to] ours.595

[56] The Rabbi our Rabbi likewise counted the ʼofanim in the ten rows of angels.596 But it is known that the ʼofanim are the four elements; rather, he certainly spoke there in a general way.597 I noticed it further in the words the Rabbi our Rabbi. In the first part [of Guide], chapter 70, he wrote that God moves the most superior sphere, but in chapter four of the second part he said that the First Intellect moves the most superior sphere.598 The truth of the matter is that in the first part he wrote in a general way and in the second part he widened the apertures of the filigree [of the apple of gold].599 He explained the subject and its meaning and [made] it clearer.
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[57] The sixth cause. The contradiction is concealed and becomes evident only after many premises. The greater the number of premises needed to make the contradiction evident, the more concealed it is. The Rabbi our Rabbi means that at first no contradiction can be seen between the two propositions; it is neither indicated nor explained. He means that you can see the contradiction only when the [propositions] are presented with premises. That is, we place a premise with every single proposition, and if each proposition is considered separately – a true premise being joined to it and the necessary conclusion drawn – and this is done to every conclusion – a true premise being joined to it and the necessary conclusion drawn from them.

[58] After many syllogisms the outcome of the matter will be that the two final conclusions are contradictory or contrary to each other. That is the kind of thing that escapes the attention of the author. I asked the Christian scholar regarding this and he gave me a mashal involving first matter and the material intellect, which are the two propositions. It is clear that on first thought there is no contradiction between the two, as first matter is prepared to receive all the forms appropriate to the creature,600 and the material intellect is also prepared to receive all the forms according to the intellect [of that creature].601 However, if we should build a proposition {propizio}602 concerning that matter: it is under contradiction and contrariness but not prepared {sojjetto}603 for contradiction and contrariness. Let us then join to this proposition a valid premise. It is that no {none} contradiction and contrary can be received together.604 It follows from them that first matter will not receive two contraries together.605
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[59] We might also form a proposition concerning the intellect. It is that the intellect is prepared {ricettivo}606 to receive two notions from two contraries together. Let us then join to this proposition a correct premise. It is that knowledge of contraries is one [single idea]. It will then result {sale oi bene la conlcusione[sic]}607 that the intellect receives two contraries in the same instance of reception, since it receives both within the same idea. Therefore, the intellect receives two contraries together. This is a proof that the second [proposition] contradicts the first or that it is contrary to it, since after the syllogisms the matter came to an explicit and clear contradiction. It is well known that first matter and the material intellect are not the same, as they seemed to be in their two initial propositions.608 Rather, they are quite different in this area.

[60] The seventh cause, concerning the constraint of very deep subjects where it is necessary to conceal some parts and to disclose others, etc. Examples of this cause are concealed from me; I mean an adequate mashal so that you609 will be able to learn from it, that is, from the power of the mashal. It was also concealed from my teachers. For this reason, I set this part aside until God will enlighten the eyes of his servant.

[61]610 And I, Isaiah his son, asked a scholar concerning this cause, and he revealed to me a few of its secrets. He told me the following: You know that this seventh cause is mentioned by the Rabbi as sharing with the fifth in the contradictions and the divergences in his book; that is its meaning.611 You know that every scholar never ignores the pedagogical method in every instance, and its principle is to begin with what is easy, since every introduction is difficult, as it is mentioned in the fifth cause and according to the explanation by our honorable teacher and Rabbi your father earlier in this passage. There is no distinction between this seventh cause and the fifth cause, except for one single point; it is a great and awesome secret. It is forbidden to explain this face to face except to the remnant whom the Lord calls [Joel 3:5].612 A fortiori [it is forbidden] to expound it in writing, and all the more so to cite a mashal from Scripture.
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[62] Nevertheless, because I found myself compelled by the power of love to reveal a mashal of [this cause], I will do so in a purposefully allusive manner.613 Prepare yourself and do not make it understood to others, except those who are like you from among all those who see it. Take this modest portion and keep her lest we become a laughingstock [Gen. 38:23]. Should something be lacking, I will give you further explanations face to face.

[63] The hint for a mashal of this cause lies in the subject of the creation of man in the beginning, as it is mentioned that male and female He created them [Gen 1:27]. He called their names Adam on the day he created them. These matters are obscure: to know the form of the creation of man, and how he was formed “in the image of God and after his likeness” [cf. Gen 1:26–27].614 There is no great secret like it in the Torah. Only a few of the sages of our Torah who received from the mouth of him who received from Moses understood this secret. A fortiori the philosophers did not understand it, and all the more so no other sage understands any of it.615 Since it was necessary to hide the depth of this matter Moses needed to conceal some of its meaning. But because its external meaning was also necessary, from another perspective, he found it necessary to reveal some of it.

[64] He then introduced a premise concerning the creation [of man]. It is that he and his wife were created from dust together; the creation of Adam is identical to the creation of Eve. One is from dust as much as the other is from dust. It is thus written male and female He created them [Gen 1:27], which follows after and God created man in his image [Gen 1:27], and which comes after in the image of God He created the man [ha-’adam] [Gen 1:27]. Creation is indicated with the definite article – in which there is a secret – as mentioned by Abraham ibn Ezra in his commentary on the Torah, when he says “the definite article in ‘the man’ involves a secret.”616 The discerning individual understands that this is the name of the species. A fool, although he believes everything, does not believe in this since he lacks the scales of the intellect to weigh with his mind and to discern; with respect to this subject he is an apostate and a heretic. His deficiency is counteracted by the scholars among his people who know the secret of man and the secret of the name of man.
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[65] Moses then subsequently introduced a premise that contradicts this first one. He states it with the greatness of his wisdom and understanding so that those of little faith might not recognize the contradiction between the two premises, that is, between the former and the latter. He began to organize the matter quite later, saying the Lord God formed man from the dust of the earth. He blew into his nostrils the breath of life, and man became a living soul [Gen. 2:7].

[66] It had been previously said of this living soul that it is the soul of the first man in the meaning of the passage let the earth bring forth every kind of living soul [Gen. 1:24].617 Thus his soul was in this case equivalent to the souls of the wild beasts and cattle of the earth and to the soul of creeping things, that is, he was equivalent to every living creature from the earth. At that point separations were drawn and one was no longer living soul and the other was living soul.618 He went on at length in order to hide the secret that was concealed within the length of the narrative. Following this he suggested another allusion in the creation of Eve from the rib of man and there he mentions certain things. He employed the stratagem in order to hide the secret in every way.619

[67] The Rabbi had himself directed us to this secret in II:30 by mentioning it within a discussion of this matter. Search it there and understand the secret, which he too designated as a great secret. An allusion to his interpretation is in the notion of [Adam and Eve] having their backs joined, and in what precedes it and what follows it. He begins with withal they have mentioned things and completes it with the notion of how great is the ignorance of him who does not understand that all this is necessary with a view to a certain notion. This then has become clear.620 Since this was Moses’s method, it is not surprising that the second Moses [Maimonides] should have proceeded in the same way.

[68] I, too, believe that the third Moses [of Salerno] had this in mind for himself: he knew the secret but did not wish to write a mashal of it so that he would not reveal it. The passages where the Rabbi acted similarly abound in his book; among them are the issues of the [ma‘aseh] merkavah, [ma‘aseh] bereshit, the [equivocal, derivative, amphibolous] terms and others that are too numerous to count. I am certain that they will not be concealed from you after this remark. It was said about this know this, grasp its true meaning, remember it always very well so as not to become perplexed by some of its chapters.621 This hint suffices for the subject and for your intellect. I am certain that through investigation on the words of the Rabbi who wrote this book and the comments therein, nothing will be hidden from you with the help of God.
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[End of excursus]622

[69] The contradictions that are to be found in the Mishnah and the Baraitot are due to the first cause. Thus, you will find that they constantly ask: does not the beginning [of the passage] constitute an objection against its end? In such cases the answer is: the beginning is the opinion of a certain rabbi and at the end that of another rabbi. You likewise will find, etc.623 That some passages in every prophetic book, when taken in their external sense, etc. Cases of this are frequent in the sayings of the Sages; however, most of the prophetic statements they refer to concern commandments or precepts regarding conduct624 or with respect to what is prohibited and what is permissible.

[70] We, on the other hand, propose to draw attention to verses that are apparently contradictory with regard to opinions and beliefs, etc. Whether contradictions due to the seventh cause are to be found in the books of the prophets, etc. As for the divergences, etc. Divergences that are to be found in this Treatise are due to the fifth cause and the seventh. Know this, grasp its true meaning, and remember it very well so as not to become perplexed by some of its chapters. And after these introductory remarks, I shall begin to mention the terms whose true meaning, as intended in every passage according to its context, must be indicated. This, then, will be a key permitting one to enter places the gates to which were locked. And when these gates are opened and these places are entered into, the souls will find rest therein, the eyes will be delighted, and the bodies will be eased of their toil and of their labor.625
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4Shem Tov ben Joseph ibn Falaquera: English Text

4.1Ibn Falaquera’s Moreh ha-moreh: the Text

The English translation below is based on the critical edition of the Hebrew text of the commentary, edited by Yair Shiffman, Moreh ha-moreh (Jerusalem: World Union of Jewish Studies, 2001). The commentator’s prologue is on pages 111–117; the commentary on the Preface to the Guide is on pages 121–123. For each paragraph in the English translation, I indicate page and line number in Shiffman’s edition. Shiffman’s edition appeared as one of the volumes for the now dormant series “Early Commentaries on Maimonides’ Guide of the Perplexed” (edited by Aviezer Ravitzky). The English translation, annotation, and paragraph divisions are my own; information culled from Shiffman’s notes is duly attributed. In the Hebrew commentary, Ibn Falaquera translates entire portions of the Guide and the differences from Ibn Tibbon’s version are indicated in the English translation where possible. I provide page and line numbers from Shiffman’s edition at the beginning of each paragraph.

Ibn Falaquera opens the Moreh ha-moreh with a brief poem in praise of the Guide and of Maimonides. The text is multi-layered, replete with biblical borrowings and linguistic puns that would be difficult if not impossible to reproduce in translation, and I have therefore chosen not to translate it (the original Hebrew can be found in Shiffman’s edition of the Moreh ha-moreh).

Conventions for English translation:


	Normal font:
	text of commentary


	Italic font:
	quotations from Guide within the text


	Bold font:
	biblical prooftexts


	Bold italic font:
	biblical prooftexts also found in the Guide


	…
	omission by commentator in quotation from Guide





4.2Ibn Falaquera’s Moreh ha-moreh: Reception

The modern study of commentaries on the Guide can be considered to have begun with the Moreh ha-moreh. It was the first of the medieval commentaries to receive a stand-alone edition without the text of the Guide, edited by Mordekhai Bisliches in 1837.626 That edition did not contain Ibn Falaquera’s three appendices that follow the commentary, but it included a short commentary titled Beʼur niflaʼ as an appendix. The precise identity of the author of the Be’ur nifla’ is unknown.627 The third appendix was edited separately by F. Delitsch in 1840, who studied it in light of the Arabic text of the Guide.628 The 1837 edition was reproduced in the trilogy Sheloshah qadmonei mefarshei ha-moreh (Three Early Commentators on the Guide, Jerusalem, 1961), with Ibn Falaquera’s three appendices, and along with the first editions of the twin commentaries by Ibn Kaspi (1848), and the commentary by Moses of Narbonne (1852). In addition to the editions, scholarly study of the Moreh ha-moreh began with S. Munk in the mid-19th century.629 More recently, Yair Shiffman has produced a modern critical edition of the Moreh ha-Moreh, which is the source for the translation in this chapter.630 Shiffman and other scholars have continued to examine different aspects of the Moreh ha-Moreh, especially Ibn Falaquera’s translation of the lemmata from the Guide contained in the commentary.631

Shem Tov ben Joseph ibn Falaquera

Moreh ha-moreh (Commentary on the Guide of the Perplexed)

[Preface to Commentary]632

[Prefatory poem]

Behold God exalteth by his power: who teacheth [moreh] like him [Job 36:22]? Blessed be the name of the Lord [Job 1:21], exalted above all blessing and praise [Neh 9:5], who creates all and revives all, who keeps truth forever [Ps 146:6]; who grants knowledge to man and teaches understanding to humans.633

[1]634 After His praises, I say that the first purpose of this book is to speak on some of the subjects that are mentioned in the book Guide of the Perplexed and the opinions of the philosophers written therein: to inform of those things on which they agreed, those on which they disagreed, and their ambiguities whose true [meaning] they could not determine.635 Many of the scholars of our Torah – who have not engaged in any science other than the doctrines of the Torah – see that it is not proper to engage in the words of the philosophers at all,636 since they deny most of the tradition that has been received from the prophets. For the truth is in what we have received from the prophets and from our Sages, who are scholars of the truth. Others from among scholars of the Torah, who have engaged in both Torah and science, see that it is proper to accept from among the notions of the philosophers all that stands rational proofs that do not deny anything found in tradition [qabbalah].637

[2]638 This is correct, for there are individuals who are [called] elohim and sons of the most high [Ps 82:6].639 They know the truth by divine assistance, beholding it face to face [Num 14:14], and not through human inquiry.640 Rather, God instructs and guides them in the way wherein they walk [Ps 143:8].641 They are the saints that are in the earth, and the excellent [Ps 16:3]; the Lord is always before them [Ps 16:8],642 and they do not turn Him away from their minds. Some rightly say that this is the meaning of I neither learned wisdom, nor have knowledge of the holy [Prov 30:3] and of [the prophet] David’s request to lead me in thy truth, and teach me [Ps 25:5]. In evidence of this wisdom, it is said for the Lord gives wisdom; out of His mouth cometh knowledge and understanding [Prov 2:6]. It is a divine gift only given to those who exercise human powers of apprehension.643 This grace is granted and this glory is given–of which it is said the Lord will give grace and glory [Ps 84:12] – only to those whom God favors and who love Him [or: whom God loves].644

[3]645 There are others who are beneath those [individuals]. All of their opinions are derived from human inquiry, with the assistance of the intellect that is given to them by nature. They are scholars of human science, and that which they can apprehend of things comes from their investigation of existents.646 Their perfections are according to the perfection of their knowledge of existents.647 They are obligated by necessity to learn the science of philosophers regarding the nature of existents by means of investigation. An educated [maskil] individual listens to their words and accepts whatever they speak of the truth. As the Sages have said: “how did R. Meir learn Torah at the mouth of ʼAḥer? Behold Rabbah b. Bar Ḥana said that R. Joḥanan said: What is the meaning of the verse, for the priest’s lips should keep knowledge, and they should seek the Law at his mouth; for he is the messenger of the Lord of hosts [Mal 2:7]? [The meaning is that] if the teacher is like an angel of the Lord of hosts, they should seek the Law at his mouth, but if not, they should not seek the Law at his mouth! – Resh Laqish answered: R. Meir found a verse and expounded it [as follows]: Incline thine ear, and hear the words of the wise, and apply thy heart unto my knowledge [Prov 22:17]. It does not say, ‘unto their knowledge’, but ‘unto my knowledge’.”648

[4]649 This method was sought by important and eminent scholars of Torah who were pious of the Most High: to listen to all matters of science that they apprehended by intellectual investigation, and which were not contrary to tradition. It is said further: “R. Meir found a pomegranate; he ate [the fruit] within it, and the peel he threw away.”650 In this manner the [Sages] likened worthy subjects to the core of a pomegranate, which is nourishment for the soul and from which the soul derives enjoyment. Intellectual matters were likened to the nectar of a pomegranate, as it is said: I would cause thee to drink from spiced wine of the juice of my pomegranate [Song 8:2]. They likened matters that are worthless and that should not be accepted to the peel of a pomegranate, which is fit only to be thrown away. However, it is imperative to warn an individual and make known to him that not everyone is suitable for [learning] matters through investigation. Rather, [they are meant] for those whose nature is pure, who have sense and understand [cf. Neh 8:8] the written Torah and the words of the Sages – who received its interpretation – and thereafter learned the sciences that are a preparation for the ultimate science.651

[5]652 But it is necessarily obligatory to precede [learning] by good traits from the Torah, as the Sages said: “anyone whose fear of sin precedes his wisdom, his wisdom will endure.”653 Furthermore, they are indispensable for an individual’s existence – and not merely existence qua human, but for existence as a wise individual [ḥakham]. Therefore, the philosophers said that it is necessary for all to accept the principles of religion, since denying them and disputes around them destroy human existence. Therefore, heretics must be killed, and one must believe that the principles of a true religion are divine notions that are above the human intellect. One must acknowledge them even though their causes are hidden.654

[6]655 Thus you will not find any philosopher who disputed the occurrence of miracles that are well known around the world. For they are the principles that preserve religion, and religion is the principle of good traits.656 One of the philosophers said that the principle of belief of the philosophers is the unity of God; that he is Lord above all; to do what the prophets have commanded, for they are his emissaries; to pursue truth and uprightness.657 A pious scholar658 has said that there is no distinction between God himself and his words, or distinction [between God himself] and his actions.659 Given that [the miracle] was in speech, that scholar would have assented to the reality of miracles. Look at what our Teacher, peace upon him, wrote in chapter fifty of the third part [of the Guide] and what I have written on it.660 Behold, how good and pleasant [Ps 133:1] is the statement that concludes the book of Ecclesiastes: Let us hear the conclusion of the whole matter: fear God and keep his commandments, for this is the whole duty of man”[Eccl 12:13]. Therefore he that keepeth the law, happy is he [Prov 29:18].

[7]661 I say further: since it is not proper to reveal deep scientific matters to every individual, the discourse of ancient scholars takes the form of abbreviation, allusion and allegory.662 Just as it is not proper to reveal those matters to every individual, it is not proper to commingle them with notions from the Torah, which are meant to be taught to all people. Rather, the correct way is to write each in its own place, since for every thing to be in its own place [it is said] behold, how good [Ps 133:1]. Most errors and doubts come from statements by those who commingle the two, for they wish to instruct the multitude in deep subjects that cannot be borne by the minds of most intellectuals, let alone by those of the multitude. Their intention is to instruct the multitude that there is no contradiction between Torah and science. Due to the confusion that ensues from writing on such matters in inappropriate places, our Teacher [Maimonides] apologizes and says that he is apprehensive about writing on those matters, while pointing to the necessity that obligated him to set them into writing.663 For he found himself genuinely obligated to write them down, and compelled to do so by something, namely, the intellectual faculty. When [that faculty] is strong in a scholar, it compels him to expose to another that which he knows of the truth, as [Maimonides] writes on it in chapter thirty-nine of the second part [of the Guide].664 The Word of God665 inevitably compels whoever has apprehended a certain perfection to reflect it upon another.666 That being the case, an individual who has acquired knowledge of something of these secrets, either from his study [alone] or from someone [else] who has righted his path, cannot but express [it]. However, it is impossible to explain it, and that individual must allegorize [it].

[8]667 I say further that the subjects of the [Guide] are beneficial for those who have engaged in Torah and science and who are perplexed; it will rescue them from their perplexity. In similar fashion, [the Guide] may harm those who have not engaged in the sciences and who are not perplexed, to the extent that they may fall into perplexity and not be rescued from it. As it is said: a people that doth not understand shall fall [Hos 4:14]. In my view, this is parallel to medicinal drugs: they benefit the sick but harm the healthy.668 Those who are not perplexed have no need of a teacher who can guide them through perplexity, since they do not have any. For perplexity and doubt come about when two given opinions contradict each other and are equivalent in the mind. The individual does not know on which of the two his opinion should lean, and he stands in need of a criterion of preponderance [between the two].669 Therefore someone who is not in doubt does not need to have doubts removed because that individual has no doubts.

[9]670 Speaking of these matters to everyone is similar to one who feeds the same feed to all animals. The same feed might turn out to be a deadly drug to one and nourishment to another.671 The same is true when speaking on opinions [de‘ot]. An opinion may harm an individual while benefitting another. Those who hold all ideas to be appropriate to all people are like those who hold that all species of feed constitute nourishment to all animals [indiscriminately].672

[10]673 I say further that one should not be astonished if some error should ensue from reading this book if the reader is not suitable for it. The same occurs to those who read books in the sciences and are not suitable for them. Likewise, one should not be astonished if someone who does not understands its words and gathers from them the opposite of the book’s intention, and explains them with interpretations that are not correct. For this has happened to the words of the living God, as the Sages have pointed to the biblical passages where the heretics find support for heresy.674 The same occurs with respect to God’s deeds, who made them in wisdom and righteousness: the just approach them in righteousness, and they benefit him; the wicked approach them in wickedness, and they harm him. The prophet [Hosea] has said that for the ways of the Lord are right, and the just shall walk in them: but the transgressors shall fall therein [Hos 14:10]. Solomon said the way of the Lord is a stronghold for the blameless, but a ruin for evildoers [Prov 10:29].

[11]675 Therefore I say that there is a necessary duty to restrain oneself from reading this book [i.e. the Guide] if one has only engaged in the study of Torah, and not to teach it someone who is not suitable even if that individual has engaged in the study of science.676 All the more so with respect to simpletons who have learned neither Torah nor science, as is the case with many simpletons in our times who learned neither Torah nor science but read this book. As it is clear from the words of our Teacher, those who are suitable for reading it must have fulfilled three conditions.677 The first is to have reached the age of forty, as the Sages said: “forty is for wisdom”678 since by then flame of youth has been extinguished,679 and most of the subjects in this book involve wisdom.680 The second is to have engaged in the Torah and preserved it in the heart, and not deviate from it by means of someone’s objections. The third is to have engaged in science for a long period of time.681 Whoever lacks any of these conditions and reads many of the chapters in this book is like someone who has come into deep waters, but does not know how to swim and drowns.682 Since one of the purposes of this book that I have composed is to warn against that, I have called it Moreh ha-moreh. The meaning of the first moreh derives from [the verse] and the Lord shewed him a tree [Exod 15:25], and the meaning of the second moreh derives from [the verse] for I have rebelled against His commandment [Lam 1:18].683

[12]684 And I, Shem Tov bar Joseph ben Falaquera, the author of this book, present my apologies and say that had it not been for what our Teacher wrote of these matters, along with other sages of the Torah, I would not have permitted myself to do so, on two counts.685 The first is the insufficiency of my knowledge; the second is the warning and obligation be not rash with one’s mouth [cf. Eccl 5:1]686 and not to bring forth anything of these subjects; and all the more so to write them down in a book. For there is great danger, in relation to the majority of the people who are not suitable for [those subjects], to discuss them even through hints [remez].687 All that I have written on this book concerns subjects that can be apprehended through scientific investigation. I will not write on anything else, save in limited measure and as necessary for my purpose, since I have written on it all in my commentary on the Torah and on other sacred texts.688 It is fitting to write on each subject in its proper place, and to establish a separation between the holy, which are the books of the prophets and of our Sages, and the profane, which are texts by philosophers.689

[13]690 I have written about the texts of philosophers who speak on these matters, and on ibn Rushd’s opinion, because it appears from his words that he tends towards the opinion of our Sages. Ibn Rushd said: “nobody doubts that among the Israelites there were many learned men, and this is apparent from the books which are found among the Israelites, and which are attributed to Solomon. And never has wisdom ceased among the inspired, i.e. the prophets, and it is therefore the truest of all sayings that every prophet is a sage, but not every sage is a prophet.”691 According to ibn Rushd, Plato said: “one of the Jews who engages in metaphysics came to me, and as soon as he began to speak [I realized] I had never seen anything greater. As we entered into divine science and the subject of union with the Active Intellect, I saw something that summoned me; my ultimate goal was to understand some of what he spoke, and I knew that this was above the level of humans.”692 It is clear that our Sages and all the more so the prophets, who grasp the secret of God, apprehended from among the divine secrets how God brought into existence created things and how he governs of the universe, which no scholar can apprehend through investigation.693

[14]694 For our Sages received the truth from the [biblical] patriarchs, peace upon them, who saw it face to face [Num 14:14], and from Moses, who was “father in Torah, a father in science, a father in prophecy.”695 Thus generation after generation received the truth from the prophets, who were the precious [segullat benei ʼadam] and chosen ones from among all humankind.696 The skilled philosophers who believe they have apprehended the truth – if they saw our Sages, and all the more so our prophets, and merited to speak with them on these matters – they would hear such things that would astonish them, as it occurred to that scholar [i.e. Plato]. Their objective would be to understand the words of our Sages, but would then say that the Sages have inherited lies, vanity in their words, and things wherein there is no profit [Jer 16:19]. The [philosophers] were astonished to see a small change in the course of nature, as they were astonished to see a horn sprouting from the leg of a sheep, and declared it a wonder of nature.697 All the more so had they had seen or recognized the truth of the miracles done for the prophets, their visions of prophecy, and the visions of Daniel and his peers which astonished Nebuchadnezzar, who was a great scholar in every science, along with other scholars of his time.698 As the Greeks remarked, science was common among them.699 The [philosophers] would be shocked and not believe many things in which they would otherwise believe if proven scientifically. It seems to me that Plato’s opinion that the world is created [meḥudash] but is eternal a parte post was adopted from our Sages, and not discovered scientifically.700 There are some notions in his discourse that tend to agree with theirs, such as that prior to the Word of the Lord, there was a chaotic [mebulbelet] motion, and His Word became Creation; in Arabic, this is called “ibdā’.”701


[15] That chaotic motion within which Creation occurred consisted in a combination of the creation of the Intellect, creation of Soul, and creation of Nature.702 Because the motion was not according to any particular order [seder] and it was not one single action [pe‘ulah], he called it chaotic.703 The Sages said something similar: all the species were intermingled, and when God said yielding fruit after his kind [Gen 1:11], each [species] immediately came into its own.704 Thus some of Plato’s doctrines tend towards agreement with doctrines of the scholars of Torah, as I describe them in chapter twenty-six of the second part [of the Guide].705

[16]706 To indicate the scholar I have mentioned [ibn Rushd], I will call him the “the aforementioned scholar.”707 There is no doubt he relied upon the words of our Teacher.708 Perhaps what he saw of [Maimonides’] discussion of the Mutakallimūn stimulated him to write about their opinions; he drew up wisdom and found the pearl.709 I thought it opportune to compose [this commentary] in Hebrew so that its benefit may be broader.710 My purpose in writing it has been described above, and also so that it can serve as a reminder in old age.711 In order to arrange [subjects] according to all general [aspects] of his thought, I compiled excerpts from certain chapters [only].712 It is also possible that I will write [on] most or the whole of a given chapter, to the extent that I consider it beneficial according to my purposes. At the conclusion of this book I wrote a chapter [as an appendix], regarding terms whose translation is not correct.713 That chapter has likewise some benefit for those who read the Guide in Arabic, since the meaning of many of the terms in the book are explained there.714

I ask God, who is God of truth, to direct me on the path of truth for the sake of His benevolence. Amen.

[Commentary: Preface to Guide]715

[1]716 Our Teacher [Maimonides] says in the Introduction to the book The Guide of the Perplexed: You should not think that these great secrets are fully and exhaustively known by anyone among us. It is not so; rather sometimes truth appears to us that we think it is as day, and then matter717 and habits conceal it so that we find ourselves again in a dark night, almost as we were at first. We are like someone over whom lightning appears only once in a deep and dark night. Among us there is one for whom the lightning flashes time and time again,718 so that he is always, as it were, in constant light. Thus night is to him as day. That is the degree of the great one among the prophets, to whom it was said: But as for thee, stand thou here by Me [Deut 5:28], and of whom it was said: that the skin of his face sent forth beams [Exod 34:29].719 Among them there is one to whom the lightning flashes only once in the whole of his night; that is the rank of those of whom it is said: they prophesied, but they did so no more [Num 11:25]. There are others between whose lightning flashes there are longer or shorter intervals. Thereafter comes he who does not attain a degree of light even of any lightning flash. He is illumined, rather, by a polished and glowing object, stones or something similar that give light in the darkness of the night.

[2]720 I say that [Maimonides] divides prophetic apprehension into three categories. He says there is another degree of apprehension: that of perfect individuals who are not prophets. Their apprehension of deep matters is limited.721 They can be likened to a burnished and pure object such as a pearl, which casts light into the depth of night.722 This mashal is quite fitting, for all those who apprehend while still living in this world are in the dark, on account of matter and custom;723 but the divine overflow, which is the clear light that emanates to the prophets, is like lightning that illuminates the darkness of night, and the distinction between the light of lightning and the light [reflected] from a pearl is evident.724

[3]725 [Maimonides] concludes the matter by saying: and even this faint light that appears over us is not constant but is visible and concealed as if it were the flaming sword which turned every way [Gen 3:24]. It is in accord with these states that the degrees of the perfect vary. As for those who never see the light but thrash around in the night, of them it is said: they know not, neither do they understand; they go about in darkness [Ps 82:5].726 The truth, in spite of the strength of its manifestation, is entirely hidden from them, as is said of them: And now men see not the light which is bright in the skies [Job 37.21]. They are the vulgar among the people. There is in this no occasion for them in this Treatise. Consider what I write in III:51 and you will then realize what “light” our Teacher [Maimonides] hints at.727 Ibn Sina says that this notion is not given to conceptualization, but is rather [like] a blink of an eye.728

[4]729 One of the commentators has said those who cleave to God730 can see some of those things that appear to prophets, and what appears to them is perhaps like a strike of lightning that overpowers the sense of sight, and which disappears, reappears and possibly then remains [visible].731 Or it might overpower [the sense of sight] and appear for long or short periods, or it appears concerning a subject or several distinct matters. It seems to me that these expressions hint at all this: “looking at them is ‘as the appearance of a flash of lightning’ […] and his word is in them as though they ran and returned [Ezek 1:14].”732 Let me now return to [Maimonides’] text.

[5]733 He said: Know that whenever one of the perfect wishes to mention either orally or in writing, something he understands of these secrets, according to the level of his perfection, he is unable to explain with complete clarity and coherence even the portion that he has apprehended, as he could do with the other sciences whose teaching is generally recognized. Instead, it will occur to him,734 when teaching another, that which had occurred when teaching his own soul. I mean to say that the notion will appear, come out, and then be concealed again as though with respect to this matter, much of it is not different from a little. Only the sage who has apprehended this deep matter knows its true meaning, but he is unable to explain it to someone else. By virtue of habit in studying the sciences and great diligence in investigating them, the faculty of understanding and apprehension assists one with respect to deep subjects, but he will not be able to explain to another individual that which he has learned. That other individual will likewise not be able to understand the former, even if he is taught with every kind of explanation, unless they both have the same degree of [knowledge of] science. It seems to me that this subject is like trying to teach someone who was born blind [how] to distinguish among colors.735 Just as [the blind person] lacks the faculty of sight to distinguish among colors, so does that other individual lack the faculty of understanding to apprehend such matters.736

[6]737 For this reason, he who habituates his soul in [learning] the sciences will acquire, by means of judgment and inquiry, many concepts that he will not be able to explain by demonstration, and which he will not be able to share with someone else by teaching, but rather he only indicates [to another] the method that he himself undertook. If [the student] attempts to employ the same method, he might possibly acquire the same concept, if he is perfect in judgment and of as collected and clear intellect as [the teacher].738 If he is not like the teacher in intellect, judgment, and habit, [the student] will not be able to acquire what the teacher acquired; he will deem as false that which [the teacher] says to him and reject it. The knowledgeable sage is obliged to distance himself from such a [student] and not reveal him the secrets that he knows, for that is for the benefit [of the student]; and the hearts of the sages are the graves of secrets. Let me now return to [Maimonides’] text.

[7]739 [Maimonides] said: the causes that account for the contradictory and contrary statements found in books are seven, and he explains them. It seems to me that he gives a hint in what he says about the fifth cause, concerning the explanation of terms that he clarifies in the beginning of the book, since their analysis [at the beginning] is unpolished compared to what he explains later.740 This is what is called a “preface” [petiḥah]: a sage writes things in the beginning of his book in order to facilitate their comprehension and he subsequently analyzes them. It is called in Arabic “muṣādara.”741

[8]742 He said that divergences found in this Treatise are due to the fifth cause and the seventh cause. He said: know this, search its true meaning, and reflect on it very well so as not to become confused by some of its chapters. It was necessary to issue such a warning because he [Maimonides] knew that many of those who study his book, but who did not grasp his ideas to the fullest extent, would be quick to condemn it.743 An example of this are the following chapters: I:9, 11, 13, 14, 54, 67, 71; and II:13–14,19, etc.744 Even more so, some sages have already composed books that negate the opinions of philosophers. They did so in order that the multitude would not think that they believe in the opinions of the philosophers.745




5Zeraḥiah ben Isaac ben Sheʼaltiʼel Ḥen: Hebrew-English Text

5.1Zeraḥiah Ḥen’s Commentary: the Manuscripts

Zeraḥiah’s commentary on the Guide survives in two different versions. This chapter presents both versions. For the long version, the manuscripts are:

Cambridge, Add. 1235 (Spanish, 1497/F17096 / ff. 1r-63r)746 [base ms]

St. Petersburg, Institute of Oriental Studies of the Russian Academy B 102 (Byzantine, 15th century/F53040 / ff.50b-152r)

St. Petersburg, Russian National Library Evr. I 484 (Byzantine, 1348/F50993 / 107 ff.) (begins near the end of the Preface to Guide).

Paris, BN héb. 985 (Byzantine, 15th century/F30351 / ff. 80b-104r) (covers I:68–70, 72)747

The manuscripts of the shorter version are:

Cambridge, Add. 1527.3 (Spanish, 15th–16th century/F17464 / ff. 144r-158b)748 [base ms]

Cambridge, Add. 377.1 (Byzantine, 15th century/F15907 / ff. 49r-55b)749

Leipzig, Universitätsbibliothek B.H. fol. 13 (Byzantine, 1329/F15679 / ff. 18b-25b )750

Vatican, Biblioteca Apostolica ebr. 405 (Byzantine, 15th century/F481 / ff. 50r-84v)751

For the long version, ms Paris 985 was not consulted for this edition because it does not cover the Preface to Guide, and ms St. Petersburg I 484 was of limited use because it begins at the end of the commentary on the Preface, at ¶13. For the short version, ms Cambridge, Add. 377.1 was not consulted because it does not cover the Preface to the Guide.

The two versions of Zeraḥiah’s commentary were identified by Aviezer Ravitzky as a “long” comprehensive version and an abridgement, called the “short” version. The abridgment contains most of the chapters found in the longer version but with numerous omissions. It is not yet known whether Zeraḥiah first wrote the shorter version and then expanded it or vice-versa. Both versions are reproduced below. In addition, I also reproduce the text of Zeraḥiah’s preface for each version as found in the base mss.

The commentary seems to have originally covered all of the Guide. 752 In the correspondence with his cousin Judah ben Solomon, living in Barcelona, Zeraḥiah refers to chapters of the commentary that have not survived. Zeraḥia twice responded to Judah ben Solomon’s questions concerning the Guide (the responses partially survive in ms Cambridge 1235 and excerpts appear in ms. Bodleian 2360 and ms. Cambridge Add. 1527).753 The second response to Judah ben Shlomo covers the following topics: Jacob’s ladder; the status of the category of “instant” (ma’amar ha‘atah) mentioned in I:73, 3rd haqdamah754; the natural possibility of the reality of giants; and the book of Job.755 In that letter, he also discusses the composition of the commentary (see below). It has been stated that the entire commentary was preserved in an ms in Amsterdam, but it may have been lost when the Ets Haim library was relocated during World War II.756

It seems that Zeraḥia composed the commentary around his lessons on the Guide. In his response to Judah ben Solomon’s query on the book of Job, he writes that the book of Job is a concealed matter (nistar) and all the more so from beginners (perhaps it was this assertion that led Ravitzky to conclude that the commentary was intended for two classes, one advanced and one introductory757). If the meaning of Job is clear to him, he writes, it is only because he taught the Guide many times, comparing it to Aristotle and translating the latter from Arabic into Hebrew. He continues that he finally put together a large book, possibly for his own use (ḥibarti li sefer gadol) that gathered the results of his comparison between Aristotle and Maimonides, along with discussions on every point (of the Guide) that demanded explanation, including its secrets.758

The extant sections of the commentary that can be attributed to Zeraḥiah with certainty cover most of part I up to I:72, and scattered notes on II:10, II:30, and on ma‘aseh merkavah . The mss of the “short version” contain a digression on the faculties of the soul at the end of I:72 which is not found in the longer version. 759 There is also a commentary on the haqdamot (propositions) of part II of the Guide that is attributed to Zeraḥiah, but Ravitzky has argued against this attribution.760

Cambridge Add. 1235, ff. 1r-4r, is the base manuscript for the edition of the long version. It is in Spanish script, completed in Tirya (Turkey) and finished in 1497, according to the colophon. Zeraḥiah’s commentary occupies the first 63 folios, and the rest of the manuscript contains other non-commentary material related to the Guide (among which is Zeraḥiah’s correspondence with Judah ben Solomon, Hillel of Verona, and others).761 In the section of the ms edited below there are numerous corrections in the form of crossed-out text, and occasional marginal notes. The base manuscript for the short version is Cambridge Add. 1527.3, f. 144r-145r; it is Spanish, with one or possibly more hands, and dates to the 15th–16th century. It is in a codex together with mss of some of Zeraḥia’s other works and correspondence, stemming from the Carmoly collection. The codex contains the commentary on the haqdamot of part II whose attribution to Zeraḥia was disputed by Ravitzky; Samuel ibn Tibbon’s exegesis of Ezekiel 1; a discussion on the meaning of the term temunah (cf. I:3); and a letter from Zeraḥia to Hillel of Verona.762

Zeraḥiah opens the commentary with a brief poem in praise of the Guide, alluding to its “obscurities” (nistarim), “secrets” (sodotav), and “mysteries” (ta’alumotav). The text is multi-layered, replete with biblical borrowings and linguistic puns that would be difficult if not impossible to reproduce in translation. Moreover, the manuscript transmission contains several uncertain readings. I have therefore chosen not to translate it, but the original Hebrew is given in this chapter.

The Hebrew text is based on the following manuscripts:

Long Version - ך וראהח סונה


	א
	Cambridge Add. 1235 (base)


	ב
	St. Petersburg 102


	ג
	St. Petersburg Evr I.484 (ms begins begins at ⁋13, line 57)




Short Version - ר צקהח סונה


	א
	Cambridge Add. 1527.3
	(base)





	ב
	Leipzig 13


	ג
	Vatican 405




Conventions and sigla for Hebrew text and apparatus:


	+
	addition


	=
	repetition


	{}
	marginal note


	?
	uncertain reading


	strikethrough
	word stricken through in ms


	...
	omission by commentator in quotation from Guide


	< >
	written above line




Conventions for English translation:


	Normal font:
	text of commentary


	Italic font:
	quotations from Guide within the text


	Bold font:
	biblical prooftexts


	Bold italic font:
	biblical prooftexts also found in the Guide


	...
	omission by the commentator in quotation from Guide





5.2Zeraḥiah Ḥen’s Commentary: Reception

Zeraḥiah’s commentary seems not to have been particularly popular, to judge from the number of extant manuscripts, and the absence of quotations in later works. A likely reason is that in his philosophical works and translations, Zeraḥiah employs a style of writing that reads as obtuse. In his activity as a translator from Arabic into Hebrew, Zeraḥiah followed a literalist method that rendered texts into a heavily Arabized Hebrew. This is one of the reasons his translations were not widely copied. In some cases, they became so unclear that new translations had to be produced.763 The Hebrew of the commentary is likewise difficult, and certain passages are unclear in all the manuscripts.

Portions of the Prologue to the commentary were edited by Raphael Kirchheim and Jacob Fridman, who authored a descriptive article on the work.764 Steinschneider, too, mentions the commentary in Die hebräischen Übersetzungen des Mittelalters, and was the first to delve into the details of Zeraḥiah Ḥen’s biography.765 Aviezer Ravitzky has studied different aspects of the commentary in his magisterial study “The Thought of R. Zeraḥiah ben Isaac ben Sheʼaltiʼel Ḥen & the Maimonidean- Tibbonian Philosophy in the 13th Century,” which contains much information concerning the commentary and Zeraḥiah’s philosophical background. Ravitzky also identified quotations from lost Arabic recensions of Parva naturalia and De sensu and sensibilia within the commentary.766

Zeraḥiah ben Isaac ben Sheʼaltiʼel Ḥen

Commentary on the Guide of the Perplexed

Long Version

[Preface to Commentary]

[Prefatory Poem]

[1] Who is as the wise man, and who knoweth the interpretation of a thing [Eccl 8:1]? Who is like the discerning individual who associates with those of the great assembly of science?767 The speech of a man betrays whether he is afflicted768 or has high looks [cf. Ps 18.27]769 and yet the righteous perish and no man layeth it to heart [Isa 57:1]. The scholar of science is eager to know, to guide, and to make others understand. Therefore ת I arose and I have put my life in my hand [I Sam 28:22], and came to explain hidden things; I exercise myself in great matters and expound on things too high [Ps 131:1]. Herein I ask from God the answer of the tongue [Prov 16:1],770 which is that he is one without unity; eternal of all eternals and first of all firsts.771 After our praises and thanksgivings for his kingdom and his unity, let us say that what I have composed in this book that giveth goodly words [Gen 49:21] is for two purposes.

[2] The first one is that it should benefit all those who desire to know and to seek after the book of the Guide of the Perplexed. [Such a person] has learned by himself or from others many of its notions, but he has not examined all the places where there are hints and the depth of subjects that [require] further explanation. When he examines what I have explained, he will be joyful and with gladness of heart [cf. Deut 28:47] as he will recognize that which has already explained to him, or find something that had been unnoticed, or he will find something to rescue him from doubt concerning something on which he was previously doubtful.
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[3] The second purpose is to grant the request of a beginner who desireth wisdom [cf. Ps 34:13]772, but who has not grasped the meaning of this book [i.e. the Guide], nor has he understood its secrets, and the comings out thereof and the comings in thereof [Ezek 43:11].773 He has not received knowledge about it from others, but only from himself.774 For his appetites775 have aroused him to follow after people who inclined their ear and investigated this book and other books.

[4] But one must not think, despite what rumor he may hear or what sight he may see, that I came to explain every detail of a premise or subject which the Gaon my Rabbi the author has brought forward for proof or demonstration, concerning notions or concepts from the books of the philosophers on the basis of the same well-known twenty-six haqdamot. For even if I were to explain all these premises together with their demonstrations, as they require per the Physics and other books of natural science, I would not [thereby] explain the subjects of the Guide of the Perplexed, but would [then] write other books instead, and I would stray away from what the Gaon the author intended [in the Guide].776 Nonetheless, in spite of it we will interpret from these premises that which we can interpret in abridged form, only this once [Judg 16:28] in keeping with the needs at hand, and in the appropriate time. Rather, my entire purpose is directed to the two subjects that I mentioned to you.

[5] That purpose is to grant the request of every beginner who lacks practice in the Guide, to remove what they learned from tradition and what is ambiguous in their doubts, and to remedy their deficiencies if they are not perfect, even though “I have seen people of merit and they are but few.”777 In any case, this our commentary will show thee the secrets of wisdom, that they are double to that which is, as it is said and that he would show thee the secrets of wisdom, that they are double to that which is [Job 11:6].778 Henceforth I begin to explain with the help of “he who teaches knowledge to man;”779 and from him is the answer of the tongue [Prov 16:1].
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[Commentary: Preface to Guide]

[1] He says in the Preface780: The ignorant attribute to them only one or some of the meanings in which the term in question is used; others are derivative.781 End of quote. The commentator says782: the ignorant take all or most of [meanings of] the equivocal terms as if [they were] a few.783 A mashal of this is the word “hand.” It is said of a human hand as well as of other notions that are not “living.” The term in question is one single term whether per se or per all those entities that can be spoken of as hand, according to the definition of equivocal terms. But the ignorant believe that all of its usage refers to its first meaning as I have just explained, which is the human hand.784

[2] These terms that [Maimonides] mentions, such as equivocal and derivative and the term called univocal, are explained in books of Logic. Aristotle defined equivocal term or equivocal terms by saying that such a term refers to “things which have nothing general and common, except for the name alone.” Rather, “the definition of each, which states its essence in consideration of the meaning of the equivocal name, differs from the definition of the other one and is peculiar to its own definiendum.”785

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[3] An example is a lion made of stone and a lion that walks. They have nothing in common or shared but the term alone, since the definition of one differs from the definition of the other. The definition of the lion that walks corresponds to the definition of “living,” and the definition of the one that is engraved in stone corresponds to the definition of “inanimate.”786 Some equivocal terms comprise a distant resemblance,787 such as the term “dog” referring to a star,788 due to the resemblance to warmth and dryness that occurs {in the days} when the sun is present more than in other days of the year.789 This is the kind of similitude that is indicated by derivative terms. The univocal term is the one that expresses one single notion but encompasses more than one individual, for example “living” and “rational.”790 The amphibolous term is said of two things between which there is a resemblance concerning one of their aspects, as in the beginning of a path and the beginning of life that is in the heart.791

[4] He said further in the Preface: The exposition of one who wishes to teach without recourse to parables and riddles is so obscure and brief as to make obscurity and brevity serve in place of parables and riddles. The men of knowledge and the sages are drawn, as it were, toward this purpose by the divine will just as they are drawn by their same natural circumstances. End of quote. The commentator says: this passage is not easily understood, but its interpretation is that one who wishes to teach another matters of natural or divine science will not be able to do so appropriately without meshalim and riddles. If one were to teach these matters without them, his idea will be difficult and obscure to understand, to the extent that this results in the sages and men of knowledge being drawn ... toward this purpose, meaning the purpose of divine science.
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[5] Their words will then bring forth of matters of prophecy, which come from God, in a manner similar to how they are drawn to all other matters of prophecy like those that are not according to the divine purpose.792 This is prerequisite for those sages if the teacher teaches them these subjects without meshalim and riddles. The proof is in what was mentioned previously: due to the obscure nature [of the matter] it appears and is then concealed.793 Thus every great{great} sage will aim not to speak of this matter except through parables and riddles. As he says at the end of his passage: do you not see the following fact?794 The rest of the passage795 {of the passage} covers the subject fully.

[6] Among the principles of his Treatise is also that our holy Torah begins with ma‘aseh bereshit, which is natural science, in the form of riddles and meshalim. They are constructed by our Sages the scholars of truth as it is said thereof: it is impossible to teach to ... mortals of the power of the Account of the Beginning, for this reason Scripture tells you obscurely: In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth [Gen 1:1]. It is also said concerning this matter alone: the importance of the subject and that our capacity falls short of apprehending those obscure matters. That is, those matters of divine science. Thus Scripture was compelled {Scripture was compelled} to relate them in parables and riddles and in very obscure words.

[7] Let it not be difficult for you [to comprehend] what I will explain to you: that one must teach natural science through parables and riddles. You will then say: if so, as for the philosophers who wrote natural science – why did they not discuss it in meshalim and riddles? The reply to this is that the Gaon our Rabbi meant rather by this kind of concealment that which he interpreted of these natural matters within prophetical discourse alone, even though the philosophers explained natural matters in parables and riddles as well.796 Nonetheless, the ancients would conceal natural subjects to such an extent that Plato termed form “male” and matter “female.”797 This secret is thus mentioned in the Preface to this book as being concealed.798 He meant rather that which he interpreted of these natural matters within prophetical discourse alone, even though the philosophers explained natural matters in parables and riddles as well. Nonetheless the ancients would conceal natural subjects to such an extent that Plato termed form male, and matter female. This secret is thus mentioned in the Preface to this book.799
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[8] It is said further in the Preface: because a mashal is taken for the things represented or vice versa. This means that a subject and its exoteric reading are taken {in place of} the subject being represented [in a mashal], and the subject being represented is taken, as well, as the only subject of the mashal. In other words, all the meshalim that are understood in their literal meaning, which does not correspond to any {known} natural [entity], and they {are [not] apprehended} in the way that they ought to be correctly apprehended.800

[9] In the sixth cause in the “Introduction” he mentions four concepts that originate from Logic. They are proposition, premise, conclusion and syllogism. I will now explain to you each of them according to their essence. The proposition and the premise are closely related in meaning. The premise is mentioned by ibn Rushd in [the commentary on] Prior Analytics: the premise is a sentence affirming one thing of another or negates one thing of another.801 Abu Nasr al-Farabi describes the proposition thus: It is a statement where one thing characterizes {is judged of} another and where one thing is predicated of another.802 He also says in the eighth type {in the eighth category} of syllogism that what is entailed by the syllogism is called the consequential conclusion.803

[10] Every syllogism is composed of two premises.804 [ibn Rushd] says the following in the fifth chapter of the [commentary on] Prior Analytics: a syllogism is a statement that presupposes more than one notion. When [those notions] are joined, it necessarily follows from them, per se and by accident, a composite other than they.805 Likewise ibn Ridwan defined the syllogism by saying that it is a statement composed of propositions.806 The commingling [of propositions] per se entails a conclusion, and that which is entailed from a syllogism is called the conclusion and the consequence.807 The syllogism entails what is joined to that which is sought to be derived. It is initially considered in terms of its premises, and one weighs its truth value only afterwards.
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[11] Now that I have explained to you these logical terms, I will explain to you the concealed contradiction of this [logical] type that is in the fifth cause.808 A mashal is the sage who wishes to explain a certain matter among obscure matters, such as the existence of the world a parte ante or creation ex nihilo.809 He will bring forward several premises concerning one of them as a mashal, as you can see is mentioned concerning the sect of peripatetics and the sect of the Mutakallimūn, and all those who bring forward many premises with proofs and arguments.810 With every question they pose, the matter becomes more concealed and obscure and it then seems to the author that he has brought forward those correct premises, and he then draws the necessary conclusion from them. [It is as if] you said that every body is a composite and every composite is created, and the conclusion is that every body is created.811 As a mashal, this is what ought to be done for every conclusion. A {correct} premise is composed on the basis of it, and it is concluded what the nature of the matter entails.

[12] After many syllogisms the outcome is a contradiction or contrary between the two final conclusions.812 This means the scholar who writes a book or treatise [of that nature] will not notice any contradictions anywhere in his treatise or in the final conclusions. He will think, instead, that the two initial propositions are correct. When each proposition is considered and joined to a correct premise, after several syllogisms the outcome is a contradiction between the two final conclusions. The author [Maimonides] says this is similar to what happens to scholars who write books.
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[13] In Logic, al-Farabi also speaks on the proposition in the first chapter of [the commentary on] Prior Analytics813: the proposition and its subject is a statement where one thing characterizes another and where one thing is predicated of another, as it was mentioned above. [For example] should you say, Reuven walks and man is living. We also mentioned above that the syllogism is composed of that which is sought in a definition.814 [For example] should you ask whether “all bodies move or no body moves,”815 the question entails the truth-value [of the syllogism] in the conclusion through the negative term, which is when you say that not every body moves and a few bodies move.816 This truth [value] can also be formulated in the affirmative in which case the explanation817 is conditional, if you would say: if the sun rises today, it exists. The conclusion is [as] if you would say: it exists today.818 This is what must be explained from the Preface; I will now begin to explain the chapters.

Zeraḥiah ben Isaac ben Sheʼaltiʼel Ḥen

Commentary on the Guide of the Perplexed

Abridged Version

[Preface to Commentary]

[Prefatory Poem]
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[1] Who is as the wise man, and who knoweth the interpretation of a thing [Eccl 8:1]? Who associates himself with an individual from the people of science? The speech of a man betrays whether he is afflicted or has high looks [cf. Ps 18.27] and yet the righteous perish and no man layeth it to heart [Isa 57:1]. The scholar of science is eager to know, to guide, and to make others understand. Therefore, I arose and I have put my life in my hand [I Sam 28:22], and came to explain hidden things; I exercise myself in great matters and expound on things too high [Ps 131:1]. Herein I ask from God the answer of the tongue [Prov 16:1], which is that he is one and first of all firsts. After our praises and thanksgivings for his kingdom and his unity, let us say that what I have composed in this book is for two purposes.

[2] The first one is that it should benefit all those who desire to know and to seek after the book of the Guide of the Perplexed. [Such a person] has learned by himself or from others many of its notions, but he has not examined all the places where there are hints and the depth of subjects that require further explanation. When he examines what I have explained, he will be joyful and with gladness of heart [cf. Deut 28:47] as he will recognize that which has already explained to him, or find something that had been unnoticed, or he will find something to rescue him from doubt concerning something on which he was previously doubtful.

[3] The second purpose is to grant the request of a beginner who desireth wisdom [cf. Ps 34:13], but who has not grasped the meaning of this book the Guide of the Perplexed, nor has he understood its secrets, and the comings out thereof and the comings in thereof [Ezek 43:11]. He did not receive a prior a tradition concerning it from others, but only from himself. For his appetites have aroused him to follow after people who inclined their ear and investigated the book the Guide of the Perplexed and other books.

[4] But one must not think, despite what rumor he may hear or what sight he may see, that I came to speak of every detail of a premise or subject brought forward in his honorable book for proof or demonstration, concerning notions or concepts from the books of the philosophers on the basis of the same well-known twenty-six haqdamot. For even if I were to explain all these premises and their demonstrations, as they require per the Physics and other books of natural science, I would not [thereby] explain the subjects of the Guide of the Perplexed, but would [then] write other books instead, and I would stray away from what the Rabbi intended [in the Guide].819 Rather, my entire purpose is directed to the two subjects that I mentioned to you.
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[5] That purpose is to grant the request of the beginner who lacks practice, and to remove what was learned from tradition and what is ambiguous from their doubts, and to remedy their deficiencies if they are not perfect, even though I [have seen] people of merit and they are but few. In any case, this our commentary will show thee the secrets of wisdom, that they are double to that which is, as it is said I will show thee the secrets of wisdom, etc [Job 11:6].

[Commentary: Preface to Guide]

[1] He says in the Preface: The ignorant attribute to them only one or some of the meanings in which the term in question is used; others are derivative. The interpretation: the ignorant take meanings in the equivocal terms, all or most of them, as if [they were] a few. A mashal of this is the word “hand.” It is said of a human hand as well as of other notions that are not “living.” The term in question is one single term whether per se or per all those entities that can be spoken of as hand, according to the definition of an equivocal term. But the ignorant believe that all of its usage refers to its first meaning as I have explained, which is the human hand.

[2] These terms that [Maimonides] mentions, such as equivocal and derivative and the term called univocal, are explained in books of Logic. Aristotle defined equivocal term or equivocal terms by saying that such a term refers to “things which have nothing general and common, except for the name alone.” Rather, “the definition of each, which states its essence in consideration of the meaning of the equivocal name alone, differs from the definition of the other one and is peculiar to its own definiendum.”

[3] An example is a lion made of stone and a lion that walks. They have nothing in common or shared but the term alone, since the definition of one differs from the definition of the other. The definition of the lion that walks corresponds to the definition of “living,” and the definition of the one that is engraved in stone corresponds to the definition of “inanimate.” Some equivocal terms comprise a distant resemblance, such as the term “dog” referring to a star, due to the resemblance to warmth and dryness that occurs in the days when the sun is present more than in other days of the year. This is the kind of similitude that is indicated by derivative terms. The univocal term is the one that expresses one single notion but encompasses more than one individual, for example “living” and “man.” The amphibolous term is said of two things between which there is a resemblance concerning one of their aspects, as in the beginning of a path and the beginning of life that is in the heart.
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[4] He said further in the Preface: The exposition of one who wishes to teach without recourse to parables and riddles is so obscure and brief as to make obscurity and brevity serve in place of parables and riddles. The men of knowledge and the sages are drawn, as it were, toward this purpose by the divine will just as they are drawn by their natural circumstances. This passage is not easily understood, but its interpretation is that one who wishes to teach another matters of natural or divine science will not be able to do so appropriately without parables. If one were to teach these matters without them, his idea will be difficult and obscure to understand, to the extent that this results in the sages and men of knowledge being drawn ... toward this purpose, meaning the purpose of divine science.

[5] Their words will then bring forth of matters of prophecy, which are the divine will, in a manner similar to how they are drawn to all other natural matters, that is, they follow the natural order and will not believe in prophetic matters as they are, through a method that is not according to the divine purpose. This is prerequisite for those sages if the teacher teaches them these subjects without meshalim and riddles.820 The proof is in what was mentioned previously: due to the obscure nature of the matter it appears and is then concealed. Thus every great sage will aim not to speak of this matter except through meshalim and riddles. As he says at the end of his passage: do you not see the following fact? The rest of the passage covers the subject in full.

[6] Among the principles of his Treatise is also that the Torah begins with ma‘aseh bereshit, which is natural science, in the form of riddles and parables, which are called by the Rabbis setumot [obscurities].821 They are constructed by our Sages the scholars of truth as is said thereof: it is impossible to teach to two individuals and mortals of the power of the Account of the Beginning, for this reason Scripture tells you obscurely822: In the beginning God created [Gen. 1:1]. It is also said concerning this matter alone: the importance of the subject and that our capacity falls short of apprehending those obscure matters. That is, those matters of divine science. Thus, Scripture was compelled to relate them in parables and riddles.
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[7] Let it not be difficult for you [to comprehend] what was explained to you: that one must teach natural science through parables and riddles. You will then say: if so, as for the philosophers who wrote natural science – why did they not discuss it in parables and riddles? The reply to this is that the Rabbi meant rather by this kind of concealment that which pertained to these natural matters within prophetical discourse alone, even though the philosophers explained natural matters in parables and riddles as well. Nevertheless the ancients would conceal natural subjects to such an extent that Plato termed form “male” and matter “female.” This secret is thus mentioned in the Preface to this book the Guide of the Perplexed.

[8] It is said further in the Preface: because a mashal is taken for the things represented or vice versa. This means that a subject and its exoteric reading is taken in place of the subject being represented [in a mashal], and the subject being represented and the mashal are [interpreted] through the same method. The meaning is all the meshalim are taken in their literal meaning and [are given meanings that] do not correspond to any known natural [entity], and they are not apprehended in the way that they ought to be correctly apprehended.

[9] In the sixth cause of the Preface he mentions four concepts that originate from Logic. They are proposition, premise, conclusion and syllogism. I will now explain you each of them according to their essence. The proposition and the premise are closely related in meaning. The premise is mentioned by ibn Rushd in [the commentary on] Prior Analytics: the premise is a sentence affirming one thing of another or denying one thing of another. Abu Nasr al-Farabi describes the proposition thus: It is a statement where one thing is understood concerning another and where one thing is predicated of another. He also says in in the eighth type of syllogism that what is entailed by the syllogism is called the consequence.
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[10] Every syllogism is composed of two premises. He says the following in the fifth chapter of the [commentary on] Prior Analytics: a syllogism is a statement that presupposes more than one notion from two premises. When those notions are joined, it necessarily follows from them – per se and by accident – something823 other than they. Likewise [ibn] Radwan(?)824 defined the syllogism by saying that it is a statement composed of propositions. Their union per se entails a conclusion. That which entails from the syllogism is called the conclusion and is also called the consequence. The syllogism is composed of what is sought to be derived. It is initially considered in terms of its premises, and one weighs its truth value only afterwards.

[11] Now that I have explained to you these logical terms, I will explain you the concealed contradiction of this [logical] type that is in the fifth cause. A mashal is the sage who wishes to explain a certain matter among obscure matters, such as the existence of the world a parte ante or creation ex nihilo. He will bring forward several premises concerning one of them as a mashal, as you can see is mentioned concerning the sect of peripatetics and the sect of the Mutakallimūn, and all those who bring forward many premises with proofs and arguments. With every question they pose, the matter becomes more concealed and obscure and it then seems to the author that he has brought forward those correct premises, and he then draws the necessary conclusions from them. [It is as if] you said that every body is a composite and every composite is created, and the conclusion is that every body is created. As a mashal this is what ought to be done for every conclusion. A correct premise is joined to it, and it is concluded what the nature of the matter entails.

[12] After many syllogisms the outcome is a contradiction or contrary between the two final conclusions. This means the scholar who writes a book or treatise [of that nature] will not notice any contradictions anywhere in his treatise or in the final conclusions. He will think, instead, that the two intial propositions are correct. When each proposition is taken and joined to a correct premise, after several syllogisms the outcome is a contradiction between the two final conclusions. The author [Maimonides] says this is similar to what happens to scholars who write books.
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[13] In Logic, al-Farabi also speaks on the proposition in the first chapter of [the commentary on] Prior Analytics and in some of the Logic: the subject of a proposition825 is a statement826 where one thing is understood of another and where one thing is expressed concerning another, as it was mentioned above. [For example] should you say Reuven walks and man is living. We also mentioned above that the syllogism is composed of that which is sought to be derived. [For example] should you ask whether all bodies move or no body moves, the question entails the truth-value [of the syllogism] in the conclusion through the negative term, which is when you say that not every body moves or a few bodies move. This truth [value] can also be formulated in the affirmative, in which case the proposition is conditional. If you say: if the sun rises today, it exists, the conclusion is [as] if you say: it exists today. Herein ends the Preface.827
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6Joseph ben Abba Mari ibn Kaspi: Hebrew-English Text

6.1Joseph ibn Kaspi’s ‘Ammudei kesef: the Manuscripts

There are eight extant manuscripts of Joseph ibn Kaspi’s ‘Ammudei kesef (henceforth A.K.). The following six were consulted:

Leipzig, Universitätsbibliothek B.H. fol. 14 (Byzantine, 15th century/ F30745 / ff. 89r-127r)

Munich, Bayerische Staatsbibliothek cod. heb. 264 (Spanish, 1363/F1681 / ff. 190r-263r) [base ms]

Paris, BN héb. 695 (Spanish, 15th century/ F11573 / ff. 1r-41r)

Paris, BN héb. 700 (Byzantine, 15th century/F11578 / ff. 177v-203r)

St. Petersburg, Institute of Oriental Studies of the Russian Academy C 47 (Ashkenazi, 15th century/F69303 / ff.245v-275v)

Vatican, Urbinati 24 (Spanish, 15th century/F663 / 76 ff.)

Two remaining mss were not consulted: Turin, ms BN A VI 34 and Moscow, Russian State Library, ms Guenzburg 275.6.

The base manuscript is Munich Bayerische Staatsbibliothek cod. heb. 264, ff. 192v-196v. It is written in cursive Spanish script by different hands, sometimes switching from hand to another mid-page (f. 197v, f. 206v). The paper as well as the script suggest that the ms was produced in Provence. Extensive marginal annotation on II:6 (f. 235v) and II:20, 23 (f. 238v). Immediately following the end of the commentary on part III, scattered quotations from and comments on ibn Falaquera’s commentary Moreh ha-moreh (ff. 257r-262r; the first passage is on II:19). At the end of the passages, a colophon states that the ms was commissioned by Levi b. Abraham (also called Leon Abram de Cabestan) on the 15th of Tamuz, 1363 (f. 262r), relatively close to the date of ibn Kaspi’s death (1340). Following the colophon we find some excerpts from the Moreh ha-moreh on textual contradictions (Preface to Guide), I:1, 1:9, and I:36 (paraphrase).

A.K. is the earliest among all Hebrew philosophical commentaries to comment on the Epistle Dedicatory (Pines 3–4; ʼEven-Shmuʼel 3), f. 192v-193r (not reproduced here). It is not entirely clear what led ibn Caspi to do so, but it would become commonplace in later commentaries to begin with the Epistle rather than with the Introduction proper. Moses of Narbonne’s commentary on the Preface makes only passing mention of the Epistle (see below ¶3), but the commentary by Samuel ben Solomon of Carcassonne, which probably dates to the end of the 14th or the beginning of the 15th century, begins with it. The “classic” commentaries by Asher Crescas, Efodi, Shem Tov and Abravanel also begin there, and include the opening poem located between the Epistle and the Preface. Asher Crescas goes as far as commenting on Samuel ibn Tibbon’s preface to his translation of the Guide.

The codex includes a Moses ibn Tibbon’s commentary on Song of Songs; commentary on the Passover haggadah by Joseph Gikatilla; commentary on Passover haggadot by Shem Tov ibn Shem Tov; commentary on Esther by Joseph ibn Naḥmia, masekhet Derekh ’ereṣ; the Kuzari; and Maskiyot kesef. The texts indicate Levi ben Abraham’s interest in philosophical and kabbalistic interpretations of the Aggadah.


6.2Joseph ibn Kaspi’s Maskiyot kesef: the Manuscripts

There are nine extant mss of Maskiyot kesef (henceforth M.K.). The following six were consulted:

Harvard University, Heb. 37 (Spanish, 16th century/F34446 / ff. 7r-8b)

Munich, Bayerische Staatsbibliothek cod. heb. 264 (Spanish, 1363/F1681 / ff. 265v-295v) [base ms]

New York, Jewish Theological Seminary ms 2341 (Spanish, 15th century/F28594 / ff.121r-133r)

Paris, BN héb. 693 (Byzantine, 15th century/F11571 / ff. 1r-42r)

Paris, BN héb. 694 (Spanish, 15th century/F11572 / 22 ff.)

Paris, BN héb. 700 (Byzantine, 15th century/F11578 / ff. 203v-216r)

Three remaining mss were not consulted: Turin, ms BN A VI 34; Moscow, Russian State Library, ms Guenzburg 275.6; Vienna, Österreichische Nationalbibliothek cod. heb. 55 (extant copy begins near the end of the Preface)

The base manuscript for M.K. is the same as for A.K., ms Munich, Bayerische Staatsbibliothek, Cod. hebr. 264 (ff. 265r-267v). The entire text is in the same hand although the colophon is in a different one. It states that Levi ben Abraham completed the text for his own use on the 26th of Ḥeshvan, 1364. The ms contains occasional marginal notes (f. 277v, 282v).

The Hebrew texts are based on the following manuscripts:


	‘
	Ammudei kesef


	א
	Munich 264 (base)


	ב
	Paris BN héb 700


	ג
	Leipzig 14


	ד
	St. Petersburg C47





	ה
	Paris BN héb 695


	ו
	Vatican Urbinati 24




Maskiyot kesef


	א
	Munich 264 (base)


	ב
	Paris héb 693


	ג
	Paris héb 700


	ד
	Paris héb 694


	ה
	Harvard Heb 37


	ו
	JTS 2341




Conventions and sigla for Hebrew text and apparatus:


	+
	addition


	=
	repetition


	{}
	marginal note


	?
	uncertain reading


	strikethrough
	word stricken through in ms


	...
	omission in quotation from Guide




Conventions for English translation:


	Normal font:
	text of commentary


	Italic font:
	quotations from Guide within the text


	Bold font:
	biblical prooftexts


	Bold italic font:
	biblical prooftexts also found in the Guide


	...
	omission by the commentator in quotation from Guide





6.3Joseph ibn Kaspi’s Commentaries: Reception

Ibn Kaspi’s commentaries were among the most widely read. They are cited in later commentaries, beginning with that by Moses of Narbonne, though most often without attribution. One example from ‘Ammudei kesef is the list of the seven defining characteristics of the perplexed individual, which was borrowed by both Efodi and Shem Tov in the 15th century, and in turn borrowed by Mordekhai Jaffe in the 16th century. Ibn Kaspi acquired a certain reputation as a radical, ultra- rationalist thinker. For our purposes, this reputation may be partly due to Isaac Abravanel’s frequent but negative mentions of ibn Kaspi in his own commentary on the Guide.

Joseph ibn Kaspi’s twin commentaries have received little scholarly attention. They first appeared in print only in 1848, edited by Solomon Z. Werbluner (indicated in the notes to follow as Werbluner). The text was reprinted in photostatic reproduction along with ibn Falaquera and Moses of Narbonne’s commentaries, in Sheloshah qadmonei mefarshei ha-moreh (Three Early Commentators on the Guide), (Jerusalem: s.n., 1961). They have not been the focus of any dedicated study, but have been briefly described in the general bibliographical sources by Steinschneider and Renan mentioned throughout this study (HÜB and Les écrivains juifs français). A new work on Ibn Kaspi, which unfortunately appeared too recently to be used in this study, is Adrian Sackson’s Joseph ibn Kaspi: Portrait of a Hebrew Philosopher in Medieval Provence. It includes a lengthy chapter on Ibn Kaspi’s commentaries.828

6.3.1Joseph ben Abba Mari ibn Kaspi

‘Ammudei kesef (Commentary on the Guide of the Perplexed)829

[Preface to Commentary]

[1] Joseph ibn Kaspi said: Mine is the yearning,830 [and] that whereupon I set my mind [cf. Ezek 24:25] to acquire an understanding of Scripture on the basis of logic and philosophy.831 Given that Christian thieves have come to our gates and attributed our books of science to themselves,832 and given that the Guide alone was left to us and attributed to the Jews with respect to metaphysics, I have turned my attention to it and composed a commentary on the book. In order for you to remember I will give you signs throughout the commentary.833 Know that the [number of] combined chapters amount to 177, which is a sign for the Garden of Eden.834

[2] Know that our intention in this book is to explain subjects of the Guide from among those that [Maimonides] has mentioned as devoid of obvious secrets even though all the subjects are subtle intellectual [matters].835 We have called it ‘Ammudei kesef [Pillars of Silver]. When we come to one of his [Maimonides’] passages in which there is an obvious secret, we will lay the interpretation aside from this [commentary], and explain it in the appropriate place in the book called ʼOṣar ʼadonai [The Treasure of the Lord] which after our name is Maskiyot kesef [Filigree of Silver].836
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[3] Should one accuse me of commenting on anything from the [Guide], since Maimonides adjured us to refrain from doing so, I have already justified that in my book entitled The Menorah of Silver; search it there.837 Either way, I am hereby adventuring my life838 [cf. Judges 9:17] in order to benefit and to bless every student. I have brought upon myself a curse, and the welfare of my soul makes no difference to you, the student. If I have benefitted you with my interpretation of certain ideas – which you might not have understood without me – may the curse be upon me, but you take, I pray thee, my blessing that is brought to thee [Gen 33:11].

[4] In any event, I do this for my oldest son, who lives in Barcelona and whose name is David Mari,839 may his Maker have mercy upon him, since He declares that he that keepeth the law, happy is he [Prov 29:18]. I will now begin with that for which I yearn,840 with the help of God.841

[Commentary: Preface to Guide]

[1] The first intention of this Treatise. The ignorant attribute to them the purpose of the meanings, etc. At this point the Teacher [Maimonides] mentions only three categories [of terms]: equivocal, derivative and amphibolous. For example, “image,” taken as a mashal, is supposed to refer equivocally to both “intellect” and “face.”842 When it comes to in our image [Gen 1:26], the ignorant attribute to it one of its derivative [metaphorical] meanings. As the primary meaning refers to “face” and the secondary meaning refers to the “intellect,” they attribute to it the primary meaning. However, with respect to amphibolous [terms] this error is evident, since at times they are believed to be [univocal] and at other times [equivocal] etc; thus the ignorant incur error concerning those terms.843
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[2] It is not the purpose of this Treatise etc. Here there are three categories of people: the vulgar who are ignorant and know not anything [Eccl 9:5]; beginners in the study of sciences; and sages who are engaged only in the study of Gemara.844 For the purpose of this Treatise, etc. It says for etc. to indicate the reason for saying I mean the legalistic study of the Law after saying science of the Law. [Maimonides] wishes here to inform us that he found it necessary to clarify that expression. Had he said science of the Law in an unqualified sense and not interpreted it by saying [also] the legalistic study of the Law, we would have understood [him to mean] speculative science, which is the Torah – as he explains further in III:54.845 Hence a book that interprets it such the Guide, the Physics and the Metaphysics, which were stolen from us and attributed to Aristotle due to our transgressions, are all the science of the Law in its true sense.846 Such being the case, how can he say that it is not the intention of this Treatise to make understandable the terms to those who have not engaged in any study other than the science of the Law? That is precisely his point, however; therefore it was necessary for him to clarify and say I mean the legalistic study of the Law.847

[3] Or rather its purpose, etc. This means that the intention is not to address to any of these three groups, but rather to address the individual who bears certain characteristics outlined here, seven in all, which are symbolized by the seven priestly garments.848 The first is that he ought to be a religious man for whom [religion] has become established in his soul,849 meaning that religion has become habitual in his soul because he has become accustomed to performing the practical commandments constantly.850 Further: and for whom the validity of our Law has constituted851 his belief, meaning that he believes that the Torah of Moses is true.852
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[4] Furthermore he ought to be perfect in his belief in general and in his character [traits].853 The traits are the ethical dispositions that Aristotle prescribes in the Nichomachean Ethics. Further: he [ought to have] studied the science of the philosophy and came to know what it signifies – in case he studied but did not come to know its usefulness, which is useless. Therefore, it is necessary [to say] that he studied and came to know.854 Further: the human intellect drew him on and led him to dwell in its province, meaning that his intellect is always in actu, rather than at times in actu and at times in potentia. Further: he felt distressed by the externals of the Law, for had they not distressed him, he [Maimonides] would not have been compelled to remove that individual from his perplexity according to the intention of this book which I have called “The Guide of the Perplexed,” as will be explained later. Further: he will continue to understand by himself or was made to understand by others the meanings of the above-mentioned equivocal, derivative, or amphibolous terms. This means that he knew a few of them just enough to perceive some indication [of their meaning].

[5] He [that individual] would remain in a state of perplexity and confusion, etc. Here the Teacher emphasized that in the second outcome [of the perplexed individual] perceiving that he had brought loss to himself and harm to his religion.855 The Teacher meant thereby to buttress the observance of the Law. The intention is that the individual described here [is like one] who has two wives, each of whom is deeply loved by him, and they are the Torah and the intellect. Then he approaches them through a prooftext read as a mashal, which is: let us make man in our image, after our likeness856 [cf. Gen 1:26]. However, from his youth he had been habituated by his teachers857 into a vulgar language of corporeal representation, but he now knows that God is not corporeal. He is perplexed on account of his equal love for these two women, who are the Torah and the intellect. If one were more beloved than the other, he would remove her from his house; but this is not his desire since he has a strong belief that every word in the Torah of Moses is true, and it is written there “in our image,” whose received meaning conforms to corporeal representation. Thus he necessarily believes it to be true. And her adversary also proved her sore, for to make her fret [1 Sam 1:6], which is the intellect that attests to the incorporeality of God. He loves both and is unable to reconcile the two, and he suffers the quarrel between them by himself.
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[6] This will occur because should he follow his intellect that attests to the incorporeality of God, and renounce the verse in our image as a vessel wherein is no pleasure [Jer 48:38], he would then see that he has renounced the foundations of the Law. Nonetheless, should he preserve the interpretation of in our image that he has received, and not let himself be drawn on together with his intellect – which attests to the incorporeality of God – rather turning his back on it and moving away from it, he would then see that he has brought loss to himself and harm to his religion. That is, he would see thereby that his religion858 is moldy and a loss, since it would establish that God is corporeal, as is the case for the religions of other communities.859

[7] Notice the emphasis of the Teacher, as we remarked above.860 He should have said regarding this second outcome perceiving that he had brought loss to himself and harm to his intellect. This is certainly the case, but he said to his religion to emphasize that also in the second outcome there is a danger to the Torah of Moses. That being the case, in any event the Teacher had an obligation to take this into consideration. He does so by interpreting “in our image” parabolically and [hence] its meaning is not according to the vulgar language in which he was habituated by his ignorant teachers. Rather it is an equivocal term, and one of its meanings corresponds to intellectual form, and on that basis he interprets “in our image.” Thus both women will remain with him without quarrel and in abundant peace, and he lies down with both of them together in a stately bed [Ezek 23:41] and a bed decked out for a scholar.861
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[8] This Treatise also has a second purpose, etc. This means that the first purpose concerns absolute terms862, while the second purpose concerns composite statements that appear in parabolic narratives.863 One who truly possesses knowledge. [The individual] designated as one who truly possesses knowledge is the individual characterized by his knowledge of the philosophical sciences. Someone else will not be able to confound him with literal meanings that are impossible in view of the intellect. That is why I have called this Treatise “The Guide of the Perplexed.” That is, for the sake of these two purposes, because by means of them I intend to remove the individual from perplexity. The rationale is that it is not fitting to call it “Guide of the Fools,” since it was said earlier that it is not intended for them; and it is not fitting to call it “The Guide of the Sages,” since they already know all. Therefore it is composed only for those who are intermediate between the two, which is the individual who was described earlier: he is half a simpleton and half wise. He knows a few interpretations of Scriptural secrets, but not all of them, and therefore he is perplexed. Pay attention to the emphasis of the book, as there is no chapter in it that does not contain some notion related to these purposes or that constitutes a preparation for them, as [Maimonides] will say later on. Indeed it begins with an interpretation of the equivocality of the term image and it ends with the interpretation of the equivocality of the term wisdom.

[9] For those who understand it, meaning understand this treatise, that is, this book. When we mention a subject, meaning [a subject] related to absolute terms – which constitutes the first purpose, and thus what follows it is or that when we engage in the explanation of the meaning of a mashal – which is the second purpose. [An intelligent man would] be unable to do so that is, [Maimonides] is not saying thereby that he wished to do so in an absolute way, but rather in a restrained manner. It says it is impossible [that he should not become a target]. The meaning of impossible is [something] impossible per se.864 And it says who would let fly at him the shafts of his ignorance, that is, him meaning at himself. As if he had said to himself that the target is placed very far away from man to fly arrows to it, and thus that one makes a target of his own and lets fly at it the shafts of his ignorance.
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[10] The Sages... likewise have spoken of them [in riddles and parables], meaning the Sages [of the Talmud]. Nature and habit in their various forms865 refer to two ideas: nature, meaning those among the material faculties that are attached to us; and habit, meaning habits that persist with them, whether [habits] of opinion or of undesirable traits, as will be explained in I:33.866 Among us there are those,867 here the Teacher is speaking of himself and of an individual who is similar to him whose intellect is not in actu and constantly intellectualizing, which is Maimonides and those who like him, namely the philosophers. However, he illustrates the subject with the science of prophecy, since there are biblical verses regarding them. As he illustrates them he says it is in accord with these states that the degrees of the perfect vary868 that is, the philosophers. The meaning of in the whole of [his] night is his lifetime; that is, that entire time is as night among those deficient in the intellect in actu. The meaning of greater or shorter intervals is that they are sometimes frequent and sometimes infrequent, and this is the case for Isaiah, Jeremiah, and those akin to them.

[11] He who does not attain a degree, etc. This refers to those in the first degree of prophecy, and regarding the second, the Teacher mentions in II:45 that they are in reality not prophets.869 Bright in the skies [Job 37:21], meaning his sapphire is in the skies.870 All the great Sages possessing knowledge of God the Lord ... meaning our Sages such as R. Akiva, R. Shimon b. Lakish and those like them only. They even multiplied the parables – all these notions are found in Gemara.871
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[12] Do you not see the following fact? This [question] follows after we are told [about those profound matters] ... in parables and riddles. It hints that there are parables and riddles in ma‘aseh bereshit. I have explained this in the book The Basin of Silver.872 That which is said [about all this is in equivocal terms], meaning that God caused this section of the Torah to be written this way.873 [The latter] being a book, that is, the Book of Correspondence. We would, as it were, have replaced one individual by another of the same species. This refers to a parabolic interpretation of the dictum “I will go and uproot a mountain” as the root of his soul is stone.874 [It was to the vulgar that] we wanted to explain, meaning our whole purpose was to explain these things to the vulgar alone and to give them this [as a] gift. This being so, how could he [Maimonides] have given them something that an ignoramus among the multitude of the Rabbanites abhors?875 Such an individual is truly not one of the great Sages, possessing knowledge of God who had been mentioned previously.876
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[13] Thereby extricating877 himself from his predicament, meaning escaping from perplexity thereby. Another manner of explanation, meaning that an interpretation that reveals a handbreath while concealing a handbreath, and not an interpretation that is completely unconcealed.878 [My speech] in the present Treatise. This means that the book Mishneh Torah is beneficial for all, but my speech in the present Treatise is directed to the individual whom we have described above.879 Because of the amphibo-lous terms880 – the Arabic term indicates the equivocal, metaphorical and amphibolous [terms].881 It indicates that there are different meanings under one single term.882 We shall include [in this Treatise] some chapters, etc. Since [Maimonides] anticipated that he would intend one of those two purposes in every instance, perhaps we would have been astonished if we were to find one [chapter] where he mentions nothing related to them;883 that is why he makes this stipulation here. The interpretation of those obscure instances is in Treasury of the Lord [Maskiyot kesef].884 What can be said here is only that his saying such a chapter may contain strange matters is on account of one of those two purposes. Indeed, this is like chapters 50, 51 and 52 of the first part, which deal with the eradication of [divine] attributes in a parabolic way, or chapters 13, 14 and 15 of the second part, which deal with Creation in time.
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[14] Because a mashal is taken for the thing being represented, such as interpreting behold, there met him a woman [Proverbs 7:10] by its literal meaning. Or the thing represented is taken for the mashal,885 such as interpreting behold, there met him a woman as referring to matter. He conveys [this notion] by means of the same narrative, and the purpose here is that the statement is [both] revealed and concealed. Sometimes one seizes the revealed when it would have been proper to seize the concealed, and sometimes the opposite; deduce from it.886 As I have mentioned the parables, we shall make the following introductory remarks, that is, this corresponds to his saying that parables are intentionally representational. Their comparison of the concealment [of a subject], etc, meaning consider also their [procedure of] comparison.887

[15] All [these bodily pleasures]888 – this will be explained in I:9 and II:10, since it contains two indications together.889 The circumstances described in it being of a kind typical for adulterers. This means the actions of the adulterer walking over to the corner toward her house, and likewise the adulteress [as she] lays hold of him and kisses him; brazenly she says to him [Prov 7:8, 13]. Also the spoken words, meaning the words spoken are in the discourse of an adulterer and an adulteress.
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[16] Instruction with Respect to this Treatise. Your intention must be not only to understand the totality of the subject of that chapter, but also to grasp each word that occurs in it in the course of the speech, even if that word does not belong to the intention of the chapter. Some of those who parse the Guide say that because of this [statement] it is not proper to establish the intention of each and every one of its chapters on the basis of words and statements that are not part of its general and primary intention.890 A decisive proof to this is what Maimonides himself says at the end of I:20: in this chapter my purpose etc., even though it reveals notions that are not related to the purpose.891 Likewise at the end of I:36: this was the subject of this chapter, even though it contains words and ideas that refer to various subjects.892 He says further in I:70: there is no doubt that there are many other intimations with reference to this subject. However, the purpose of the chapter, toward which the argument was repeatedly brought back, etc.893

[17] In fact, this [method] is not unique to this honorable book. In all books of science, it has been the custom of philosophers to do the same. Namely, the thread of the discussion deviates from the general and primary intention,894 as one often reads: “we have gone beyond the limits of the subject of this chapter” or “this matter has inserted itself into our discussion” and likewise for all similar expressions. A mashal of this is chapter 15 [of Part I], whose purpose is to interpret the equivocal [term] set up as it appears in the verse and behold a ladder set up on the earth [Gen 28:12].895 That same chapter defines the interpretation of ascending and descending on it [ibid], even though the term ascending had been interpreted in I:10.896 Therefore it is said in relation to this in I:15: I shall now return to our purpose: stood erect upon it, etc. See now whether this constrained [Maimonides] from declaring that his purpose in chapter 15 is the interpretation of the equivocality of [the term] to stand erect.
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[18] Be careful to avoid, this means “and with care [to avoid].”897 You therefore should not pursue it through your own schemes,898 for that would hurt me and be of no use to yourself. Here the Teacher commanded us by saying not to pursue this Treatise according to your own thoughts. This means not to come upon it suddenly and then depart from it, as is the manner of those who pursue an enemy and are suddenly burned and injured. He says should you do so that will injure him and be of no use to yourself. You will not gain any intelligible benefit. You would hurt me and it will be of no use for your thoughts, since you will “pass an unfavorable judgment”899 upon me on this matter; hence [Maimonides] says further that would hurt me. You must therefore practice the opposite of such pursuit, which is that [you ought rather] to learn in pleasantness and unhurriedly everything that ought to be learned, that is, from the speculative sciences. Following [thereupon] you ought to study this book constantly... for as we are enjoined to act in this way toward our vulgar ones, meaning the Sages have commanded us to pass a favorable judgment upon every person.900

[19] [The Sages’] saying in a similar case it is time to do something for the Lord for they have infringed thy Law [Ps 119:126].901 The meaning is that with regards to things that are [transmitted] orally you are not permitted to put them in writing.902 Nevertheless, as they saw that students were becoming far and few, they allowed the Mishnah and also the Talmud [to be set down in writing].903

[20] Introduction. Causes that account for the contradictory or contrary statements to be found in any book. Those who are knowledgeable in logic are familiar with the notion of contradiction and contrary.904 The first cause, etc. The second cause, etc. He further explains the representation of these contradictions at length and they do not appear in our sacred texts.905 However, the third and the fourth [causes] appear in our Scriptures, as [Maimonides] will explain and illustrate further. Those who understand the secrets of the Bible will find many of these. The interpretation of his saying that the fourth cause involves a proviso is [a reference to] the subject of a proposition, since he later says that the two subjects may differ.
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[21] The fifth cause arises from the requirements of teaching and making someone understand. A mashal for this is the procedure followed by Aristotle in the Categories under the category of relation. He begins with a rough definition, and then follows with a polished definition.906 He excuses himself for doing so with such an acknowledgement [as this cause].907 This interpretation provides a basis for the phrasing of the Guide, as the notion of relation is something that is difficult to conceive, per se as well as [if one were to] take it as a premise to explain something else that is mentioned as easy in conception. It is proper that this something else be taught before the difficult first matter that had been mentioned before it, since it is necessary that an introduction to students should always be easy. Thus Aristotle was compelled to sketch a simple conception of relation at the beginning of the category of relation. He simplified the definition since it is a certain obscure matter that is difficult to conceive. After he digressed for one or two pages from his purposes for that category, he returned to the concept of relation and to its definition.908

[22] The sixth cause, etc. This corresponds to the assumption by the Mutakallimūn that God is incorporeal and in spite of that they also assumed that God has motion.909 However, had they known the methods of logic they would have known, with the help of syllogisms, that anything that is incorporeal cannot have motion, since it is evident that anything that has motion is capable of being divided into parts and anything that can be divided into parts is a body, hence anything that has motion is a body.910 They also said that God is one and yet he has [real] attributes, as the Teacher mentions in I:50.911

[23] The seventh cause. [Regarding] compulsion to speak about very obscure matters. This means that when a scholar speaks about very obscure matters he is compelled and required to conceal some of their aspects but to reveal a few, just as it was mentioned earlier the necessity of teaching and making someone understand, etc. Such necessity is [now] described in another account as the scholar whose speech proceeds on the basis of a certain premise which contradicts the first one; in such cases the vulgar must in no way be aware of the contradiction between the two premises. This is the explanation of the phrasing of this cause as written in the text.
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[24] Nonetheless, there is an explanation of this issue and presentation of examples from the Guide and the prophetic books, and further explanation of the third and fourth causes that abound in all the prophetic books, in The Treasury of the Lord [Maskiyot kesef].912 It seems to me, furthermore, that this [cause] is found in the Torah and the prophetic books concerning the question of whether an individual’s actions are determined by God or whether that individual chooses freely. The first view is established occasionally so that the vulgar will suppose that God creates and exercises action over every instance, while the second view aims to make clear to them that they freely choose to act and to repent from action.913 Ibn Rushd had written on this subject, namely, that within religions one will find contradictions concerning this notion.914 This will suffice here for our purposes as an interpretation that is to be transmitted for all readers.915 Herein we end the explanation of the honorable Preface.

[image: ]

[image: ]


6.3.2Joseph ben Abba Mari ibn Kaspi

Maskiyot kesef (Commentary on the Guide of the Perplexed)

[Preface to Commentary]

[1] Joseph ibn Kaspi said: There is treasure to be desired and oil in the dwelling of the wise [Prov 21:20] but the treasures of the wicked are of no benefit. Therefore, I have set my face [Isa 50:7] to building a treasure out of the silver of the secrets of the honorable book of the Guide,916 since they are the secrets of metaphysics. I have called it the Treasure of the Lord,917 and after my own name, Filigree of Silver.918 I will now begin with that for which I long,919 with the help of God.

[Commentary: Preface to Guide]

[1] Or that chapter will hint at one of the meanings of an equivocal term that I might not wish to mention explicitly in that place; such is the case of I:17. It does not mention an equivocal term and yet it is not preparatory for the next chapter in the way that the preceding chapter is preparatory.920 Such a chapter will be preparatory for another. The term preparatory indicates a notion in something earlier that is preparatory for a later [chapter]. Thus I:17 hints at the equivocality discussed in I:16, 921 as we will explain in the appropriate place.922 The same [applies to] I:31–36; these six chapters are preparatory for what follows them, as we will discuss it when we reach them, with the help of God.923
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[2] Introduction. Causes that should account for contradictory or contrary statements, etc. Here it is appropriate that we should explain something other than what we have explained in our book ‘Ammudei kesef.924 The first and second causes – God forbid that the prophets or the philosophers are accustomed to [employ] them, unless they are engaged in explaining the difference [of subjects] among various speakers or time periods. However, the third and fourth causes do abound in the books of the prophets, as the Teacher said.925 These causes constitute their entire principle for concealing their secrets. Notice that these two causes do not amount to factual contradictions, though they seem contradictory to us. This is due to a convention originating with the founders of the Hebrew language, from the prophets, and from the philosophers: it is proper for a scholar to speak through meshalim and riddles.926 An example is in Samson’s foolish utterance, out of the eater came forth meat, and out of the strong came forth sweetness [Judges 14:14] – even though the notions to which he refers are honorable.

[3] It is also conventional for them to omit a proviso in the predicate of a proposition or to use an equivocal term in the subject, so that the two subjects may differ.927 For instance it is the custom of the philosophers to legitimately omit terms indicating existence, and to leave them implied, which is the convention in such an instance.928 All our books of Torah and of Scripture constitute, in this instance, one single book, since the Torah is the head and the rock whence all the other books of Scripture are hewn, and it is as if they were all given from one shepherd [Eccl 12:11].929

[4] The mashal of the contradiction that can be found amongst our sacred books due to the third cause is the statement, will thou shew wonders to the dead? [Ps 88:10]. Apart from this, there are many scattered instances in Scripture that indicate that the dead will never return to their previous existence. But in Ezekiel there is a passage that reads the hand of the Lord was upon me, etc. [Ezek 37:1], in which it is described how the dead came back to life. This being the case, the propositions are contradictory; the solution to this is that the book of Ezekiel is a mashal, and we know without a doubt that the notion of resurrection of the dead is actually true.
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[5] As for the mashal of the contradiction due to the fourth cause that can be found amongst our sacred books: First, on account of the lack of a proviso involving either time or place. It is as if we said: Reuven eats today or Reuven will not eat tomorrow, or if we said: Reuven eats at home or Reuven does not eat at the market; we omit mentioning such provisos. Other than this, there can be found instances in Scripture involving matters that depend on opinions.930 The Sages deduced likewise concerning visiting the iniquity of the fathers upon the children [Exod 20:5] and the fathers shall not be put to death for the children, neither shall the children be put to death for the fathers [Deut 24:16].931 Likewise the Lord lift up his countenance upon thee [Num 6:26] compared to who does not lift up His countenance [Deut 10:17].932 They resolved all these by appealing to the fourth cause. We have mentioned the contradiction found in visiting the iniquity of the fathers upon the children in a more strictly religious context, though not in the manner that the Sages did; this is found in the book entitled Qe‘arat kesef.933

[6] Notice the emphasis in the categories of contradictions described here. We have disposed of the first and the second, since they are neither in our sacred books {nor in} books of speculative science, and the sixth, which is an error by the author. Let us now concentrate on the four remaining ones, which are the third, fourth, fifth and seventh. [Maimonides] says that the third and the fourth are found in books and purposefully inserted by the author, so that the vulgar will accept things in the way the Teacher describes above: in accord with the capacity of their understanding and the weakness of their representation, etc. This means a notion devoid of truth – which is indeed what the author intends – since the vulgar cannot bear the matter as it truly is without losing their mind, behaving disorderly and becoming completely unraveled.934 However, there is no genuine contradiction but there is rather mashal and inner content, or the lack of a proviso or a difference in the subject.
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[7] This procedure is a convention among prophets and wise individuals that allows them to find a concealed place935 in which to hide their secrets. If one grasps them as contradiction he will acknowledge his error as soon as the mashal, the proviso or the equivocality of the subject is made known to him. This is the meaning of the third and fourth causes, as the Teacher describes them: two apparently contradictory [propositions] or a contradiction appears to have been said whereas there is no contradiction.

[8] However, the fifth [cause] concerns a genuine contradiction, where neither the author has not committed an error, nor is there an acknowledgement that a mashal and an inner meaning are involved, nor the lack of a proviso or a difference in subject. It is all [intended] at the literal level without mashal, lack [of proviso] or equivocality. Nevertheless, he does so {explicitly} and he intends thereby that the student should, in the end,936 understand the whole truth perfectly. This [contradiction] is not found in the books of the prophets, only in the books of the philosophers, among which is the Guide, praise be to God. With respect to the seventh cause, it is found in the books of the prophets in some small measure and in the books of the Teacher, concerning many very deep subjects. {I:35} contains something of this notion.937

[9] God forbid that the author committed an error; rather, it was his intention. There is [in the seventh cause] no stratagem938 or acknowledgement for there being a mashal and inner meaning or lack of a proviso or a difference in subject, as is the case for the third and fourth [causes]. Therefore, there is no great [danger?]939 when the vulgar are aware of the contradiction. It is also not the intention of the teacher to present matters to the student in a simpler way, as is the case of the fifth [cause]. Therefore [the propositions] are contradictory under every aspect or are contraries that can never both be true at the same time. For the Teacher does not say here a contradiction appears to have been said, whereas there is no contradiction, as he says in the case of the third and the fourth [causes].
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[10] Therefore it seems that the Teacher’s opinion is that under every aspect it constitutes a contradiction or a contrary and the speaker is constrained to employ them, as [Maimonides] says, to the extent that [the speaker] is obliged to lay down two propositions, of which one or both of may be false. What I mean is that one of the propositions is false is they are contradictory, or both may be false if they are material contraries.940 Therefore the Teacher says the vulgar must in no way be aware of the contradiction. The Teacher does not mean by this the attributes of change, passion or corporeality of God that are mentioned in Scripture, since they contradict his establishing that God is not a body and that He is one. The whole of Scripture, however, is full of such instances. How can the Teacher then say whether contradictions [due to the seventh cause are to be found in the books of the prophets], etc.?941 And further [he says] that the attributes are all a mashal, or there is equivocality [of terms], as the Teacher will mention all the many equivocal [terms] later on.942

[11] It seems to me therefore, that this is the case concerning the word of God. In [certain] places in the Torah and Scripture it is written that it is never retracted nor false, such as God is not a man, that He should lie, etc. [Num 23:19] and likewise the Strength of Israel will not lie [1 Sam 15:29]. Isaiah says the word of our God shall stand forever [40:8] and Jeremiah says shall my words fall and not arise? [8:4].943 There are many such cases. [The prophets] emphasized it to impart to Israel that divine decrees are never abrogated in any way, and they do it in order to inflict pain upon Israel. Yet in many other places they impart words [indicating] that Israel should turn back and repent, as in turn, O backsliding children, etc. [Jer 3:14] and for if ye thoroughly amend your ways, etc. [Jer 7:5]. There are many examples of this type in all the prophets; I mean they impart their words in certain places upon the multitude of the people [to convey] that the word of God is never abrogated in any way.944
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[12] Yet in other places they impart words [indicating] that it can be annulled if they repent, fast, and pray, so much so that our Rabbis deduced something close to this regarding one verse that says o Jerusalem, wash thine heart from wickedness that thou mayest be saved [Jer 4:14] and another verse that says though thou wash thee with nitre and take thee much soap yet thine iniquity is marked before me [Jer 2:22]. They resolved this by saying that the “former came before the decree and the latter came after the decree.”945 This solution was on the basis of the fourth cause. Nevertheless, this solution is not quite precise and all the more so it is not the intention [contained] in what I have written above. What I mean is that [the prophets] would impart in one place that the word of the Lord and His decree cannot be annulled, and in another place that it can be annulled.946 The two propositions are according to their simple meaning, and neither involves the lack of a proviso or a difference in subject. I do not have in mind here statements such as and it repented the Lord [Gen 6:6], as this conforms rather to the [dictum] “the Torah speaks in the language of the sons of men.”947 The same is true for the Lord spoke948 [e.g. Gen 8:15], the Lord heard 949 [Gen 21:17], the Lord smelled950 [Genesis 8:21], the Lord was saddened 951 [Gen 6:6], and generally speaking they are all equivocal or metaphorical [terms].

[13] Nevertheless, I affirm that [the two verses] are explicitly according to the simple level, not that they are mashal or metaphor; and all the more so since they do not contain the lack of a proviso or difference in subject. Thus, the two propositions that I mentioned are contradictory, namely, that [the word of God] can be annulled and that it cannot, and these two propositions are said explicitly said by most of the prophets. Undoubtedly, however, that the word of God will not be abrogated is the one true proposition that is completely established, but there is danger in their saying that it can be abrogated. What I mean is there is danger regardless of whether this proposition is true or false, since how could it be reconciled with the first one? Furthermore, how can we find it in our hearts to say that it is correct that the word of the Lord can be abrogated, and thus in such a case his word is false? This is undoubtedly a very obscure matter, that is, whether the word of the Lord can be annulled or not. I have spoken of this matter at length in the book called Table of Silver.952
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[14] I have set down here matters in which there is no contradiction according to the fourth cause, that is, the lack of a proviso, whether [the proviso concerns] time, place, a given aspect, or the views of the multitude--although all this is meant by the expression lack of a proviso. Perhaps the Teacher did not mean to include by lack the explanation of a given aspect, or the views of the multitude and listener’s imagination in lack of a proviso. If this is indeed his opinion, and we were then to say that it could be abrogated, he would be lying. However, we are constrained to establish such before the multitude so that they will fast, pray, and renounce the evil of their hands, which is for the good “of him for whose sake the whole world was created.”953 Therefore generally, under all circumstances, it is necessary for the prophets and for us to declare to the multitude that the word of the Lord can be abrogated for the sake of their fasting, their cries [to heaven] and their prayers, even though the truth of the matter is otherwise, as we have explained in the book Table of Silver.954

[15] It seems to me there is yet another prophetic mashal that falls under the fourth cause in the opinion of the Teacher. We have mentioned it in the book Table of Silver.955 It is written in the Torah visiting the iniquity of the fathers upon the children [Exod 20:5] and written there in another place He is the Rock, his work is perfect: for all his ways are judgment, a God of truth and without iniquity, just and right is He [Deut 32:4]. Likewise, another instance is the statement by Ezekiel the son shall not bear the iniquity of the father [18:20]. Undoubtedly this is a very obscure matter and contains a lofty secret. Further, there is the mashal where the God declares to Jeremiah run ye to and fro through the streets of Jerusalem, and see now, and know, and seek in the broad places thereof, if you can find a man, if there be any that executeth judgment, that seeketh the truth: and I will pardon it [5:1]. Ezekiel also spoke of it, I mean the destruction of the first Temple and that God would send four plagues upon Jerusalem. Even if any pious individuals were to be found there, they would not have been able to save it [14:21–22]. [Ezekiel] also says that at the beginning concerning the whole land [14:12] and he especially mentions Noah, Daniel and Job [Ezek 14:14, 20].956 There is no doubt that this is a very obscure matter and contains a lofty secret.957 Even more so the Torah narrates about Sodom that if ten [upright men] could be found therein they would have saved the entire city [Gen 18:32].
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[16] I cannot give an illustration [mashal] on this from the meaning of verses that indicate creation in time, and from some that indicate that the world is uncreated since the Teacher had said in II:25: nor are the gates of figurative interpretation shut in our faces.958 Perhaps the opinion of the Teacher is that from within the seventh cause is the account of miracles written in the Torah and the prophets.959 Solomon said there is no new thing under the sun [Eccl 1:9], as I discussed it at length at the end in II:29; search there.960
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7Moses ben Joshua ben David of Narbonne: Hebrew-English Text

7.1Moses of Narbonne’s Commentary: The Manuscripts

There are thirty-three extant manuscripts of Moses of Narbonne’s commentary. All manuscripts which include the Preface to the Guide were consulted, and a representative sample accounting for all textual variants was then built. Eight manuscripts, which include all variants, were used to establish the edition:

Bodleian Oppenheim 579 (Spanish/Provençal, 14th century/F22073 / 222 ff. )961 [base ms]

Leeuwarden, Provinciale Bibliotheek van Friesland B.A. Fr. 18 (14th–15th century/F3478 / unnumbered)962

Leiden, Bibliotheek der Rijksuniversiteit cod. or. 4751 (=Warn. 13) (Spanish, 1397/F31909 / ff. 60r-114v)963

Moscow, Russian State Library ms Günzburg 1202 (Byzantine, 15th century/F48205 / 188 ff.) (incomplete)

Paris, BN héb. 698 (Byzantine script, 1400/F11576 / 91 ff.)964

St. Petersburg, Institute of Oriental Studies of the Russian Academy C95 (Byzantine, 15th century/F69260 / 82 ff.)

Vatican, Urbinati ebr. 26 (Spanish, c. 1400/F665 / 243 ff.)965

The remaining manuscripts are:

Bodleian, ms Mich. 214 (Byzantine, 15th century/ F22080)966

Bodleian Oppenheim 573 (Ashkenazi, 1490/ F22078)967

Bodleian Oppenheim 598 (Italian, 1428/F22074 / 305 ff.)968

Cambridge, Add. 538.1 (Spanish, 15th–16th century/F16828 / 189 ff.s) (part of the commentary on the Preface to Guide is missing) 969

Cambridge, Add. 1030 (Spanish, 15th–16th century/F17031 / 154 ff. )970

Cambridge, Trinity College R.8.21 (Byzantine, 14th–15th century/F12608 / 193 ff.)971

Florence, Biblioteca Medicea Laurentiana Plut.I.8 (Spanish, 14th–15th century/F17636 / ff. 35r-41r ) (covers I:52–63)972

Florence, Biblioteca Medicea Laurentiana Plut.I.26 (Italian, 15th–16th century/F17644 / covers I:70, f. 230v-231r; II:29–35, ff. 75r-90v)973

Harvard University, Heb. 37 (Spanish, 1485/F3446 / ff. 9r-33v)974

Mantua, Comunita Israelitica ms ebr. 8 (Ashkenazi, 15th century/F788 / ff. 215r-280r)

Moscow, Russian State Library ms Günzburg 1179 (Spanish, 15th century/F48904 / 148 ff. )975

Munich, Bayerische Staatsbibliothek cod. heb. 61 (Ashkenazi, 16th century/F1616 / ff. 239r-426v)

New York, Jewish Theological Seminary 2329 (Spanish, 15th century/F28582 / 6 ff.) (excerpts from II:19, 31–33, 37–40)

New York, Jewish Theological Seminary 2341 (Spanish, 15th century/F28594 / ff. 1r-71v)

New York, Jewish Theological Seminary 2408 (Byzantine, 15th century/F28661 / 20 ff.) (begins on I:52)

Paris, BN héb 696 (Spanish, 14th–15th century/F11574 / ff. 1r-70r)976

Paris, BN héb 697 (Spanish, 14th–15th century/F11575 / 213 ff.)977

Paris, BN héb. 699 (Spanish/Byzantine, 15th century/F11577 / 145 ff. )978

Paris, BN héb. 700 (Byzantine, 15th century/F11578 / ff.1v-89r)979

Paris, BN héb. 701 (Eastern/Yemenite, 1485/F11579 / 237 ff.)980

Paris, BN héb. 702 (Byzantine, 1488/F11580 / 103 ff.)981

Paris, BN héb. 703 (Spanish, 15th century/F11591 / 93 ff.)982

St. Petersburg, Institute of Oriental Studies of the Russian Academy C 47 (Ashkenazi, 15th century/ F69303 / ff.4v-245v) (appears alongside text of the Guide)

St. Petersburg, Russian National Library Evr I 477 (Ashkenazi, 15th century/F51305 / 1 f.) (appears alongside text of the Guide; covers I:32–34).

Vienna, Österreischiche Nationalbibliothek cod. heb. 55 (Spanish, 15th–16th century/F1332 / f. 181r-182v) (covers II:haqdamot 1–7).983

Vienna, Österreischiche Nationalbibliothek cod. heb.101 (Italian, 15th century/F1377 / ff. 2r-195v).

The base manuscript for the text below is Oxford ms Bodleian Oppenheim 579, the first part of which was finished at Burgos in 1369, ff. 1r-5v.984 The manuscript, which is in Spanish script,985 was probably produced in Provence.986 It contains numerous marginal notes by different hands, some of which are signed.987 The owner was Baruch of Peschiera, who penned a large part of the glosses.988 His glosses should be the object of a systematic study.989

The Hebrew text is based on the following manuscripts:


	א
	Bodleian Opp. 597 (base)


	ב
	Paris BN héb. 698


	ג
	Leiden 4751


	ד
	Paris BN héb. 697


	ה
	Vatican Urbinati 26


	ו
	Moscow 1202


	ז
	St. Petersburg C95


	ח
	Leeuwarden 18




Conventions and sigla for Hebrew text and apparatus:


	+
	addition


	=
	repetition


	{}
	marginal note


	?
	uncertain reading


	strikethrough
	word stricken through in ms


	…
	omission by commentator in quotation from Guide


	< >
	written above line




Conventions for English translation:


	Normal font:
	text of commentary


	Italic font:
	quotations from Guide within the text


	Bold font:
	biblical prooftexts


	Bold italic font:
	biblical prooftexts also found in the Guide


	…
	omission by the commentator in quotation from Guide





7.2Moses of Narbonne’s Commentary: Reception

Moses of Narbonne’s commentary was among the most widely read, but also widely reviled. Since I discuss the reception of his commentary in Chapter One, I shall limit my remarks here to its publication history.

The commentary was first printed alongside another commentary on the Guide entitled Giv‘at ha-Moreh by Solomon Maimon.990 The first part was edited by Isaac Euchel, one of the early founders of the Haskalah movement, in 1791.991 This edition was reprinted in Sulzbach in 1800 and 1828, and in Vienna in 1818.992 A stand-alone edition with was published by Jakob Goldenthal in 1848.993 All those editions lacked the postface, which appeared separately in Quntres ha-Mafteaḥ, an anthology of ancient and medieval sources edited by Adolph Jellinek in 1881.994 The Goldenthal edition was reproduced in the volume Sheloshah qadmonei mefarshei ha-moreh (Three Early Commentators on the Guide), which also included the commentaries by Shem Tov ibn Falaquera and Joseph ibn Kaspi.995

In addition, Maurice-Ruben Hayoun has produced a modern critical edition of the first fifty chapters of part I. It contains the Hebrew text with an annotated French translation, the text of the postface, the commentary on chapters 19 and 30 of part II, and excerpts from the commentaries on Intentions of the Philosophers and on the Epistle on the Possibility of Conjunction. To date, Moses of Narbonne’s Beʼur is the only commentary on the Guide to have been translated into a Western language, and only one of two that have been critically edited in Hebrew (the other is the Moreh ha-Moreh by Shem Tov ibn Falaquera).996

Aside from references already cited, Steinschneider and Renan were among the first to investigate the commentary.997 More recently, Maurice-Ruben Hayoun’s edition includes a study into different aspects of the commentary, and Gitit Holzman has recently published a brief study of the Beʼur.998

Moses ben Joshua of Narbonne

Commentary on the Guide of the Perplexed999

[Preface to Commentary]

[1] Given that the perfection of the soul [consists] of perfection of ethical virtues and of intellectual virtues1000: the intellectual virtues are interpreted in the sciences, and the ethical virtues within political science; the divine Torah contains allusions to intellectual virtues, in particular to the intelligibles that depend upon God and His angels,1001 and to ma‘aseh merkavah in general1002; and to the relations among the sublunar existents described in ma‘aseh bereshit1003; and to their emanation from [God], their hierarchy and order1004, God’s knowledge, providence, and governance of them; and to his attributes and traits,1005 that is, the ways of God, meaning His concrete actions; and to prophecy, its truthfulness and degrees; and to the eudaemonia of the soul and its telos, and the telos of all existents and their perfection.1006 Thus, the entire Torah likewise explains ethical virtues and treats them at length.
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[2] For the first part [of the Torah] concerning His true [notion] is specifically for scholars, although some of the multitude is included therein in a distinct way and according to vulgar imagination. The second part, however, is set aside for the multitude to the extent that they need it. It is also suitable and naturally [congenial] to perfect scholars, it necessarily following that the perfection of the soul be in the divine Torah and that its province be within the Torah.1007 Nonetheless when this second part is present in it, it seems as if there is a conflict between Torah and science, since the modes of conceptualization of truths diverge between what is understood by the multitude and what is apprehended by scholars who are the elite individuals.1008 The Torah is, however, specific to the multitude as they are the majority, and they were the first to receive it. This entails confusion to the scholar who investigates the Torah; he becomes perplexed and in acute pain. In order to eliminate this perplexity, to cure this disease, and to enlighten the eyes of scholars, came the luminary of the Exile, the divine philosopher Maimonides. He composed this divine book and he established the title as a derivation from [the word] Torah,1009 and destined it to be seen by those who speak with it and grasp it. He called it the Guide of the Perplexed as he explains in the Preface.1010

[3] As we have seen the high station of this book, it is as a candle illuminating all darkness, to the extent that it is like the true form [ṣurah] of the Torah. As it is said about it the Law of the Lord is perfect, converting the soul [Psalm 19:7] to its foundation and its principle, as it includes in the perfection of the soul the two parts mentioned earlier regarding ethics and intellect. But we have seen that most benefits of the book, especially among those that are precious and wondrous, are lacking from us just as the Sages (ḥakhamim) are lacking from us due to our sins of negligence and insufficiency of effort. That constitutes a disgrace to science within the nation, and a disgrace to [both] common people and eminent persons in disseminating foolishness and the absence of truth.1011 In relation to this is the length and force of the exile as well as the force of tragedy and hardship. The spirit of generosity has animated my spirit to widen and fill in the openings of the filigree [of silver] and to interpret this wondrous divine book.1012 Furthermore, in some places I will point to the [philosophical] disagreements therein.1013
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[4] The reason for it is the author’s reliance on the ideas and words of ibn Sina, whose understanding [Maimonides] apprehended.1014 But I will not write on this at length since it is not obligatory for me to do so in a commentary; everything will be in accordance to what I see of its benefit. Given that this Treatise is directed to one who has practiced philosophy, the commentary will consider that which is potential within the Treatise and actualize it, not that which is already actualized.1015 Rather, it will serve as an abridgment to those who have not seen the required preliminary sources.1016 Thus in the course of this book we followed in the path of [the Guide] and widened it. We explained its words to the philosopher and to those who are suitable for it, and to all those who long for it, though not to those who are not fitting. For it is not fitting to coerce anyone with speech; it is an act of free will.1017 Likewise it is not proper to oppose that divine and rabbinic purpose1018 that rules over all, and it is necessary to render honor to the Rabbi [Maimonides] and to obey his command without transgressing his injunction.1019 In fact, most of his secrets are already known through general books of science since they provide a foundation for him, although he perfects them1020 and first drew our attention to them. It is proper to turn to the preliminary cause and all the more so when it dates from the time of youth: for my father raised me from my youth [Job 31:18] on [the knowledge of] this cause.1021

[5] To this end, my intention is to explain only what relates to obscure language without prolonged commentary on what relates to matters of science, and without insolence by considering in depth and widening its secrets, since that is not in their nature. Moreover, I have included the interpretations of most of them in my scientific books, which are not restricted in that manner.1022 Among those books are the commentary on the Intentions of the Philosophers, the commentary on the Letter on the Possibility of Conjunction, and the commentary on Ḥayy ibn Yaqẓān.1023 Nonetheless I will not rescue [the reader] from the words [of the Guide] without signaling to its secrets and innermost parts. The nature of diligence obligates me to do so, but in proper manner and measure and destined specifically for suitable readers, whom we have already identified explicitly. After I have proclaimed my intention and what must precede it, I implore for help from the First, may He be exalted, and thus we begin.
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[Commentary: Preface to Guide]

[1] He who has stood in the council of the Lord, and seen, and heard His word and He who has listened to his word and heard [Jer 23:18] the beginning of the word of the Lord to Hosea [Hos 1:2] with the Lord God [of your fathers] [2 Chr 13:12] concerning the unity of God – whose true meaning of His unity can only [come about] by means of the eradication of anthropomorphism. Since the secrets of the Torah are those that have been interpreted through demonstration to those who are knowledgeable, and as the Torah of the knowledgeable corresponds to philosophy – it is therefore proper for every scholar to turn to his first Torah1024 which is common to all, namely: the Torah of the Lord is perfect, renewing life [Ps 19:8]. [He is to] abstain from revealing its secrets and from opposing its purpose which has concealed from the vulgar among the people those truths especially destined1025 for His apprehension. As He has said: the secret of the Lord is with them that fear him [Ps 25:14]. This means that it is proper that the secrets that concern the true notion of God be destined to them that fear him.1026

[2] The Sage possessing knowledge of God [Maimonides]1027 has explained that it is proper to follow in the footsteps of our divine Torah to conceal that which it has concealed, since it is impossible to possibly oppose it,1028 as one of the sages possessing knowledge of God has said: he who reveals a divine secret will be put to death by God.1029 The divine nature, i.e., the nature of existence that connects [the existents]1030 to each other, unites them and rules over them, requires that this should be the case.1031 For God wills the hierarchy of the existents, but the revelation of secrets distorts that hierarchy and destroys what has been thus ordered.1032 Knowledge [of secrets] necessarily follows from [knowledge of] the one who orders.1033 However, the Rabbi [Maimonides] thought that the eradication of anthropomorphism does not belong to the class of secrets. He says that it is proper that the multitude as well as the elite both adopt the notion of eradication of anthropomorphism, even though the instruction of the multitude is distinct from that of the elite.1034
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[3] In fact the greatest part of his book is based on this interpretation, and he [Maimonides] begins the chapters [of the Guide] with an explanation of the true meaning of the term image. For what is understood by it embraces corporeality, in the eyes of the multitude, and likewise other notions of corporeality involve or comprise that term. Likewise, the epistle that [Maimonides] sent to his honored pupil 1035 draws attention to a premise that he gives to the philosopher: he has interpreted what [the philosopher] seeks to know, namely the existence of God, His unity and the eradication of anthropomorphism.1036 The premise that is deduced therefrom that one is eternity of the universe, that is, eternal creation and continuous motion.1037

[4] This is what [Maimonides] had in mind by saying to inform you of the intentions of the Mutakallimūn in this respect, and to let you know whether their [methods] were demonstrative and, if not, to what art they belonged. He thus alludes to the fact that their proofs regarding creation in time are not correct,1038 and also that there can be no explanation of these three sublime aspects of God1039 except through the activity which is specific to Him – the continuous motion of that which is moved by Him. He explained that it was the former meetings he conducted [with his student] that provoked him to compose this treatise, as he says these meetings aroused in me a resolution. Understand also his statement unto you, o men, I call forth true notions, and my voice [calls] imaginary notions to the sons of men, who are the multitude; and apply thy heart unto my knowledge.1040
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[5] It is not the purpose of this treatise to make its totality understandable to the vulgar or to beginners in speculation, nor to teach those who have not engaged in any study other than the science of the Law. Since the science of the Law comprehends any science that expounds on the existence of God, on His unity, on the eradication of anthropomorphism,1041 and on the secrets of the divine nature – among which are ma‘aseh bereshit and ma‘aseh merkavah – it turns out that those who have engaged in the science of the Law are able to understand the totality of this treatise on their own. Hence, he explained what he meant by science of the Law by saying I mean the legalistic study of the Law. He also explained thereby the reason that compelled him to tie this proviso to his treatise by elaborating: I mean the legalistic study of the Law. The reason is as we explained earlier.

[6] [Maimonides] said: for the purpose of this treatise and of all those like it is the science of the Law in its true sense as God has said surely, that great nation is a wise and discerning people [Deut 4:6].1042 He must have felt distressed by the externals of the Law and all that proceeds in the same method, which means as he continued to understand by himself or was made to understand by someone belonging to the ignoramuses from among the multitude of Rabbanites … .the meanings of the above-mentioned terms, etc. Hence he would remain in a state of perplexity and confusion as to whether he should follow his true intellect, renounce what he knew concerning the terms in question,1043 which is merely knowledge of imaginary knowledge, and consequently consider that he has renounced the foundations of the Law. Or he should hold fast to his understanding of these terms or to that which he believes to be his understanding of them, and not let himself be drawn on with his intellect which is speculative and glimpses the truth; rather turning his back on it and moving away from it, as if his eyes had been created facing backward and not forward.
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[7] While at the same time… considering, etc that ma‘aseh bereshit is identical with natural science, and ma‘aseh merkavah with divine science. When the agent is external it is called “artificial,” as is the case for an [agent] that is external to the wood, which is acted upon to receive the form of a cabinet.1044 When the agent is internal it is called “natural,” as when nature acts upon the plasmatic faculty1045 within the sperm to bring to completion the tissue and shape of an embryo. That is why natural science is called ma‘aseh bereshit; it means that existents come into being through a principle [hatḥalah]1046 residing in their substance, under the guidance of the divine intellectual nature.1047 Thus we say that ma‘aseh bereshit means the act [ma‘aseh] of let us make [Gen 1:26] in the beginning [be-reshit] and through the principle [ba-hatḥalah], which is in that substance.1048 As the principle lies within it, it confers motion upon the [substance] through which its existence [comes into being], and becomes separate from it since it is not a faculty distributed throughout that substance. It is termed ma‘aseh merkavah, because the horse is subordinate to the rider, but the autonomous rider is not subordinate to the horse.1049

[8] Know that with regard to natural matters as well, it is impossible to give a clear exposition when teaching some of their principles as they are. For you know the saying of [the Sages], may their memory be blessed: ma‘aseh bereshit ought not to be taught in the presence of two men. He explains here that reshit means principle [hatḥalah] and that the narrative of ma‘aseh bereshit alludes to the exposition of some of their principles, which are matter, form and privation; and they too are secrets of that divine science.1050 For natural and divine science [both] share in the investigation of natural principles, but whereas natural science investigates them from the perspective that they are principles of a natural existent, divine science examines them as the principles of an existent by bringing their essence to completion.1051
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[9] Thereafter comes he who does not attain a degree in which his darkness is illumined through a lightning flash, which is the degree of prophecy. This means that individual has attained conjunction with the active intellect but through a polished body, which is demonstration, and through speculation generally.1052 But flashes and is hidden again, as if it were the flaming sword which turned every way [Gen 3:24], which has a ray of light and illumination but turns every way. Therefore, it says that he stationed there the cherubim and the flaming sword which turned every way to guard the way to the tree of life [ibid]. For through thought and intellect one takes from the tree of life, lest he should stretch out his hand [Gen 3:22], that is, if he is able to achieve it [at all], since the flash of light is not continuous given the material cause that turns into a flame. For this reason, all the Sages who know by way of demonstration, possessing knowledge of God, who know the existents per se, Rabbanites,1053 submitting to religion but not as a dumb beast that is pulled along by a rope, but rather knowers of the truth: when teaching something of this matter they would speak of it only in parables and riddles for the reason that they are understood according to the nature of the listener.

[10] The men of knowledge and the sages are drawn, as it were, toward this purpose by the divine will, just as they are drawn by their natural circumstances, for the divine will decrees the order of existence and preserves natural circumstances, the forms, and all that which contributes to the welfare of society – they are all given from one shepherd [Eccl 12:11]. Do you not see the following fact? God, may His mention be exalted, wished us to be perfected and the state of our societies be improved by our Torah regarding actions – which is the true intended aim of the Torah. Now this can come about only after the adoption of intellectual beliefs, the first of which being His apprehension, according to our capacity at the revelation in Mount Sinai, in particular at the beginning of the Ten Commandments.1054
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[11] This, in its turn, cannot come about except through divine science, and this divine science cannot become actual except after a study of natural science. This is so since natural science is a required introduction for [divine science]; therefore God, may He be exalted, caused His book to open with ma‘aseh bereshit, which is natural science. [Maimonides] had pointed you to the obscurity of these matters by saying for this reason Scripture tells you obscurely In the beginning God created. If he had meant that which a youth is taught at the house of his Rabbi [or: teacher, rav] or conforming to the way in which a poor preacher interprets it, he would not have said Scripture tells you obscurely. He makes that precise very emphatically.

[12] An example of the first kind of prophetic mashal is the following text: and behold a ladder set up on the earth [Gen 28:12]. In this text, the word ladder indicates the hierarchy of existence and the organization of its parts.1055 The words set up on the earth indicate the world of the elements, which corresponds to everything within the circuit of the lunar sphere. The words and the top of it reached to heaven indicate the world of the spheres; and behold the angels of God indicate the world of separate intellects. The word ascending indicates that they are causes and descending that they are caused, in a reciprocal relation.1056 And the words and behold the Lord stood above it indicate a seventh subject, which is that God is the First Cause and he is above the ladder, separate from every physical body, but not in it1057 – the contrary of what heretics say: a tower whose top may reach unto heaven [Gen 11:4].1058
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[13] I have interpreted all this even though it is evident to most scholars, because there is no word that indicates the meaning of this [allegory].1059 Furthermore we saw that the Rabbi was to explain its meaning further on [in the Guide]; but what should properly be understood from this passage is what we have explained here.1060 For the proximate matter of man is identical with the proximate matter of the other living beings. Proximate – such as human limbs; and all the more what preserves [human] parts, such as substance, flesh and the humors; and even more so the remote [matter], such as the elements; and finally, that which is in potentia, such as first matter. With care to avoid is an infinitive.1061 It is time to do something for the Lord, for they have broken your law [Ps 119:126]. I interpret this to mean that were it not for [Maimonides’] true treatise, the true Torah would have been a demonstration for foul opinions and for the belief in divine anthropomorphism and corporeality of spiritual [beings].1062 This suffices as an allusion.

[14] The fifth cause arises from the necessity of teaching and making someone understand. For there may be a certain obscure matter that is difficult to conceive. One has to make it understood or to take it as a premise to explain something that is easy to conceive. This notion that is easy to conceive ought by rights to be taught [before] the former matter that is obscure in the analysis of its true meaning, since one always begins with what is easier. The teacher, accordingly, will try to make somehow understood that first matter that is obscure when he mentions it so as to explain something that is easy to conceive through figurative language using any means that occur to him or gross speculation. He will not undertake to state the matter as it truly is, but rather will leave it so in accord with the listener’s imagination that the latter will understand only what he now wants him to understand by means of the comprehension of something that is easy to conceive. Afterwards, in the appropriate place, that first obscure matter is stated in exact terms and explained as it truly is. This is similar to the subject of genus and species– [Aristotle] used it to explain the category of substance through gross speculation, and he uses the same genus and species later in the explanation of the true meaning of substance. The matters [as related] to the Categories are later analyzed within the Metaphysics.1063
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[15] Rabbi, the compiler of the Mishnah, agreed with the opinion of a certain rabbi in this one matter and therefore cited it anonymously. In that other matter he agreed with the opinion of that other rabbi and therefore cited it anonymously, and the speakers are not identified. It is one of the conditions of contradictory or contrary statements that the subject of the two propositions be the same. However, here the subjects of the two propositions differ since the propositions are particular to [each] speaker but contradict each other, to the extent that there is no speaker to whom we can attribute the true and not the false [as well]. It is as if the true and its contradiction, the false, could be attributed to each and every [Talmudic] Sage, and generally, both affirmation and negation [as well]. Were it not for this aspect [i.e. this cause] one would not determine whether there is a contradiction here, since it says in both instances therefore he cited it.

[16] [It] is a matter for speculative study and investigation how the prophets established contradictory [positions] according to the theses1064 with which they engaged, for the sake of obscurity and mashal.1065 [For instance] God led them not1066 [Exod 13:17], He hath done whatsoever he hath pleased1067 [Ps 115:3]; Thy wickedness may hurt a man as thou art 1068 [Job 35:8], So that the Lord could no longer bear, because of the evil of your doings1069 [Jer 44:22]; For I was ashamed to require of the king a band of soldiers1070 [Ezra 8:22], a statement by the sons of the prophets1071: Peradventure the Spirit of the Lord hath taken him up1072 [2 Kgs 2:16]. The Lord will not do good, neither will he do evil 1073 [Zeph 1:12] – a rabbinic expression {a false expression}. The correct [expression] is Out of the mouth of the most High proceedeth not evil and good? [Lam 3:38];1074 In the beginning God created1075 [Gen 1:1], He that created the heavens, and stretched them out 1076 [Isa 42:5]; Remained long [in the land]1077 [Deut 4:25], both rising up early, and sending them but ye have not hearkened1078 [Jer 26:5]; To give [every one according to his ways]1079 [Jer 32:19], [And the archers] shot at King Josiah1080 [2 Chr 35:23]; For there shall no man see me [and live]1081 [Exod 33:20], I beheld my Lord1082 [Isa 6:1], My face shall not be seen1083 [Exod 33:23], The similitude of the Lord shall he behold 1084 [Num 12:8]; Shall thy lovingkindness be declared in the grave?1085 [Ps 88:11]; Thy dead men shall live1086 [Isa 26:19]. There are many such examples; their intention is parabolic. Know that I included among the contradictory [statements] some in which the speakers are distinct, for the words of the prophets are the Word of God.1087 Open ye the gates by the equivocation of terms, that the perfect nation which keepeth the truths may enter in [Isa 26:2],1088 and likewise with respect to the First Principle.
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8Commentaries on the Guide: A Synthetic Conclusion

This study proposed a brief history of formal exegesis on the Guide. It focused on the earliest period, the most creative and free-ranging phase of commentary. Within this period, I identified six commentaries that represent different streams of commentary on Maimonides. What brings them together is an allegiance to Maimonides as a philosophical and theological authority; the received legacy of Samuel ibn Tibbon, which could be critiqued but not ignored; a shared view of the Guide as philosophically and religiously salvific, a manual for the achievement of perfection. The joint heritage of Maimonides and ibn Tibbon gives rise to a distinct philosophical culture rife with internal contradictions. The tension between concealment and revelation, which is ever-present in the Guide, takes on additional dimensions after Samuel ibn Tibbon and the impulse to defend and disseminate the text. Furthermore, from a theoretical perspective, a commentary is only useful to the extent that it reveals something previously unknown to the reader. Commentaries on the Guide could not be entirely obtuse, but neither could they explain it all.

With these remarks in mind, I would like to point out the ways in which I consider the commentaries to constitute an anomalous tradition. I will then briefly assess how pre-modern readers of the Guide made use of the commentaries. Last, I will outline areas for further research on the commentaries.

8.1Commentaries on the Guide as an Anomalous Genre

A reading of the commentary tradition reveals that it is anomalous in a number of ways. First, there is a question regarding Maimonides’ addressee in the Guide. The Guide was not a text meant for a wide audience. Several times in the text Maimonides writes that his purpose is to address a few rare individuals. The Guide responds to the needs of a “single virtuous man while displeasing ten thousand individuals,” and Maimonides “does not heed the blame of those many creatures.” He eschews concern for what he contemptuously calls the “multitude.” The ideal addressee of the Guide was considered ab initio to be a perplexed but exceptional individual, familiar with both Torah and philosophy. On the other hand, a commentary is conceptually an instrument of dissemination. It widens the circle of readers. A priori, it addresses itself to anyone who wishes to read the Guide, rather than anyone who has the requisite intellectual background to read the text.1089 A commentary on the Guide appeals precisely to those who are not Maimonides’ ideal addressees. Readers of commentaries lack the ability to understand the text on their own, a sine qua non for a reader of the Guide. How, then, could Maimonideanist thinkers, among the most loyal to the Guide, openly and knowingly break with one of its cardinal purposes?

Second, Maimonides placed a number of controls on the dissemination of the text. Most pointedly, he employed strong language to forbid readers of the Guide from explaining the text to one another. He spells out the restrictions in detail. On its face, Maimonides’ prohibition renders the practice of commentary on the Guide the philosophical-literary equivalent of a religious sin. This is implied by the language of the prohibition, where Maimonides “adjures” (mashbia‘) the reader “by God, may He be Exalted” not to explain it. Commentators referred to the prohibition as a whole as the “adjuration” or “oath” (shevu‘ah).

The prohibition caused no small amount of anxiety for commentators of the Guide. The tension is particularly pronounced among the earliest commentators, who lacked a pre-existing tradition and could not even point to a precedent. There are a number of passages within the commentaries where the exegete excuses himself for writing a commentary, and offers reasons for doing so. Among the most unusual is the one offered by Hillel ben Samuel of Verona (1220–1295) in the prologue to his commentary.1090 He argued the prohibition was not as stringent as it appeared since it did not follow halakhic requirements regarding the administration of oaths. Nonetheless, Hillel claimed it should still be respected since it was Maimonides’ explicit intention, but he goes on to write a commentary on the preface of part II of the Guide. He further justifies himself by claiming that he will not reveal the deeper meaning of the text in his commentary.

This last justification reveals one of the effects brought about by the prohibition. Several commentators such as Hillel of Verona, Zeraḥiah Ḥen, and Moses of Narbonne, get around the prohibition by claiming that their commentaries will not reveal everything.1091 Their stated method is to give only indications and allusions to the reader rather than complete explanations. This justification mimics the Guide, where Maimonides similarly promises to give only indications. Casual readers will not be aware of the implications of the allusions – the deeper meaning of the text – and will miss the more radical conclusions of the Guide.

This leads us to a third and final aspect of the anomaly of the tradition. To a smaller or greater degree, early commentators of the Guide in this study all employ strategies to conceal the deeper meaning of the text while giving only indications to attentive readers.1092 In other words, the commentaries contain a strong element of esotericism, and in two ways: they identify esoteric elements in the Guide, and they write esoterically. Each commentator deploys esotericism in a distinct way. The indications they give readers can be explicit: for example, the explanation of the seventh cause in Moses of Salerno’s commentary is clearly marked as esoteric.1093 They can also be implicit, such as ibn Falaquera’s selective use of quotations that contradict each other, thus raising more questions.1094 Furthermore, different commentaries emphasize different purposes for esoteric writing. The best example here is the contrast between ‘Ammudei kesef and Maskiyot kesef.

Why is esoteric commentary anomalous? After all, a number of medieval Jewish commentaries on Scripture could be described as “esoteric” in one way or another. The core of the anomaly, however, is not that commentary per se can be esoteric. The anomaly is the status of this particular text that is being commented on. In the history of Jewish exegesis, there was a long-standing tradition of esoteric commentary on sacred texts that goes back to rabbinical texts.

But until the 13th century, esoteric commentary had not been used to treat a non-sacred text such as the Guide.1095 By writing esoteric commentary on the Guide, commentators were implicitly treating the text as Scripture, reflecting the model of esoteric commentary with which they were most familiar. It is no small coincidence that most commentators in this study also wrote esoteric commentaries on Scripture. By treating the Guide as an esoteric source that requires some degree of esoteric commentary, commentators were implicitly treating the text in the same manner that Maimonides himself approached Scripture in the Guide.

The foregoing statements mean that the tradition of commentary on the Guide is unusually self-conscious, especially in its earliest stage. On the one hand, commentators were faced with factors that encourage greater disclosure. Among those we find: the demands of the literary form – a commentary is only useful to the extent that it reveals something about the text; the need to defend Maimonides and legitimize the study of the Guide; and the desire to disseminate a particular reading of the text against competing readings, such as Kabbalistic readings. On the other hand, the commentators had to contend with Maimonides’ stringent exigency not to explain anything about the text at all.

This tension puts commentators in the place of having to choose not merely what to interpret, but also how to interpret it. Commentaries on the Guide rarely interpret the whole of the text. Commentators choose only certain passages for interpretation, which are sometimes at odds with passages that modern readers might consider as more significant. They might choose to interpret passages that do not seem unclear to us. They might pass over in silence over what we consider as puzzling aspects of the Guide. This is one sense in which commentaries amount to a rewriting of Maimonides. They do not aim, on the whole, to give a global interpretation of the text. They are, instead, selective commentaries that reflect a commentator’s specific purposes, purposes that are informed by the commentator’s historical, intellectual and social contexts. Commentaries on the Guide, then, do not aim to give a dispassionate or objective sense of the text or its author in the manner we might expect from modern scholarship. Rather, they reflect individualized readings that often tell us more about the commentators themselves than they do about the Guide. As such, the commentaries deserve attention as texts in their own right, and not merely as subservient to the task of elucidating the Guide.

This study has shown that medieval commentaries on the Guide were far from monolithic. Even within the circle of Maimonides’ staunchest defenders, there was no widely preconceived idea of how the text should be read, and perhaps more importantly, how it should be explained to others. Each of the early commentators in this study approached the intrinsic tensions of Maimonideanism in his own way. All of the commentators of the early stage subscribe to some broad outlines, such as the notion that the Guide contains the best resolution for the conflict between reason and revelation. But the concerns of Moses of Salerno, for instance, are not identical to those of Ibn Falaquera. The Moreh ha-moreh rarely discusses biblical exegesis; Moses of Salerno’s commentary avoids Arabic philosophy. The two commentaries stand far apart in terms of style or thematic emphasis. They reproduce two different models for commentary, one a line-by-line commentary, the other a commentary built around lemmata (selected chunks of text). A reader of the Guide with Moses of Salerno’s commentary is likely to gain a picture of Maimonides that is entirely different from the picture that emerges from the Moreh ha-moreh.

A final conclusion from this perspective returns to Maimonides’ oath or shevu‘ah. It is significant in indicating the extent to which the phenomenon of commentary on the Guide should not be taken for granted. It is not a foregone conclusion that a tradition of commentary would develop around the text. Had the commentators followed Maimonides’ injunction strictly, no commentaries would have been written. In this sense, the project of commentaries on the Guide point to the independent attitude of Maimonidean scholars vis-à-vis Maimonides himself. Rather than slavish followers, Maimonidean philosophers were ready to jettison even the most strongly-worded commands of the Master, though not without trepidation.


8.2Learning the Guide with Commentaries

Medieval and early modern readers of the Guide always studied the text with the commentaries, and almost invariably with more than just one commentary. The commentary tradition played an essential pedagogical role in the study of the Guide. Until the 19th century, Jewish study of the Guide always took place with the help of commentaries. Philosophical curricula included commentaries alongside the Guide. Printed editions of the Guide all bore commentaries, sometimes on the sides of the page in a layout similar to a page of Talmud (such as the 1553 Sabbioneta edition). Medieval and early modern scholars of Maimonides saw the commentary tradition as an indispensable instrument to learn and to teach the Guide.

The editio princeps of the Hebrew Guide was probably printed in Italy shortly before 1480.1096 The second edition (Venice, 1551) was published with the commentaries of Efodi and Shem Tov, and the third (Sabbioneta, 1553) added Asher Crescas’ commentary to those two.1097 No new editions were produced until 1742 (which included the same three commentaries).

The first two printed editions thus affirmed the study of the commentaries together with the Guide, which had become the de facto manner of studying the text. However, with the exception of Moses of Narbonne’s commentary, this also meant that earlier commentaries ceased to circulate and were mostly forgotten. For instance, the curriculum proposed by the philosopher-kabbalist Yoḥanan Alemanno, written in 1470s Italy, recommends study of the Guide with the commentaries of Moses of Narbonne, Ibn Falaquera, Efodi and of an unidentified “Joseph,” as well as “ibn Kaspi’s books.”1098 Shem Tov, Efodi, and Abarbanel all draw from Ibn Kaspi as well as Moses of Narbonne. Still, prior to the printed editions of the Guide, the commentaries of Ibn Falaquera, Ibn Kaspi and Moses of Narbonne were cited in the course of a dispute between a philosopher and a kabbalist in 15th-century Crete.1099

On the other hand, even though he himself relies on Moses of Narbonne’s commentary, Mordekhai Jaffe recommends for his students only the printed commentaries found in the 1553 edition.1100 Mentions of unprinted commentaries other than that of Moses of Narbonne are quite rare after the 1550s. What is most remarkable in this context is that Moses of Narbonne’s commentary continued to exert such a strong influence, and became practically canonical among commentaries on the Guide, despite circulating exclusively in manuscript until 1791.

What guided the decision of which commentaries to print? This is still an open question. One thread connects all the three early commentaries of Profiat Duran, Shem Tov and Asher Crescas: they largely do not require much philosophical background, if any. They are quite accessible to a large public; Crescas’ commentary was in fact written for very young students.1101 It stands to reason, moreover, that after the expulsion from Spain and the heyday of Jewish Aristotelianism and Averroism, there was little appetite for commentaries such as the Moreh ha-moreh or ‘Ammudei kesef. However, this observation does not account for the continued popularity of Moses of Narbonne’s commentary.

In sum, the printing of the Guide served to preserve and canonize some commentaries while displacing many others. This observation is limited to the Western, European study of the Guide. We still lack the data to study how the Guide was read in Byzantium, in the Near East, or in North Africa, to name but a few places where the text was popular. We also lack the data at present to assess which commentaries, if any, were studied by late-medieval and early modern Karaite scholars.1102


8.3Questions for Future Research

There is much about the commentaries that we do not know. This study has only touched the surface of a dynamic, multi-faceted phenomenon, primarily in its earliest period. The most immediate barrier to a study of the commentaries is one of access: the vast majority of commentaries are extant only in manuscript sources; few have been published, and fewer still have been translated into any Western language. The English-Hebrew chapters in this study are meant to be a step towards making commentaries on the Guide more accessible to scholars and students.

A desideratum in this context is a thorough history of the entire tradition. Even where only the early stage is concerned, this study does not cover a number of important commentaries. The most significant are those by Al-Tabrizi and Hillel of Verona, both of whom comment on the Preface to Part II of the Guide. A wide-ranging history of commentary on the Guide would also take into account the large mass of anonymous commentaries, many of which have survived only in fragmentary condition.

Important, even basic, questions remain concerning the commentaries in this study. Some such questions are historical. For instance, what was Moses of Salerno’s specific role at the royal court? Unlike Jacob Anatoli, his predecessor at the court of Frederick II, Moses of Salerno was not a translator of Arabic works. It has been suggested that his works were the result of disputes with professors from the University of Naples, apparently during the reign of Manfred (1232–1266). Were such disputes connected to a display of royal power? How does the commentary, which is a record of inter-confessional study, fit into this picture?

Other questions concern the development of each commentary. There exist two, possibly three recensions of ibn Kaspi’s commentaries, which were originally one long continuous commentary. A study of the recensions would give us a better idea of the development of ibn Kaspi’s thought, specifically with respect to his views on esotericism. How did he decide what material should be shared with beginning readers in ‘Ammudei kesef, and what constituted the “secrets” to be reserved for Maskiyot kesef?

There are broader issues that merit further study. The commentaries on the Guide are not merely literary productions. They reflect a set of cultural practices organized around reading, disseminating, studying, and writing about the Guide. It is in this sense that I have referred to the commentaries as a phenomenon. For instance, who read commentaries on the Guide? Was such reading individual, with a teacher, in a group? What institutions, if any, provide the context for the production of the commentaries? Did the commentaries occupy a marginal place in the intellectual life of Jewish communities, or were they at the center? How do the commentaries contribute to the eventual semi-canonization of the Guide?1103

This study is a contribution towards what I hope will become a stronger trend. The literature on Maimonides is very vast; much less has been written on the Maimonidean tradition, and less still on commentaries on the Guide. The sustained focus on Maimonides has displaced the study of his medieval readers and scholars, the intellectual ancestors of contemporary scholars of the Guide. In an incisive article, Colette Sirat once raised the question of whether we should stop teaching Maimonides.1104 Perhaps what is necessary is not to stop teaching Maimonides, but to turn to the Maimonidean legacy, within which are commentaries on the Guide.

No one disputes the place of Maimonides in the history of Jewish philosophy. However, a sort of absence characterizes the Maimonidean legacy in modernity, as if centuries of interpretation of the Guide never took place. With our access to the Judaeo-Arabic text, we often consider our readings of the Guide as somehow more scientific or rigorous than those of his European medieval readers, dependent upon the ibn Tibbon translation. I would maintain, instead, that the history of interpretation of a text cannot be dissociated from the text itself without doing violence to the latter. To study the Guide without its commentaries is to study an artificial text, one that only existed in that form for a brief span of time. Us moderns do not have a direct, unmediated connection to the Guide. In great and subtle ways, our approaches to the Guide have long histories. To believe otherwise is to fall prey to our unconscious biases.
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Sefer Yeṣira. Edited and translated by A. Peter Hayman. Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2004.

Shem Tov ben Joseph ibn Falaquera. Falaquera’s “Epistle of the Debate:” An Introduction to Jewish Philosophy. Translated by Steven Harvey. Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1987.

Shem Tov ben Joseph ibn Falaquera. Shemtob ben Josef ibn Falaquera’s Propaedeutik der Wissenschaften. Berlin: Poppelauer, 1902 [Hebrew].

Shem Tov ben Joseph ibn Falaquera. “Shem-Thob Palkeira’s Berichtigungen der Übersetzung des Delalet el-Hairin von Samuel ibn Tibbon.” Edited by Franz Delitsch. Literaturblatt des Orients I (1840): 177–180, 225–277, 257–259.

Shem Tov ben Joseph ibn Falaquera. “Shem Tov ibn Falaquera’s Letter Regarding the Guide – Critical Edition.” Zutot 9 (2012): 27–50.

Solomon ibn Gabirol. Selected Religious Poems of Solomon ibn Gabirol. Edited by Israel Davidson. Philadelphia: The Jewish Publication Society of America, 1924.

Solomon Maimon. Giv‘at ha-moreh. Edited by Shmuel Hugo Bergman and Nathan Rotenstreich. Jerusalem: National Academy of Sciences, 1965. Reprint, 2000.

Zeraḥiah ben Isaac ben She’alti’el Ḥen.’Imrei da’at. Edited by Israel Schwarz. Vienna, 1871.

Zeraḥiah ben Isaac ben She’alti’el Ḥen. Letter to Hillel of Verona. In “Sheʼelot,” edited by Ignaz Blumenfeld.ʼOṣar neḥmad 2 (1857): 124–143 [Hebrew].
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Klein-Braslavy, Sarah. King Solomon and Philosophical Esotericism in the Thought of Maimonides [Hebrew]. Jerusalem: Magnes Press, 1996.

Klein-Braslavy, Sarah. Maimonides’ Interpretation of the Adam Stories in Genesis [Hebrew]. Jerusalem: Reuven Mass Editions, 1986.

Kogan, Barry S. “The Problem of Creation in Late Medieval Jewish Philosophy.” In A Straight Path: Studies in Medieval Philosophy and Culture: Essays in Honor of Arthur Hyman, edited by Ruth Link-Salinger, 159–173. Washington, DC: Catholic University of America Press, 1988.

Kogel, Judith. “Provençal Exegesis and Le‘azim in an Anonymous Commentary of the 13th Century on Joshua, Samuel and Kings.” Materia Giudaica 13:1–2 (2008): 331–337.

Kohler, George Y. Reading Maimonides’ Philosophy in 19th Century Germany: The Guide to Religious Reform. Dordrecht: Springer, 2012.

Kraemer, Joel L. Maimonides: “How (Not) to Read the Guide of the Perplexed.” Jerusalem Studies in Arabic and Islam 32 (2006): 350–403.

Kraye, Jill, W.F. Ryan, and C. B. Schmitt, eds. Pseudo-Aristotle in the Middle Ages: The “Theology” and Other Texts. London: The Warburg Institute, 1986.

Kreisel, Ḥayim. “Between Religion and Science: Three Medieval Hebrew Encyclopaedias.” In Jewish Thought and Jewish Faith, edited by Daniel Lasker, 71–87. Beer-Sheva: Ben-Gurion University of the Negev Press, 2012 [Hebrew].
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Shiffman, Yair. “The Differences Between the Translations of Maimonides’ Guide of the Perplexed by Falaquera, Ibn Tibbon and Al-Harizi, and Their Textual and Philosophical Implications.” Journal of Semitic Studies XLIV:1 (1999): 47–61.

Shiffman, Yair. “On Different Methods of Translating the Guide of the Perplexed into Hebrew and their Philosophical Implications.” Tarbiṣ 65:2 (1996): 263–275 [Hebrew].
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468Giuseppe Sermoneta, “The Glosses of Moses b. Solomon of Salerno and Nicholaus of Giovinazzo on the Guide to the Perplexed, I:52–53,”‘Iyun 20 (1970), 212–240 [Hebrew].

469Joseph Perles, Die in einer Münchener Handschrift aufgefundene erste lateinische Übersetzung der Maimonidischen “Führers” (Breslau: S. Skutsch, 1875); W. Kluxen, “Literaturgeschichtliches zum lateinischen Moses Maimonides,” Recherches de théologie ancienne et médiévale 21 (1954), 23–50; Gad Freudenthal, “Pour le dossier de la traduction latine médiévale du Guide des Égarés,” REJ 147:1–2 (1988), 167–172; Görge K. Hasselhoff, “The Reception of Maimonides in the Latin World: the Evidence of the Latin Translations in the 13th–15th Century,” Materia Giudaica 6:2 (2001), 258–280; Mauro Zonta, “Traduzioni e commenti alla Guide dei Perplessi nell’Europa del secolo XIII: a proposito di alcuni studi recenti,” in Maimonide e il suo tempo, eds. Geri Cerchiai and Giovanni Rota (Milan: Franco Angelli, 2007), 51–60. See also Luciana Pepi, “Lettori e letture di Maimonide nell’Italia meridionale,” Materia Giudaica 11:1–2 (2006), 159–168.

470See the studies in Ravitzky, History and Faith, 205–303 and in Ravitzky, “The Thought of R. Zeraḥiah b. Isaac b. Sheaʼltiʼel Ḥen & the Maimonidean-Tibbonian Philosophy in the 13th Century,” Ph.D. diss. Hebrew University, 1977 [Hebrew], 25–35.

471Asher Binyamin, “Rabbi Moses of Salerno’s Commentary on the Chapters on Prophecy in Maimonides’ Guide of the Perplexed – Critical Edition with Introduction and Notes,” M.A. thesis, Ben-Gurion University, 2005 [Hebrew].

472tosafot beʼur. The expression is a slightly modified quotation from the Epistle Dedicatory (Pines 3–4): Then I saw that you demanded of me additional knowledge (tosefet beʼur).

473Moses of Salerno’s commentary survives for parts I and II. It is not clear whether he wrote a commentary on part III as well, but if he himself penned this opening paragraph (which is doubtful), it may indicate that he only intended to comment on the first two parts. Sermoneta believes he either limited himself to the first two parts or did not have the time to finish the commentary. Giuseppe Sermoneta, Un glossario filosofico ebraico-italiano del XIII secolo (Rome: Edizioni dell’Ateneo, 1969), 48 n46 [henceforth Glossary].

474A two-part opening. The first sentences introduce the commentary as a whole, followed by the sentences that describe part I (“an interpretation …”). Part II of Salerno’s commentary includes its own opening as well (cf. ms Munich cod. heb 370, f. 174r). This format thus parallels the Guide itself, which features a general preface and a preface for each part. The title of “Treatise of the Perplexed” (Maʼamar ha-nevukhim) is unusual and may have been a copyist’s error (cf. other mss in critical apparatus).

475Moses of Salerno explains shemot meshuttafim (equivocal terms) as equivochi in Glossary, 239–242. Cf. also PMZ, s.v. “shem meshuttaf”: “a single term that refers to different species, none of which merits precedence over another in the applicability of the term,” 85. An early Latin translation of the Guide used by Moses of Salerno has aequivoca. See Görge K. Hasselhoff, “The Reception of Maimonides in the Latin World: the Evidence of the Latin Translations in the 13th–15th Centuries,” Materia Giudaica 6 (2001), 258–280.

476bela‘az, in this case Italian. Moses of Salerno provides many Italian versions of Hebrew terms (both technical and non-technical) throughout the commentary. Italian may have served as the common language between Moses of Salerno and the Christian scholar with whom he studied the Guide. Cf. Colette Sirat, “Les traducteurs juifs à la cour des rois de Sicile et Naples,” in Traduction et traducteurs au Moyen-Âge, ed. Geneviève Contamine (Paris: Éditions du Centre National de la Recherche Scientifique, 1989), 176–177.

477I.e. different entities with different definitions but which share the same name.

478‘Ayin can mean either “eye” or “spring, well” (of water). Ruaḥ can mean “wind,” or “spirit, soul.” The terms are designated as equivocal because one signified thing is not related to the other, either semantically or ontologically. In the Guide, Maimonides explains the different senses of ‘ayin and ruaḥ in I:44 and I:40, respectively.

479Muskam be-shem, literally, “they are univocal in name.”

480i.e. not a metaphorical (translated by Pines as “derivative”).

481In other words, there is no hierarchy of meanings in relation to the particular term. The notion of relation by “priority” is explained in MH ch. 12, 57–58.

482Shlomo Pines’ translation of mushʼal here is “derivative,” but he also translates it elsewhere in the Guide as “figurative” (II:47, 407–409). It is equivalent to “metaphorical.” For philosophical background, see Glossary 243–244 (#130). Cf. also PMZ, s.v. “shem meshuttaf,” 86.

483“Trasonti” is generally rendered as “transumption” in English translations of medieval Latin texts; the Latin translation of the Guide has transsumptiva (Glossary, 244). It appears in the Glossary as “trasonta,” cf. 243–244 (#130).

484PMZ, s.v. “shem mushʼal,” 85–87.

485MH ch. 13 also mentions poets (though not the prophets) as using many metaphors (60).

486Maimonides explains yalad in Guide I:7 (32–33); regel is explained in Guide I:28 (59–61).

487I:7, Pines 32.

488There are a number of ways to read this remark. One possible reading is that Salerno means that this is a kind of analogical metaphor, so that its basis is an “analogy with regard to some of the features of the subsidiary and the principal subjects, or features possessed by the former and imputed, by the use of the metaphor, to the latter … in these cases, particularly where the principal and the subsidiary subjects as a whole fall into two different categories, no simple sharing of qualitatively identical or similar features obtains or is possible. What we have instead are analogical qualities or relations.” An example of such relations is “He has an iron will” and “he has iron in his soul,” in relation to the physical properties of iron. This reading assumes that the metaphorical resemblance (dimayon) that he describes as “accidental” (miqri) means “coincidental.” If we suppose that he means rather “sharing accidental properties,” that implies the existence of some feature common to both human birth and the growth of plants, but the said feature is something other than the defining characteristic of either. An example is “Jack has an angry roar,” if we assume that the essential feature of the lion is bravery and the essential feature of Jack is reason. In Guide I:7 Maimonides explains the relation as “in resemblance to childbirth” (demut be-ledah), which Pines translates as “by analogy with procreation,” apparently following our first reading. Haig Khatchadourian, “Metaphor,” British Journal of Aesthetics 8:3 (July 1968), 230. See also Harry A. Wolfson, “Aristotelian Predicables and Maimonides’ Division of Attributes,” in Twersky and Williams, Studies in the History of Philosophy, 2:195–230.

489I:7, Pines 32.

490ibid.

491In the last proofverse “abound” derives from the same root as yalad. It corresponds to Maimonides’ extended meaning of yalad as “opinions or doctrines produced in thought” (I:7).

492shem mesuppaq: ambiguous, analogous; the Scholastic parallel is ambigua, which is the term that appears in the Latin translation of the Guide. For the philosophical background of the term, see Glossary 245–246 (#131), and Harry A. Wolfson, “The Amphibolous Terms in Aristotle, Arabic Philosophy and Maimonides,” in Twersky and Williams, Studies in the History of Philosophy, 2:455–477.

493Enalaghi translates Thomas Aquinas’ version of amphibolous terms (=analogia); “dubeti” is the vernacular version of ambigua. H. Wolfson, “The Amphibolous Terms,” 475–476; Shlomo Pines, “Scholasticism after Thomas Aquinas and the Teachings of Ḥasdai Crescas and His Predecessors,” Proceedings of the Israel Academy of Sciences and Humanities I:10 (1967), 30; Glossary 223–225 (#118), 245–246 (#131).

494That is, one single term is sufficient to indicate either a univocal use or an ambiguous use (for example, “existence,” if said of two substances, is univocal; if said of a substance and an accident, it is ambiguous – see below ¶7). The identity of R. Joseph of Acre remains an open question.

495Haskamah. The term points to one of the problems in Maimonides’ Preface – the ambiguous (amphibolous) terms “are sometimes believed to be univocal,” but nowhere is “univocal” explained. In MH ch. 13 the shemot muskamim are a subcategory of meshuttafim.

496Cf. Jacob Anatoli, Malmad ha-talmidim, parashat Noaḥ: “and among [the terms] there is the ‘univocal term’ (ha-shem be-haskamah) concerning more than one single thing, whether individuals or species, such as the name of any given species, which is said equally of all individuals of that species, and the name of a genus, which is also said equally of all the species under it, and of all their individuals.” Ed. Mordekhai L. Bisliches (Lyck: Meqiṣei Nirdamim, 1868), 10r.

497This is a “maximalist” view of univocal terms. As Shalom Rosernberg points out, the univocal term can be an abstract term that comprehends many “definitions” (intentio, ‘inyanim), in which case it is the name of a genus, or one “definition” that comprehends many individuals, in which case it is the name of a species. An example of the first is the term “living,” as it includes beings with different definitions (as in Moses of Salerno’s example: man, beast, fish, etc) and an example of the second is the term “man” (which includes Ruben, Simon, etc), that is, individuals that fall under the same definition but otherwise distinct. For Moses of Salerno the univocal term explicitly covers both cases, but Rosenberg points out that Maimonides’ examples of univocal terms are names of genera only. Shalom Rosenberg, “The Doctrine of Terms in Medieval Jewish Philosophy,” ‘Iyun 27 (1976–1977), 111 [Hebrew].

498Anatoli, Malmad ha-talmidim, 10r.

499Or: general (kelali). The remark “universal term” is not found in the source of the paragraph (see Malmad, previous note). This addition brings forward the character of univocity in the 13th century as opposed to the Aristotelian schema found in the Categories: for Aristotle the univocal term expresses a relationship between things, while for Moses of Salerno it is a linguistic relationship. See also Rosenberg, “Doctrine of Terms” 110, n15; and David Z. Baneth, “On Maimonides’ Philosophical Terminology,” Tarbiṣ 6:3 (1935), 10–40.

500With respect to the notion of univocity, a univocal term is said of either (a) all the individuals of the same species or of (b) several species under the same genus, and all the individuals comprised therein. The univocal term can be, therefore, either the name of a species or of a genus, as long as it refers to at least two individuals that share some characteristic. However, the term need not express the essence, as noted earlier.


501Here the discussion is not on equivocal terms per se but rather regarding instances when amphibolous terms are used equivocally; it is a continuation of the comment begun in ¶4.

502In I:16, the verse denotes a quarry from which quarry-stones are hewn (Pines 42 )

503I:16 (Pines 42).

504Malmad ha-talmidim, parashat Noaḥ, 10v.

505This scholar is named by Moses of Salerno as Niccolà da Giovinazzo, in his commentary on I:1: “I once read this chapter with the scholar who is a colleague of mine whose name is Nicola Diovinatso” (ms Munich cod. heb 370, f. 11r, in Hebrew characters). Giuseppe Sermoneta (along with earlier scholars) identified him as Nicola Paglia, a Dominican friar from Giovinazzo. Cf. Glossary, 50–53; Sermoneta, “The Glosses of Moses ben Solomon of Salerno and Niccolò da Giovinazzo on the Guide of the Perplexed,” ‘Iyun 20 (1970), 212–240 [Hebrew]. More recently, Caterina Rigo has presented persuasive arguments against the identification of the “Christian scholar” with the same Nicola Paglia mentioned by Sermoneta; cf. Caterina Rigo, “Per un’identificazione del ‘sapiente cristiano’ Niccola da Giovinazzo, collaboratore di Rabbi Mosheh ben Shelomoh da Salerno,” Archivum fratrum praedicatorum 69 (1999), 64–146. The formula “the scholar with whom I collaborate” is also used by Anatoli in the introduction to Malmad, 1v.

506That is, they are synonyms: different terms that refer to a plurality of individuals but one single meaning (i.e. one single definition).

507It is not clear how the two examples of amphiboly are at all related. In the first case we have several terms with the same definition; in the second case, we have one term that refers to different definitions. The expressions “with certainty” and “amphibolously” are equivalent to one of the traditional definitions of amphibolous terms, where an amphibolous term refers to one thing “in the first degree” (priority, per prius, primary, first) and to another in the “second degree” (posteriority, per posterius, subsequent, next). Rosenberg points out that there were, three distinct uses of “amphibolous term” in Arabic and Jewish philosophy, according to criteria of resemblance, per prius et posterius (be- qadimah ve-ʼiḥur), or analogy. Rosenberg, “Doctrine of Terms,” 112–116; Glossary 52 n53; 161–162 (#67), 164 (#69), 259 (#143).

508Pines, 131. On Maimonides’ treatment of divine attributes and equivocation, see Herbert Davidson, “Maimonides on Divine Attributes as Equivocal Terms,” in Tribute to Michael: Studies in Jewish and Muslim Thought Presented to Professor Michael Schwarz, ed. Sara Klein-Braslavy, Binyamin Abrahamov and Yosef Sadan (Tel Aviv: The Lester and Sally Entin Faculty of Humanities; the Chaim Rosenberg School of Jewish Studies, 2009), 37–51 [English section].

509Moses of Salerno’s quotation comes from the ibn Tibbon translation, which differs from Pines on this point. While Pines has “its totality” (referring to the Guide), ibn Tibbon has “their totality,” which the commentator interprets as the totality of the equivocal terms (pure equivocal, derivative, amphibolous). Similarly, ibn Kaspi substitutes rewrites the sentence substituting “terms” for “totality” (see ‘Ammudei kesef, Commentary, ¶2).

510The reference is to Maimonides’ mashal of the sultan’s palace in III:51 (Pines 619).

511The implication to Salerno’s comment is that the purpose (‘inyan) of the Guide is to explain Aristotelian metaphysics.

512In this picturesque statement, Maimonides says the human intellect (ha-sekhel ha-ʼenoshi) has drawn the religious man on and led him to dwell within its province. Salerno’s quotation has, instead, the divine intellect (ha-sekhel ha-’elohi), found in every manuscript of the text. Moses of Salerno may have in mind here I:1, where Maimonides describes the intellect in man as divine: it is “because of the divine intellect (ha-sekhel ha- ʼelohi) conjoined with man that is said of the latter that he is in the image of God and in His likeness” (Pines 23).

513Ibn Kaspi and Efodi explain the phrase in a similar vein to mean that his intellect becomes actual; cf. ‘Ammudei kesef, Commentary, ¶4.

514Pines, based on the Judeo-Arabic text, has others, but ibn Tibbon’s Hebrew version and Moses of Salerno’s quotation is in the singular.

515Dimyoniot does not appear in the Glossary but koaḥ medammeh is translated there as “uirtut maginante,” (195) and as “magenativa” in the commentary on I:49 (ms Munich cod. heb 370, f. 67v).

516Pines 6:6–15.

517Samuel ibn Tibbon, preface to Commentary on Ecclesiastes. See James T. Robinson, “Samuel ibn Tibbon’s Commentary on Ecclesiastes,” PhD diss. Harvard University, 2002, ¶15, 221–222 (English), 545 (Hebrew). Moses of Salerno adds “when teaching in person” to his quotation.

518Book of Knowledge (Sefer ha-madda‘), hilkhot yesodei ha-torah (Jerusalem: Mossad Harav Kook, 1993), ch. 2:¶12 [Hebrew]. English trans. The Book of Knowledge from the Mishneh Torah of Maimonides, trans H.M. Russell and J. Weinberg (New York: KTAV, 1983), Treatise 1, ch. 2:¶12 (6–7); Maimonides’ Commentary on the Mishnah: Tractate Sanhedrin, trans. Fred Rosner (New York: Sepher-Hermon Press, 1981); Maimonides: Pirkei Avot, trans. Eliyahu Touger (New York: Moznaim, 1994).

519That is, it should not be self-taught.

520The comment explores an ambiguity in the text that reads that the truths be glimpsed. The Hebrew text has an ambiguous prepositional pronoun following the verb – mushqafot mimmenu, literally, are glimpsed from him or it. Salerno’s interpretation is that the truths are glimpsed from Maimonides or glimpsed from the Guide.

521In the Guide the books in question are sacred works (sifrei qodesh).

522On the necessity of teaching ma‘aseh bereshit or natural science in parables and riddles, see I:17, Pines 42–43.

523Pines 9, line 5; see below ¶22.

524Pines 9, line 4. The English version, based on the Judeo-Arabic, diverges from the Hebrew text here. Moses of Salerno’s version reflects the ibn Tibbon translation.

525A possible reference to metaphysics (ḥokhmat ha-shem u-melakhav); see Glossary 334–336 (#193), 354–356 (#206).

526In III:51 this same prooftext is described as a “poetical mashal” about Moses as someone who “achieves a state in which he talks with people and is occupied with his bodily necessities while his intellect is wholly turned toward Him, may He be exalted.” The same, Maimonides writes, is true of the Patriarchs. Pines 41, 623.

527This verse is interpreted in I:16 as a description of God as “the principle and the efficient cause of all things other than Himself.” Pines 42.

528Sefer ha-madda‘, Hilkhot yesodei ha-torah, 7:¶6.

529The term translated here as “object” (geshem) appears in all these verses, and is interpreted as “corporeal body” (guf) in the commentaries of Saadia Gaon, Rashi and Abraham ibn Ezra, ad loc. See The Book of Daniel: the Commentary of R. Saadia Gaon, ed. trans. Joseph Alobaidi (New York: Peter Lang, 2006); Nevi’im rishonim (Venice: Daniel Bomberg, 1525); The Book of Daniel=Shield of the Spirit: the Commentaries of Rashi and R. Mosheh Alshikh in Sefer Daniel (Jerusalem: Feldheim Publishers, 1994). Ibn Ezra wrote two commentaries on Daniel; see the standard rabbinical Bible (Miqraʼot gedolot), and H.J Mathews, “Abraham ibn Ezra’s Short Commentary on Daniel,” in Miscellany of Hebrew Literature, ed. Albert Löwy (London: N. Trübner, 1877), 257–276. PMZ also makes explicit the connection between guf and geshem. PMZ, s.v. “guf,” 38–39.

530On “flaming” (lahat), see Moses of Salerno’s commentary on I:28 (ms Munich cod. heb 370, f. 36r), Glossary 231 (#123).

531Samuel ibn Tibbon’s “Commentary on Ecclesiastes”: the Book of the Soul of Man, trans. James T. Robinson (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2007), ¶352, p.359–360. The Commentary on Ecclesiastes contains an excursus on this verse, see Robinson, “Ibn Tibbon’s Commentary” ¶354–346, pp. 360–368 (English); ¶381–391, pp. 663–667 (Hebrew). Ibn Tibbon views the flaming sword as one of the two watchmen who guard the path to the tree of life, and it “hinders and prevents man from reaching the tree of life; the cherubs, in contrast, help him to achieve this final goal.” He therefore understands the meaning of this verse as relating to the “question as to whether God would prevent human beings from attaining their final perfection” (Robinson, Commentary on Ecclesiastes 133–134, 45).

532The motif of being unable to explain the content of one’s apprehension to someone else recurs in other commentaries on the Guide: cf. ibn Falaquera, Commentary, ¶5–¶6.

533Cf. Saadia Gaon, Commentary on “Sefer yeṣirah”, preface: “if the teacher has to tell his pupil one of [the divine] attributes, the way is that he should choose his words by way of transparent hints and obvious parables … this was the way of the prophets … they saw fit to borrow the crude words made up by man and his progeny for the crude things that are created and through them they explained the matters of the Creator, so that the plain meaning of the words would be known.” In Joseph Tobi, Proximity and Distance: Medieval Hebrew and Arabic Poetry (Boston: Brill, 2004), 165.

534Cf. for example Exodus rabbah 23. Note that Moses of Salerno does not mention parables about God, even though they abound in Midrash; anthropomorphisms could be conceived as parables that straddle distinct genera (God being his own genus, anthropomorphic language substitutes the genus “man” for the genus “God”). Through the use of the maxim “Scripture speaks in the language of men,” Abraham ibn Ezra and Maimonides develop the notion that some anthropomorphic language constitutes an accommodation to linguistic and/or mental limitations, and it is therefore not necessarily an instance of esotericism – perhaps that is the reason for Moses of Salerno’s not mentioning parables about God here. Cf. Sefer ha-madda‘, Hilkhot yesodei ha-torah 1:¶12; I:26 (Pines 56–57).



535There is a close parallel passage in Sefer ha-madda‘, Hilkhot yesodei ha-torah: “the forms that lack matter cannot be seen by the eye, but are known by means of the eye of the heart, just as we know the Lord of all without the vision of the [physical] eye” (ch.4, ¶7). Elliot Wolfson has suggested that in much of Jewish and Islamic Neoplatonic thought the term “eye of the heart” often means “an intellectual intuition of that which is incorporeal,” and is thus synonymous with “eye of the intellect” (I:4 expresses a similar sense, Pines 27–28). The expression “eye of the heart” to mean intellectual apprehension appears also in Moses of Narbonne; see Alexander Altmann, “Moses Narboni’s ‘Epistle on Shi‘ur Qomaʼ: A Critical Edition of the Hebrew Text with an Introduction and an Annotated English Translation,” in Jewish Medieval and Renaissance Studies (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1967), 267–268. Elliot Wolfson, “Merkavah Traditions in Philosophical Garb: Judah Halevi Reconsidered,” PAAJR 57 (1990–1991), 221–223.




536Salerno explains here uses the term meṣer (which is of rabbinic origin and has several meanings) to explain the derivation miṣrani (a medieval coinage that reflects the meaning of contiguity). He seems to be saying that natural science itself constitutes the border to divine science, unlike Munk who takes the passage to mean that there is no intermediate science between natural and divine science (13 n2).

537Pines: “Book of Correspondence” (Pines 9).

538According to I:73, Tenth Premise, this is one of the errors of the Mutakallimun (Pines 206–209).

539King James translation is modified.

540Cf. Rashi on Isaiah 21:8: “The lion is Ḥabakkuk – ‘lion’ in gematria is the same as ‘Ḥabakkuk’. [The meaning is that] Isaiah was prophesizing that [the prophet] Ḥabakkuk would in the future pray in this manner ‘to the watchman of God’.” The numerical value for both lion and Ḥabakkuk is the same. Miqraʼot gedolot, ad loc.

541Pines: “or vice versa.”

542There is a lacuna here in all the manuscripts, spanning about 6 to 7 lines.

543Sefer ha-madda‘, Hilkhot yesodei ha-torah 1:¶9; Mekhilta de-Rabbi Ishmael Shirata, ch. 4.

544Here Moses of Salerno quotes from a piyut (liturgical poem) that seems to have been altered in the manuscript transmission. His quote is ם מיאותם יבודכנו כשון צרת עו. A likely source is a seliḥah (penitential poem) attributed to Isaac ibn Ghayat (1038–1089). Ibn Ghayat’s line in question reads ם מיותום ריואנו כִשן צורת עו. Ibn Ghayat’s seliḥah fits with Moses of Salerno’s designation of a prophetic vision. Cf. the collection of seliḥot according to the Tripoli minhag, Sefer siftei renanot (Livorno, s.a.), 78b.

545Two notions here have a parallel in Saadia Gaon’s commentary on Sefer yeṣirah. First is the idea that God appears to prophets in different ways at different times, and second, that communication by prophecy does not entail change in God (for Saadia, through the intermediary “created glory”). See Commentaire sur le Sefer Yeṣira, ou Livre de la Création, par le Gaon Saadia de Fayyoum, trans. Mayer Lambert (Paris: Émille Bouillon, 1891), 61, 94 [French section].

546I:5 (Pines 29).

547ʼIsar ha-ʼitalqi is mentioned in the Talmud as a monetary unit of value that corresponds to the daily wage for field labor in Mishnah Shevi‘it 8:4; cf. also b. Qiddushin 1a. It is less clear whether Moses of Salerno has the Talmudic currency in mind, or a contemporary Italian coin.

548In Moses ibn Ezra’s poetics, words are described as “husks” that envelop a “kernel” (the meaning); see Paul Fenton, Philosophie et exégèse dans le “Jardin de la Métaphore” de Moïse ibn ‘Ezra, philosophe et poète andalou du XIIe siècle (New York: Brill, 1997), 97, 118. Abraham ibn Ezra has a similar idea when he describes words “like bodies” and meanings “like souls.” See Abraham ibn Ezra, Long Commentary on Exodus 20:1, in Miqraʼot gedolot ha-keter: Exodus II, ed. Menachem Cohen (Ramat-Gan: Bar Ilan University Press, 2013).

549i.e. “nets.”

550Or: root, principle (‘iqqar).

551That is, a signal or indication, literally “opening” (petaḥ).


552In III:27 Maimonides explains that one of the aims of the Torah is political: “the end of this Law in its entirety” is the political-moral system (“welfare of the body”) and holding correct beliefs and opinions (“welfare of the soul”), Pines 510–512.

553In the King James translation the verse is ch. 5:1.

554The concealed meaning mentioned here is an adaptation of a passage from the Commentary on Ecclesiastes, according to which “‘going to the house of God’ … can refer to nothing else but speculation in divine subjects.” Robinson, Commentary on Ecclesiastes, 458.

555Cf. Samuel ibn Tibbon, Maʼamar yiqqavu ha-mayim ch. 11, p. 54. Moses of Salerno’s interpretation of the mashal of Jacob’s ladder, through ¶40, is a collation of notions from I:15, II:10, II:30, and the passage from Ma ʼamar yiqqavu ha-mayim. His contribution in quoting ibn Tibbon here is not entirely unoriginal: first, it attests to the high place that Samuel ibn Tibbon occupies in his thought – he seems to accept Samuel ibn Tibbon’s interpretation as authoritative even though he respectfully disagrees with some of it. Second, it is evidence for the dissemination of ibn Tibbon’s works in 13th century Italy in connection with the dissemination of the Guide itself. Third, it shows that Salerno is willing to compare ibn Tibbon to Maimonides in the interpretation of a biblical passage and that Maimonides is not necessarily the “winner” in this context.

556“House” as a metaphor for the human body and/or for the fact that he is always surrounded by them.

557A reference to ma‘aseh merkavah.

558In other words, “angels” may be an equivocal term, but in this passage Maimonides had a determinate referent in mind.

559Angels are identified with the separate intellects in II:4 and II:6, Pines 255–259, 261–265

560End of quotation from Ma ʼamar yiqqavu ha-mayim begun in ¶34.

561Cf. III:8 (Pines 431).

562The marginal note is in keeping with the tenor of III:8 (Pines 430–436), where it is said that all of one’s virtues are exclusively consequent upon form and all of one’s disobedience is consequent upon matter; matter in whatever guise is only an impediment and does not contribute to “what is required of man,” which is “solely the mental representation of the intelligibles, the most certain and noblest of which being the apprehension, in as far as this is possible, of the deity, of the angels, and of His other works.”

563In III:8 one’s matter is “excellent and suitable” only to the extent that it neither dominates man nor corrupts his constitution. In this chapter, the purpose of the Law is not moderation but rather to “quell all the impulses of matter” and one ought to “be ashamed of them and to set for them limits in his soul.” For Salerno, however, the “natural traits” and the “appetites” are not to be condemned per se; what he warns against is excess. In other places Maimonides writes in favor of the “golden mean” as well; cf. Eight Chapters, Fourth Chapter, in Raymond L. Weiss and Charles Butterworth eds, Ethical Writings of Maimonides (New York: New York University Press, 1975), 67–74.

564This reproduces ibn Tibbon’s version; Pines has we.

565Cf. III:8 (Pines 430–436).

566Cf. Robinson, Commentary on Ecclesiastes 317, 343. The “upper part” may refer to the “upper part” of the “likeness of the man that was on the throne” mentioned in III:7, which is an allegory regarding the separate intellects, according to Samuel ibn Tibbon’s interpretation in Ma ʼamar yiqqavu ha-mayim, 50, and Moses ibn Tibbon, Sefer peʼah, in The Writings of R. Moshe Ibn Tibbon ed. Howard Kreisel, Colette Sirat and Avraham Israel (Beer-Sheva: Ben Gurion University Press, 2010), 115–116, n314, and Malmad ha-talmidim, 123r.

567The verb translated here as “making an effort” is translated by Pines as “to assume an obligation.” However, Salerno seems to take it in the sense of “belabor, take pains” (which is the primary meaning of the Hebrew verb used by ibn Tibbon). Al-Ḥarizi’s translation uses a different verb that corresponds to Salerno’s understanding (yaga‘).

568The PMZ is sometimes termed as “Preface” (petiḥah); cf. commentary on I:7 (ms Munich cod. heb 370, f. 18r).

569The passage beginning with “after I wrote” up to “sleep” seems to be a comment inserted by Moses of Salerno’s editor, his son Isaiah (see ¶61, and Glossary 49). It appears in most but not all mss; some have it as a marginal note (as is the case for cod. heb Munich 370) while others have it within the text. The interpretation attributed to ibn Tibbon is a word-by-word borrowing from PMZ, s.v. “hazayah,” 44 (= delirium).

570Cf. David Qimḥi, Sefer ha-shorashim (Venice: Cornelius Adelkind for Daniel Bomberg, 1546), 117




571i.e. it is a hapax legomenon.




572The verb used by ibn Tibbon, leḥaber, has two primary meanings: to associate, to come together, etc., and to compose texts. In the first sentence of this paragraph Salerno uses the verb in in the reflexive tense (“associated with one another”; in that tense, it can only reflect the first sense of “association”), rewriting the original sentence from the Guide to suggest an alternative reading.

573The difficulty here is establishing the proper meaning and object of the verb leḥaber in the context of an awkward syntactical construction. Salerno first rewrites the verb in a reflexive tense, thus changing its meaning and eliminating an unclear prepositional object. Then he suggests keeping the syntax as is, and gives a possible object for the preposition. An example for the use of this verb in both senses can be found in the last paragraph of the Epistle Dedicatory (Pines 4).

574Mishnah, Pirqei ʼavot 5.25.

575On contrasting views regarding the interpretation of this passage, see Joel L. Kraemer, “How (Not) to Read the Guide of the Perplexed,” Jerusalem Studies in Arabic and Islam 32 (2006), 377–378, n90, 390, and Herbert Davidson, Moses Maimonides: The Man and His Works (New York: Oxford University Press, 2005), 395.

576Mishnah, Pirqei ʼavot 5:9.

577The use of the notion of “widening the apertures” to mean a gradual revelation of the “inner meaning in accordance with the scientific progress of the community” was introduced by Samuel ibn Tibbon, and became part of the vocabulary of commentaries on the Guide. Robinson, “Ibn Tibbon’s Commentary,” ¶22, p.233 n118.

578b. Shabbat 96b. A possible reference to Maimonidean controversies; see last footnote for this paragraph.

579Pines: false opinions. However, ibn Tibbon’s text has “opinions that are not true.”

580Salerno’s aim may have been the anti-Maimonideans who condemned the Guide at the time of the second Maimonidean controversy beginning in the 1230s. Unlike France and Spain, however, there was no real Maimonidean controversy in Italy. There, instead, we have intense philosophical and hermeneutical activity around Hebrew texts, at times in collaboration with Christian scholars, as well as translations to and from Latin, which accelarate in the 14th and 15th centuries. The literature on the controversy is extensive; for an introduction, see Bernard Septimus, Hispano-Jewish Culture in Transition: the Career and Controversies of the Ramah (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1982), 61–74. Although the earliest Maimonideans in Italy (Jacob Anatoli, his son Anatolio, and Moses of Salerno) were defenders of the study of the Guide, by the next generation there was a public dispute concerning its interpretation between Zeraḥiah Ḥen and Hillel of Verona. On the background of the spread of Maimonideanism in Italy in relation to Anatoli and Moses of Salerno, see Glossary, 31–55; Moritz Güdemann, Geschichte des Erziehungswesens und der Cultur der Juden in Italie während des Mittelalters (Vienna: Alfred Hölder, 1884), 2:167–170. Güdemann translates two further passages from Moses of Salerno’s commentary that are directed against the opponents of the Guide (pp. 319–320); for the original, see ms. Munich cod. heb 370, ff. 64r, 214v. See also Isaac Barzilay, Between Reason and Faith: Anti-Rationalism in Italian Jewish Thought, 1250–1650 (The Hague: Mouton, 1967), 19–27, and on Zeraḥiah Ḥen and Hillel of Verona, see Ravitzky, 269–292.

581Ibn Tibbon adds here “other than the present [book]” (zulati zeh). It is found neither in Moses of Salerno’s quotation nor in Pines.

582In the Epistle Dedicatory, Maimonides writes to Joseph ben Judah that your noble soul demanded of you to find out acceptable words [Eccl 12:10], Pines 4.

583This notion is embryonic in the Guide but more fully developed in the introduction to Samuel ibn Tibbon’s Commentary on Ecclesiastes: “After the sages of the Talmud … only very few were moved to compose a book or write a word about these sciences … then God saw the poverty of knowledge in His nation, its great ignorance in everything with respect to wisdom, and He raised up a redeemer, a wise and knowing man … Moses, the Servant of God, the son of the great sage Rabbi Maimon.” Robinson, “Ibn Tibbon’s Commentary,” ¶20, p. 230 [English section].

584It is significant that Salerno mentions that Israel has forgotten all science (rather than never having learned it). There was, indeed, a notion that all the sciences had originated with the Jews and were subsequently borrowed by other peoples (Egyptians, Greeks, Romans, etc). According to this view, then, philosophy or any other science cannot be called a “foreign science” since it was Jewish from its inception, and it was the exile that caused the Jews to forget it. Among the commentators, versions of this myth can be found in ibn Falaquera, ibn Kaspi, and Moses of Narbonne. Cf. ‘Ammudei kesef, Commentary, ¶2; Moses of Narbonne, Prologue, ¶3, and Abraham Melamed, The Myth of the Jewish Origins of Science and Philosophy (Jerusalem: Magness Press, 2010) [Hebrew].

585On the subject of contradictions, see Yair Lorberbaum, “On Contradictions, Rationality, Dialectics, and Esotericism in Maimonides’ Guide of the Perplexed,” The Review of Metaphysics 55:4 (2002), 711–750.

586In I:54, the verse is interpreted as God’s reply to Moses’ request to apprehend the divine essence, and in a similar manner in I:64. Pines 123–128, 156–157.

587In II:45 the verse occurs in the description of the seventh degree of prophecy, which corresponds to the dream of prophecy where the prophet sees God addressing him. In III:6 Maimonides compares Isaiah’s summary vision to Ezekiel’s detailed vision. The verse is taken as possible evidence that “the contemporaries of Isaiah had no need of his expounding those details to them, it being sufficient for them that he said: And I saw the Lord” (Pines 427).

588See b. Pesaḥim 87a; Seder Eliyahu Rabba ch. 20; Shir ha-shirim Rabba 4:12. Ezra ben Solomon of Gerona interprets the breasts as the two Torahs, written and oral, in Commentary on the Song of Songs, ed. and trans. Seth Brody (Kalamazoo, Mich: Medieval Institute Publications, 1999), 141.

589The verse actually reads “this city.” The contradiction between the two verses is apparent but not factual. It seems that the provisos are Ps 132:12: “If thy children will keep my covenant and my testimony that I shall teach them, their children shall also sit upon thy throne for evermore,” and Jer 32:30: “For the children of Israel and the children of Judah have only done evil before me from their youth: for the children of Israel have only provoked me to anger with the work of their hands, saith the Lord.”

590Pines 19, line 23–24.

591b. Sanhedrin 21b. The context of the passage is a discussion on the apparent contradiction between 2 Chr 9:20 (“Silver counted for nothing in Solomon’s days”) and 1 Kgs 10:27 (“The king made silver plentiful in Jerusalem as stones”). The former precedes Solomon’s marriage to Pharaoh’s daughter and the latter follows it.

592b. Shabbat 30a; Pines 19:25–27.

593That is, a contradiction between the first and the second explanations of the same matter is only apparent and not factual.

594A well-known example are the differing accounts of substance in Categories and Metaphysics. The presentation in Categories is relatively brief and in straightforward language, while in Metaphysics it is more complex. For a recent attempt at harmonization, see Michael V. Wedin, Aristotle’s Theory of Substance: the “Categories” and “Metaphysics Zeta” (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000).

595This paragraph quotes Sefer ha-madda‘, Hilkhot yesodei ha-torah 2:¶3, ¶7; for the description of the ḥayiot, see III:2–4, Pines 417–425. The matter and disposition of the spheres is described in I:72, II:2 (Pines 184–194, 252–254); see also I:76 (Pines 228): “matter” is an equivocal term when applied to sublunar existents and heavenly spheres.

596Sefer ha-madda‘, Hilkhot yesodei ha-torah 2: ¶7.

597The ʼofanim are identified as the four elements within Maimonides’ description of the ma‘aseh merkavah, III:2–4, but he also mentions the interpretation by Jonathan b. Uziel of the ʼofanim as corresponding to the spheres (III:4). As for a description of the four elements, see I:72, II:19, Pines 184–194, 302–312. The contradictions between the Guide of the Perplexed and the Mishneh Torah that Moses of Salerno mentions here are discussed by Gad Freudenthal, “Four Observations on Maimonides’ Four Celestial Globes (Guide 2:9–10),” in Maimonides: Conservatism, Originality, Revolution, ed. Aviezer Ravitzky, vol. 2: Thought and Innovation (Jerusalem: Zalman Shazar Center for Jewish History, 2008), 499–527 [Hebrew].

598Cf. I:70 (Pines 172), and II:4 (Pines 258).

599Alternatively, it might be said that in I:70 Maimonides was speaking of the distant cause and in II:4 of the proximate cause.

600Cf. I:28: “Now a transparent body receives all the colors in succession just because it lacks a color of its own. In this it resembles first matter, which in respect of its true reality lacks all forms and on this account is capable of receiving all forms in succession.” Pines 59–61.

601The material intellect was said to be a disposition analogous to matter in its potentiality and readiness to receive forms. There was disagreement on whether it was a natural, innate “capacity of receiving forms and thoughts” (Alexander of Aphrodisias, early ibn Rushd), or whether it was, combined with the intellect in actu, “separate from the body, imperishable, and not coming into existence” (Themistius, late ibn Rushd). Alexander of Aphrodisias, Commentary on “De Intellectu,” 106.19–107.15 (pp.46–47); Themistius, Paraphrase of “De Anima” 108.28 (p.116, and n175), in Two Greek Aristotelian Commentators on the Intellect, trans. Frederic M. Schroeder and Robert B. Todd (Toronto: Pontifical Institute of Mediaeval Studies, 1990).

602The marginal note is in a different hand. Cf. Glossary, 192 (#91).


603nose ʼ.

604In Metaphysics 4.4 we read that the one and same thing cannot hold contrary properties at the same time. This is also the basis for Gersonides’ criticism of ibn Rushd’s thesis that the material intellect is identical to the Agent Intellect. Wars of the Lord, 1:77–80.

605Cf. Aristotle, On generation and corruption, Book II:1–3.

606Translating mukhan, also translated in an anonymous glossary as “apprettato” (=apprestato, ready/prepared). Glossary, 446, 461.

607i.e. ““the conclusion will then come into being.” Cf. Rigo, “Per un’identificazione,” 114 n237. “Conlcusione” is a metathesis (=“conclusione”).

608The two propositions to which Salerno refers are that first matter and the material intellect are both ready to receive all forms, and hence are seemingly identical in that respect; following the proof it emerges that they are indeed not identical. First matter is not able to receive two contraries simultaneously (e.g. it cannot be simultaneously hot and cold), but that is not the case of the material intellect, since one can hold in his mind two contraries at the same time because they may be contained within the same item or instance of knowing (e.g. knowledge of “temperature” encompasses both hot and cold).

609In the plural.

610From ¶61 to ¶68 Moses of Salerno’s son Isaiah, who edited the commentary, inserts an excursus regarding the seventh cause.

611Preface to Guide, end: “Divergences that are to be found in this Treatise are due to the fifth cause and the seventh.” Pines 20.

612What Isaiah b. Moses of Salerno means by this verse is most likely Maimonides’ interpretation in I:34: “As for the few solitary individuals that are ‘the remnant whom the Lord calls,’ the perfection, which constitutes the end to be aimed at, is realized for them only after the above-mentioned preliminary studies” (Pines 75). In the King James version of the Bible the prooftext is Joel 2:32.

613On the expression “power of love,” see ʼImrei shefer (Jerusalem: Amnon Gros, 1999), 54. The idea of a connection to Abulafia is intriguing, since he taught the Guide in Southern Italy around the same time as Isaiah ben Moses of Salerno (his father passed away in 1279, and Abulafia taught in Messina from 1281 on).

614As Sara Klein-Braslavy points out, Maimonides’ formulation “in the image of God and after his likeness” is a composite of Gen 1:26 and 1:27, which he devises for philosophical and theological purposes. Sara Klein-Braslavy, Maimonides’ Interpretation of the Adam Stories in Genesis: A Study in Maimonides’ Anthropology (Tel Aviv: Reuven Mas, 1987), 28–36 [Hebrew].

615The three classes of sages (ḥakhamim) are then, the sages of the Torah, the philosophers, and all other sages (perhaps a reference to Jewish philosophers of his day). In his commentary on I:71, Moses of Salerno distinguishes between “they, the philosophers,” and “us, people of religion” (dat). Cf. ms Munich cod. heb 370, f. 128a, and Glossary 149 n52 (#57).

616Cf. Abraham ibn Ezra, Commentary on the Torah on Gen 1:27: “The meaning of the man – there is a secret in it, since it is not syntactical to place a definite article before ‘man’.” Miqraʼot gedolot haketer: Genesis, ed. Menachem Cohen, volume 1 (Ramat-Gan: Bar Ilan University Press, 2001).

617Both Gen 1:24 and 2:7 mention the expression “living soul” (nefesh ḥayyah). The translation for 1:24 is usually “living creature.”

618Isaiah means that the second “creation,” signaled by the term “formed,” was no creation ex nihilo but merely giving shape to what had already been created. Cf. II:30: “everything was created simultaneously; then gradually all things became differentiated,” Pines 350.

619On “stratagem” (taḥbulah), see Glossary 340–342 (#196), and Amira Eran, “The ‘Taḥbulah’ as a Tool in the Introductory Study of Metaphysics in Maimonides and Ibn Rushd,” Pe‘amim 61 (1994), 109–131 [Hebrew].

620See II:30, Pines 355, line 20–356, line 9.

621Pines 20, lines 8–9.

622Following Isaiah ben Moses of Salerno’s remarks, the remainder of Moses of Salerno’s commentary on the Introduction is made up of literal quotations from the Guide, with only one addition (see end of ¶69), and additions of “etc” to abbreviate quotations. It is not quite clear what purpose they may have served. It can be speculated that they functioned as mnemonic devices for a teacher (perhaps Moses of Salerno himself or his son) to remember the text of the Guide when teaching with the commentary.

623Pines 18, lines 32–36.

624Pines 18, lines 32–19, line 29.

625Pines 19, line 29–20, line 15 (end of Preface).

626Mordekhai Leib Bisliches ed., Sefer Moreh ha-moreh (Pressburg: Anton Edlen von Schmid, 1837).

627On this commentary, see Abraham Nuriel, “Was Shem Tov ibn Falaquera the Author of the Be’ur nifla’?” Qiryat sefer 62 (1988), 915–916 [Hebrew], and Carlos Fraenkel, From Maimonides to Samuel ibn Tibbon: the Transformation of the “Dalālat al-Ḥā’irīn” into the “Moreh ha-Nevukhim” (Jerusalem: Magnes Press, 2007), 375 [Hebrew].

628Franz Delitsch, “Shem-Thob Palkeira’s Berichtigungen der Übersetzung des Delalet el-Hairin von Samuel ibn Tibbon,” pt. 1, Litteraturblatt des Orients 12 (1840), 177–180, pt. 2, 15 (1840), 225–227, pt. 3, 17 (1840), 257–259.

629Munk, Mélanges de philosophie juive et arabe (Paris: A. Franck, 1859), 274 and passim. Munk also quotes the Moreh ha-Moreh at length in his notes to the French translation of the Guide, trans. Munk, Le guide des égarés (Paris: A. Franck, 1856–1866).

630Jerusalem: World Union of Jewish Studies, 2001. The edition by Shiffman is the text of the Moreh ha-Moreh used in this study and as the Hebrew basis for the English translation in Chapter Five.

631Yair Shiffman, “Shem Tov Falaquera’s Method of Translation,” Leshonenu 56:3 (1993), 223–240 [Hebrew]; Yair Shiffman, “On Different Methods of Translating the Guide of the Perplexed into Hebrew and their Philosophical Implications,” Tarbiṣ 65:2 (1996), 263–275 [Hebrew]; Yair Shiffman, “Shem Tov Falaquera as a Commentator on the Guide of the Perplexed by Maimonides,” in Encounters in Medieval Judaeo-Arabic Culture, ed. Joshua Blau (Tel Aviv: Tel Aviv University, 1998), 193–204 [Hebrew]; Yair Shiffman, “Shem Tov Falaquera as a Commentator of the Guide of the Perplexed by Maimonides—Outlines of His Thought,” Maimonidean Studies 3 (1995), 1–29 [Hebrew section]; Yair Shiffman, “Falaquera on Maimonides and Ibn Rushd,” Pe‘amim 61 (1994), 132–143 [Hebrew]; Yair Shiffman, “Ibn Bajja as a Source for Rabbi Shem Tov Falaquera’s Commentary on the Guide of the Perplexed III:51,54,” Tarbiṣ 60:2 (1991), 225–235 [Hebrew]; Yair Shiffman, “Further Information Regarding the Arabic Sources of the Guide of the Perplexed,” in The Intertwined World of Islam: Essays in Memory of Hava Lazarus- Yafeh, ed. Naḥem Ilan (Jerusalem: The Hebrew University, Institute Ben-Ṣvi and Bialik Foundation, 2002), 566–585 [Hebrew]; Steven Harvey, “The Sources of the Quotations from Aristotle’s Ethics in the Guide of the Perplexed and the Guide to the Guide,” Jerusalem Studies in Jewish Thought 14 (1998), 87–102 [Hebrew]; Ḥayim Kreisel, “Between Religion and Science: Three Medieval Hebrew Encyclopaedias,” in Jewish Thought and Jewish Faith, ed. Daniel Lasker (Beer- Sheva: Ben-Gurion University of the Negev Press, 2012), 71–87 [Hebrew].

632The Hebrew text of the preface and the commentary translated below is in Yair Shiffman’s critical edition, Moreh ha-moreh (Jerusalem: World Union of Jewish Studies, 2001), 111–123 [henceforth Moreh ha-moreh].

633Cf. the fourth blessing of the ‘Amidah prayer: “You grant knowledge to man, and teach understanding to humans. Grant us wisdom (ḥokhmah), understanding, and knowledge. Blessed are you God, who grants knowledge.” See ibn Falaquera’s reference to this blessing in ibn Falaquera’s Epistle of the Debate: “God, may He be blessed, gives to him whom He loves a discerning mind to investigate by means of these intelligibles the true reality of the beings. Therefore, the Sages, may their memory be blessed, arranged that man ask for them in the beginning of the petition for his needs in prayer.” Steven Harvey trans., Falaquera’s “Epistle of the Debate:” An Introduction to Jewish Philosophy ( Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1987), 30, n44 (henceforth Epistle).

634Moreh ha-moreh 112, line 17–27.

635The expression “opinions of the philosophers” recalls Falaquera’s own Opinions of the Philosophers (De‘ot ha-filosofim).

636Cf. the “pietist” in the Epistle of the Debate: “Since [the philosophers] deny the Law, it is improper to engage in the study of their books or to look into their words at all” (Epistle, 18).

637Throughout his writings, ibn Falaquera insists upon acceptance of demonstrated philosophical truth, but ostensibly only to the extent that it does not contradict the teachings of Judaism. See also Prologue, ¶4; Rafael Jospe, Torah and Sophia: the Life and Thought of Shem Tov ibn Falaquera (Cincinnati: Hebrew Union College Press 1988), 83–86; Epistle, 18, 41.

638Moreh ha-moreh 112, line 28–35.

639In the Guide these two terms describe individuals who consider matter as a deficiency “imposed by necessity” and who dedicate themselves to the “mental representation of the intelligibles, the most certain and noblest of which being the apprehension, in as far as this is possible, of the deity, of the angels, and of His other works. These individuals are those who are permanently with God. They are those to whom it has been said: ‘ye are gods (ʼelohim), and all of you children of the Most High’.” Pines III:8 (433).

640Ibn Falaquera makes here a distinction between a superior form of knowledge, which one attains through divine assistance and characterizes the prophet, and natural knowledge, described in the next paragraph, and which characterizes the philosophers.

641Maimonides cites this prooftext in the poem that follows the Epistle Dedicatory and precedes the Introduction to the Guide (Pines 5).

642In III:51 Maimonides uses this prooftext as an illustration of “excellent men” who “begrudge the times they are turned away from [God] by other occupations” (Pines 621).

643In Shiffman’s edition a variant reading is given (hishtadelut ‘enoshit, “human” or “natural effort”).

644The “divine gift” may be understood in light of a parallel passage in Epistle, 30: “God, may He be blessed, gives to him whom He loves [or: who loves Him] a discerning mind to investigate by means of these intelligibles the true reality of the beings [nimṣaʼim].

645Moreh ha-moreh 112–113, line 35–44.

646In Moreh ha-moreh III:51, ibn Falaquera writes that the allegory at the beginning of III:51, on different classes of people who try to gain entrance to a palace to see a king, corresponds to “people who acquire perfection through their investigation and study of existents. But the ‘saints that are in the earth’ [Ps 16:3; cf. ¶2 above] acquire perfection and truth and do not learn the sciences of the philosophers, for the Creator directs those whom He wishes towards His truth and instructs [them how to] to be among those who are close to him, and divine perfection can be apprehended by means of divine assistance.” (318).

647Cf. ibn Rushd: “For the thing known is the perfection of the knower according to the philosophers,” Incoherence of the Incoherence, trans. Simon van den Bergh (Cambridge: The Trustees of the E.J.W. Gibb Memorial, 1987), 1:122 [henceforth Incoherence].

648b. Ḥagigah 15b (cf. Moreh ha-moreh 113 n40).

649Moreh ha-moreh 113, line 44–54.

650b. Ḥagigah 15b. Ibn Falaquera repeats this metaphor in several other works. It was echoed by Jacob Anatoli, Joseph ibn Kaspi, and even by Abba Mari, the adversary of philosophical study during the controversy over the study of philosophy in 1303–1306. See Epistle, 18 n11.

651That is, metaphysics or divine science, the telos of all other learning.

652Moreh ha-moreh 113, line 54–60.


653Mishnah, Pirqei ’avot 3:11.

654The entire paragraph, excluding the first sentence, is a nearly verbatim quotation from Incoherence (315). The rabbinical quotation at the beginning of the paragraph is a good example of what ibn Falaquera describes later on as the convergence between the Rabbis and ibn Rushd (below, Prologue, ⁋13).

655Moreh ha-moreh 113–114, line 61–69.

656Cf. Incoherence: “the ancient philosophers did not discuss the problem of miracles, since according to them such things must not be examined and questioned; for they are the principles of the religions... these are the principles of the acts through which man becomes virtuous” (315). Ibn Falaquera transforms the tenor of ibn Rushd’s passage: For ibn Rushd here, philosophers did not discuss miracles at all, while for ibn Falaquera they may have discussed miracles without disputing their validity.

657Cf. Ibn Miskawayh, Al-fauz al-aṣghar (The Shorter Work on Salvation), ch.1, part 2, in which he writes that the ancient philosophers agree that a Maker exists; they also share with the prophets the belief in divine unity and justice. Khwaja Abdul Hamid, Ibn Maskawaih [sic]: A Study of His “Al-Fauz Al-Asghar” (Lahore: Shaikh Muhammad Ashraf, 1946), 13–14. For parallels between ibn Miskawayh and ibn Falaquera, see Steven Harvey, “A New Islamic Source of the Guide of the Perplexed,” Maimonidean Studies 2 (1991), 47–55.

658ḥakham ḥasid. In the Epistle of the Debate it refers to scholar who is both Jewish and philosophically educated.

659In other words, divine speech and action do not call into question the notion of divine unity (literally: “there is no contradiction between God Himself and His words”).

660Ibn Falaquera’s commentary on the Guide does not cover III:50. However, he connects the notion of miracles to that of divine providence in “Chapter Two” of his appendix to Moreh ha-moreh, writing that divine providence preserves individuals “by way of miracle and sign” (‘al derekh ha-nes ve-ha-ʼot). Moreh ha-moreh, 114 n67.

661Moreh ha-moreh 114, line 70–83.

662See Guide, Preface; I:17 (Pines, 42–43), and Zeraḥiah Ḥen, Commentary, Long Version, ¶7.

663Pines 16.

664Rather II:37, Pines 373–375.

665davar ha-ʼelohi. Ibn Falaquera seems to use the term to mean something like logos; cf. also below, Prologue, ¶14. In Fons Vitae V.56, ibn Gabirol identifies the divine word with the divine will, and compares Creation to divine utterance. It is certain that ibn Falaquera was acquainted with ibn Gabirol’s view, since it appears in his Hebrew translation of excerpts of the Fons Vitae. See Munk, Mélanges, 121 n2, 131. On the identification of divine utterance with will, see also I:65 (Pines 158–160). It is also possible that ibn Falaquera’s source for this concept is Judah Halevi’s Kuzari, where davar ha-ʼelohi (ʼamr ilāhī) is often translated as divine “power,” “influence,” or “order.” See Diana Lobel, Between Mysticism and Philosophy: Sufi Language of Religious Experience in Judah Ha-Levi’s Kuzari (Albany: State University of New York Press, 2000), 7–9, 29–30. My thanks to one of the anonymous reviewers for suggesting this connection.

666The verb for “reflect” (yashpi‘a) shares the same linguistic root as the prophetic overflow (shefa‘). Cf. II:11, Pines 275–276; PMZ, s.v. “shefa‘,” 89.

667Moreh ha-moreh 114, line 84–91.

668See Maimonides’ introduction to the commentary on Pirqei ʼavot, in Ethical Writings of Maimonides, eds Raymond L. Weiss and Charles Butterworth (New York: New York University Press, 1975), 70.

669The term for “criterion of preponderance” (makhria‘) is related to Maimonides’ use of hakhra‘ah or “giving of preponderance,” which in Maimonides’ view applies “with respect to a particular existent that is equally receptive of two contraries or of two different things,” I:74, Pines 221–220, ʼEven-Shemuʼel 191–192.

670Moreh ha-moreh 114–115, line 91–95.

671Cf. ibn Rushd, Faith and Reason in Islam: Averroes’ ‘Exposition of Religious Arguments’, trans. Ibrahim Y. Najjar (Oxford: Oneworld, 2001), 66.

672Cf. I:33, where Maimonides argues that exposing deep truths openly and non-esoterically is analogous to “feeding a suckling with wheaten bread and meat and giving him wine to drink” (Pines 71).

673Moreh ha-moreh 115, line 96–102.

674Cf. b. Megillah 25b, b. Sanhedrin 38b.

675Moreh ha-moreh 115, line 103–116.

676Cf. Introduction to the Guide: “it is not the purpose of this Treatise to make its totality understandable to the vulgar... nor to teach those who have not engaged in any study other than the science of the Law–I mean the legalistic study (talmud) of the Law” (Pines 5).

677Joseph ibn Kaspi, who seems to have read ibn Falaquera’s commentary, also schematizes prerequisites for reading the Guide; see ‘Ammudei kesef, Commentary, ¶3–¶4. However, ibn Kaspi’s list differs in content, and it was borrowed by both Profiat Duran and Shem Tov ben Joseph ben Shem Tov ibn Shem Tov. See The Guide of the Perplexed of Maimonides in the Translation of Samuel ibn Tibbon with Four Commentaries (Warsaw: Y Goldman, 1872, reprinted Jerusalem 1960), 4a-b [Hebrew].

678Mishnah, Pirqei ’avot 5:21

679Cf. III:51, Pines 627.

680However, in Reshit ḥokhmah ibn Falaquera states that one should seek wisdom (ḥokhmah) beginning at twenty. Moritz David ed, Shemtob ben Josef ibn Falaquera’s Propaedeutik der Wissenschaften (Berlin: Poppelauer, 1902), 16–17 [Hebrew].

681In I:34 Maimonides writes on the “length of the preliminaries” to study of metaphysics; see Pines 73–76.

682For the analogy of knowledge to water and the danger of drowning, see I:34 (Pines 73) and below, Prologue, ¶16.

683In Exod 15:25, “showed” is yorehu, which shares a linguistic root with the name of the Guide (Moreh nevukhim). The verbal root in medieval philosophical Hebrew was used in the sense of “teach, instruct,” or “indicate.” In Lam 1:18, “rebelled against” is maryti, from which ibn Falaquera derives the second moreh in the title. However, a reader who merely glances at the title would intuitively read it as “A Guide to the Guide” [of the Perplexed]. It may be that despite ibn Falaquera’s explanation, he wished the title of the commentary to carry this double meaning.

684Moreh ha-moreh 115–116, line 117–126.

685The “apology” (hitnaṣelut) is a common fixture of the classical preface (philosophical and otherwise). Here ibn Falaquera may be referring to Maimonides’ prohibition on writing commentary and explaining the Guide to others. See Tore Janson, Latin Prose Prefaces: Studies in Literary Conventions (Stockholm: Almqvist & Wiksell, 1964), 51–54.

686In III:52 Maimonides mentions this prooftext as an admonition against speaking too much (Pines 629 n7).

687In Prologue, ¶7 above ibn Falaquera expressed the idea that mashal must be employed when teaching someone with the appropriate intellect and background, but here he seemingly dismisses the value of mashal as a pedagogical technique with respect to the multitude.

688Only fragments of ibn Falaquera’s Commentary on the Torah have survived, all in citations within later works. In addition to a commentary on the Torah, he also wrote what seems to be a commentary on the Aggadah (Sefer ha-derash). See Rafael Jospe and Dov Schwarz, “Shem Tov ibn Falaquera’s Lost Bible Commentary,” Hebrew Union College Annual 64 (1993), 167–200.

689This sentence recalls the blessing of the ritual of havdalah, which blesses God for “establishing a separation between the holy and the profane.”

690Moreh ha-moreh 116, line 126–137.

691Incoherence, 360–361, and Moreh ha-moreh 116, n128–130. Ibn Falaquera omits the end of the sentence as it appears in the Incoherence: “the learned, however, are those of whom it is said that they are the heirs of the prophets.” On the notion of “heirs of prophets” (benei ha-neviʼim), see Hannah Kasher, “Disciples of the Philosophers as ‘Sons of Prophets’ (Prophecy Manuals Among Maimonides’ Followers),” in From Rome to Jerusalem: Yosef Baruch Sermoneta Memorial Volume, ed. Aviezer Ravitzky (Jerusalem: Department of Jewish Studies, Hebrew University, 1998), 73–85 [Hebrew].

692The second quotation attributed to ibn Rushd does not seem to occur in his writings. Mauro Zonta has pointed out that the Moreh ha-moreh quotes texts by ibn Rushd that appear not to have survived in the original Arabic; see his “A Note About Two Newly-Discovered Hebrew Quotations of Averroes’ Works Lost in their Original Arabic Texts,” in Studies in Hebrew Language and Jewish Culture, ed. Martin F.J. Baasten and Reinier Munk (Dordrecht: Springer, 2007), 243.

693By “grasp the secret of God” (sod ha-ʼeloha) ibn Falaquera may have in mind knowledge of metaphysics that is not meant for a general audience; see also Moses of Narbonne, Commentary, ¶2. The passage implies that ibn Falaquera counts Creation and divine governance among the “secrets” of the Torah. Cf. Epistle 116–117.

694Shiffman, Moreh ha-moreh 116–117, line 138–153.

695b. Megillah 13a.

696Cf. Bahya ibn Paquda’s Duties of the Heart: “In every generation we see the precious of mankind [ha-segullah mi-venei ʼadam] who walked in the light of wisdom and who turned away from the darkness of lust” (Venice, 1548), 4a. The phrase is of biblical origin and more commonly spoken of Israel vis-à-vis other nations; cf. Kuzari 1.27.

697In Epistle 47, ibn Falaquera claims that [the philosophers] “disagree [with us] about miracles in that they believe that is impossible that nature change, but it is not fitting to blame them for this since they did not receive this tradition as we did.” See also above, ¶6 (“you will not find any philosopher who disputed the occurrence of miracles”).

698This relatively positive view of Nebuchadnezzar is unusual in Jewish texts. Greek sources tend to describe him with admiration in light of his architectonic achievements, but Hebrew sources condemn him for having carried the ancient Israelites into exile. See Ronald Sack, Nebuchadnezzar: the Emergence of a Legend (Selingsgrove: Susquehanna University Press, 2004), 97–108.

699That is, among the Chaldeans. In Arabic philosophical sources we find several versions of the notion that the ancient Chaldeans had knowledge of science. See Incoherence 299; The Epistle on the Possibility of Conjunction with the Active Intellect by Ibn Rushd with the Commentary of Moses of Narbonne, trans. Kalman P. Bland (New York: Jewish Theological Seminary of America, 1982), 105, n11 (English section), 141 (Hebrew section); Alfarabi: Philosophy of Plato and Aristotle, trans. Muhsin Mahdi, rev. ed. (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1969, reprinted 2001), 43.

700Maimonides describes Plato’s position on creation in II:13, Pines 282–284. “Created” means the universe is not eternal a parte ante (in contrast to Aristotle). Ibn Falaquera does not elaborate here on whether Plato believed in creation ex nihilo or from some pre-existent matter.



701The notion of creation out of chaotic motion goes back to Timaeus 30a-b, 52d. On mevulbelet as “chaotic motion” see Jospe and Schwartz, “Lost Bible Commentary,” 172–173. In a fragment of his commentary on the Torah he writes that prior to creation, motion was “continuous and chaotic (tamidit ʼeinah mesuderet), which God turned into orderly motion, and lastly he brought forth Soul along with the heavens;” in Jospe and Schwartz, “Lost Bible Commentary,” 186. Ibn Falaquera defines ibdāʼ as creation ex nihilo (yesh me-‘ayin) in Moreh ha-moreh on III:15, Moreh ha-moreh 306, line 51–55, where he labels it the “religious” view.



702The hierarchy of hypostases of Creation as One, Intellect, Soul and Nature can be found in Plotinus’ Enneads. The long recension of the Theology of Aristotle interpolates the Logos or Word between the One and the Intellect. See the several pertinent entries in Pseudo-Aristotle in the Middle Ages: The “Theology” and Other Texts, ed. Jill Kraye, W.F. Ryan, and C. B. Schmitt (London: The Warburg Institute, 1986). Ibn Falaquera translated the long recension of the Theology into Hebrew. Extracts of the translation in his Sefer ha-ma‘alot were identified by Paul Fenton, “Shem Tov ibn Falaquera and the Theology of Aristotle,” Da‘at 29 (1992), 27–39 [Hebrew]. More recently still a fragment of the direct translation was identified by Tzvi Langermann, “A Hebrew Passage from the Theology of Aristotle and Its Significance,” Arabic Sciences and Philosophy 9 (1999), 247–259.

703Elsewhere in Moreh ha-moreh (on II:13) Ibn Falaquera writes that Plato “says that the world was came into being as it changed from lack of order [seder] into order. For it is possible to understand the meaning of verses [in Genesis] as in the beginning everything was chaotic [mevulbal] and lacking in order, and afterwards things became separated from one another and returned to order... it seems to me that since Plato’s opinion that the world is created and is eternal a parte post, it is said that the opinion of our Torah and his are the same.” Moreh ha-moreh 259, line 64–65, 70–71; see also Epistle 117–119.


704Cf. b. Ḥullin 60a, Moreh ha-moreh on II:13 (259, line 67–68): “The Sages said in Midrash that because the created things were separated from each other and did not come forth intermingled, [God] said ‘after his kind’.” Maimonides writes of a similar view in II:30, Pines 350.

705In Moreh ha-moreh on II:26 (286–288) ibn Falaquera cites several concurring opinions (by Plato, Solomon ibn Gabirol, rabbinical sages, and a second-hand report by Aristotle) to the effect that all existents with the exception of God are fashioned from the same matter.

706Moreh ha-moreh 117, line 158–169.

707Throughout the commentary, ibn Falaquera indicates quotations from Ibn Rushd by attributing them to the “aforementioned scholar” (he-ḥakham ha-nizkar).

708See Yair Shiffman, “Falaquera on Maimonides and Ibn Rushd,” Pe‘amim 61 (1995), 132–143 [ Hebrew]. See also Alfred Ivry, “Maimonides’ Relationship to Ibn Rushd’s Thought,” Sefunot n.s. 8 (2003), 61–74 [Hebrew].

709In the Guide Maimonides quotes a midrash that compares the words of Torah to a well of water. In another instance, Maimonides compares the hidden meaning of Scripture and of rabbinic literature to a pearl that was lost and has been found with the aid of a cheap candle (=the explicit meaning). Here ibn Falaquera combines those two allegories by describing Ibn Rushd as having searched the “waters” of the Guide and found the “pearl,” something of great value, that is, Maimonides’ discussion of the Mutakallimūn. See Pines, 11, 64, Pines 194–231. On ibn Rushd’s critique of the Mutakallimūn, see Harry A. Wolfson, The Philosophy of Kalam (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1976), 424–425, 428–429, 552–558; Incoherence, 61–62, 318–319, 324–325, 332–333 (=theologians).

710Shiffman suggests that Ibn Falaquera’s decision to write in Hebrew is due to changing historical circumstances: in 13th-century Christian Europe (except Spain), Jewish philosophers tended to live in communities where knowledge of Arabic was rare or inexistent, while until the end of the 12th century, those who studied philosophy tended to live in Muslim lands (Muslim Spain) and could read Arabic in addition to Hebrew (Moreh ha-moreh, 16). Nonetheless, knowledge of Arabic continued to be cultivated among Jewish intellectuals in Western Europe throughout the 13th and as late as the 15th century, not only for purposes of philosophical study and translation, but also in the study of medicine and science in general. A commentary on the Guide in Arabic could have found readers, though mostly among the elite, while a commentary in Hebrew could also be read by those who learned philosophy exclusively in Hebrew translation. As ibn Falaquera’s ensuing remarks show, he had Arabic readers in mind as well as Hebrew readers.

711Ibn Falaquera also intended his Book of the Soul and Opinions of the Philosophers to be a reminder (sefer zikharon) for old age. In a letter to Joseph ben Judah, to whom the Guide was addressed, Maimonides designates one of the purposes of the Mishneh Torah as an instrument for use in old age. See Jospe, Torah and Sophia, 275 line 6; Twersky, Code of Maimonides, 42, and the relevant passage from Opinions of the Philosophers in Roberto Gatti, Ermeneutica e filosofia: introduzione al pensiero ebraico medioevale (secoli XII-XIV), (Genoa: Il Melangolo, 2003), 165.

712There seems to be no clear criterion for ibn Falaquera’s selection of chapters. As Yair Shiffman observes, Munk’s view that ibn Falaquera comments only on the philosophical chapters of the Guide ought to be revisited, since there are many such “philosophical” chapters in the Guide on which he is silent. In light of Ibn Falaquera’s objectives in the prologue, one possible line of inquiry is that ibn Falaquera might only comment on chapters for which he can find parallels in Ibn Rushd’s writings. Shiffman, Moreh ha-moreh 1n6; Munk, Mélanges 495.

713Ibn Falaquera wrote three appended chapters to the Moreh ha-moreh. The first discusses the nature of the acquired intellect and its relation to true felicity, quoting several sources, among which are Solomon ibn Gabirol, Al-Farabi, Ibn Sina, Ibn Bajjah, Ibn Rushd, and Maimonides (Moreh ha-moreh 329–337). The second chapter is on divine providence (Moreh ha-moreh 337–341). The third chapter critiques Samuel ibn Tibbon’s Hebrew translation of the Guide. In the latter, Ibn Falaquera quotes the Judeo-Arabic word or sentence and gives his own translation, following with a discussion of ibn Tibbon’s text that points out mistranslations and added or missing words (Moreh ha-moreh 341–365).

714This is a potential indication that there were readers of the Judeo-Arabic Guide in Christian Spain towards the end of the 13th century. We know of readers of Arabic in the 13th century through the existence of Arabic-Hebrew glossaries and Arabic glosses in Hebrew works written in Europe. See Mauro Zonta, “Arabic and Latin Glosses in Medieval Hebrew Translations of Philosophical Texts and Their Relation to Hebrew Philosophical Dictionaries,” in Lexiques bilingues dans les domaines philosophique et scientifique (Moyen-Âge et Renaissance), ed. Jacqueline Hamesse and Danielle Jacquart (Turnhout: Brepols, 2001), 31–48.

715Moreh ha-moreh 121–123.

716Moreh ha-moreh 121, line 1–13. The paragraph is Ibn Falaquera’s own Hebrew translation of the Guide. Throughout the Moreh ha-moreh he translates passages of the Guide directly from Arabic. In the English translation that follows, words in italics are identical in both ibn Falaquera and Ibn Tibbon; those in normal type are ibn Falaquera’s additions and/or modifications. Ibn Falaquera’s translation is at times closer to al-Ḥarizi’s version (cf. for example Shiffman, Moreh ha-moreh 63 n12, 121 n3–13). On these three translations, see Yair Shiffman, “The Differences Between the Translations of Maimonides’ Guide of the Perplexed by Falaquera, Ibn Tibbon and Al-Harizī, and Their Textual and Philosophical Implications,” Journal of Semitic Studies 44:1 (1999), 47–61.

717Ibn Tibbon and al-Ḥarizi have “nature” (respectively, ha-tivi‘im/teva‘) rather than “matter” (ibn Falaquera: ḥomerim). Cf. Munk 10 n4.

718Ibn Tibbon adds here: “with little interval in between” (bi-me‘at hefresh beineihem). It is not found in the Judeo-Arabic text, nor in al-Ḥarizi or Ibn Falaquera’s translations. Cf. Munk 11 n1.

719Ibn Tibbon adds here: “There is one for whom there are great intervals from one lightning flash to the next–this is the rank of most prophets” (ʼEven-Shemuʼel 6, line 20–21). The phrase is found neither in the Judeo-Arabic text, in al-Ḥarizi, and ibn Falaquera’s Hebrew translations, nor in Pines’ English translation. Cf. Munk, 11 n2.

720Shiffman, Moreh ha-moreh 121, line 14–20.

721There seems to be something of an ambiguity here. Ibn Falaquera may be saying that the apprehension of any non-prophet is always limited; or he may be saying that Maimonides creates a category of non-prophets who have limited apprehension (e.g. an individual who is morally though not intellectually perfect). In either case, there are at least two competing medieval philosophical views on the distinction between prophetic and non-prophetic knowledge (that is, philosophic or scientific). One holds that the difference between how a prophet and a non-prophet acquire knowledge lies in their methods (analytical in the case of the philosopher, imaginative or intuitive in the case of the prophet), but not in content–the philosopher is able to achieve the same knowledge as the prophet, though only with great difficulty. Another view holds that the content of prophetic knowledge is a priori inaccessible to a non-prophet. Al-Kindi is an exponent of the first view; cf. Peter Adamson, “Al-Kindī and the Reception of Greek Philosophy,” in Adamson and Taylor eds, The Cambridge Companion to Arabic Philosophy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005), 46–47. Ibn Falaquera’s Scholar expresses the second view in Epistle ibid, 35–36, and n60. Maimonides mentions yet a third view, namely, that there is something biological about prophecy as requiring a “perfection for the imaginative faculty” (II:36, Pines 369). However, as he says elsewhere, the divine will may prevent even such a perfect individual from becoming a prophet (cf. II:32, Pines 361–362).

722Cf. Pines 7.

723Maimonides describes how matter hinders one from apprehending the nature of the deity in III:9 (Pines 436–437).

724On the concept of “overflow,” see II:12 (Pines 279–280), and II:36–37 (Pines 369–375). There are, therefore, two categories of apprehension: those who receive the light of lightning, or directly, which corresponds to the prophets; and those who receive the light reflected from a pearl, or indirectly, which corresponds to perfect individuals who are not prophets.

725Moreh ha-moreh 121 line 21–122 line 28.

726Cf. Moreh ha-moreh III:51 (Shiffman 318–319): “Consider the dictum of the Sages that [the patriarch] Jacob is the sun. Maimonides hints at this notion in the Introduction to the [Guide] by saying “as for those who never once see a light but grope about in their night... they are the vulgar among the people” (Pines 7). For the analogy of intellectual apprehension to light from without, see also ibn Bajja, Letter of Farewell, trans. Miguel Asin Palacios, “La ‘Carta de Adiós’ de Avempace,” Al-Andalus 8:1 (1943) ¶25 (79).

727In his commentary on III:51, Ibn Falaquera quotes from Ibn Bajja, Letter on Conjunction of the Intellect with Man (Moreh ha-moreh 318, line 14–32). The quotation is faithful to ibn Bajja’s text, but Ibn Falaquera omits the sentence where ibn Bajja directly states that the Active Intellect is like light. Readers of the Moreh ha-moreh who knew the original passage in Ibn Bajja would realize ibn Falaquera’s hidden view, which is that ibn Falaquera interprets Maimonides’ “light” to correspond to the Active Intellect. In other words, ibn Falaquera edited the quotation for esoteric purposes, to hide this interpretation from unprepared readers (who may not have known ibn Bajja). For the passage in ibn Bajja, see Joaquín Fuentes Lomba, “Avempace: Tratado de la unión del intelecto con el hombre,” Anaquel de Estudios Árabes 11 (2000), 384–385. Ibn Falaquera omits the passage “reflexiona ahora... es lo que más se parece a la luz” (385).

728This observation recalls Ibn Sina’s notion of “intuitive prophecy,” which includes “the ability to arrive at a conclusion or truth with no external aid and without prior learning,” and the “ability to arrive at a conclusion [of a syllogism] instantaneously.” Amira Eran, “Intuition and Inspiration– the Causes of Jewish Thinkers’ Objection to Avicenna’s Intellectual Prophecy (Ḥads),” JSQ 14 (2007), 39–40.

729Moreh ha-moreh 122, line 29–34.

730“Cleaving to God” (devequt) is a biblical term and central concept in Abraham ibn Ezra and Bahya ibn Paquda, where it takes the connotation of union with God. See Abraham ibn Ezra, The Secret of the Torah: A Translation of Abraham ibn Ezra’s “Sefer Yesod Mora Ve-Sod Ha-Torah,” trans. H. Norman Strickman (Northvale, NJ: Jason Aronson, 1995), 107; Aaron Hughes, “Two Approaches to the Love of God in Medieval Jewish Thought: The Concept of ‘Devequt’ in the Works of ibn Ezra and Judah Halevi,” Studies in Religion 28:2 (1999), 139–151.

731The distinction, then, between lightning that appears to prophets and to non-prophets seems to be that which appears to non-prophets is too strong for the individual who receives it, and occurs arbitrarily. Cf. also II:45 (Pines 395–396).

732A quotation from Sefer Yeṣirah, ¶8, see A. Peter Hayman, Sefer Yeṣira (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2004). See also III:2: the motion of the “living creatures” (ḥayiot) “consisted in running and retracing their way ... accordingly he [Ezekiel] says that it is like lightning, whose motion appears to be the swiftest of motions and which stretches out rapidly and at a rush from a certain place and then with the same rapidity contracts and returns time after time to the place whence it moved” (Pines 419). Maimonides’ statement clarifies the meaning of this paragraph, which is that the intellectual overflow is not constant, but rather frequently interrupted.

733Moreh ha-moreh 122, line 35–46.

734The ibn Tibbon translation has “he will apprehend”; the Pines translation reflects the Judeo-Arabic text and accords with Falaquera’s version.

735Cf. Ḥayy ibn Yaqẓān, Preface, where Ibn Tufayl writes that the blind can never come to know colors except through “descriptive explanations and ostensive definitions.” Thus those “who merely think and have not reached the level of love are like the blind. The colors, at that stage, are known only by accounts of their names... but to those who reach love, God grants what I purely metaphorically call another faculty. This corresponds to the restoration of sight.” Ibn Tufayl’s ‘Hayy Ibn Yaqzān’: a Philosophical Tale, trans. Lenn E. Goodman (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2009), 97.

736Ibn Falaquera describes the faculty of apprehension as analogous to sense perception, an analogy that also appears in Ibn Sina. See Dag Nikolaus Hasse, “Avicenna on Abstraction,” in Aspects of Avicenna, ed. Robert Wisnovsky (Princeton: Markus Wiener Publishers, 2001), 46.

737Moreh ha-moreh 122, line 46–123, line 52.

738On the ethical virtues required for the study of philosophy, and the necessity of acquiring a suitable study partner, see David, Shemtob ben Joseph ibn Falaquera, 10–20, esp. 17.

739Moreh ha-moreh 123, line 53–57.

740The “fifth cause” of contradictions arises from pedagogical constraints (Pines 18). By “terms” ibn Falaquera may have in mind the categories of “equivocal,” “derivative,” and “amphibolous” terms mentioned at the beginning of the Introduction to the Guide (Pines 5).

741In Judeo-Arabic in the text: ה רדאצמ.

742Moreh ha-moreh 123, line 58–63.

743A likely reference to controversies that raged in the 13th century over the Guide. Ibn Falaquera was too young to have taken an active part in the controversies of the 1230s surrounding the Guide. It may be, therefore, that controversies around the Guide did not completely fizzle out after the 1230s, but dragged on into the late 13th century. Evidence for this notion can be found in the Letter Regarding the Guide, where ibn Falaquera writes that rabbis from France arose against the Guide and their opposition reached Damascus, Palestine and Akko, “where all those who speak out misunderstand Maimonides and his books, and they wrote letters to Barcelona, whence the letters reached us” (Lemler, 40). Thus even at this late date (1290) they continued on in the East and in Spain. See Epistle, 75–76, and David Lemler, “Shem Tov ibn Falaquera’s Letter Regarding the Guide – Critical Edition,” Zutot 9 (2012), 27–50.

744It is unclear why ibn Falaquera writes that the chapters in part I have attracted condemnation. Of these chapters, the Moreh ha-moreh covers only I:9 and I:71 (128–131, 173–175). There is no indication there that these two chapters are especially problematic. II:13–14, 19 deal with Creation (Moreh ha-moreh 256–264, 266–271).

745One such attack on philosophy, which ibn Falaquera may have plausibly known, is Jacob bar Sheshet’s Meshiv devarim nekhoḥim, a critique of Ma ʼamar yiqqavu ha-mayim by Samuel ibn Tibbon and in defense of kabbalah. Yet other rabbinical authorities such as Menachem Ha-Meʼiri defended the study of philosophy and of Maimonides’ writings. See Georges Vajda ed., Sefer meshiv devarim nekhoḥim (Jerusalem: The Israel Academy of Sciences and Humanities, 1969) [Hebrew]; Moshe Halbertal, Between Torah and Wisdom: Rabbi Menachem Ha-Meʼiri and the Maimonidean Halakhists in Provence (Jerusalem: Magnes Press, 2001) [Hebrew]; Gregg Stern, Philosophy and Rabbinic Culture: Jewish Interpretation and Controversy in Medieval Languedoc (New York: Routledge, 2009). Ibn Falaquera’s final suggestion here is not that rabbis who criticize philosophy had an objection to philosophy per se, but merely that they did not wish to give the masses the impression that they believed in it.

746S.C. Reif, Hebrew Manuscripts at Cambridge University Library (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997), SCR 705 (391).

747=Paris Oratoire 100; Salomon Munk, “Manuscrits hébreux de l’Oratoire à la Bibliothèque Nationale de Paris,” Hebräische Bibligraphie 13:2 (1909), 60; H. Zotenberg, Manuscrits orientaux: catalogues des manuscrits hébreux et samaritains de la Bibliothèque impériale (Paris: Impr. Impériale, 1866).

748Reif, Hebrew manuscripts, SCR 706 (392).

749Reif, Hebrew manuscripts, SCR 128 (101–102). Scattered excerpts; does not cover the Preface to Guide and hence not used for this edition.

750= Leipzig UBL XXXIX; Franz Delitzsch, Catalogus Librorum Manuscriptorium in Bibliotheca Senatoria Civitatis Lipsiensis Asservantur (Grimma: J.M. Gebhardt, 1838), XXXIX (301–303, 322–323). In this ms the commentary ends at I:70.

751Benjamin Richler ed., Hebrew Manuscripts in the Vatican Library Catalogue (Vatican City: Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticano, 2008), 352.

752Aviezer Ravitzky, “The Thought of R. Zeraḥiah ben Isaac ben Shealtiel Ḥen and the Maimonidean-Tibbonian Philosophy in the 13th Century,” Ph.D. diss., The Hebrew University of Jerusalem, 1977 [Hebrew] (henceforth Ravitzky), 75.

753Ravitzky, “The Thought of R. Zeraḥiah,” 78.


754Pines, 196–198; ’Even-Shmu’el, 170–172.

755Ravitzky, “The Thought of R. Zeraḥiah,” 79.

756Ravitzky, “The Thought of R. Zeraḥiah,” 77 n5. The ms may or may not be identical to ms Montesinos (no further indication), mentioned by Steinschneider as a manuscript “of which nothing further is known.” HÜB 113 n35 (§48).

757Ravitzky, “The Thought of R. Zeraḥiah,” 75.

758ms Cambridge Add. 1235, ff. 91r-91v.

759Ravitzky, “The Thought of R. Zeraḥiah,” 77.

760He argues that it may be a paraphrase of the anonymous translation of al-Tabrisi’s commentary. For an edition and translation, cf. Maurice-Ruben Hayoun, “Moses Maimonides und Muhammad al-Tabrisi” Trumah 5 (1996), 201–245.

761Reif, Hebrew Manuscripts, SCR 705 (391).

762Reif, Hebrew Manuscripts, SCR 706 (392). Reif has “Hillel of Ferrara,” who is better known as Hillel of Verona.

763Cf. Mauro Zonta, “Le traduzioni di Zeraḥyah Gracian e la versione ebraica del De Generatione et Corruptione,” in Aristotele e Alessandro di Afrodisia nella tradizione araba, eds Cristina D’Ancona and Giuseppe Serra (Padua: Il Poligrafo, 2002), 303. On the other hand, the language he uses in his biblical commentaries is more accessible.

764Raphael Kirchheim, “Schreiben der Herrn R. Kirchheim an Herrn Ignaz Blumenfeld in Wien,” ʼOṣar neḥmad 2 (1857), 117–124 [Hebrew]; Jacob Fridman, “The Commentary on the Guide of the Perplexed by Zeraḥiah ben Isaac ben She’alti’el Ḥen,” in Jacob Fridman Memorial Volume, ed Shlomo Pines (Jerusalem: Institute of Jewish Studies, Hebrew University, 1974), 3–14 [Hebrew]. The Prologue has also been edited by Eliakim Carmoly, “The Life of R. Yosef Al-Ashkar,” ʼOṣar neḥmad 3 (1860), 111.

765HÜB §48 (112–113); Moritz Steinschneider, “Aspects of the Life of R. Zeraḥiah ben Isaac ben Sheʼaltiʼel Ḥen,” ʼOṣar neḥmad 2 (1857), 229–245 [Hebrew]. See also Hermann Vogelstein and Paul Rieger, Geschichte der Juden in Rom (Berlin: Mayer und Müller, 1896), 1:410–411.

766Aviezer Ravitzky, “Hebrew Quotations from the Lost Arabic Recension of Parva Naturalia,” Jerusalem Studies in Arabic and Islam 3 (1982), 191–202 [Hebrew]; Aviezer Ravitzky, “A Hidden Commentary on the Guide of the Perplexed and the Lost Recension of Aristotle’s De sensu et sensibilia,” in Maimonidean Essays: Society, Philosophy and Nature in Maimonides and His Disciples (Tel Aviv: Schocken, 2006), 239–247 [Hebrew].

767Mishnah, Pirqei ʼavot 1:2.

768‘Iqqesh. In his commentary on Proverbs, Zeraḥiah writes that the term indicates the class of the ignorant who are neither sages nor of average intellect. Cf. ʼImrei da‘at, ed. Israel Schwarz (Vienna, 1871), 2, citing Prov 17:20.

769That is, whether he is humble or haughty.

770In his commentary on Proverbs Zeraḥiah interprets the “answer of the tongue” as the end and goal of an action (sof ha-davar ve-takhlito), that is, to bring it into actualization; Schwartz,ʼImrei da‘at, 66.

771Cf. Solomon ibn Gabirol, “Keter malkhut,” in Selected Religious Poems of Solomon ibn Gabirol, ed. Israel Davidson (Philadelphia: The Jewish Publication Society of America, 1924), 87 (¶8–¶9).

772The verse reads “who desireth life.” In his Preface, Maimonides, too, shows some concern for beginning students and an awareness that they are part of the audience of the Guide: “I know that, among men generally, every beginner will derive benefit from some of the chapters of this Treatise, though he lacks an inkling of what is involved in speculation” (Pines 16); and the “fifth cause” of contradiction, which is present in the Guide, derives from the necessity of teaching beginners as well (cf. Pines 17–18, and Maskiyot kesef, Commentary, ¶8). Nonetheless, the first paragraph of the Preface states “it is not the purpose of this Treatise to make its totality understandable to the vulgar or to beginners in speculation” (Pines 5). Evidently Zeraḥiah does not interpret this last passage literally nor does he understand it as a prohibition on teaching of the Guide to beginners.

773The object of the verse is the Temple in Jerusalem; by using it to describe the Guide, Zeraḥiah is implicitly, if not explicitly connecting the two.

774That is, such a beginner is an autodidact.

775Or: lust.

776In other words, those are scientific matters that are not main subject(s) of the Guide. See also the commentary on I:72, where Zeraḥiah writes that nearly every book of natural science contains lengthy explanations of the haqdamot (ms. Cambridge Add. 1235, f. 58r); Fridman, “The Commentary on the Guide of the Perplexed,” 8.

777b. Sukkah 45b. The sentence is found in Maimonides’ Introduction to the Commentary on the Mishnah within the context of an illustration for people who are devoid of knowledge. See Maimonides’ Introduction to His Commentary on the Mishnah, trans. Fred Rosner (Northvale, NJ: Jason Aronson, 1995), 130.

778Zeraḥiah interprets “double to that which is” (kiflayim le-toshiah) as “science and Torah,” in his commentary on Job. See Sefer tiqvat ʼenosh, ed. Israel Schwartz (Berlin, 1868), 221.

779Cf. the 4th blessing of the Shemonah ‘esreh.

780haqdamah, meaning the Preface as a whole.

781Pines, 5.

782The abridged version has instead, perush (“interpretation”). But ibn Falaquera uses a similar formula to indicate sources and divisions within the commentary: ʼamar morenu, “as our teacher [Maimonides] says”; ʼamar he-ḥakham ha-nizkar, ibn Rushd; ʼamar ʼAristo. It is, of course, also parallel to ibn Rushd’s longer commentaries, where formulas such as “Aristotle says” are common. The formula “the commentator says” (cf. also below, Commentary, ¶4) may have been inserted by a later scribe, but its presence could be due to Zeraḥiah’s knowledge of Greco-Arabic philosophical models. The same formula, ʼamar ha-mevaʼer, appears in the Arabic and Hebrew versions of Maimonides’ Commentary on the Aphorisms of Hippocrates. See Carsten Schliwski, “Moses Ben Maimon: Šarḥ fuṣūl Abuqrāṭ: Der Kommentar des Maimonides zu den Aphorismen des Hippokrates. Kritische Edition des arabischen Textes mit Einführung und Übersetzung,” Ph.D. diss. Cologne, 2004. See also Maimonides’ Pirqei Moshe (translated into Hebrew by Zeraḥiah), where the formula is “Moses [Maimonides] says.” HÜB 765–766 (§481).

783Here Zeraḥiah seems to be using the term meshuttafim as a general term for names that refer to more than one meaning (homonyms), as it is used in MH ch. 13.

784It is unclear here whether “first meaning” (‘inyan rishon) refers to the order in which Zeraḥiah presented the subject, that is, he first mentions the meaning of “human hand” and then other meanings; or whether he thinks “first meaning” refers to the primary meaning of a term as opposed to “derived” meanings, following the paradigm of a metaphorical term. In MH ch. 13 such a “primary meaning” is described as “a name which in the original usage of the language came to denote, and to be fixed permanently in, and afterwards it was given but not permanently to another object” (60). Though this seems to fit the example of “hand” as human hand and inanimate “hands,” with the human hand as the “first meaning,” he writes that this is according to the definition of equivocal rather than metaphorical terms. An analogous example of equivocality can be found in Categories 1, 1a-5a, where the term “man” is equivocal with respect to a living man and a picture of a man, but there is nothing in that passage that hints that one or the other is the “primary” meaning. Moreover, the example of metaphorical terms given in Categories is completely different from the example of a living vs. an inanimate hand. If we consider that by “first meaning” Zeraḥiah merely means his order of presentation, however, he may be thinking of equivocal in the sense in which it is presented in Categories, that is, a single term referring to many things, each of which has a distinct definition.

785Ibn Rushd’s Middle Commentary on the Categories on Categories1,1a-5a, trans. Herbert A. Davidson, Averroes’ Middle Commentary on Porphyry’s “Isagoge” and on Aristotle’s “Categoriae,” (Cambridge, Mass.: The Mediaeval Academy of America, 1969), 32. Ibn Rushd’s Epitome does not address the subject of equivocal terms, but see his commentary on Porphyry’s Isagoge, in Kol melekhet higgayon (Riva di Trento, 1559), f. 2v.

786On its face, this would seem to be an example of an amphibolous term rather than equivocal, since both the living and the inanimate lion have the accident of “shape” in common. This is the argument given in MH ch. 13 for the example of “man” applied to a living man and to a corpse, or an effigy or statue of a man: they all have shape and configuration in common. Zeraḥiah seems to be following instead the example of equivocality from the Categories: “When things have only a name in common and the definition of being which corresponds to the name is different, they are called homonymous. Thus, for example, both a man and a picture are animals. These have only a name in common and the definition of being which corresponds to the name is different; for if one is to say what being an animal is for each of them, one will give two distinct definitions,” 1, 1a-5a (emphasis added).

787Cf. Shalom Rosenberg, “The Doctrine of Terms in Medieval Jewish Philosophy,” ‘Iyun 27 (1976–1977), 111 [Hebrew]. In Kol melekhet higgayon the same example given here is described as “equivocality by indirect accident” (shittuf be-miqreh raḥoq), f. 2v.

788Sirius, in the Canis Major constellation.

789Sirius, the “dog star,” has its first heliacal rising (rises just before sunrise) around the warmest part of the year, a fact known to ancient Egyptians and Romans, and hence its association with summer heat and the expression “dog days.” The term “dog” is used equivocally to refer to both the star and the period of the year; but it so happens that the first rising of the star coincides with a particular time of the year. There is thus some tenuous resemblance (in the sense of a relation) between the two uses of the term, which Zeraḥiah describes as “distant” (indirect). His point is that such an instance of equivocality as this one is clearly different from the equivocality of a term such as ‘ayin, which can mean either “eye” or “well,” with no relation whatsoever between the two meanings. The example of “dog” as an equivocal term is also given by Maimonides, in MH ch. 13 (59) and by ibn Rushd in Kol melekhet higgayon, f. 2v. See also Studies in the History of Philosophy and Religion, eds Isadore Twersky and George H. Williams (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1973), 1:472.

790MH, ch. 13: “a term is used univocally when there is something which constitutes the essence of two or more things, and that term refers to each one of these things that share in that constitutive essence” (59). In Kol melekhet higgayon the univocal terms are those that indicate one meaning (i.e. definition) and contain many entities, whether many species or many individuals (f. 3r). See also the analysis by Rosenberg, “Doctrine of Terms,” 110–111.

791Cf. MH, ch. 13: the amphibolous term applies to two or more objects on account of a trait that is common to them both, which trait does not constitute the quiddity (essence) of either (60). In the example of “man,” where a living man, a statue and a corpse are all described by the same term, the trait that is common to all is the shape and configuration, which is merely an accident. The definition of amphiboly with the example of “beginning” appears also in Kol melekhet higgayon, f. 2v, where the different kinds of amphiboly are mentioned and this example illustrates amphiboly by analogy. For a treatment of the three types of amphiboly (by resemblance, by prius et posterius and by analogy), see Rosenberg, “Doctrine of Terms,” 112–116, 133.

792This sentence seems to have become truncated in the transmission; cf. Abridged Version.

793Cf. James T. Robinson, “Samuel ibn Tibbon’s Commentary on Ecclesiastes,” PhD diss., Harvard University, 2002, ¶352, p.359–360.

794Pines 8. The sentence that follows is “God, may His mention be exalted, wished us to be perfected and the states of our societies to be improved by His laws regarding actions.”

795or: treatise, speech, discourse (maʼamar).

796In the preface to his commentary on Job, Zeraḥiah writes that there is much in the words of the prophets and the Rabbis that concerns the natural and propaedeutic sciences. In order to write a commentary “in the scientific method” (‘al derekh ha-ḥokhmah), it is therefore imperative to have scientific knowledge. Schwartz, Sefer tiqvat ʼenosh, 169

797This should not be construed necessarily as an indication of a direct knowledge of Plato since a parallel formulation appears in Guide I:17: [The philosophers and learned men] “concealed what they said about the first principles and presented it in riddles. Thus Plato and his predecessors designated Matter as the female and Form as the male” (Pines 43).

798In the commentary on Job, Zeraḥiah writes that it was the custom of the Jewish sages as well as the sages of other nations to conceal divine secrets from the vulgar, as well as matters of natural science such as ma‘aseh bereshit (Schwartz, Sefer tiqvat ʼenosh, 170).

799The repetition reflects the manuscript text.

800The last sentence is fairly mangled in the manuscripts. What Zeraḥiah apparently means is that reading a mashal literally implies belief in supernatural things. For example, reading the mashal of Jacob’s ladder literally implies belief that God can stand atop a physical ladder.

801Cf. ibn Rushd’s Middle Commentary on Prior Analytics: propositio quidem est oratio affirmativa alicuius de aliquo, aut negativa alicuius ab aliquo. Cf. also Epitome on Prior Analytics: “that which is composed of predicate and subject is called, as part of a syllogism, the premise.” Aristotelis Priorum Resolutoriorum Liber Primus Cum Averrois Cordubensis media Expositione, trans. Giovanni Burana (Venice, 1562–1574, reprint Frankfurt: Minerva, 1962) 1:1m; the Epitome is in Kol melekhet higgayon, 14r (my translation).

802Cf. Al-Fārābi’s Short Commentary on Aristotle’s Prior Analytics, trans. Nicholas Rescher (Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 1963), 52. See also Joep Lameer, Al-Fārābī and Aristotelian Syllogistics: Greek Theory and Islamic Practice (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1994), 75–78.

803Al-Fārābi’s Short Commentary, 59.


804Epitome, 14v.

805Cf. Middle commentary on Prior Analytics: “syllogismus autem est oratio, in qua cum ponunt res plures una, sequitur ex necessitate pp. haec posita, per se non per accidens aliud quid ab il lis.” Epitome on Prior Analytics: a syllogism is a statement where more than one thing is stated, and it necessarily follows from them – per se and not by accident – something other than those things [that are stated] (13v). Note that both the long and the abridged versions of Zeraḥiah’s commentary do have “by accident” rather than “not by accident.” The sentence is more intelligible as it is in the epitome and middle commentary by ibn Rushd, “not by accident.” “Composite” can also be read as “plurality” (ribbui).

806Possibly a reference to ibn Ridwan’s commentary on Galen’s Ars parva, one of three treatises by ibn Ridwan that was translated into Hebrew (Zeraḥiah could have consulted any of his works in Arabic, however). It is extant only in manuscript under the title Perush melakhah qetanah. It was first translated into Hebrew by Samuel ibn Tibbon in 1199, and translated again by Zeraḥiah’s contemporary Hillel of Verona. See HÜB 734 (§471). The Abridged Version does not mention ibn Ridwan’s name.

807See MH ch. 6 (“it is called a conclusion and also a consequent”), 40.

808Though Zeraḥiah writes “fifth cause” here (and in the Abridged Version below), the example he brings and its explanation correspond more closely to the sixth cause. It is possible (if not likely) that the mention of “fifth cause” here rather than “sixth” was an error in the copying and transmission of the text.

809On Zeraḥiah’s stance on Creation of the universe, see Aviezer Ravitzky, ‘Al da‘at ha-maqom: Studies in the History of Jewish Philosophy (Jerusalem: Keter, 1991), 236–243 [Hebrew].

810Cf.I:71, and I:73, where Maimonides examines the “common premises laid down by the Mutakallimūn” (Pines 175–184, 194–214).

811I:73, The First Premise (Pines 195); cf. also I:76 (Pines 228). Similar examples regarding Creation of the world are also given by ibn Rushd in the Middle Commentary on Prior Analytics. See Steven Harvey, “Averroes’ Use of Examples in his Middle Commentary on the Prior Analytics, and Some Remarks on His Role as Commentator,” Arabic Sciences and Philosophy 7 (1997), 91–113.

812Continuing the text of “sixth cause” begun in ¶9.

813Cf. ¶10.

814Cf. ¶11: “sought to be derived.” The Abridged Version is identical in both instances.

815An example of technical contraries (rather than contradictories); cf. Al-Fārābi’s Short Commentary: “Some contraries connect a universal quantity-indicator to the subject of an affirmation and a particular quantity-indicator to the subject of a negation; for example, the statements ‘every man is an animal’ and ‘not every man is an animal’.” These kinds of contraries “divide truth and falsity between them always and in every case.” (2:4, p.57). See also Lameer, Al-Fārābī and Aristotelian Syllogistics, 100.

816An example of technical subcontraries; cf. Al-Fārābi’s Short Commentary: “some connect to the [common] subjects of both opposites a particular quantity-indicator to indicate that the judgment pertains [only] to some of the subject. For example, the statements “some men are white,” and “not every man is white.” These subcontraries “divide truth and falsity between them sometimes, namely in matters of necessity and of impossibility, as with the statements, ‘some men are animals’ and ‘not every man is an animal’... but sometimes they are both true together, namely in [matters of] possibility as, for example, the statements, ‘some man is white’ and ‘not every man is white’.” (56).

817Cf. Abridged Version.

818The example belongs to the category of conditional syllogisms of the affirmative mode (modus ponens). See Al-Fārābi’s Short Commentary: “The first of the two [kinds of conjunctive conditional syllogism] is as follows: ‘if the world is originated, then it has a creator; therefore it follows by this that it has a creator’.” (4:1, p.74), and Lameer, Al-Fārābī and Aristotelian Syllogistics, 46–47.

819The Long Version interpolates a sentence here, cf. ad loc.

820In other words, Zeraḥiah seems to be saying that if one were to teach theology in the same way that one teaches science the students will not grasp the correct import of theological matters. This passage seems to have been truncated in the transmission of the Long Version, cf. ad loc.

821Setumot is missing from the Long Version. On the rabbinical background of this concept see Moshe Assis, “The Interpretation of Setumot in Midrash Bereshit Rabah,” Te‘udah 11 (1996), 1–16 [Hebrew].

822The word derives from the same root as setumot (satam).

823Cf. Long Version: “a plurality” (ribui).

824This word is unclear in the ms (see critical apparatus). “Radwan” is the reading found in the Long Version ad loc.

825In Arabic in the text after the Hebrew term.

826In Arabic in the text. The manuscript text has this term placed before “Logic,” which does not make sense; the translation reflects the most likely correct version.

827The final sentence differs in the Long Version ad loc.

828Boston: Brill, 2017.

829In the notes below ‘Ammudei kesef and Maskiyot kesef are indicated respectively as AK and MK.

830Kosef, a medieval coinage, which shares a linguistic root with “silver” (kesef). “Kaspi” means “of silver,” referring to his birth place – he was from Largentière, in the Rhône-Alpes region of France. The titles of all his works (and sometimes linguistic puns) are a play on the word silver (kesef), corresponding to the names of silver vessels found in Scripture. Cf. Barry Mesch, Studies in Joseph ibn Kaspi: Fourteenth-Century Exegete and Philosopher (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1975), 48–49.

831In the preface to Qevuṣat kesef ibn Kaspi writes that by the age of 30 he had grasped “logic and some of the theoretical sciences,” and “began to understand the Pentateuch and the entire Bible by means of logic and philosophy.” Ḥannah Kasher suggests that ibn Kaspi aimed to understand the Guide, too, according to rules of language and logic. See Qevuṣat kesef in Mesch, Joseph ibn Kaspi 7 (English), and Qevutṣat kesef in ‘Asarah kelei kesef, ed. Isaac Last (Pressburg: Adolf Alkalay and Son, 1903), 1:xx [Hebrew]; Ḥannah Kasher, “Joseph ibn Kaspi as Philosophical Exegete,” Ph.D. diss. Bar-Ilan University, 1979, 103–107 [Hebrew].

832See Avraham Melamed, The Myth of the Jewish Origins of Science and Philosophy (Jerusalem: Magnes Press, 2010) [Hebrew], 181–189. Ibn Kaspi’s version of this notion, found throughout his works, expresses that Aristotle’s works were originally Jewish but were lost to the Jews because of their sins. See below ‘Ammudei kesef, Commentary, ¶2; Sefer ha-musar ʼo yoreh de‘ah, in ‘Asarah kelei kesef, ed. Isaac Last (Pressburg: Abraham ben David Alkalay and Son, 1903), 2:68 [Hebrew]; Menorat kesef, in Last, ‘Asarah klei kesef 2:77 [Hebrew]; Ḥannah Kasher, “Joseph ibn Kaspi as Philosophical Exegete,” 13. See also Norman Roth, “The ‘Theft of Philosophy’ by the Greeks from the Jews,” Classical Folia 32:1 (1978), 53–68.

833The person being addressed here is ibn Kaspi’s son, for whom he composed the commentary (‘Ammudei kesef, Prologue, ¶4). The “signs” may be an allusion to numerical associations that appear twice in the commentary on the Introduction to the Guide, once in this paragraph, and once in ‘Ammudei kesef, Commentary, ¶3. Alternatively, ibn Kaspi might have in mind esoteric hints in general, of which there are many throughout the commentary.

834The numerical value of gan ‘eden is 177, the number of chapters in the Guide (the numerical order of which was added by Samuel ibn Tibbon). Abraham Abulafia and Isaac Abravanel also count the chapters in the Guide as 177. 19th-century and modern editions, however, have the number of chapters as 178, owing to the separation of I:27–28 (Pines 57–61) into two chapters. On this discrepancy, see Rafael Jospe, “The ‘Garden of Eden’ and the Chapters of the Guide,” in Shlomo Pines Jubilee Volume on the Occasion of His Eightieth Birthday, eds. Moshe Idel, Warren Zev Harvey and Eliezer Schweid (Jerusalem: Magnes Press, 1988), 1:387–397 [Hebrew].

835On the notion of revealing the “secret” in Samuel ibn Tibbon, ibn Kaspi and Ḥanokh al-Constantini, see Colette Sirat, “Al-Constantini’s Marot ʼelohim” ʼEshel Be‘er-Sheva 1 (1976), 125 [Hebrew]; see also Ravitzky, 45 n2, and Aviezer Ravitzky, History and Faith, 205–303.

836Hence the common description of ibn Kaspi’s two commentaries as “exoteric” and “esoteric” (see for example HÜB 92, §40). With respect to the commentary on the Preface to the Guide, the AK and MK do indeed have a certain difference in emphasis. However, a careful reading reveals that both commentaries display esoteric strategies of interpretation. See also ‘Ammudei kesef, Commentary, ¶24; Mesch, Joseph ibn Kaspi 13.

837Menorat kesef, a commentary on ma‘aseh merkavah. In the preface to that work ibn Kaspi gives four grounds that justify commenting on the secrets of Maimonides: one, he does not reveal anything until the appropriate chapter; two, he perhaps is not revealing the true meaning of anything at all, because his interpretations are entirely original, neither learned from others nor from books (hence pure speculation liable to error); three, Maimonides gave some leeway for commentary in the preface to part III of the Guide, in which he allowed for “some” commentary, but “some” is not an objective measure (thus leaving room for exegetical discretion); four, he discloses only the opinions of Aristotle and his peers, who have dealt with a similar problem in their works (i.e. how much to reveal). Menorat kesef, in Last, ‘Asarah kelei kesef 77.

838That is, risking his life.

839Ibn Kaspi had three children. He dedicates several of his works to his two sons David, who lived in Barcelona, and Solomon, who lived in Tarascon (the addressee of the Yoreh de‘ah, ibn Kaspi’s ethical testament). He also had a daughter who lived in Perpignan. See Renan, Les écrivains juifs français du XIVe siècle (Paris: Imprimerie Nationale, 1893), 133–134; HÜB §41 (93), §201 (352)

840A pun on the author’s name (ʼekhsof), which shares the same linguistic root.

841Cf. this prologue with the prologue of the “earlier” recension of ibn Kaspi’s commentaries on the Guide in Renan, écrivains juifs français, 179.

842Cf. I:1, Pines 21–23.

843Ibn Kaspi details different types of errors of equivocation in Ṣeror ha-kesef, a compendium of logic based mostly on ibn Rushd’s Middle Commentaries on the first five books of the Organon, and on al-Farabi’s Commentary on Sophistical Refutations. See Shalom Rosenberg, “Ibn Kaspi’s Sophistical Refutations,” ‘Iyun 32 (1984), ¶1–¶4, 280 [Hebrew]. On ibn Kaspi’s general attitude towards the “ignorant,” see Avraham Grossman, “Social Controversy in Joseph ibn Kaspi’s Commentaries on Scripture,” in Studies in Hebrew Poetry and Jewish Heritage: in Memory of Aharon Mirsky, eds. Efraim Ḥazan and Yosef Yahalom (Ramat-Gan: Bar-Ilan University, 2006), 109–112 [Hebrew].

844On ibn Kaspi’s attitude towards Talmudic study, see Isadore Twersky, “Joseph ibn Kaspi: Portrait of a Medieval Jewish Intellectual,” in Studies in Medieval Jewish History and Literature (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press), 1:243–247.

845In III:54 (Pines 632–638) Maimonides explains the different meanings of the term ḥokhmah (“wisdom” or “science”). He does not say precisely that the Torah includes speculative science (ḥokhmah ‘iyunit). Rather, he explains that “knowledge of the Torah is one species and wisdom is a different species, being the verification of the opinions of the Torah through correct speculation” (‘iyun ha-ʼamiti, Pines 634). The difference, of course, lies in whether speculative science, in the sense of a scientific-philosophical method, is thought to be an external yet valid criterion of verification for the ideas contained in the Torah or an integral part of it, in which case the Torah could be described as self-verifying. In the former case one could arguably accept the methods of science without necessarily accepting its assumptions or conclusions; in the latter case, the conclusions reached by science and philosophy are also part of the Torah and hence are potentially to be accepted a priori.

846Regardless of how we interpret the Guide, it seems to me that ibn Kaspi follows the second of the two cases described in the previous note. If that is correct, it makes sense, then, that he would appeal to the myth of “stolen science.”

847That is, had Maimonides excluded those who have studied “the science of the Law” without qualification, he would have excluded those who had studied Aristotelian natural science and metaphysics. Cf. Menachem Kellner, “The Conception of the Torah as a Deductive Science in Medieval Jewish Thought,” REJ 156:3–4 (1987), 271.

848Cf. Exodus 28:4. The seven attributes enumerated by ibn Kaspi are in Pines, 5.

849It is indeed also possible to read the sentence as saying “a religious man for whom religion [dat] has become established in his soul,” which is how ibn Kaspi reads it here. The problem is that in ibn Tibbon’s syntax the object of the verb (hurgelah) could refer either to religion or to “validity of our Law” (ʼamitat toratenu). Furthermore, the verbal form hurgal has a meaning that is closer to “be made accustomed, become habitual;” it seems more likely, in that case, to read the sentence as saying that religion has become a habitus. This reading agrees with the mention of the Nicomachean Ethics in the next paragraph (moral excellence as habit, II.1, 1103a).

850Ibn Kaspi is alluding to a distinction between miṣvot ma‘asiot and miṣvot sikhliot, practical and intellectual commandments. Cf. III:27–28 (Pines 510–514). In contrast to Maimonides, ibn Kaspi generally refrained from re-interpreting or delving into the meaning of religious commandments. See Maṣref la- kesef, ed. Isaac Last (Cracow: Fisher, 1906), 42; Kasher, “Joseph ibn Kaspi as Philosophical Exegete,” 28–38.

851I have altered the Pines translation to eliminate the expression “become actual,” which has a distinct technical meaning that does not occur in ibn Tibbon’s Hebrew version of this passage.

852It is possible to read this remark as saying that the Torah is “Truth,” or “truthful” or “is true.” (Torat Mosheh ʼemet)

853Ibn Kaspi’s quotation here is as found in the ibn Tibbon translation, which reads “perfect in his character traits” (cf. Pines: “perfect in his religion and character”).


854That is, the expression “studied and came to know” is not redundant; it refers to acquiring knowledge and knowing how to deploy it.

855The individual who bears the seven characteristics is confronted with two possibilities: he can follow his intellect “and consider that he has renounced the foundations of the Law, or he turn his back to his intellect and bring loss to himself and harm to his religion” (Pines 5–6).

856On the use of this biblical construction in the Guide, see Sara Klein-Braslavy, Maimonides’ Interpretation of the Adam Stories in Genesis: A Study in Maimonides’ Anthropology (Tel Aviv: Reuven Mas, 1987), 28–36 [Hebrew].

857Or: “by his rabbis.”

858Or: “his Torah.”

859In distinction to this negative assessment, in other passages ibn Kaspi’s opinion of Christianity is somewhat ambiguous. He praises them (along with Muslims) for studying the Guide while the Jews neglect it (Last, Sefer ha-musar, 70), and writes that the concept of the Trinity has a philosophical parallel in the notion of God as the threefold cause of the universe. Yet he also engaged in extensive polemics against Christian beliefs in his later years, dedicating most of his revised commentary on Genesis to combating Christian messianic claims. See Werbluner, ‘Ammudei kesef u-maskiyot kesef, 70; Mesch, Joseph ibn Kaspi, 56–58; Basil Herring, Joseph ibn Kaspi’s Gevia‘ kesef: A Study in Medieval Jewish Bible Commentary (New York: Ktav, 1982) 69, 96, 136–137; Wilhelm Bacher, “Aus der Bibelexegese Joseph ibn Kaspis,” Monatsschrift für die Wissenschaft des Judentums 56:2 (1912), 209–217. See also Georges Vajda, Isaac Albalag (Paris: Vrin, 1960), 89 n2.

860Commentary, ¶5.

861b. Shabbat 25b.

862shemot ha-nifradim.

863According to ibn Kaspi, every chapter of the Guide deals with a particular subject that is unique to it, but every chapter also meets these two purposes; cf. the end of his commentary on I:50, in Werbluner, ‘Ammudei kesef u-maskiyot kesef, 57–58.

864Ibn Kaspi explains here the term ʼi ʼefshar with the technical term nimna‘. Cf. III:15: “the impossible (nimna‘) has a stable nature, one whose stability is constant and is not made by a maker... according to every opinion and school, there are impossible things whose existence cannot be admitted... accordingly they are necessarily as they are and are not due to the act of an agent” (Pines 459). Nimna‘, then, indicates something impossible per se. In the context of this paragraph, it indicates that Maimonides is not responsible for becoming a target to detractors, since it is per se impossible to write about these matters without being attacked in some way. The statement is significant in the background of Maimonidean controversies during the 13th century and the controversy over the teaching of philosophy in 1303–1306.

865Pines, 7: “matter and habit in their various forms.”

866In the modern editions the reference is to I:34 (Pines 76–77).

867Pines: among us there is one (ve-yesh mimmenu).

868Pines 7, line 34–35.

869The first degree of prophecy (of eleven) “consists in the fact that an individual receives a divine help that moves and activates him to a great, righteous, and important action... the individual in question finds in himself something that moves and incites him to action, and that is called the spirit of the Lord... such a spirit of the Lord by no means caused one of these to speak of anything; rather its object was to move the one strengthened by it to a certain action.” The second degree designates all those who are said to have spoken “through the Holy Spirit” (Pines 396–400).

870Ibn Kaspi interprets “sapphire” elsewhere as a reference to the Neoplatonic notion of World Soul, but describes it as a sphere immediately beneath the Active Intellect (departing from his avowed source, al-Batalyusi). Cf. Last, Menorat kesef, 124. The motif reappears in a later sources; see Ḥanokh al-Constantini, Les visions divines, trans. Colette Sirat (Jerusalem : s.n., 1976), 22–24. In the translation I follow the variant reading (cf. Hebrew apparatus, “his sapphire”).

871Cf. b. Sanhedrin 38b: “when R. Meir used to deliver his public discourses, a third was Halakhah, a third Haggadah, and a third consisted of parables. R Joḥanan also said: R. Meir had three hundred parables of foxes, and we have only three left.”

872Mizraq kesef (Mizraq is the basin used for sprinkling blood upon the altar in the Tabernacle; cf. Num 7:84). This treatise by ibn Kaspi dealt with the narrative of ma‘aseh bereshit but does not survive. Cf. Ibn Kaspi, Shulḥan kesef, ed. Ḥannah Kasher (Jerusalem: Ben-Tzvi Institute, 1996), 26. For ibn Kaspi ma‘aseh bereshit and ma‘aseh merkavah constitute the principal part of the Guide. Werbluner, ‘Ammudei kesef u-maskiyot kesef, 16.

873The comment is unclear. It can be read as ve-sham ha-ʼel kotev ha-torah, lit. “There God writes the Torah,” which is obscure in this context, or ve-shem ha-ʼel kotev ha-torah, “the name of God writes the Torah,” which does not make sense. Hence I prefer a version of the first alternative, though only tentatively.

874See b. Berakhot 54b. The context is a discussion about Og, king of Bashan (one of the kings present in Canaan at the time of Israelite settlement; cf. Deut. 3). It begins with the baraita “the stone (ʼeven) which Og, king of Bashan, wanted to throw at Israel.” Og asks how large the Israelite camp is and then declares that “I will uproot a mountain” (turaʼ) the size of the Israelite camp so as to kill them; but God intervenes. Ibn Kaspi’s explanation, it seems, is a different reading of Og’s statement. The noun for root, ‘iqqar, has the double meaning of a physical root (biblical) as well as principle (post-biblical). Turaʼ is a biblical Aramaic term that in its original context means mountain (cf. Dan 2:45). However, it is etymologically related to the Hebrew for “rock,” ṣur, and apparently with this association in mind, ibn Kaspi goes on to substitute turaʼ by a Hebrew synonym for ṣur, which is ʼeven (stone). Thus: ‘iqqar (in the source,ʼeʼeqor) turaʼ is a parabolic statement about the character of Og, but a parabolic statement of a particular kind; it seems to be closer to a double entendre rather than a formal mashal that conveys a nimshal (the non-literal meaning or interpretation). Hence the statement “replaced one individual by another of the same species.”

875That is, it seems that according to ibn Kaspi the multitude rejects the true import of the midrashim, as we read in the preceding sentence “if, on the other hand, we explained what ought to be explained, it would be unsuitable for the vulgar among the people.” This begs the question of why then “we wanted to explain the import of the Midrashim and the external meanings of prophecy.”

876Pines 8, line 17.

877Heb. “being saved,” “being rescued.”

878Cf. Moses of Salerno, Commentary, ¶14, ¶63. This is a common topos in the Maimonidean-Tibbonian philosophical circle. See also Aviezer Ravitzky, “The Thought of R. Zeraḥiah b. Isaac b. Shealtiel Ḥen & the Maimonidean-Tibbonian Philosophy in the 13th Century,” Ph.D. diss. The Hebrew University of Jerusalem, 1977, 47 [Hebrew].

879That is, the perplexed individual who bears seven character traits analogous to the seven garments of the priesthood. See above, Commentary, ¶3–¶4. The notion that the Guide and the Mishneh Torah were written for two different audiences, with the implication (or perhaps due to the assumption) that the nature of the Guide is esoteric and that of the Mishneh Torah is exoteric has divided scholars even in the twentieth century. See arguments for the dualist and the “coherentist” positions in Daniel Frank, “Maimonides and Medieval Jewish Aristotelianism,” in The Cambridge Companion to Medieval Jewish Philosophy, ed. Daniel Frank and Oliver Leaman (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 138–142. Samuel ibn Tibbon’s Commentary on Ecclesiastes contrasts Maimonides’ work in the field of halakhah against the Guide, Samuel ibn Tibbon writes that “all of this was insignificant in his eyes. Thus he composed yet another Treatise – a flawless pearl.” Robinson, Commentary on Ecclesiastes, 164.

880ha-mesuppaqim. Pines: “uncertain terms” (10).

881It is unlikely that ibn Kaspi acquired this knowledge first hand, and more likely that ibn Falaquera was a source for this statement. Even if ibn Kaspi was able to read Arabic, we should not assume that he had access to a Judeo-Arabic copy of the Guide, which seems to have become rare in Europe as early as the late 13th century. See Cyril Aslanov, “How Much Arabic Did Joseph Kaspi Know?” Aleph 2 (2002), 265; Colette Sirat, A History of Jewish Philosophy in the Middle Ages (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press), 323; Ravitzky, “The Thought of R. Zeraḥiah,” 32.

882Munk, like ibn Kaspi, observes that the word that appears in the ibn Tibbon translation, mesuppaqim, was used here in place of the general descriptive Arabic term for all the categories of terms. Most printed editions of ibn Tibbon read the sentence as “the amphibolous and the metaphorical terms” (ha-mesuppaqim ve-ha-mushʼalim) instead of “the obscure terms and the parables” (ha-mesuppaqim ve-ha-meshalim). I altered the Pines translation so that the reader would be aware of the ambiguity that ibn Kaspi is trying to eliminate.

883To reiterate, the two purposes are “to give indications to a religious man who would remain in a state of perplexity due to the externals of the Law”; and the “explanation of very obscure parables occurring in the books of the prophets but not explicitly identified there as such” (Pines 5, 6).

884Cf. Maskiyot kesef, Prologue, ¶1: “I have resolved to make a treasury from silver, the secrets of the noble Guide which are the secrets of divine science. Therefore I have called it the Treasury of the Lord and as derived from my own name, Maskiyot kesef.”

885Pines: or vice versa.

886Werbluner, the 19th century editor of AK, adds a note here that the second verse should have been from the roof he saw a woman bathing (2 Sam 11:2), Werbluner, ‘Ammudei kesef u-maskiyot kesef 5. What he means by this is that in the first mashal one reads behold there met him a woman by its literal meaning when it should have been the metaphorical meaning, while from the roof... .is read metaphorically but it is intended as literal. It is indeed possible that this is what Maimonides had in mind and Werbluner’s reading is confirmed by ms. Paris 695 (but not found in other mss). However, it seems to me that ibn Kaspi interpreted Maimonides as saying that the same mashal could potentially have a double meaning; that is why he says that Maimonides makes this understood “by means of only one mashal,” that is, ibn Kaspi quotes the same mashal to illustrate both kinds of reading. For certain parables, this double reading is admissible, for others only one or the other meaning is admissible, and that is what ibn Kaspi means by “deduce from it.” Werbluner’s reading has a parallel in Efodi, cf. The Guide of the Perplexed of Maimonides in the Translation of Samuel ibn Tibbon with Four Commentaries (Warsaw: Y Goldman, 1872, reprinted Jerusalem 1960), ad loc.

887The passage in the Guide reads “Consider the explicit affirmation” that the internal meaning is such and the external meaning is such [ibn Kaspi: and “consider” also] their [the Sages’] comparison of concealment” to a man who lost a pearl.

888The complete sentence is “accordingly [Solomon] likens matter, which is the cause of all these bodily pleasures,” Pines 13.

889It is not quite clear to me what ibn Kaspi has in mind here. I:9 explains the meaning of the term “throne” (kiseʼ). II:10 discusses the the causes of the motions of the spheres, and the forces that proceed from the spheres and affect the sublunar world. In addition, it contains an interpretation of the number of steps in Jacob’s ladder (Gen 28). Two mss have quite a different version of this sentence of ‘Ammudei kesef. In place of the term “all” (kulam) they have instead ladder (sulam), meaning Jacob’s ladder, mentioned in Pines 12–13. This version makes some sense in the context of the passage in the commentary, since II:10 indeed deals with the mashal of the ladder. If this indeed is ibn Kaspi’s intent, the indication to I:9 should be emended to read I:15, which does discuss Jacob’s ladder.

890ha-kavanah ha-kolelet ha-‘aṣmit. Ibn Kaspi frequently announces the essential “intention” or “purpose” of each chapter; cf. for instance AK on I:9, I:10 (Werbluner, ‘Ammudei kesef u-maskiyot kesef, 27, 28).

891It begins by an examination of the equivocality of “high/to bear” (ram/nasoʼ) but it eventually delves into the problem of divine attributes (Pines 46–47).

892The chapter begins with an investigation on the meaning of expressions of divine anger or jealousy, then goes on to discuss the nature of idolatrous worship.

893The chapter begins with an examination of the equivocality of “to ride” (rakhov) but it delves also into the meaning of ‘aravot (“dry land,” cf. Ps 68:6).

894ha-kavanah ha-kolelet ha-‘aṣmit.

895The chapter, which explains the verb naṣav, does not cite the verse mentioned by ibn Kaspi even though the verb does appear in that verse under a different tense (muṣav). According to Maimonides the term means “rising and being erect or to be stable and permanent” (the proper meaning in reference to God). The verse that Maimonides chooses to comment is Genesis 28:13: “And behold, the Lord stood erect upon it” (Pines 40–41).

896Pines 34–35.

897The entire sentence reads literally “but with great exactness and with exceeding precision, and be careful to avoid...” In ibn Kaspi’s opinion it should read (as in Pines) “with care.” All that is necessary is to add a preposition to the verb, functionally turning it into a noun. The al-Ḥarizi translation has a preposition with a noun derived from the same root as the verb (be-shemirah).

898This is a more literal translation of the sentence “you therefore should not let your fantasies elaborate on what is said here” (Pines 15). The direct object “fantasies” (zemamekhah) has a distinctive connotation of “evil plans, schemes” (Ps 140:9).

899b. Berakhot 31b.

900Mishnah, Pirqei ʼavot I:6.

901b. Berakhot 63a.

902b. Temurah 14b, b. Gitin 60b.

903Cf. Tosefta ‘Eduyot 1:1; Mishneh Torah, Preface. The upshot of this interpretation is that Maimonides set the Guide down in writing for a similar reason.


904De Interpretatione 7, 17b, Categories 10, 11b–13b; MH, chapter 4.

905However, Maimonides states later in the Introduction to the Guide that the first cause appears in the Mishnah and both appear in the Talmud (Pines 18–19).

906Cf. Categories ch. 7, 6a, 36–38, and 8a, 29–34. Regarding this chapter and the two definitions, see P. M. Hood, Aristotle on the Category of Relation (Lanham, MD: University Press of America, 2004), 22–53.

907Cf. I:5 (Pines 29–31).

908Or: and he defined it. In Gevia‘ kesef ibn Kaspi describes the fifth cause as “sometimes the Torah is exact, and at other times it is inexact” (Herring, Gevia‘ kesef, 143).

909Three arguments of the Mutakallimūn refuting divine corporeality are outlined in I:76 (Pines 227–231.

910See the seventh haqdamah, Preface to second part of Guide (Pines 236); Physics 6.4, 234b, 10–21.

911In I:50 this charge is explicitly imputed to Christians and implicitly to the Mutakallimūn (Pines 111).

912In one version of ibn Kaspi’s catalog Qevuṣat kesef, the title ʼOṣar ʼadonai designates the Gevia‘ kesef, which like the MK has an esoteric agenda: it purports to explain esoteric passages in Scripture, those “whose purpose it is not appropriate to explain to everyone.” See Mesch, Joseph ibn Kaspi, 26, and Herring, Gevia‘ kesef, 128–129.

913See Third Derush in Tam ha-Kesef, ed. Isaac Last (London: s.n., 1913), 19–23, and AK on III:17, Werbluner, ‘Ammudei kesef u-maskiyot kesef 126–127. In the comment on III:17 ibn Kaspi quotes a quasi-deterministic answer to the problem, whose source was identified as ibn Rushd’s Exposition of Religious Arguments and borrowed via ibn Falaquera’s Moreh ha-moreh. See Kasher, “Joseph ibn Kaspi as Philosophical Exegete,” 66 n21. On the link between divine providence and foreknowledge in ibn Kaspi, see Kasher, “Joseph ibn Kaspi as Philosophical Exegete,” 62–70.

914See ibn Rushd, The Book of the Clarification of the Systems of Proof [Kitāb al-Kashf ‘an Manahij al-Adilla], Faith and Reason in Islam: Averroes’ Exposition of Religious Arguments, trans Ibrahim Najjar (London: Oneworld, 2014), 105.

915That is, an exoteric interpretation; cf. above, Prologue, ¶2.

916Sodot sefer ha-moreh ha-nikhbad; alternatively: “secrets from the book of the honorable Teacher” (i.e. Maimonides).

917Ibn Kaspi describes the Gevia‘ kesef rather than MK as Treasury of the Lord (ʼOṣar ʼadonai) in one of the extant versions of Qevuṣat kesef. See Mesch, Joseph ibn Kaspi 26, and ‘Ammudei kesef, Commentary, ¶24.

918The title is a reference to a passage in the Introduction to the Guide where Maimonides interprets Proverbs 26:13: “Like apples of gold in settings (maskiyot) of silver is a phrase well turned” (slightly modified), Pines, 11–12.

919A play on the same root as ibn Kaspi’s name and the Hebrew word for “silver.”

920The subject of I:17 is the necessity of withholding “the greater part of natural science” from the multitude (Pines 42).

921I:16 explains the equivocality of “rock” (ṣur).

922In MK on I:17 ibn Kaspi quotes and interprets the following statement from the Introduction to the Guide: “we shall include in this Treatise come chapters in which there will be no mention of an equivocal term; such a chapter will be preparatory for another, or it will hint at one of the meanings of an equivocal term” (Pines, 10). The meaning of I:17 as a complement to I:16 is as follows: “the Teacher (or Guide) wished to emphasize that many matters in natural science must be concealed, especially their ground principles, as it says in the Introduction ‘know that with regard to natural matters as well, it is impossible to give a clear exposition when teaching some of their principles’, etc [the quotation differs slightly from the modern ibn Tibbon version]. The Teacher emphasized this point because it revealed something of divine science while concealing something of natural science. [The revelation] is that the previous chapter [I:16] he mentions among the meanings of rock as God being agent [po‘el] and this belongs to divine science. In the same chapter the meaning of rock is a hint to matter, form and privation, which are the [material] causes of the sublunar world, and this belongs to natural science. The purpose of the chapter is to hint at the meaning of the verse in parashat Beshalakh: I will be standing before you there before you on the rock at Ḥorev; strike the rock and water will issue from it [Exod 17:6].” Werbluner, ‘Ammudei kesef u-maskiyot kesef, 32. The meaning of “rock” in this prooftext is explained in I:16.

923See Werbluner, ‘Ammudei kesef u-maskiyot kesef, 42. Ibn Kaspi writes there that I:32–34 are preparatory for two notions that Maimonides will discuss later on: the first notion is that Moses was not allowed to see the face of God, as it is mentioned in I:37 and preceded in I:21. The second notion is the subject of I:35–36, on the basis of the opening line of I:35: “do not think that all we have laid down in the preceding chapters,” where “laid down” (hoṣi‘anuho) shares the same linguistic root as the term for preparatory (haṣa‘ah). I:35–36 discuss the diversity in degrees of capacity for apprehending divine science and other various impediments that stand in the way of its apprehension.

924Cf.‘Ammudei kesef, Commentary, ¶21.

925“That some passages in every prophetic book, when taken in their external sense, appear to contradict or be contrary to one another is due to the third cause and to the fourth. And it was with this in view that this entire introduction was written” (Pines 19, line 17–21).

926Ibn Kaspi describes the “creators of the Hebrew language” as “scholars of the true sciences, which are natural science and metaphysics [who] wished to benefit us in making known the us the nature of each and every thing by giving them certain names.” Isaac Last ed., “Sharshot Kesef: the Hebrew Dictionary of Roots, by Joseph ibn Kaspi,” JSQ o.s. 19 (1907), 670.

927Cf. the “fourth cause,” Pines 17.

928Ibn Kaspi’s example is unclear to me. Perhaps he has in mind the fact that both Arabic and Hebrew lack the verb “to be” as the copula.

929Cf. b. Ḥagigah 3b.

930de‘ot.

931Cf. b. Berakhot 27b.

932Cf. b. Berakhot 20b. The King James translation of Deuteronomy 10:17 is who regardeth not persons; I modify it here to make the contradiction explicit.

933Qe‘arat kesef (Bowl of Silver) is a commentary on the book of Daniel which is not extant. All manuscripts of MK, with the exception of the base manuscript, mention instead Tam ha-kesef, which does contain the relevant reference. See Essay 2 in Last, Tam ha-kesef, 7.

934The perils of revealing metaphysical truths contained in Scripture to the vulgar are described in I:33–34 (Pines 70–79).

935An expression with a neutral connotation in b. Shabbat 35b, and a negative one in y. Kilʼayim 40b and y. ‘Eruvin 55b. The context of the latter two instances is the claim that certain actions are restricted to a “discreet” or “concealed” place (maqom ṣanua‘) out of concern for the appearance of impropriety. An accompanying opinion contests that what is restricted for that reason is not permissible even in a concealed place.

936The term used here for “in the end,” ʼaḥarit, is the same used by Maimonides in the Epistle Dedicatory to Joseph ben Judah, knowing where you would end (ʼaḥaritekha), Pines 3.

937In I:35 Maimonides declares that it is imperative to teach to the multitude that God is incorporeal and that God is not “subject to affections,” but a number of other subjects constitute “secrets of the Torah.” As such, they are not to be taught publicly, or taught to people who lack the requisite background to understand their import (Pines 79–80).

938taḥbulah; see Moses of Salerno, ¶48, ¶66.

939The word found in the ms, hasavah, does not make sense here. Another reading is qefidah found in 3 (or possibly 4) manuscripts. The translation reflects the most plausible reading, which is found in ms JTS 2341 (ha-sakhanah).

940“Material” refers to material over formal contrariety, that is, both propositions may be false by virtue of the nature of the subject and predicate terms, rather than by virtue of form. An example is such as “some animals talk” and “not every animal talks,” both of which are materially false but formally valid. This is a tentative translation of a sentence that is missing from several of the manuscripts. The original reads hafakhiot [contraries] ve-zeh ha-ḥomerim yaḥad, with “ḥomerim” referring to the subject and predicate terms. I would like to thank Charles Manekin for bringing this point to my attention and suggesting this translation.

941Pines, 19.

942That is, the opening chapters of the Guide, corresponding to Part I, I:1–49 (with some exceptions), Pines 21–110.

943The verse reads only “shall fall and not arise” (hayiplu ve-loʼ yaqumu), but Jonah ibn Janaḥ reads the verse as ibn Kaspi does here: “shall my words fall and not arise” (hayiplu devarai ve-loʼ yaqumu). See Jonah ibn Janaḥ, Sefer ha-riqmah, trans. Judah ibn Tibbon, ed. Michael Wilensky, 2nd ed. (Jerusalem: The Academy of the Hebrew Language, 1964), 1:268:5–6 [Hebrew].

944In several places ibn Kaspi deals with contradictory biblical accounts implying that God’s word can be retracted. See references in ‘Ammudei kesef, Commentary ¶24.

945b. Rosh Hashanah 18a.

946i.e. ibn Kaspi argues that the two prooftexts just quoted are an example of a genuine contradiction, unlike the Rabbis of the Talmud.

947Cf. I:26 (Pines 56–57), I:29 (Pines 62–63), I:46 (Pines 100). For sources of the dictum, see b. Yevamot 71a, b. Baba Meṣiʼah 31b. See also the analysis by Hannah Kasher, “Joseph ibn Kaspi as Philosophical Exegete,” 136–144.

948In I:65 the meaning of “saying” or “speaking” when applied to God is “to denote either will and volition or a notion that has been grasped by the understanding having come from God” (Pines 158).

949The meaning of “the Lord heard” according to I:45 is “the apprehension of science” (Pines 96).

950In I:46, the sense of smell in God is said to indicate apprehension (Pines 97–103).

951I:29 describes the term “sorrow” when applied to God as indicating divine anger (Pines 62–63).

952Kasher, Shulḥan kesef, 41–43, 123–144.

953Cf. b. Berakhot 6b, b. Shabbat 30b. However, it seems that the context that ibn Kaspi has in mind is Maimonides’ quotation of this dictum in the introduction to the Commentary on the Mishnah. There Maimonides describes the perfect wise man for whose sake the multitude was created so that he could live in society. Isaac Shailat ed, Haqdamot ha-Rambam la-Mishnah (Jerusalem: Ma‘alyiot, 1992), 355.


954See above, Commentary, ¶13, and ibn Rushd, Exposition of Religious Arguments, 59.

955See Kasher, Shulḥan kesef, 130–131.

956In Ezekiel 14 it is stated that even if Noah, Daniel and Job were to be present in a land where the four plagues of sword, famine, wild beasts and pestilence were let loose, they would be able to save only themselves. A fortiori no one in Jerusalem would be able to escape these four plagues; yet a remnant was preserved as a witness for the justice of the destruction (14:22–24).

957These three individuals are, of course, the archetypal figures of piety in the midst of generalized licentiousness, but this in itself does not make for a “secret” meaning. In his commentary on the prophetic books (ʼAdnei kesef) Kaspi writes “Noah, Daniel and Job, but not Abraham, Isaac and Jacob or Moses, Aaron and Samuel – and this is a great secret. However, its meaning is not like that of though Moses and Samuel stood before me (Jeremiah 15:1).” See Last, ʼAdnei kesef on Ezek 14.

958Ibn Kaspi interprets this sentence ad absurdum to point out that not all can be allegorized. See his commentary on Job in Last, ‘Asarah kelei kesef, 138, and discussion in Kasher, “Joseph ibn Kaspi as Philosophical Exegete,” 21. The entire sentence in II:25 reads “Nor are the gates of figurative interpretation shut in our faces or impossible of access to us regarding the subject of creation in time” (Pines 327–328).

959On ibn Kaspi’s interpretation of miracles, see Kasher, Shulḥan kesef, 47–49, 189–211; Dov Schwartz, Central Problems of Medieval Jewish Philosophy (Boston: Brill, 2005), 92–93; Herring, Gevia‘ kesef, 99–122.

960Cf. AK on II:29, where Ibn Kaspi states that “the creation of the heaven and the earth and the statement ‘let there be light’ are a mashal of Moses and his times. Not that the literal level should be annulled thereby, since it is irrefutable that there are heavens and earth, and light, and sun and moon and all the rest, but the literal reading is as silver, while the rest is as gold.” Werbluner, ‘Ammudei kesef u-maskiyot kesef 41.

961Adolf Neubauer, Catalogue of the Hebrew Manuscripts in the Bodleian Library (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1886–1906), no. 1259.

962Nehemya Allony and Ephraim Kupfer, List of Photocopies in the Institute (Jerusalem: R.Mas, 1957–1968), no. 888 [Hebrew]; M.J. de Goeje, Catalogus codicum orientalium Bibliothecae Academiae Lugduno-Batavae, vol. 5 (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1851–1877), 305.

963M.Steinschneider, Catalogus codicum hebraeorum Bibliothecae Academiae Lugduno-Batavae (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1858), 38
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965Benjamin Richler ed., Hebrew Manuscripts in the Vatican Library Catalogue (Vatican City: Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticano, 2008), 613–614.

966Neubauer, Catalogue of the Hebrew manuscripts in the Bodleian Library, no. 1266.

967Neubauer, Catalogue of the Hebrew manuscripts in the Bodleian Library, no. 1264.

968Neubauer, Catalogue of the Hebrew manuscripts in the Bodleian Library, no. 1260.

969S.C. Reif, Hebrew Manuscripts at Cambridge University Library (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997), SCR 702 (390)

970Reif, Hebrew Manuscripts, SCR 703 (390)
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975The folios corresponding to the Preface are torn in half.
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984Cf. Neubauer, Catalogue of the Hebrew manuscripts in the Bodleian Library, no. 1259.

985According to the catalog of the Institute of Microfilmed Hebrew Manuscripts.

986Cf. Beit-Arié, Catalogue of the Hebrew manuscripts in the Bodleian Library: Supplement of Addenda and Corrigenda to Vol 1 (A. Neubauer’s Catalogue) (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1994), 205.

987Neubauer, Catalogue of the Hebrew manuscripts in the Bodleian Library, no. 1259, writes that several glosses are signed ב””יפ.

988On Peschiera see Steinschneider, “Die hebräischen Commentare” zum ‘Führer’ des Maimonides,” in Festchrift zum siebzigsten Geburtstage A. Berliner’s, eds. A. Freimann and M. Hildesheimer (Frankfurt: J. Kaufmann, 1903), 351. A Baruch Peschiera is also recorded as the commissioner of ms Parma Palatina 3163, a copy of the Guide with numerous marginal glosses. f. 2a lists the names of those who studied that copy: Baruch Pesquiera, David Provençalo, Moses Provençalo (who also wrote a formal, partial commentary on the Guide), and Abraham Provençalo the younger. The authors of the glosses rely on several sources, among which are Ibn Kaspi and Moses of Narbone. Carlos Fraenkel, From Maimonides to Samuel ibn Tibbon: The Transformation of the “Dalālat al-Ḥā’irīn” into the “Moreh ha-Nevukhim” (Jerusalem: Magnes Press, 2007), 286–287 [Hebrew].

989The marginal notes found in the base ms were not reproduced in the edition since their sheer number would make the text unreadable; marginal notes found in the other mss are indicated in the critical apparatus. I made only one exception (¶16) because it stood a good chance of being a correction by the copyist.

990More Nebuchim sive Liber Doctor Perplexorum … . novis commentaries uno R. Mosis Narbonensis … altero anonymi cujusdam sub nomine Gibeath Hamore (Berlin: Officina Scholae Liberae Judaicae, 1791). See also Shmuel Feiner, The Jewish Enlightenment (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2004), 298–299.

991Cf. Andreas Kennecke, Isaac Euchel: Architekt der Haskalah (Göttingen: Wallstein, 2007), 129; Irene Zwiep, “From Perush to Beʼur: Authenticity and Authority in Eighteenth-Century Jewish Interpretation,” in Studies in Hebrew Literature and Jewish Culture, eds. F.J. Baaten and Reinier Munk (Dordrecht: Springer, 2007), 264–266.

992See Bernhard Blumenkranz, Auteurs juifs en France médiévale: leur oeuvre imprimée (Toulouse: Édouard Privat, 1975).

993Jakob Goldenthal ed., Der Kommentar des Rabbi Moses Narbonensis, Philosophen aus dem XIV. Jahrhundert zu dem Werke “More Nebuchim” des Maimonides (Vienna: K.K. Hof- und Staatsdruckerei, 1852) [Hebrew].

994Vienna: G. Brag, 1881, 32–34.

995Jerusalem: s.n., 1960.

996Maurice-Ruben Hayoun ed., trans., Moshe Narboni (Tübingen: J.C.B. Mohr, 1986).

997HÜB §149 (277); §210 (367); §176 (319); Ernest Renan, Les écrivains juifs français du XIVe siècle (Paris: Imprimerie National, 1893), 333–334.

998“R. Moshe Narboni’s Commentary on the Guide of the Perplexed by Maimonides,” Da‘at 74–75 (2013), 197–236 [Hebrew].

999Editions of the commentary referenced below: Hayoun, Moshe Narboni, and Goldenthal, Kommentar.

1000In many of his writings Moses of Narbonne describes perfection of the soul as conjunction with the Active Intellect. In this opening line, he might have in mind instead the pre-requisites for the soul’s ultimate perfection – perfection of ethics and intellect – while “the eudaemonia of the soul and its telos” (below) may be understood as a reference to conjunction See The Epistle on the Possibility of Conjunction with the Active Intellect by Ibn Rushd with the Commentary of Moses of Narbonne, trans. Kalman P. Bland (New York: Jewish Theological Seminary of America, 1982, 53–59, 109–110 (English), 54–64, 147–149 (Hebrew).

1001That is, the intelligibles that depend on them as source. Cf. the commentary on I:16: “[God] is the praiseworthy existence, which is in the existents as His form, and they shine forth from His truth, ‘for the Lord is a sun and shield’ [Ps 84:11], He shines forth the forms and makes them into intelligibles, just as the sun is the cause of what is seen and of seeing them in actuality” (Goldenthal, Kommentar, 3v).

1002That is, ma‘aseh merkavah means metaphysics in general.

1003Ma‘aseh bereshit indicates physics in general. In his commentary on II:30 Moses of Narbonne writes that ma‘aseh bereshit encompasses all that is within the sublunar sphere: “the whole of existence including its principles, elements and laws, its parts, what causes and what is caused” (Goldenthal, Kommentar, 41r). See also below, Commentary, ¶12.


1004The notion of an “order” (siddur) of existence is found in ibn Rushd, Epitome of Metaphysics, in On Aristotle’s “Metaphysics”: An Annotated Translation of the So-Called “Epitome,” ed. and trans. Rüdiger Arnzen (Berlin: Walter De Gruyter, 2010), 159. See also Gersonides, Wars of the Lord, trans Seymour Feldman (Philadelphia: The Jewish Publication Society, 1984), passim.

1005Middot.

1006That is, the final conjunction of the soul. On eudaemonia (haṣlakhah) of the soul, cf. Bland, Epistle on the Possibility of Conjunction 21–23 (English), 1–3 (Hebrew); Al-Ghazali, Maqāsid al-Falāsifa, o Intenciones de los Filósofos, trans Manuel A. Alonso (Barcelona: Juan Flors, 1963), 287.

1007The term for “province” (mishkan) parallels a passage at the beginning of the Preface to the Guide: “the human intellect having drawn him on and led him to dwell within its province (mishkano)…” (Pines, 5).

1008yeḥidei ha-segullot. In I:34 yeḥidei segullah translates as “a few solitary individuals of a very special sort” (Pines 79). In III:26 ha-segullot is “the elite” (Pines 507).

1009The words Torah and moreh (“guide” or “teacher”) share the same linguistic root.

1010Pines, 6.

1011This is a version of the myth of stolen science, according to which rather than science being stolen (i.e. misattributed), it was lost to the Jews. See also I:71 (Pines 175);‘Ammudei kesef, Commentary, ¶2; Alexander Altmann, “Moses Narboni’s ‘Epistle on Shi‘ur Qomāʼ: A Critical Edition of the Hebrew Text with an Introduction and an Annotated English Translation,” in Jewish Medieval and Renaissance Studies (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1967), 265–266 (henceforth ESQ).

1012Pines, 12. Cf Moses of Salerno, ¶31–¶32, ESQ 287 n139, and Goldenthal, Kommentar, 34r.

1013Presumably Moses of Narbonne means disagreement between the Torah and science. Alternatively, he might have in mind disagreements in the interpretation of the Guide.

1014On Maimonides’ relation to ibn Sina, see Pines xciii-ciii; Mauro Zonta, “Maimonides’ Knowledge of Avicenna: Some Tentative Conclusions About a Debated Question,” In The Trias of Maimonides: Jewish, Arabic, and Ancient Culture of Knowledge = Die Trias des Maimonides: jüdische, arabische und antike Wissenskultur, ed Georges Tamer (Berlin: Walter De Gruyter, 2005), 211–222; Warren Z. Harvey, “Maimonides’ Avicennianism,” Maimonidean Studies 5 (2008), 107–119; Yair Shiffman, “Further on Maimonides and Ibn Sina,” Tarbiṣ 64:4 (1994), 523–534 [Hebrew].

1015That is, it will bring into consideration that which latent or implied and render it clear, while sidestepping the obvious.

1016That is, the commentary will be an abridgment of scientific notions for those who have not fulfilled the curriculum required before reading the Guide, namely logic, mathematics, astronomy and natural science, as well as Jewish sacred texts. See the Epistle Dedicatory, Pines, 3–4.

1017On Moses of Narbonne’s views on free will, see his Epistle on Free Will, ed. Maurice-Ruben Hayoun, “L’êpitre du libre arbitre de Moïse de Narbonne,” REJ 141 (1982), 139–167. In this paragraph, he seems to mean that the commentary is directed to those who are already familiar with the Guide rather than to persuade readers as to the benefit of the book.

1018Pines, 7.

1019The reference is to the passage in the Preface where Maimonides asks readers of the Guide “not to comment upon a single word of it,” Pines 15.

1020Or: presents them in the form of mashal.

1021That is, his father taught him the Guide from his earliest youth. Cf. Holzman, “R. Moshe Narboni’s Commentary,” 198.

1022The sentence can also be translated as “I give the larger part of the explanation [of secrets] in my scientific books, which do not share in that nature [of the secrets].”

1023Moses of Narbonne writes that he inserted allusions to the Guide in his commentary on Ḥayy ibn Yaqẓān, “because it is a well-regarded work in our times, it leads towards truth and completes that which we did not mention in our commentary on Intentions of the Philosophers. It is as if we had explained all these secrets.” See Maurice-Ruben Hayoun, “Le commentaire de Moïse de Narbonne (1300–1362) sur le ‘Ḥayy ibn Yaqẓān’ d’ibn Ṭufayil (mort en 1185),” Archives d’histoire et littéraire du Moyen-Âge 55 (1988), 37.

1024Or: the religious doctrine which he was taught at first.

1025Pines: requisite (meyuḥadot). The term meyuḥad occurs several times in the Prologue and the first paragraph of the commentary (translated here as “specific” or “destined”).

1026A parallel notion can be found in ibn Rushd, Decisive Treatise; cf. Decisive Treatise & Epistle Dedicatory, trans Charles E. Butterworth (Provo, Utah: Brigham Young University Press, 2008), 26–27.

1027Ha-ʼelohi. Hayoun, Moshe Narboni, has “le métaphysicien” (37).

1028The subject in the sentence in the Guide is the divine will, but it is clear that Narbonne means the Torah in this context.

1029The identity of the author of this statement is not clear.

1030In the commentary on I:72, however, Moses of Narbonne writes that “the force (or faculty) that connects the existents to each other (koaḥ ha-qosher) emanates from God, but is not identical to him, just as the human nature (teva‘ ha-ʼishii) is a force that emanates from the form of ‘living’,” Goldenthal, Kommentar, 17r.

1031In Moses of Narbonne’s opinion, everything that is can only be to the extent that it shares in the divine essence; that essence is the factor that grants each thing its existence and preserves it in existence. God is equivalent to all reality in the sense that God is the archetype of the world and is coextensive with it. Cf. commentary on al-Ghazali’s Intentions of the Philosophers, in G.B. Chertoff, “The Logical Part of al-Ghazali’s Maqasid al-Falasifa in an Anonymous Hebrew Translation with the Hebrew Commentary of Moses Narboni,” Ph.D. diss., Columbia University, 1952, 2:16–17, and Charles Touati, “Dieu et le monde selon Moïse de Narbonne,” Archives d’histoire et littéraire du Moyen-Âge 21 (1954), 193–205.

1032In ESQ Moses of Narbonne offers quotations from ibn Rushd that parallel the claims found here (245, 274–275, 277–278).

1033Commenting on Abraham ibn Ezra, Moses of Narbonne states that God showed Moses “the connection of the caused with the [First] Cause, which is the root principle from which all else is driven, and with which all else is connected. God made known to him how it all necessarily follows from Him, this being the mystery of Divinity,” ESQ 269.

1034Cf. I:35 (Pines 79–80).

1035Pines 3.

1036Moses of Narbonne later designates these as the “three sublimes aspects of God;” see below, Commentary, ¶4. In I:71 Maimonides writes that only through philosophical methods can these three elements can be validly demonstrated and “perfect certainty” can be obtained (Pines 180–181).

1037See Ibn Rushd, Incoherence of the Incoherence, trans. Simon van den Bergh (Cambridge: The Trustees of the E.J.W. Gibb Memorial, 1987, 100–101, and Barry Kogan, Averroes and the Metaphysics of Causation (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1985), 202–255.

1038Cf. I:71 (Pines 179–180).

1039That is, God’s existence, unity and incorporeality. Moses of Narbonne borrowed the notion of “three sublime aspects” (sheloshah ha-derushim ha-yeqarim) from ibn Kaspi; the ultimate source for this notion is I:71 (ha-shalosh baqashot ha-nikhbadot ha-‘aṣumot, Pines 181, ʼEven-Shemuʼel 156).

1040See opening poem, Pines 5. Moses of Narbonne is pointing to the distinction between the elite and the vulgar based on the meanings found in I:14 (Pines 40).

1041These three are the “three sublime aspects” of God (see above, Commentary, ¶4)

1042In II:11 the verse is interpreted to mean that “our community is a community that is full of knowledge and is perfect,” (Pines 276).

1043Moses of Narbonne very briefly explains the amphibolous terms (ambigua, mesuppaqim) and the metaphorical (mushʼalim) terms in his commentary on Millot ha-higgayon, ed. Maurice-Ruben Hayoun, “Le commentaire de Moïse de Narbonne sur la Terminologie Logique de Moïse Maïmonide,” Da‘at 10 (1983), 91–92 [Hebrew].

1044See parallel passages from Moses of Narbonne’s commentary on Ḥayy ibn Yaqẓān in Hayoun, Moshe Narboni 65 n40, and in ibn Rushd, Epitome of “Parva Naturalia,” trans. Harry Blumberg (Cambridge: Mediaeval Academy of America, 1961), 12.

1045Cf. II:6 (Pines 263–264): “God has placed in the sperm a formative force (koaḥ meṣayyer) shaping the limbs and giving them their configuration and … this force is the angel.” Though the plasmatic faculty is found in the sperm, it does not use any organ as an instrument. The term “plasmatic” is found in Galen and this same faculty was qualified by Aristotle as produced by innate heat but aided by supralunal bodies. Charles Touati, La pensée philosophique et théologique de Gersonide (Paris: Les Editions de Minuit, 1973), 332, 343–344; De generatione animalium II:3 737a; Galen, De naturalibus facultatibus I:6, 15.

1046Further on in the Commentary Moses of Narbonne explains that hatḥalah encompasses the efficient cause (39r).

1047In his commentary on I:72, Moses of Narbonne states that that the first principle is found within every existent (Goldenthal, Kommentar, 17r).

1048As Maurice-Ruben Hayoun points out, this comment indicates that Moses of Narbonne reads the account in Genesis in causal rather than temporal terms. See Maurice-Ruben Hayoun, La philosophie et la théologie de Moïse de Narbonne (1300–1362) (Tübingen: J.C. Mohr, 1989), 149.

1049Moses of Narbonne is playing with the literal meaning of ma‘aseh merkavah, “work of the chariot,” originally a reference to the prophet Ezekiel’s vision of a chariot, which he adapts to the allegory of the chariot and the rider from Phaedrus. The connection between the chariot of Ezekiel and Plato’s chariot also appears in an anonymous commentary on the Guide, ms JTS 2263 (Italy, 15th century). In that commentary, the allegory of the chariot/merkavah is interpreted as referring to God’s control of the world; God (the rider) is in control of the world (the chariot) and yet distinct from it.

1050Cf. I:17: “now you know that the principles of the existents subject to generation and corruption are three: matter, form, and particularized privation” (Pines 43).

1051This is a characteristically Averroistic view according to which physics and metaphysics are both concerned with the same object of study (natural substance), and are distinguished from each other by their methods or perspectives. See ibn Rushd, Grand Commentaire (Tafsīr) de la Métaphysique: Livre Bêta, trans. Laurence Bauloye (Paris: Vrin, 2002), 148–149, 149n1, 216.

1052Cf. ibn Falaquera, Commentary, ¶2.

1053Pines (10) has this sentence as possessing knowledge of God (ʼelohi) the Lord (riboni), based, as he explains, on the Arabic rabb, “the Lord.” However, it is clear from his comment that Moses of Narbonne understands the term as “adhering to rabbinic law.”


1054Cf. II:33–34 (Pines 70–79), and Shaul Regev, “Collective Revelation and ‘Standing at Sinai’ in Maimonides and His Commentators: Narboni, Shem Tov, and Abravanel,” in Jerusalem Studies in Jewish Thought 9: Shlomo Pines Jubilee Volume, Part 2 (1990), 251–265 [Hebrew].

1055Interpretations similar to the one offered here are also found in Samuel ibn Tibbon’s Maʼamar yiqqavu ha-mayim, ch.11, and in Isaac Albalag’s Tiqun ha-de‘ot. Sefer ma’amar yiqqavu ha-mayim, ed Mordekhai L. Bisliches (Pressburg: Anton Edlen von Schmid, 1837), 54; Sefer tiqqun ha-de‘ot, ed. Georges Vajda (Jerusalem: Israel Academy of Sciences and Humanities, 1973), 82–83 [Hebrew]. In Moses of Narbonne’s commentary on II:30 the ladder is identified with the entirety of Creation in the sublunar world and is identical to the tree of life. The ladder, which is the measure of ma‘aseh bereshit, refers to “the entirety of existence, its principles and elements, rules and parts, causes and effects … the existents, from the earth to the sky (raqia‘), which are the measure of the ladder, since it was made from the tree of life” (Goldenthal, Kommentar, 41r).

1056This interpretation is based on II:4–5 (Pines 255–261).

1057Cf. ESQ 286. On God as the First Cause, see I:69 (Pines 166–171). On his being above and “separate from all parts of the world,” see I:72 (192–193).

1058The context for the verse is the Tower of Babel. On the philosophical heresy related to the Tower of Babel, see ibn Tibbon, Yiqqavu ha-mayim, 173: the heretics are said not to believe in the existence of God nor in the existence of an intellect separate from matter.

1059That is, Maimonides does not give any hints in the Preface as to the meaning of each element of the allegory.

1060References to words or notions in the allegory of Jacob’s ladder can be found in I:10, I:15, II:10, II:45, III:18 (Pines 35–37, 40–41, 269–273, 395–403, 474–477). See also Sefer ha-madda‘, Hilkhot yesodei ha-torah, ed. Shmuʼel Rabinovitch (Jerusalem: Mossad Harav Kook, 1993) 7:¶3 (36).

1061The verbal form of ibn Tibbon’s Hebrew term vehishamer is ambiguous: it could be read as either an imperative or an infinitive. The imperative form would suggest that the reader must be careful to avoid failing to explain anything obscure. The infinitive form connects the phrase to the preceding sentence, in Maimonides describes how he composed the Guide: “the diction of this Treatise has not been chosen at haphazard, but with great exactness and exceeding precision, and with care to avoid failing to explain any obscure point” (Pines 15).

1062Cf. ibn Tibbon, Yiqqavu ha-mayim, 173, where Samuel ibn Tibbon mentions the same prooftext to defend teaching subjects which the prophets and Sages had concealed. Since these subjects are now well known throughout all the other nations, the Jews find themselves denigrated and accused of ignorance.

1063In the Categories Aristotle sees substance through the framework of genus and species (ch. 5, 2b, 17–19), while in the Metaphysics the framework of inquiry is ontological.

1064The word is the same as that used for the three “sublime aspects” of God (derush); see above, Commentary, ¶4.

1065What follows are Moses of Narbonne’s examples of sets of contradictory statements. The text offers only a few words from each verse, but I reproduce the entire verse in the notes below. Some of the contradictions are clear but others less so; cf. Hayoun, Moshe Narboni 68 n65. Below I offer some tentative statements on the substance of each contradiction.

1066And it came to pass, when Pharaoh had let the people go, that God led them not through the way of the land of the Philistines, although that was near; for God said, Lest peradventure the people repent when they see war, and they return to Egypt.

1067But our God is in the heavens: he hath done whatsoever he hath pleased. The contradiction is clear: in the first instance, God was limited by a possible change of heart on the part of the people; in the second instance, God can do anything He pleases.

1068Thy wickedness may hurt a man as thou art; and thy righteousness may profit the son of man.

1069So that the Lord could no longer bear, because of the evil of your doings, and because of the abominations which ye have committed; therefore is your land a desolation, and an astonishment, and a curse, without an inhabitant, as at this day. The contradiction here is that in the first instance, wickedness has only individual consequences; in the second, it leads to collective punishment.

1070For I was ashamed to require of the king a band of soldiers and horsemen to help us against the enemy in the way: because we had spoken unto the king, saying, The hand of our God is upon all them for good that seek him; but his power and his wrath is against all them that forsake him.

1071The speaker of the next verse is the prophet Elisha.

1072And they said unto him, Behold now, there be with thy servants fifty strong men; let them go, we pray thee, and seek thy master: lest peradventure the Spirit of the Lord hath taken him up, and cast him upon some mountain, or into some valley. And he said, Ye shall not send. The first instance suggests that God does not intervene in human affairs arbitrarily, but the second instance implies arbitrariness.

1073And it shall come to pass at that time, that I will search Jerusalem with candles, and punish the men that are settled on their lees: that say in their heart, The Lord will not do good, neither will he do evil.

1074Out of the mouth of the most High proceedeth not evil and good? The contradiction between the two is obvious from the texts.

1075In the beginning God created the heaven and the earth.

1076Thus saith God the Lord, he that created the heavens, and stretched them out; he that spread forth the earth, and that which cometh out of it; he that giveth breath unto the people upon it, and spirit to them that walk therein. The contradiction is either on the account of the sentence “in the beginning,” or the lack of detail in the first instance compared to the second. If the second instance is but an amplification of the first, this is an example of contradiction due to the “fifth cause” (“one always begins with what is easier… afterwards, in the appropriate place, that obscure matter is stated in exact terms and explained as it truly is,” Pines 18).

1077When thou shalt beget children, and children’s children, and ye shall have remained long in the land, and shall corrupt yourselves, and make a graven image, or the likeness of any thing, and shall do evil in the sight of the Lord thy God, to provoke him to anger.

1078To hearken to the words of my servants the prophets, whom I sent unto you, both rising up early, and sending them, but ye have not hearkened. In the first instance, the result of the action is exile from the land; the second instance suggests that the people committed the idolatry and evil mentioned earlier and yet were not exiled.

1079Great in counsel, and mighty in work: for thine eyes are open upon all the ways of the sons of men: to give every one according to his ways, and according to the fruit of his doings.

1080And the archers shot at king Josiah; and the king said to his servants, Have me away; for I am sore wounded. In the eighteenth year of his reign King Josiah reinstituted the public observance of Passover at the Temple. The first instance suggests King Josiah should be rewarded for his good action; yet the second verse describes how he died in a war immediately after the festival.

1081And he said, Thou canst not see my face: for there shall no man see me, and live.

1082In the year that King Uzziah died, I beheld my Lord seated on a high and lofty throne; and the skirts of His robe filled the Temple.

1083And I will take away my hand, and you shall see my back: but my face shall not be seen.

1084With him will I speak mouth to mouth, even apparently, and not in dark speeches; and the similitude of the Lord shall he behold: wherefore then were ye not afraid to speak against my servant Moses? The four last prooftexts give descriptions of seeing God while God announces that He cannot be seen.

1085Shall thy lovingkindness be declared in the grave? or thy faithfulness in destruction?

1086Thy dead men shall live, together with my dead body shall they arise. Awake and sing, ye that dwell in dust: for thy dew is as the dew of herbs, and the earth shall cast out the dead. The contradiction is on the possibility of resurrection of the dead.

1087This statement suggests that Moses of Narbonne included examples of the first cause of contradiction (Pines 17).

1088Pines, 21.

1089Hence ibn Falaquera’s listing of three necessary conditions for a putative reader of the Guide. See ibn Falaquera, Prologue, ¶11.

1090Tagmulei ha-nefesh, ed S.J. Halberstam (Lyck: Meqiṣei Nirdamim, 1874), 32b-33a.

1091Cf. the prologue to their commentaries in the preceding chapters.

1092On esotericism in ibn Kaspi, Moses of Narbonne, and commentators of later periods, see Lawrence J. Kaplan, “Rationalism and Rabbinic Culture in Sixteenth-Century Eastern Europe: Rabbi Mordecai Jaffe’s ‘Levush Pinat Yikrat’,” Ph.D. diss. Harvard University, 1975, 179–186.

1093See Moses of Salerno, ¶61–¶68.

1094Note, however, that ibn Falaquera can be somewhat explicit about it as well: “For there is great danger, in relation to the majority of the people who are not suitable for [obscure subjects], to discuss them even through hints. All that I have written on this book concerns subjects that can be apprehended through scientific investigation. I will not write on anything else, save in limited measure and as necessary for my purpose.” Ibn Falaquera, Prologue, ¶12.

1095Note that no commentaries on Jewish philosophical treatises were written in pre-Maimonidean Spain. It is only after the earliest commentaries on the Guide that we see the appearance, in Christian Europe, of commentaries on texts such as Judah Halevi’s Kuzari or Bahya ibn Paquda’s Duties of the Heart.

1096Steinschneider, HÜB, 423.

1097Venice: ed Moses ben Zekhariah Ha-Kohen of Corfu, printed Alvise Bragadin, 1551. Sabbioneta: Cornelius Adelkind supervised for printer Tobias Foa, 1553. A list of print editions can be found in Bernard Blumenkranz, Auteurs juifs en France médiévale (Toulouse: Edouard Privat, 1975), s.v. “Samuel ben Judah ibn Tibbon.”

1098Moshe Idel, Kabbalah in Italy, 1280–1510: A Survey (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2011), 342.

1099Aviezer Ravitzky, “The God of the Philosophers Versus the God of the Kabbalists: A Controversy in 15th Century Crete (MS. Vatican Heb. 105 and 254),” in Studies in Jewish Manuscripts, eds Joseph Dan and Klaus Herrman (Tübingen: J.C.B. Mohr, 1999), 139–170.

1100Kaplan, “Rationalism,” 103–104

1101Cf the prologue to his commentary in The Guide of the Perplexed in the Translation of Samuel ibn Tibbon with the Commentaries by Efodi, Shem Tov, Crescas, and Isaac Abarbanel (Warsaw: Y.Goldman, 1872, reprinted 1960), unnumbered page.

1102On the reception of Maimonides in Post-Maimonidean Karaism, see Daniel Lasker, From Judah Hadassi to Elijah Bashyatchi: Studies in Late Medieval Karaite Philosophy (Boston: Brill, 2008).

1103On the notion of canonization through commentary, see Hans Gumbrecht, “Fill Up Your Margins! On Commentary and Copia,” in Commentaries = Kommentare, ed Glenn Most (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1999), 443–453.


1104“Should We Stop Teaching Maimonides?” in Paradigms in Jewish Philosophy, ed Raphael Jospe (Madison: Farleigh Dickinson University Press, 1997), 136–146.
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