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Editor’s Foreword 
	
  
	
   	
   	
   	
   	
   	
           Mark King,	
  Pembroke College, Cambridge	
  

The present issue of Marginalia is, in many ways, a break with the past. This year the decision was 
taken to offer content of a much wider scope, moving away from the Anglo-centricity of previous 
editions and the increasingly specific themes which had seen submissions rates decrease over the past 
few years. Whilst the journal retains its thematic approach, the subject ‘Relationships’ was deliberately 
selected for its many possible interpretations in order to encourage a greater variety of articles. 
Furthermore, and perhaps more controversially, this issue is also the first to contain no work 
pertaining to the history of English literature. Indeed, of the three articles presented here, only 
Bogdan Smarandache’s is concerned with a text that is loosely connected to the British Isles: the 
Estoire de la guerre sainte, an Anglo-Norman verse chronicle of the Third Crusade. Ultimately, this 
omission was less the result of a conscious decision on the part of the editorial team than a 
recognition of the quality of the material received, but it remains the case that this is an issue with a 
very different feel to it. Whether or not this wider scope will be continued by future editions remains 
to be seen. 
 
Smarandache’s essay, ‘A New Reading of the Muslim Elite in the Estoire de la guerre sainte’, offers a 
reinterpretation of the presentation of the Muslim ‘other’ in Amboise’s text. In line with much 
current Crusade scholarship, it suggests that the depiction of Muslims in the Estoire was influenced 
by more than contemporary cultural stereotypes. The author draws out many positive portrayals of 
Saracen leaders such as the sultan Ṣalāḥ al-Dīn and his brother Sayf al-Dīn and suggests that 
Amboise may have been influenced by Richard I’s growing respect for both these men and his 
diplomatic relationship with the latter. As a result, Smarandache argues that the text’s considerable 
insights into the negotiations between the Muslims and the crusaders have been overlooked. 
 
Martin Borysek’s article, ‘Ibn Daud and Gundisalvi: Exploration of an Intellectual Kinship in the 
Context of Twelfth-Century Toledo’, is also concerned with the relationship between two of the 
principal religions of the central middle ages, but approaches this paradigm through the intellectual 
environment flourishing in the newly re-conquered Toledo during these years. In the frontier society 
which existed here, Borysek traces the academic relationship which existed between the Jewish 
Abraham ibn Daud and the Christian Dominicus Gundisalvi and the influences they had upon each 
other’s work as both grappled with a particular aspect of Aristotelian philosophy. 
 
Finally, Laura Quick’s essay, ‘“How Many Toroth Have You?”: Mapping the Relationship Between 
Orthodoxy and Heterodoxy in Medieval Judaism Through the Reception History of Psalm 19’, 
investigates the concept of ‘Dual Torah’ (of the essential unity of Written and Oral Law) and its 
influence on Jewish historical writing. Focussing specifically on Psalm 19, the author uses the ideas of 
the eminent scholar Jacob Neusner and his rejection of this unity to argue that the Psalm’s reception 
in the eighth and ninth centuries was largely determined by the political and intellectual context of the 
day. At a time when the Karaite threat to rabbinic authority was at its most acute, Quick argues that 
the Midrash on the Psalms took a hymn that was ostensibly divided into two sections and presented 
it as a ‘coherent unity in praise of the Dual Torah’ (p.13) in order to strengthen the traditionalist 
position. 
 
As ever, this issue of Marginalia also features reviews by members of the Medieval Reading Group of 
recent books connected to the Middle Ages. 
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A New Reading of the Muslim 
Elite in the Estoire de la guerre sainte* 

Bogdan C. Smarandache, St. Catharine’s College, University of Cambridge 

The Estoire de la guerre sainte is an Old French verse chronicle of the Third Crusade (1189-92). 

The narrative focuses on the struggle between King Richard I Lionheart (1189-99) and the Ayyūbid 

sultan Abū’l-Muẓaffar Yūsuf b. Ayyūb Ṣalāḥ al-Dīn (570-89 AH/1174-93 AD).1 The author of the 

work was an Anglo-Norman cleric known as Ambroise. It is possible that Ambroise took notes 

throughout the course of the crusade, as did the anonymous author of the contemporaneous 

Chronicon Terrae Sanctae. A scribe then redacted the Estoire at some point between 1194 and 1199.2 

Ambroise describes Frankish-Muslim diplomacy but his account rarely appears in modern crusade 

historiography.3 Most studies that refer to the Estoire focus on its contradictory images of Muslims as 

both heroes and villains. Historians link such contradictions to conventional depictions of Muslims in 

the chansons de geste. The authors of the chansons often depict Muslims as “ideal enemies”, that is, non-

Christian opponents worthy of Christian heroes. Muslims also play a role as instruments of divine 

retribution for Christian sins in the chansons. Marianne Ailes, however, points to the humanness of the 

“other” in the Estoire as an indication of Ambroise’s departure from chanson conventions. Yet Ailes 

still confines the Muslims in the Estoire to a literary role.4 Do the incongruous images of Muslims in 

the Estoire merely announce a topos of an “admirable enemy”?  

 

* I thank Dr. Nora Berend (St. Catharine’s College, University of Cambridge) for her guidance in describing and analysing Frankish perceptions and 
intercultural “friendship” in the Estoire. I thank Dr. Faith Wallis (McGill University) for having brought the issue of the Estoire’s reception in Europe 
to my attention. I also thank Dr. Miranda Griffin (St. Catharine’s College, University of Cambridge) for informing me of the variations in 
representations of Muslims in the chansons. I wish to also thank the readers of the first draft of this article for their helpful corrections and 
enlightening remarks. All errors that remain are mine. 
1 Marianne Ailes, “Introduction”, in The History of the Holy War: Ambroise’s Estoire de la guerre sainte, eds. Marianne Ailes, Malcolm Barber, volumes 1-2 
(Woodbridge: Boydell Press, 2003), II: 20-3. See also Michael Routledge, "Songs", in The Oxford Illustrated History of the Crusades, ed. Jonathan S. C. 
Riley-Smith (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1995), pp. 91-3. 
2 Ailes, “Introduction”, I: xi-xii; II: 1-3. On the note-taking of the Chronicon’s author, see William Stubbs, Chronicles and Memorials of the Reign of Richard I, 
volumes 1-2 (London: Longman, Green, Longman, Roberts, and Green, 1864-1865), I: lxiv. See also the discussion in John L. La Monte, 
“Introduction”, in Ambroise, Estoire de la guerre sainte, trans. Merton Jerome Hubert, Reprint edn, The Crusade of Richard Lion-Heart, ed. John L. La 
Monte (New York: Octagon Books, 1976), pp. 6-10. 
3 On the historical value of the Estoire, see La Monte, 23, 27; Ailes, “Introduction”, II: 16-7. Most studies on Frankish-Muslim diplomacy focus on the 
thirteenth and early twelfth centuries. Yvonne Friedman very briefly refers to the text in Encounter between Enemies: Captivity and Ransom in the Latin 
Kingdom of Jerusalem (Leiden: Brill, 2002), pp. 95-6.  
4 Marianne Ailes, “The Admirable Enemy? Saladin and Saphadin in Ambroise’s Estoire de la guerre sainte”, in Knighthoods of Christ: Essays on the History of 
the Crusades and the Knights Templar, Presented to Malcolm Barber, ed. Norman Housley (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2007), esp. p. 55; cf. Marianne Ailes, “Heroes 
of War: Ambroise’s Heroes of the Third Crusade”, in Writing War: Medieval Literary Responses to Warfare, eds. Corinne Saunders, Françoise Le Saux, 
Neil Thomas (Woodbridge: D. S. Brewer, 2004), pp. 43, 47; John V. Tolan, Sons of Ishmael: Muslims through European Eyes in the Middle Ages (Gainesville: 
University Press of Florida, 2008), pp. 86-7; cf. La Monte, 25; Paul Bancourt, « De l'image épique à la représentation historique du musulman dans 
L’Estoire de la guerre sainte d’Ambrosie », in Au carrefour des routes d’Europe : la chanson de geste : Xe Congrès international de la Société Rencesvals pour l’étude des 
épopées romanes, Strasbourg, 1985, volumes 1-2 [Société Rencesvals, Congrès international, volume 10] (Aix-en-Provence: CUERMA, Université de 
Provence, 1987), I: 224. 
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For John V. Tolan, Ambroise’s ambivalent attitude towards the Ayyūbid elite is also a 

reflection of the process by which Ṣalāḥ al-Dīn became a respected and admired figure in western 

medieval literature. Tolan argues that “the negative portrayal of Saladin gives way to mutual 

admiration” over the course of the narrative.5 Conversely, Ailes identifies a specific point in the text 

after which Ambroise’s appreciation of Ṣalāḥ al-Dīn diminishes: the siege of Acre and its conquest by 

the crusaders (June 1189-July 1191).6 Do Ambroise’s views merely reflect European views of Ṣalāḥ al-

Dīn? And does the Acre episode really mark a turning point?  

Ambroise blames Ṣalāḥ al-Dīn for having abandoned the Muslim hostages of Acre and for 

having made their execution a necessary burden upon Richard: 

The time set for the fulfilment of the terms passed; two more weeks passed, indeed more than that, 
from the time when they [the Saracens] said they would keep their word to the Christians. In this way 
the sultan defaulted and in so doing he acted in a false and treacherous manner when he did not 
redeem or deliver those who were condemned to death. Because of this he [the sultan] lost his renown, 
which was great, for his name was celebrated in every court in the world.7 
 

Ailes argues that Ambroise is thenceforth more critical of Ṣalāḥ al-Dīn and more approving of his 

brother, Sayf al-Dīn (d. 615/1218). But Ṣalāḥ al-Dīn is described as “generous and valiant” later in 

the narrative.8 And the sultan avoids a military confrontation with Richard throughout the narrative.9 

Ṣalāḥ al-Dīn plays no significant role before the siege of Acre. His early absence leaves Ambroise 

with little opportunity for commentary, critical or not. 

There is an alternative way of reading the contradictions in the Estoire. The notion that 

Ambroise’s “religious and military enemy is shaped by his didactic intention” underestimates how 

historical context can also inform the author’s mind-set.10 I argue that Ambroise’s depiction of the 

Muslim elite was more closely tied to diplomatic encounters and political circumstances than to 

templates of the “ideal enemy”. Furthermore, many scholars overlook the diplomatic role played by 

Sayf al-Dīn as an intermediary between Richard and Ṣalāḥ al-Dīn.11 In addition, Ambroise’s depiction 

of Sayf al-Dīn undergoes a significant transformation over the course of the narrative.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
5 Tolan, Ishmael, 86-9. 
6 Ailes, “Admirable Enemy”, 57-60. 
7 Et li termes iert trespassez/Quinze jorz, voire plus assez,/Des covenanz que cil diseient/Qu’a la cristïenté tendreient,/Dont li 
soldans s’iert defailliz,/Qu’il fist que faus e que failliz,/Quant cels qu[ë] a la mort livra/Ne rainst ne ne delivra./Lors perdi il sa 
renoneee [sic]/Qui tant aveit esté nomee, /Car n’aveit cort el mode eüe/Ou el ne fust amanteüe […]. Ambroise, lines 5482-93 (pp. 88-
9), trans. Ailes, II: 108-9. For Ṣalāḥ al-Dīn’s reputation in medieval Europe, see Tolan, Ishmael, 79-80, 85. 
8 Einz manda a Salahadin,/Au large, ou vaillant Sarazin […]. Ambroise, lines 10871-2 (p. 175), trans. Ailes, II: 177. 
9 Ailes, “Admirable Enemy”, 57. 
10 Ailes, “Admirable Enemy”, 51, cf. 55, 63-4 where Ailes considers the impact of the historical context. 
11 On the role of Sayf al-Dīn as an intermediary, see M. C. Lyons, D. E. P. Jackson, Saladin: the Politics of the Holy War (Cambridge: 
University of Cambridge Press, 1982), 328, 336, 347-8 (cited in Ailes, “Admirable Enemy”, 62, n. 34); but Tolan, Ishmael, n. 45 (p. 179). 
Cf. Ailes, “Admirable Enemy”, 59, 62 for the literary function of Sayf al-Dīn as the sultan’s alter ego. 
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To begin with, it is important to understand the context of the diplomatic relationship that 

developed between Richard and Sayf al-Dīn. Ambroise claims that Sayf al-Dīn was deceitful during 

his first negotiations with Richard in November 1191 (when Richard’s demands were extravagant).12 

Ambroise does not comment on Sayf al-Dīn’s intentions when he describes the negotiations between 

Richard and Ṣalāḥ al-Dīn in July 1192.13 At that point, Richard witnessed deserters leaving his army 

but still had abundant resources at his command. In a later passage, Ambroise claims that Sayf al-Dīn 

sent replacement horses to Richard in the midst of battle.14 This passage in the Estoire indicates a 

complete transformation of Sayf al-Dīn’s character from treacherous to chivalric.  

Richard was in a more desperate situation when he called upon Sayf al-Dīn for the last time. 

In the autumn of 1192, Richard’s forces were depleted after they had defended Jaffa from attack and 

Richard risked the loss of several other towns. He was also eager to return to his territories in 

Europe.15 He once more called upon the French knights and military orders for support. Ambroise 

reports their refusal and the king’s reaction; 

When the king saw that everyone, everyone had let him down, no-one was either loyal or blameless, 
then was he troubled and disturbed and very perplexed. My lords, do not wonder at it that he did the 
best he could in the time that he had. For he who shuns shame and seeks honour chooses the lesser of 
two evils. So he would rather seek a truce than leave the land in danger […]16 

Whereas the account of the aftermath of Acre is the most thorough apologia in the chronicle, this 

account is the strongest expression of Ambroise’s emotional state at the time of writing. If there is a 

single turning point in the narrative, it is this passage. Richard subsequently called upon Sayf al-Dīn, 

“who respected him [i.e. Richard] because of his valour, asking that, sparing no effort, he [Sayf al-

Dīn] would seek for him the best truce that he could”. Sayf al-Dīn in turn “made great efforts” to 

fulfil his request.17 It is as if King Richard felt less sympathy from his Frankish allies than from Sayf 

al-Dīn, who became his ally at the negotiating table. It is likely that Sayf al-Dīn’s role as an 

intermediary effected his transformation in Ambroise’s eyes. 

 The final scene of the narrative presents us with the most extraordinary encounter in the 

Estoire. Ambroise claims that Bishop Hubert (archbishop of Canterbury, 1193-1205) met with Ṣalāḥ 

al-Dīn after Richard’s departure from the Levant. During the meeting, the bishop complimented the 

king and the sultan on equal grounds. In response, the sultan claimed that he “would prefer to  

12 Ambroise, lines 7358-68, 7386-410 (pp. 119-20); trans. Ailes, II: 131-2. 
13 Ambroise, lines 10722-9 (p. 173), trans. Ailes, II: 175. 
14 Ambroise, lines 11512-33 (p. 186), trans. Ailes, II: 184. See Ailes, “Admirable Enemy”, 59-60. For power relations expressed through 
gift-giving, see Yvonne Friedman, “Gestures of Conciliation? Peacemaking Endeavours in the Latin East” in In Laudem Hierosolymitani 
[Society for the Study of the Crusades and the Latin East, Crusades Subsidia volume 1] (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2007), pp. 42-7. 
15 Andrew Jotischky, Crusading and the Crusader States (Harlow: Pearson Longman, 2004), p. 161. 
16 Quant li rois vit que tot li mondes,/Qui n’est guaires ne lïaus ne [mondes,/Lui fu tot en travers failliz,/Lors fu troblez e 
maubailliz/E durement desconseillez./Seignors, ne vos esmerveilliez/S’il	
  fist	
  del	
  mielz	
  qu[ë]	
  il	
  savoit/Selonc	
  le	
  tens	
  qu[ë]	
  il	
  avoit,/Car	
  qui	
  
crient	
  honte	
  e	
  aim	
  henor/Choisist	
  de	
  deus	
  mauls	
  le	
  menor./Si	
  velt	
  mielz	
  une	
  triwe	
  quere/Que	
  leisser	
  en	
  peril	
  la	
  terre	
  […].	
  Ambroise,	
  lines	
  11718-
29 (p. 189), trans. Ailes, II: 186. 
17 Ambroise, lines 11734-6, 11740 (pp. 189-90), trans. Ailes, II: 186. 
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exercise generosity and judgement with moderation, than boldness without moderation”.18  The sultan 

also fulfilled the bishop’s request to allow the worship of Latin rites in Bethlehem, Jerusalem, and 

Nazareth.19 Ambroise depicts Ṣalāḥ al-Dīn as a wise king in this encounter. The underlying message is 

that Ambroise qua the sultan imparts advice to the reader through the sultan’s reply to the bishop. 

Perhaps his words are meant for any ruler conscious of the need to balance bravery and prudence.20 

Throughout the text, the Muslim amīrs also appear as prudent and reserved advisors to the sultan, 

which completes the picture of the wise ruler surrounded by wise councillors.21  

Importantly, the historical context informed much of the above account. The sultan’s qāḍī al-

askar (judge of the army), Bahā’ al-Dīn ibn Shaddād, recounts a message that Richard delivered to the 

sultan in July 1192. According to the message, Richard told the sultan that “men of religion have asked 

you for churches and you have not grudged them what they asked.”22 In addition, Ambroise’s 

depiction of Ṣalāḥ al-Dīn may reflect the sultan’s prudence as a general during the crusade. And 

Ambroise’s depiction of the Muslim amīrs reflects an actual degree of cordiality that existed between 

the amīrs and Richard. This cordiality is preserved in the Arabic accounts and Ambroise could have 

observed Richard’s meetings with the amīrs.23 If the territorial frontier of the Latin East was crossed by 

merchants and physicians, the mental frontier between the Frankish and Muslim elite was similarly 

negotiable through dialogue. Moreover, successful diplomacy required and fostered a degree of mutual 

understanding, which could manifest itself through rituals and “gestural language”.24 The numerous 

diplomatic encounters that occurred during the Crusade Period undoubtedly informed the opinions of 

Arabic and Latin authors. 

It is important to recall Ambroise’s purpose before over-emphasising the influence of 

diplomatic encounters on his work. It is possible that Ambroise depicts Sayf al-Dīn in a positive 

manner to emphasis the shortcomings of the Frankish nobility.25 A denigration of the French 

contingent simultaneous with praise of the Muslim elite, as well as the respect accorded to Richard by 

Sayf al-Dīn, all reinforced Ambroise’s eulogy of Richard.26 Yet Ibn Shaddād attests to the development 

 

18 Ambroise, lines 12115-8 (p. 196), trans. Ailes, II: 191. 
19 Ambroise, lines 12136-49 (p. 196), trans. Ailes, II: 191. 
20 For Richard’s recklessness, see Ailes, “Admirable Enemy”, 57, 62-3; Ailes, “Heroes”, 39-40; Tolan, Ishmael, 87-9, 100. Cf. Bahā’ al-Dīn 
Yūsuf ibn Rāfiʿ Ibn Shaddād, Al-Nawādir al-sultaniyya wa'l-mahasin al-Yusufiyya, trans. D. S. Richards, The Rare and Excellent History of 
Saladin [Crusade Texts in Translation, volume 7] (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2001), p. 150, who calls Richard “wise and experienced in 
warfare”. 
21 Cf. Tolan, Ishmael, 86, who refers to Ambroise’s portrayal of “Saladin and his men” or “Saladin and his soldiers”. However, Ambroise 
does not praise the Muslim rank-and-file. Rather, he shows respect for the elite class exemplified by the refined warrior and poet Usāma 
Ibn Munqidh (488-584/1095-1188). 
22 Ibn Shaddād, 213. 
23 See Ibn Shaddād, 193. 
24 For mental frontiers, see David Abulafia, “Introduction: Seven Types of Ambiguity, c. 1100-c. 1500”, in Medieval Frontiers: Concepts and 
Practices, ed. Nora Berend (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2002), p. 24. For the role of “gestural language” and “gesture-based rituals” in successful 
diplomacy, see Friedman, 31-2, 38, 45. 
25 See Ailes, “Admirable Enemy”, 63. For a parallel contrast of Christian fault to Muslim virtue, see Farhad Daftary, Ismailis in Medieval 
Muslim Societies [Ismaili Heritage Series, volume XII] (London: I. B. Tauris, Institute of Ismaili Studies, 2005), p. 155; cf. Nasseh A. Mirza, 
Syrian Ismailism: The Ever Living Line of the Imamate, AD 1100-1260 (Richmond: Curzon, 1997), p. 38. 
26 On Ambroise’s purpose, see Ailes, Introduction”, II: 2, 4, 19-20; on his audience, see 13. 
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of close relations between Richard and Sayf al-Dīn.27 Their close relations probably facilitated 

negotiations. At most we can propose that King Richard’s encounters with the Muslim elite informed 

in part a change in Ambroise’s perspective of Muslims. It is clear that Ambroise’s background in 

Europe provided him with his first perspectives of Islam. Polemical tracts on Islam as well as many 

chansons consisted of false contrivances that could have informed Ambroise’s initial view of 

Muslims.28 Thus, the final work may reflect how he reacted to events as they happened. In contrast, 

the author of the “original” Itinerarium peregrinorum, another chronicle of the Third Crusade, had little 

occasion to diverge from stereotyped depictions of Muslims. The original Itinerarium only covered the 

crusade up to the year 1190.29  

Therefore, the contradictory images of Muslims in the Estoire cannot be reduced to literary 

functions. This interpretation of the Estoire also demonstrates that the “other” was not always an ideal 

warrior enemy. Muslim elites could be portrayed as wise and virtuous persons of non-Christian faith.30 

Finally, this reading suggests that western perceptions could change as a result of actual contact with 

the “other”. Tellingly, the complete Estoire survives in only one manuscript, which suggests that 

Ambroise’s admiration of the Muslim elite found little appreciation in Europe.31 Readers of the Estoire 

must be wary of literary tropes but can also discover how historical reality informed Frankish 

perceptions. The inverse problem exists for the chronicles of the Crusade Period; historians must 

appreciate the literary tropes, ideologies, and political agendas that inform accounts in order to 

evaluate their historical reliability.32 In brief, the Estoire is overemphasised for its literary value but 

underappreciated for its historical insight. 

27 Ibn Shaddād, 173-4, 182-3, 185, 187, 193, 195-7, 228. See also 223 for Richard’s other acquaintances from among the Muslim elite. It is noteworthy 
that Ibn Munqidh also developed close relations with the Templars when he visited Jerusalem in the mid-twelfth century as a diplomat. See Paul M. 
Cobb, Usama ibn Munqidh: Warrior-Poet of the Age of Crusades (Oxford: Oneworld, 2005), pp. 29-30. 
28 For twelfth century European perspectives on Islam, see John V. Tolan, Saracens: Islam in the Medieval European Imagination (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 2002), ch. 6; cf. Suzanne Conklin Akbari, Idols in the East: European Representations of Islam and the Orient, 1100-1450 (Ithaca: Cornell 
University Press, 2009), esp. ch. 5; and Sharon Kinoshita, Medieval Boundaries: Rethinking Difference in Old French Literature (Philadelphia: University of 
Pennsylvania Press, 2006), esp. ch. 1 for a reassessment of medieval views in the Chanson de Roland; Siobhain Bly Calkin, Saracens and the Making of English 
Identity: the Auchinleck Manuscript (London: Routledge, 2005), pp. 1, 3-4, 53-9, 103-4, 135, 150-60, 165-6 for traces of encounters with “historical Muslims” 
in a 14th century English manuscript. See Ailes, “Introduction”, II: 1-2, 12 for Ambroise’s background and access to chansons. 
29 For the dating and authorship of the original Itinerarium peregrinorum (IP1), see Helen J. Nicholson, “Introduction”, in Chronicle of the Third Crusade, trans. 
Helen J. Nicholson (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2010), 6-10. 
30 A wise Saracen councillor also appears in the Chanson de Roland. See Kinoshita, 17. 
31 Ailes, “Introduction”, I: xi. Of the Ayyūbid elite, only Ṣalāḥ al-Dīn was widely admired in Europe from the time of the crusade. See Tolan, Ishmael, 
ch. 6. 
32 See P. W. Edbury, John G. Rowe, William of Tyre: Historian of the Latin East (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988), pp. 1, 6-7, 26-9, 151, 159-
60, 167, 170 on the influence of William of Tyre’s background and aims on the Historia, and its modern reception. Cf. Tuomas M. S. Lehtonen, “By the 
Help of God, Because of Our Sins, and by Chance: William of Tyre Explains the Crusades”, in Medieval History Writing and Crusading Ideology, eds. Tuomas 
M. S. Lehtonen, Kurt Villads Jensen, with Janne Malkki, Katja Ritari (Helsinki: Finnish Literature Society, 2005), pp. 72-80. See Ernst Breisach, 
Historiography: Ancient, Medieval & Modern (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1983), pp. 133-7 for an overview of rhetoric and method in medieval 
crusade historiography. See Chase F. Robinson, Islamic Historiography (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), p. 69 for Ibn Shaddād’s depiction 
of his ideal warrior, Ṣalāḥ al-Dīn; see also Konrad Hirschler, Medieval Arabic Historiography: Authors as Actors (London: Routledge, 2006), pp. 100-1. 
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1Ibn Daud and Gundisalvi - Exploration of an Intellectual 
 Kinship in the Context of Twelfth-Century Toledo 

Martin Borysek,  
Centre for Jewish-Christian Relations,  

University of Cambridge 

This article will address the relation between works of two medieval scholars whose work and 

mutual encounter was shaped by the cultural and intellectual environment of 12th century Toledo. 

Abraham ibn Daud (c. 1110 – c. 1180) is known as an important historian of Rabbinic Judaism and 

the first Jewish Aristotelian philosopher. His chronicle Sefer ha-Qabbalah (“The Book of Tradition”) is 

considered to be one of the very few truly historical works of Medieval Jewish literature, his 

philosophical tractate Emunah Ramah (“Exalted Faith”) is one of the first Jewish books devoted to the 

philosophical interpretation of religious belief. Dominicus Gundisalvi1 (c. 1110 – after 1190) was one 

of the first Christian scholars engaged in the activities of the Toledo School of translators and thus 

contributed significantly to transmission of many works of Greek and Arab science and philosophy to 

Western Latin scholarship. In his own writings, notably De Divisione Philosophiae (“The Division of 

Philosophy”), De Processione Mundi (“The Procession of the World”), De Anima (“The Soul”) or De 

Unitate et Uno (“The Unity and the One”) he tried to summarise and explain to Christian audiences the 

ideas of the philosophers whose works he had studied.  

The role which Gundisalvi played in the development of medieval Aristotelian philosophy is 

well established in modern scholarship, mainly thanks to the work of Alexander Fidora and Charles 

Burnett. Ibn Daud has also been the subject of considerable research in the field of Jewish studies, 

both as an historian and a philosopher. 

While the collaboration of the two men as translators is generally acknowledged, not much 

attention has so far been given to a direct comparison of their original works. The one notable 

exception is an article by Fidora,1 in which he examines if and how the authors reflect the topic of 

religious tolerance in their philosophical writings. As far as I am aware, however, no comprehensive 

critical study comparing Ibn Daud’s and Gundisalvi’s philosophy in general has yet been written.  

This article is based on my Master’s dissertation which made an attempt to explore any 

possible influence of one author on the other. The texts of the major works of Ibn Daud and 

Gundisalvi, however, showed very little evidence of such influence. On the other hand, mutual 

similarities and relatedness of both authors’ approaches were evident. It seemed reasonable, therefore,  

1 Another often used version of his name is Gundissalinus. Throughout this article, however, the former version shall be used, as it seems to be more 
historically authentic, see Dag Nikolaus Hasse, ‘The Social Condition of the Arabic-(Hebrew)-Latin Translation Movement in Medieval Spain and in the 
Renaissance’, in Wissen über Grenzen. Arabisches Wissen und lateinisches Mittelalter, ed. by Andreas Speer, Lydia Wegener (Berlin – New York: Walter de 
Gruyter, 2006), pp. 68-86 (p. 73, note 30). For other variants of the name, see John A. Laumakis, Dominicus Gundissalinus, The Procession of the World (De 
Processione Mundi. Translated from the Latin with an Introduction and notes (Marquette University Press, 2002), p. 9. 
2Alexander Fidora, ‘Abraham ibn Daūd und Dominicus Gundissalinus: Philosophie und religiose toleranz im Toledo des 12. Jahrhunderts’, in Juden, 
Christen und Muslime. Religionsdialoge im Mittelalter, ed. by Matthias Lutz-Bachmann, Alexander Fidora (Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft, 
2004).   
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to make a critical analysis of chosen specific topics which were especially important to both authors. 

The case study presented here will suggest that there existed an authentic intellectual relation between 

Ibn Daud and Gundisalvi, whether direct or indirect.  

The text-based comparison of both authors’ understanding of the relation between faith and 

reason (religion and philosophy) will show that their views were formed by the same influences, that 

they were intrigued by the same questions regarding the interpretation of this world and that they 

sought the answers in similar philosophical conceptions.  

 

Historical and Cultural context 

The re-conquest of Toledo, the ancient ecclesiastic metropolis of Spain,3 by Christian forces 

led by King Alfonso VI of Castile in 1085, was one of the major battles of the reconquista wars which 

considerably weakened the position of Muslims in the Iberian peninsula.4 Consequently, the 

atmosphere in Al-Andalus (Islamic Spain) became strongly radicalised: in the last decades of 11th 

century, the Muslim kingdoms and principalities of Southern Spain were effectively taken over by the 

North African Islamist movement of the Almoravids. They, however, failed to ensure political 

unification and lasting military success. In the 1140’s, the continuing weakness in the Muslim camp 

provoked yet another invasion from North Africa, this time led by the even more radical Almohads. 

The Almohads, whose approach to Islam was highly fundamentalist, were strongly opposed 

to secular culture and sciences and extremely hostile to all non-Muslim religions. This brought an end 

to the liberal, culturally advanced environment that had so far been typical for the Muslim part of the 

peninsula. Therefore, the Almohad invasion also brought about a disastrous change to the lives of 

Andalusian Christians and Jews, who were effectively left with the choice between conversion to 

Islam and exile. The Jews were particularly unwilling to give up their faith and many of them left the 

country in a great wave of emigration. 

On the other hand, in the Christian states of Northern Spain, the political and military 

conflict with Muslims did not mean a rejection of Arab science, scholarship and cultural influence. 

Similar to the situation in Al-Andalus before the Almoravid invasion, the atmosphere of relative 

openness and tolerance towards religious minorities was the norm. Whilst Jews and Muslims in 

Catalonia, Aragon or Castile had by no means an equal status with the Christians, they were not 

threatened by state-sanctioned persecution and did enjoy considerable religious freedom. Therefore, 

3In	
  accordance	
  with	
  current	
  practice,	
  this	
  term,	
  used	
  in	
  a	
  cultural	
  rather	
  than	
  political	
  sense,	
  refers	
  to	
  the	
  area	
  of	
  modern	
  Spain	
  in	
  general,	
  
and	
  its	
  Christian	
  part	
  in	
  particular	
  -­‐	
  in	
  such	
  cases,	
  the	
  Muslim	
  territories	
  are	
  referred	
  to	
  as	
  Islamic	
  Spain	
  or	
  Al-­‐Andalus,	
  cf.	
  Dimitri	
  Gutas,	
  
“What	
  was	
  there	
  in	
  Arabic	
  to	
  the	
  Latins	
  to	
  Receive?	
  Remarks	
  on	
  the	
  Modalities	
  of	
  the	
  Twelfth-­‐Century	
  Translation	
  Movement	
  in	
  Spain”,	
  in	
  
Wissen	
  über	
  Grenzen,	
  pp.	
  3-­‐21	
  (p.	
  3).	
  
4The	
  main	
  historical	
  data	
  in	
  the	
  following	
  summary	
  are	
  taken	
  from	
  Thomas	
  F.	
  Glick,	
  Islamic	
  and	
  Christian	
  Spain	
  in	
  the	
  Early	
  Middle	
  Ages	
  
(Leiden:	
  Brill,	
  2005),	
  chapter	
  1,	
  pp.	
  2-­‐41.	
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Christian Spain became a haven for thousands of Jews fleeing repressions as they tried to save their 

lives and preserve as much of their culture as possible. It was especially the Kingdom of Castile and 

its capital Toledo that became the centre of Jewish economical, religious, scholarly and cultural 

activities.   

Abraham ibn Daud, one of the Jewish émigrés who found their new home there, came to a 

city with a rich cultural life and advanced scholarship. Although Toledo was not a university town, its 

Cathedral functioned as a natural centre of sciences, philosophy and religious studies. During the 12th 

century, the city’s scholarly community became involved in cultural enterprise known as the “School 

of translators of Toledo”, which played a key role in building a connection between the world of 

Arabic scholarship and the Latin culture of Christian Europe, introducing to it many works of 

Classical Greek literature, which had so far only been available in Arabic translations and paraphrases.  

The school of translators, active for several decades, came into being thanks to the initiative 

of Raymond the archbishop of Toledo in 1126 - 51.5 The two Christian scholars, who could be seen 

as founding figures of the movement, were Gerard of Cremona (1114 - 87), one of the numerous 

“Frankish” priests that came to Toledo in connection with the translation program,6 and a native 

Spanish cleric, Dominicus Gundisalvi, who concentrated chiefly on translating the philosophical 

works of Arab neo-Platonism and Aristotelism.7 At the centre of their attention were works of Greek 

writers and their Medieval Arab commentators and successors. All the theoretical disciplines that 

were included in the broadly defined field of philosophy (i. e. natural sciences, mathematical 

disciplines and metaphysics or philosophy proper) were given considerable attention. It can be safely 

presumed that the translators were expected to supply the emerging Latin scholarship with sufficient 

sources and manuals to enable the further independent development of the relevant disciplines in 

Christian Europe. 

It was on the platform of this school of translation that Gundisalvi and ibn Daud met. It 

seems to have been a common practice that Jews and Mozarabs (Arab Christians) were engaged in 

the translation program: although they usually had no or only a basic knowledge of Latin, they 

supplied the Christian translators with a raw word-to-word translation into the Romance vernacular 

of Castile.8 This “intermediate” translation was then transferred to Latin by the educated cleric, who 

had sufficient background in philosophy, sciences and Classics.9 Sometimes, the names of these 

intermediate translators are known, as is the case with the two collaborators of Gundisalvi: Iohannes 

Hispanensis (John of Spain), possibly a Mozarab, and a Jew, who in a letter to Archbishop John of 

5  See Laumakis, Dominicus Gundissalinus, p. 9. 
6In fact, these priests came from various countries of Catholic Europe (see Charles Burnett, ‘The Coherence of the Arabic-Latin Translation Program 
in Toledo in the Twelfth Century’, Science in Context 14 [2001], 249-288, p. 251).  
7 Ibid., p.11. He is one of the few Toledan translators who engaged in their own original work, too. 
8 Or possibly a local dialect of colloquial Arabic that was more familiar to Castilian Christians than the Classical Arabic of the originals. 
9 See Burnett, ‘Coherence of the Arabic-Latin Translation Program’, p. 252. 
10 There, he describes his contribution to the translation of Ibn Sina (Avicenna). For relevant passages of the letter, see Laumakis, p. 10. 
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debate, but most modern scholars agree that he is none other than Abraham ibn Daud.11  

Ibn Daud stands out among the Arabic speakers engaged in the school of translators as the 

only one who is known to have produced his own works of considerable significance and to have been 

an important leader within his own community.  

The following outline of both authors’ lives and works will suggest that a relationship between 

their philosophical works exists as there are similarities which are otherwise difficult to explain: Both 

Gundisalvi and Ibn Daud attempted to provide their readers, so far unfamiliar with the world of 

Aristotelian philosophy, with a compendium which would explain to them the basic philosophical 

truths as they saw them. Although their backgrounds differ considerably and in the texts, there are no 

direct quotations or parallel passages that could be proven to have been taken by one author from the 

other, they often approach the same philosophical questions accenting similar particular problems and 

expressing similar concerns in a way that does not seem to be accidental. 

 

The Authors and Their Works 

1. Dominicus Gundisalvi 

Dominicus Gundisalvi was probably born around 1110, and died no sooner than 1190.12  

Although not many biographical facts are known to us, there is material evidence of his presence in 

Toledo; his post in the Spanish Catholic Church was Archdeacon of Cuéllar. While holding this title, he 

was active as a canon in the diocese of Segovia and later in Toledo. Several charters issued by the 

archdiocese of Toledo in the 1160’s and 1170’s bear his signature as a member of the Toledan 

chapter.13 

In his work in the translating program of Toledo, he was mainly interested in the works of 

Arab and Judeo-Arab Aristotelism.14 Among the most important authors he translated are the Arab 

Aristotelians Al-Far�b� (e. g. De Intellectu) and Ibn Sina (e. g. parts of his major philosophical 

compendium aš-Šif�’). Gundisalvi, however was also interested also in the writings of neo-Platonist  

thinkers, most notably the Jewish poet and theologian Solomon ibn Gabirol.15 This demonstrates one  

11 The study that came as close as possible to a decisive confirmation of this view is Marie-Thérèse D’Alverny, ‘Avendauth?’, in Homenaje a Millás-
Vallicrosa, vol. 1 (Barcelona: Consejo Superior de Investigaciones Científicas, 1954), pp. 19-43. In modern scholarship, her conclusions are generally 
considered correct, see for example Gershon D. Cohen, A Critical Edition with a Translation and Notes of The Book of Tradition (Sefer ha-Qabbalah) by Abraham 
ibn Daud (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1967), Fidora, ‘Abraham ibn Daūd und Dominicus Gundissalinus’ or Dimitri Gutas, ‘What was there in 
Arabic to the Latins to Receive? Remarks on the Modalities of the Twelfth-Century Translation Movement in Spain’, in Wissen über Grenzen, pp. 3-21. 
Others, however, either identified Avendauth with John of Spain or considered him to be a different Jew named Ibn Daud, cf. Yitzhak Baer, A History of 
the Jews in Christian Spain (Philadelphia: The Jewish Publication Society of America, 1961). Although such views are occasionally followed today (cf. 
Laumakis), the general consensus is to agree with D’Alverny. 
12 The discussion about the years of his birth and death is summarised in Laumakis, pp. 9-10. 
13 See Miguel Alonso Alonso, Temas filosoficos medievales (Ibn Dāwud y Gundisalvo) (Comillas Santander: Universidad Pontifica, 1959), pp. 20-25; Dag 
Nikolaus Hasse, ‘The Social Conditions of the Arabic-(Hebrew)-Latin Translation Movement in Medieval Spain and in the Renaissance’, in Wissen über 
Grenzen (pp. 68-86), p. 73. 
14 On the other hand, his contemporary Gerard, was more interested in translating scientific literature in broader sense (see ‘The Coherence of the 
Arabic-Latin Translation Program’). 
15 He wrote his philosophical work originally in Arabic, but only its early Hebrew translation under the title Meqor Chayim (“Fountain of Life“, Fons Vitae 
in Gundisalvi’s translation) is preserved. Gundisalvi, who worked with the original, rendered the author’s name as Avencebrol or Avicebron. The translator 
did not know the author’s identity and as there are no explicit references to Judaism in the work, Gundisalvi probably supposed that “Avicebron” was 
Muslim (see Raphael Jospe, Jewish Philosophy in the Middle Ages (Boston: Academic Studies Press, 2009), p. 111). 
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important aspect of the intellectual atmosphere in Toledo: while the translating program was 

instrumental in introducing Aristotelian philosophy to European scholarship, which led to the 

gradual weakening of the previously dominant position of (broadly defined) Platonic and Neo-

Platonic philosophical traditions, it did not mean categorical refusal of the earlier schools of thought. 

In fact, it even seems reasonable to speak of a “Platonic-Aristotelian continuum” in Christian 

philosophy at this time. 

The character of Gundisalvi’s original works suggests that his goal was to provide his readers 

with a comprehensive corpus of texts that would prepare them to study sciences and philosophy 

from the sources made available by the Toledan translators. His particular emphasis on metaphysics16 

is apparent: among his works, only De Divisione Philosophiae (DDP) deals with all main scientific 

disciplines studied by medieval scholars. Gundisalvi’s other texts are more closely connected to 

philosophy proper: De Processione Mundi (DPM) addresses questions of creation and organisation of 

this world. His short “philosophical essay” De Unitate et Uno (DUU) presents unity as the basic 

condition of every created being as well as the supreme unity of God. De Anima (DA) is Gundisalvi’s 

summary of philosophical psychology, explaining existence, character, parts and immortality of the 

soul.  

However diverse Gundisalvi’s works are, it is possible to identify and track a unifying motive 

that is present, in one form or another, in all of them: they all make an attempt to offer the sum of 

philosophy (in the broader sense) as the author understands it, his qualified evaluation of what its 

true objectives are and what methods it should employ to achieve them. His account, on the whole, 

carefully explores his topic with the obvious intention to be as clear and understandable – and 

indeed, as acceptable for the reader – as possible. 

2. Abraham ibn Daud 

Similar to Gundisalvi, very little about Ibn Daud’s life is known. But those facts we do know play an 

important role in forming the background of his work: born in Al-Andalus around 1110,17 he fled his 

homeland in the wake of the Almohad conquest in the late 1140’s and settled in Toledo, where he 

was instrumental in forming a lively Jewish community. He became one of its leaders	
   and possibly 

played some role as a representative of Toledo Jews in their dealing with the Christian authorities.18 It 

seems reasonable to suppose that his stay in Toledo was permanent and his involvement in the 

School of Translators indicates that he was engaged in scholarship even outside his community and  

16 In the Aristotelian sense of the discipline, which is studied after the natural sciences (i. e. philosophy, in the modern sense, of the term and theology). 
17 Ibn Daud was born in to an influential family connected to Córdoba, which is most commonly considered to be the town of his youth (see Cohen, p. 
xvi). Some authors (e. g. ‘The Social Conditions of the Arabic-(Hebrew)-Latin Translation Movement’, p. 72) believe that Ibn Daud was born in Toledo 
and then brought up in Muslim Spain to come back after the Almohad conquest. However, there is not much evidence to support this view.  
18	
  In	
  Sefer	
  ha-­‐Qabbalah,	
   Ibn	
  Daud	
  describes	
  the	
  respect	
  of	
  the	
  Christian	
  authorities	
  which	
  the	
  leaders	
  of	
   the	
  Castilian	
  Jewish	
  community	
  
enjoyed	
   and	
   the	
   offices	
   that	
  were	
   occasionally	
   entrusted	
   them	
   (see	
   SHQ,	
   pp.	
  71-­‐72).	
   In	
  addition,	
   the	
  wording	
   of	
  Avendauth’s	
   letter	
   to	
  
Archbishop	
  John	
  (as	
  well	
  as	
  the	
  fact	
  that	
  he	
  addressed	
  him	
  directly)	
  suggests	
  that	
  the	
  writer	
  was	
  a	
  person	
  of	
  some	
  importance.	
  	
  

 



 15 Marginalia, October 2012    

gained considerable recognition amongst Christian intellectuals. We know nothing definite about 

Ibn Daud’s later life and death, but he probably died in Toledo after reaching his seventieth year.19 

His literary work is of a much more compact character than Gundisalvi’s. After he settled in 

Toledo, he wrote the two major works for which he is chiefly known today: Sefer ha-Qabbalah 

(SHQ),20 his historical account of the origins and development of Rabbinic Judaism, and 

philosophical tractate Emunah Ramah, written in Arabic.21 This work consists of three books, the 

first being the most general. It explains the basic terms and concepts of philosophy in the 

Aristotelian sense “natural science and what comes after it”. The second book deals with the 

questions of religious faith and addresses more directly the specific problems of Jewish religion. 

The short third book is devoted to “practical philosophy”, i. e. ethics and the management of 

household and community. 

It has been suggested that the two works could be seen as complementary and that they 

were written intentionally as two parts of a single project: a detailed, carefully constructed defence 

of Rabbinic Judaism through historical and philosophical argumentation, respectively.22 However, 

this categorical statement does seem to over-simplify the situation. Sefer ha-Qabbalah is first and 

foremost an ardent (often even aggressive) polemic with Karaite Jews who refuse the authority of 

Rabbis and post-Biblical religious literature. On the other hand, Emunah Ramah does not defend 

Judaism against external or internal attacks, but rather explains the most important philosophical 

concepts as Ibn Daud understood them from the works of Arab Aristotelians. Moreover, the 

argument of the book and its tone strongly suggest that the eponymous “exalted faith” means the 

very phenomenon of faith, explained in philosophical terms, rather than a specific religious 

denomination. While Sefer ha-Qabbalah encourages the reader to be proud of what he is, Emunah 

Ramah tries to help him to find new horizons and look at the world from a new perspective. 

 In this respect, the works of Abraham ibn Daud and Dominicus Gundisalvi seem to be 

notably similar. Both men tried to summarise their knowledge and philosophy and to give their 

accounts such a form which would be most beneficial to their respective readerships. To gain a 

better understanding of the similarities and differences of their approaches, we will now have a 

closer look at the ways in which both authors presented the crucial topic of a mutual relation 

between Faith and Reason. 

19 Some later Jewish Medieval authors (e. g. Isaac Israeli, Yesod Olam, IV,18, cited by Moritz Steinschneider, Geschichtsliteratur der Juden (Frankfurt a. M.: 
Verlag von J. Kauffmann, 1905), p. 45) claimed he died a martyr’s death as a victim of anti-Jewish riots, but there is no direct evidence of this. 
20 SHQ is followed by two accompanying historical texts, one of them summarising the history of Ancient Rome, the other the events of the First Judeo-
Roman War. In addition to his main works, Ibn Daud is also known to have written two astronomical treatises, of which nothing survives today (see 
Cohen, p. xxviii). This confirms Ibn Daud’s wider interests in the field of secular sciences, which he has in common with Gundisalvi. 
21 The original, Al-‘Aqīdah al-Rafi’ah, was lost and the text survives only in Hebrew. Two early translations were commissioned by Jewish communities 
outside Spain, whose members had no knowledge of Arabic. One of them (Ha-’Emunah ha-Niss’ah by Samuel Motot) is preserved in only one manuscript. 
The other (Ha-’Emunah ha-Ramah by Solomon ibn Labi) was apparently much more popular (eleven manuscripts exist today) and has become a principle 
source of all modern editions. All quotations in this article are taken from this version. For information about the textual tradition, see Weiss’s comments 
in Abraham ibn Daud, The Exalted Faith. Translated with commentary by Norbert M. Samuelson, translation edited by Gershon Weiss (Rutherford – Madison – 
Teaneck: Fairleigh Dickinson University Press; London – Toronto: Associated University Presses, 1986), pp. 13-20. 
22 Cohen in his detailed and generally enlightening introduction to SHQ even calls Emunah Ramah an “apologia pro religione Iudaica” and even concludes that 
either of the two Ibn Daud’s books is “only a part of a total and integrated scheme” (Cohen, p. xxix). 
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Relation of Religion and Philosophy in the Works of Ibn Daud and Gundisalvi 

While Gundisalvi’s and Ibn Daud’s works are fundamentally philosophical rather than theological, 

they do approach the field of philosophy from the viewpoint of unequivocal monotheism. Their 

philosophical views are firmly based on the premise that there is one, eternal God who is the ultimate 

source of all existence. Moreover, both authors see their respective religious traditions as a natural 

framework of their belief, while philosophy enables them to “build a bridge” between faith and 

reason.23 The different nature of Ibn Daud’s and Gundisalvi’s works (one comprehensive treatise on 

religious philosophy versus a collection of more specific and independent philosophical texts) means 

that also the approach to religion is expressed in different ways. 

Book Two of Emunah Ramah is the most obviously religious (in the stricter sense) part of Ibn 

Daud’s work and it is also most closely connected to the spiritual world of Judaism. Its goal is to 

apply the principles of philosophy explained in Book One to the core topics of Jewish religion. It is, 

however, remarkable, that a considerable part of this book is devoted to philosophical definitions of 

the “sources of faith”, and the attributes and actions of God (ER, 125a - 163a). This treatise is 

followed by a philosophical explanation of more “specifically Jewish” topics, prophecy and the 

metaphorical nature of Biblical language. Juxtaposition of these subjects and the fluent transition 

from the general philosophical debate to the specialised, more technical discussion of particular 

theological problems shows that in Ibn Daud’s understanding the two phenomena (faith and reason) 

are not in mutual contrast or opposition, but form a continuous complex. 

Ibn Daud comments in considerable detail on the division of religious principles to 

“revealed” (תועימש, lit. “heard”, i. e. announced), and “rational” (תוילכש) and explains the differences 

between various religions by their adherence to the former, while the latter “do not vary greatly from 

nation to nation.”24 On these grounds, Ibn Daud claims that the existence of one state where all the 

faiths that differ in the revealed religious laws could live peacefully together is possible. This 

statement is remarkable, since it could be interpreted as the first and only Ibn Daud comment 

(however indirect) on his hic et nunc.25 Whether he describes what he sees as the actual reality 

(especially in the light of the disastrous situation in Al-Andalus under the Almohad regime), or what 

he believes to be the best realistically achievable state of affairs that is yet to be created, remains an 

23 Ibn Daud states this clearly in his initial dedication of Emunah Ramah, where he declares that he wrote it to address the relation between Divine 
Providence and freedom of choice (ER, 1b). Gundisalvi, too, makes occasional references to the dichotomy of faith and reason, probably most clearly 
in the introduction to De Anima: “...ut fideles, qui pro anima tam studiose laborant, quid de ipsa sentire debeant, non iam fide tantum, sed etiam ratione 
comprehendant.” (“... so that the faithful, who care for their soul with such effort, comprehend not only by faith, but also by reason what they should 
think about [its nature] .”) DA, p. 31. 
24 “ המואל המוא םהב ףלחתת אל תוילכש םוארקי רשאו ”, ER, 172b.  
25 “  תומזרופמהו םזבמו םביזכמו תצק תלבקב לזלזמ םתצקו תורתוס םהיתולבקב םהיתונומאו םיבר םהיתותד םישנאמ תוליהק תחא הנידמב היהיש דע תופלחתמה תומואה תומיכסמ

דחא ףוג ומכ תחא הנידמ םמישיו םנינע רבחיו םוצבקי .” (“Nations, differing [in the revealed religious laws] agree [about the rational ones], so that there may be 
in one state communities of people of many faiths and mutually disagreeing religious traditions. Some of them might degrade, deny and mock the 
traditions of the others, but the universally acknowledged [truths] bring them together and their business unites them into a single state as if into one 
body.”) ER, 173a.  
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 on rationally comprehended religion. In this way, it might be argued that Ibn Daud suggests the 

existence of a set of universal and universally acknowledged values which have the power to truly 

unite all people, regardless of their confessional differences. This approach demonstrates clearly 

that for Ibn Daud, religion does not mean only an accepted tradition (which he defends in Sefer ha-

Qabbalah) but also a rational understanding of this world which logically leads to a true piety. 

In Gundisalvi’s work (which does not deal with explicitly theological questions), such direct 

division of “revealed” and “rational” religion is not explicitly stated, but the dynamics between 

religion and philosophy is addressed nevertheless, if more subtly: One philosophical concept, 

which is important for both authors and which shows the central position of God in their 

philosophical system, is necessary existent ( תואיצמה ביוחמ ; necessarium esse). Both Ibn Daud and 

Gundisalvi try to demonstrate that whereas the being of all created things is based on the transition 

from potential to actual existence, there inevitably must be a principle whose existence is necessary. 

This principle is the source of all subsequent degrees of creation and as such is uncreated and 

absolutely independent on anything else. Gundisalvi deals with the problem of the necessary 

existent in De Processione Mundi, where he describes the ultimate source of existence and explains the 

difference between existence on itself (esse per se) and existence derived from the existence of 

something else (esse per alterius esse).26 He argues that the causal chain which directs the hierarchy of 

the created world must have a beginning, i.e. a principle from which the existence of everything 

else is ultimately derived and which itself is derived from nothing else. The necessary existence is 

opposed to the possible, which can be described as “something generic” (aliquid generale), belonging 

to many diverse entities as their common characteristic, whereas the necessary existent is 

“something specific” (aliqiud speciale), which is unique and absolutely remote of any diversity.27 It is 

described as so simple (simplex) and so primary (primum), that it cannot be in any way relative, 

multiple and changeable. Thus, Gundisalvi characterises the beginning of the causal chain (or the 

necessary existent), chiefly in negative terms. In this respect he is remarkably similar to Ibn Daud, 

who explicitly says that all attributes of God can by expressed by negation and implies that this 

negative characteristic is the most widely accepted way of understanding God.28 Only after detailed 

explanation of the basic characteristics of the necessary existent, Gundisalvi identifies him as God 

the creator whom he describes in generally philosophical language, rather than in specifically 

Christian terms.29 

26 DPM, pp. 13-19 
27 “Manifestum est etiam, quod essentia, cui debetur nececcitas essendi, impossibile est aliquid esse generale, quod dividatur per differentias aut per 
accidentia. Restat ergo, quod sit aliquid speciale.” (“It is also evident that the essence to which the necessity of being belongs cannot be something 
generic, which is divided by differences or by accidents. It remains, therefore, that it must be something specific.”) DPM, p. 14. 
28 “ תוללושה ךרד לא םלכ ובושי םואצמת תילכתה הז לע םירתאתב ותוא ונראתש המב ןיחבהל תבטה םא התאו ” (“And if you probe better into what we attributed to 
Him by the attributes for this purpose, you will find that all of them refer to the way of negation.”) ER, 137a.  It should be noted that the negative 
characterisation of God is prominent in Medieval Muslim philosophical tradition (kalām) and Ibn Daud’s reference is arguably directly influenced by 
it. 
29 “...et hoc non est nisi solus Deus, qui est prima causa et primum principium omnium, quod unum tantum necesse est intelligi, non duo vel plura.” 
(“and this is nothing but God Himself, who is the first cause and the primary principle of everything, which must necessarily be understood to be 
one only, not two or more.”) DPM, pp. 16-17; “Restat ergo, quod aliquid sit primum principium, quod nullo modo moveatur; et hoc est id, quod 
dicitur Deus.” (“It therefore follows that there is a first principle, which cannot be moved in any way; and this is what is called God.”) DPM, p. 18. 
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Gundisalvi does make few references to (from the Christian point of view) more traditional 

description of God, and he does occasionally quote the New Testament. Nevertheless, it is significant 

that Gundisalvi himself clearly understands God in fundamentally philosophical terms, as the first 

cause and first mover, as an independent entity par excellence.  

Although Ibn Daud shares Gundisalvi’s rationalistic approach to belief (even to such an 

extent that is unusual in the context of Jewish religious thought), he keeps in his writing a much 

closer connection to the traditional religious discourse. It is therefore rather surprising, how similar 

his language is to that of Gundisalvi in the passages of Book Two of Emunah Ramah, in which he 

characterises the necessary existence of God.30 This necessity is explained in strictly philosophical 

terms. God is a necessary existent, because He is the beginning of the causal chain which gives 

existence to all subsequent degrees of creatures. Ibn Daud, just like Gundisalvi, claims that the 

existence of God is necessary, because only a principle absolutely independent of anything else can 

be the ultimate source of everything there is.31 That this unequivocally philosophical argument for the 

existence of God is included in the section of Emunah Ramah which is devoted to an explanation of 

the doctrines of Judaism, is most significant. Even in this context, Ibn Daud clearly shows that the 

God of Jewish religion is the rationally comprehended First Principle of Aristotelian philosophy. 

Let us close these comments on the relation of religion and philosophy in the works of 

Gundisalvi and Ibn Daud with one stylistic observation concerning Ibn Labi’s Hebrew translation of 

Emunah Ramah: In the passages where God is described as a philosophical phenomenon, Ibn Labi 

very often translates the original term32 by the rarely used word 33,הולא rather than its much more 

usual pluralis maiestaticus םיהולא, used in a Jewish context as a “default” term for God. This choice 

suggests that the translator thought it appropriate to make a clear distinction between the two 

discourses (Jewish and generally philosophical), as he probably felt that this approach corresponds to 

Ibn Daud’s intentions. It also reminds us strongly of Gundisalvi’s generic language that he uses for 

God in similar circumstances, as we have already seen (“hoc, quod dicitur Deus”).  

Ibn Daud described the situation of a religious Jew who tries to approach his faith 

philosophically as that of a man who serves two masters, “one of whom is very great, while the other 

is not so small.”34 Gundisalvi, on his part, sees the true understandings of philosophical principles as 

the result of two motions: the ascending of the human mind and the descending of God’s 

goodness.35 It might be concluded, that both approaches are to a certain degree present in the work 

30 ER, 129a-130a 
31 “ ת''בב רודס ילעב לעפנ םיאצמנ ויה אל #"! ותלוזמ תואיצמה הנקי אל ותומצעב תואיצמה ביוחמ אוה רבד הנה היהי אלש רשפא יא תרכהב ” (“It is absolutely impossible 
that there is not something, whose existence is necessary and not acquired from anything else. If there [were no such thing], it would mean that the 
sequence of actually existing things would be infinite.”) ER, 129a. 
32 Presumably הלא, a Judeo-Arabic transcription of the Arab term for God. 
33 See for example ER, 46b: “ !''בב !$#"! "#"! $!#"! $#"! %$#"! $#"!... ” (“...that this world has a Divinity that governs it and that its capacity is infinite.”) 
34 “ ךכ לכ #"! $##"! ינשהו דואמ לודג םהמ דחא &%$#"! #"! "! $#"! ” ER, 185a. 
35 “...ad Deum mens humana contemplando ascendit et ad hominem Divina bonitas descendit,” DPM, p. 3. 
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of both men, who mutatis mutandis seem to share the basic premises of their philosophical conceptions 

and a common belief in the fundamental compatibility of faith and reason. 

 

Conclusion 

This article tried to address a relationship of minds that took place and was made possible by 

the specific political and cultural environment in twelfth-century Toledo. Examination of mutual 

similarities in the ways in which a Christian philosopher and a Jewish religious thinker tried to answer 

one crucial philosophical question showed us that rather than looking for a direct influence of one on 

the other we should see them as “intellectual kinsmen”. We cannot identify any one particular place 

in the works of either author that would have a direct equivalent in the writings of the other. 

Nevertheless, the many and varied, yet coherent common features of their work show clearly that 

their mutual similarities are not accidental. In their works, one can recognise a common 

understanding of this world, and despite the differences in style they put similar emphasis on the 

balance between their monotheistic faith, the power of reason and the value of true wisdom as they 

understand it. A detailed critical analysis of many aspects of Gundisalvi’s and Ibn Daud’s work that 

could not be addressed here would certainly be worth an independent study and could deepen our 

knowledge of these two highly interesting men who embodied a Jewish-Christian intellectual 

encounter in one of the crucial periods of the Middle Ages. 
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1 The terms ‘biblical’ and ‘Bible’ as employed throughout this paper will always refer to the Hebrew Bible.  All translations of biblical Hebrew are my own 
unless otherwise stated. 
 

‘How Many Toroth Have You?’: Mapping the Relationship 
Between Orthodoxy and Heterodoxy in Medieval Judaism 

Through the Reception History of Psalm 191 
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 ׃ד  ו ד ל רוֹ מ ז מ  ח  צּ נ מ ל 1 
 ׃ עי  ק ר ה די  גּ מ וי  ד  י ה  שׂ ע מ וּ ל  א־דוֹ ב כּ םי  ר פּ ס  מ ם י  מ שּׁ ה 2 
 ׃ת ע  דּ־ה וּ ח י ה ל י  ל  לּ ה ל י  ל ו ר מ  א   עי  בּ י םוֹי  ל םוֹ י 3 
 ׃ם  לוֹק ע  מ שׁ נ י  ל  בּ םי  ר ב דּ ןי  א ו ר מ  א־ןי  א 4 
 ׃ם  ה בּ ל ה  א־ם  שׂ שׁ מ  שּׁ  ל ם  הי לּ מ ל ב  ת ה  צ ק בוּ ם  וּ ק א  צ  י ץ ר  א ה־ל כ בּ 5 
 ׃ח ר  א ץוּ ר ל רוֹ בּ ג  כּ שׂי  שׂ י וֹ ת פּ ח מ א  צ י ן ת ח  כּ אוּ ה ו 6 
 ׃וֹת מּ ח  מ ר  תּ ס  נ ןי  א ו ם  תוֹצ ק־ל ע וֹ ת פוּק תוּ וֹ א צוֹ מ ם י  מ שּׁ ה ה  צ ק מ 7 
 ׃י ת  פּ ת מי  כּ ח מ ה  נ מ א  נ ה  וה י תוּ ד ע שׁ פ  נ ת בי  שׁ מ ה מי מ  תּ ה  וה י ת  רוֹ תּ 8 
 ׃ם י  ני ע ת  רי א מ ה  ר  בּ ה  וה י ת  ו צ מ ב  ל־י ח מּ שׂ מ םי ר שׁ  י ה  וה י י  דוּ קּ פּ 9 
 10 ! " #  $ ! "#  " $ "%& "  '%(  ) * +  '  ) (  , - $ !.! "#  " / (  * 0  ) 1 2 ! 3 4  #5 
 11 !  " # $ %  &' !  " # $ %! &  ' (  $ %! )%*  +, !  - $  . / 0  1 ) 2%1  +,3 
 12 !  "#$  % & ' ! " #  $ % #  & %  ' ( $  & )  * + $  +, 
 13 ! " #$ %& !  "#" $  "% !  & ' ( ) *+ , -  , ". 
 ׃ב  ר ע  שׁ  פּ מ י תי  קּ נ  ו ם  תי א ז  א י  ב־וּל שׁ מ י־ל  א ךָ  דּ ב ע ךְ  שׂ ח םי  ד זּ מ "  ! 14 
 ׃י  ל א ג ו י  רוּצ ה  וה  י ךָי  נ פ ל י  בּ ל ןוֹ י ג ה ו י  פ־י ר מ א ןוֹ צ ר ל וּ י ה  י 15 

 

1 To the choirmaster: A Psalm of David.  
2 The heavens tell the glory of God,  

  And the firmament proclaims the action of his hands. 
3 Day to day pours forth speech,  

  And night to night announces knowledge. 
4 There is no speaking, and there are no words.  

  Their voice is not heard. 
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5 The plum line has gone out through all the earth,  

   And their words to the ends of the earth.  

   In them he has placed a tent for the sun, 
6 (Which comes out like a bridegroom leaving his canopy,  

  And, like a warrior, rejoices to runs the course). 
7 His exit is from the edge of the heavens,  

  And his circuit is upon its borders,  

  And there is nothing hidden from his heat. 
8 The law of the LORD is perfect; it restores the soul.  

  The testimony of the LORD is constant: it makes the simple wise. 
9 The precepts of the LORD are right: they gladden the heart.  

  The commandments of the LORD are pure: they brighten the eyes. 
10 The fear of the LORD is clean, enduring forever.  

   The rules of the LORD are true, righteous together. 
11 More desirable than gold, than much pure gold;  

   And sweeter than honey, honey of the honeycomb. 
12 Moreover, your servant is warned by them.  

   In obeying them there is great reward. 
13 Who can understand transgressions?  

   Make me pure from hidden faults. 
14 Obscure your servant also from insolent people; do not let them rule over me!  

  Then I shall be guiltless, and innocent of great rebellion. 
15 Let the words of my mouth and the meditation of my heart be pleasurable in your presence,  

   O LORD, my rock and my redeemer 

 

That there is a difficulty in the structural unity of Psalm 19 has been widely recognized.  As discernible 

from the above translation, the Psalm consists of two seemingly independent sections: (1) Section A (vv. 

1-7), a psalm concerned with nature (and especially the sun) as witness to the creative glory of God; and 

(2) Section B (vv. 8-15), concerned with the glory of the Torah.  This disparity has prompted various 

attempts at explanation which can be divided into two broad groups: (i) attempts which stress the 

inherent unity of the two sections;2 or (ii) conformation of the original distinction of the sections which 

make up the whole.3  However it is not only modern scholarship which has endeavoured to resolve the 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
2 For example Derek Kidner, who refers to the sun of section A as an ancient Near Eastern motif for justice and so preparation for the theme of Torah in 

section B; D. Kidner, Psalms 1-72 (London: Inter-Varsity Press, 1973), p. 9; cf. also the attempt of E. Lucas, Exploring the Old Testament. The Psalms and Wisdom 

Literature, vol. 3 (London: SPCK, 2003), pp. 97-9. 
3 So H-J. Kraus, Psalms 1-59 (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1993), pp. 268-75; and P. C. Craigie, Psalms 1-50 (Waco, Texas: Word, Incorporated, 1983), p. 179. 



 22 Marginalia,  October 2012    
internal disparity in this Psalm.  The Midrash Tehillim is a medieval rabbinic exegesis for the book of 

Psalms: here both sections of Psalm 19 are reconciled as a unity with a coherent message of praise for 

the ultimate rabbinic conception of the ‘Dual Torah’ (both the Written and Oral Law).4  In order to 

determine the method of this rabbinic (re)interpretation of Psalm 19, I will begin by defining my 

methodological programme with a brief review of the history of the academic discipline of rabbinics; I 

will then map the diachronic trajectory of the idea of the ‘Dual Torah’ in this rabbinic literature, before 

defining the social matrix which informed these developments.  Thereafter an examination of the 

Midrash concerning Psalm 19 will be made, and a possible historical locus for the text will be suggested.  

Thereby I endeavour to situate this Midrash within the larger framework of a rabbinic history of ideas in 

an attempt to locate the process of thought which informed the rabbinic interpretation of Psalm 19. 

The early history of rabbinics was defined by the ‘Jewish Science’ (Wissenschaft des Judentums) 

particularly associated with Leopold Zunz and outlined in his classic study The History and Development of 

Jewish Homiletics, published in 1832.5  The principal aim of this work was to stress the continuity and unity 

of all of Jewish literature and so—according to Zunz’s programme of study—the biblical books of 

Jeremiah, Chronicles, and Daniel belong to the historical Haggadah; Isaiah and Ezekiel are the first 

mystical writers; and Hosea and Ezekiel contain the first Midrashim.6  This positivist historical method 

determined the direction of almost all subsequent academic-rabbinic study.  So, Moritz Steinschneider, 

writing in 1847: 

The formal contradistinction of Law and Prophecy is followed by the developments of Halacha and Haggada; the 
language of Ecclesiastes approaches very nearly to that of the Talmud, and many apocryphal books are, in fact, 
Midrash reduced to writing.7 
 

This methodological programme became the normative curriculum of rabbinics: writing in 1970, Geza 

Vermes still felt able to maintain that ‘it would be false to assume that biblical exegesis itself is essentially 

and necessarily a post-biblical phenomenon’;8 developments such as the thematic approach of, for 

example, Ephraim E. Urbach (in which theological ideas are selected as themes from which to posit a 

synthesis concerning all of rabbinic literature9), and the biographical account common particularly of the 

earlier work of Jacob Neusner10 remained fully in this historical-critical model. 

Yet it was Neusner himself who dramatically recast these basic assumptions about the possibility 

of writing such a history.  Neusner’s treatment of Yohanan b. Zakkai is witness to his progression of 

thought.  Whereas in 1962 he was able to write a biographical reconstruction of the Life of Yohanan ben 

Zakkai, in 1970 he revised the subject under the programmatic title Development of a Legend: Studies on the 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
4 Cf. W. G. Braude, trans. Midrash Tehillim (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1959), 19: 2, 19: 7, 19: 14, and 19: 15. 

5 S. Schechter, ‘Leopold Zunz’, in Studies in Judaism: Third Series (Philadelphia: The Jewish Publication Society of America, 1945), 84-142 (p. 101). 
6 Ibid, pp. 108-9. 
7 M. Steinschneider, Jewish Literature (Hildesheim: Georg Olms Verlagsbuchandlung, 1967), p. 2. 
8 G. Vermes, ‘Bible and Midrash: Early Old Testament Exegesis’ in The Cambridge History of the Bible, 3 vols. ed. by P. R. Ackroyd and C. F. Evans 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1970), I: 199-231 (p. 199); idem., Scripture and Tradition in Judaism (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1961), p. 288. 
9 Cf. E. E. Urbach, The Sages: Their Concepts and Beliefs (Jerusalem: Magnes Press, 1975), p. 4. 
10 For example, J. Neusner, Life of Yohanan ben Zakkai (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1962). 
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Traditions Concerning Yohanan ben Zakkai.  This title denotes Neusner’s line of research: in showing the 

fundamental unreliability of rabbinic documents as evidence for history, Neusner deconstructed the 

positivistic-historical model: 

My purpose is thus not to produce a connected history of the man and his time, but to offer systematic observations 
on the tradition about him and through it, on the development of a sample body of Talmudic literature.11 
 

This statement is axiomatic of the theoretically consistent body of Neusner’s later work, in which far 

from a positivist history, Neusner has written a descriptive history of the literature, document by 

document: each text is representative only of the boundaries of its own documentary setting, which 

Neusner determines to be the final stage of redaction in the progress of the transmission of the 

tradition.12  Whilst such a methodological statement has not found universal acceptance,13 Neusner has 

instigated a reform in the way much of rabbinic history is approached.14  I will attempt to set this study 

of the development of the conception of the ‘Oral Torah’ in rabbinical literature in a Neusnerian 

framework: I will present no broad synthesis of this from throughout the literature but rather will trace 

this idea document by document, each in the context of its own setting, in order to locate the process of 

cognition inherent to the Midrash Tehillim, and to its understanding of Psalm 19. 

The assumption that the literature of the halachah existed in an oral stage before its 

crystallization into textual form has underpinned not only Jewish rhetoric, but is also found in academic 

treatments of the concept.  Thus I. Elbogen relates: 

Between the completion of the Hebrew canon and the rise of Jewish literature there is an 

interval of several hundred years, and the reason why the literary activity of the Jews was so long in 

abeyance is that they regarded it as unlawful to commit their teachings to writing… prayers, academic 

and popular instruction, the development of law and custom, of ethics and religion- all these were 

carried on by oral instruction only. 15 

Thus there are two separate strands of tradition available in Jewish literature, the ‘Written Torah’ 

of the Pentateuch and the ‘Oral Torah’ which was expounded orally before reaching textual form;16  

these two traditions, preserved in two complementary media, together make up the Dual Torah of 

normative Judaism, tracing their origin to the revelation at Sinai.  The explanation for these differing 

modes of transmission is dictated by the supposed prohibition concerning the writing of halachot related 

in the later halachic literature itself,17 and reflected in the scholarly assumptions of Elbogen.  Yet such a 

conception is not available in the earlier sources.  That a halachic tradition was transmitted orally in the 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
11 J. Neusner, Development of a Legend: Studies on the Traditions Concerning Yohanan ben Zakkai (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1970), p. xii. 
12 See for example J. Neusner, Transformations in Ancient Judaism (Peabody, Massachusetts: Hendrickson Publishers, LCC., 2004). 
13 For example the critique in D. Boyarin, ‘On the Status of the Tannaitic Midrashim’, Journal of the American Oriental Society, 112: 3 (1992), 455-65 (p. 461). 
14 Examples of this tendency in method include the work of P. Schäfer, ‘Research into Rabbinic Literature: An Attempt to Define the Status Quaestionis’, 
Journal of Jewish Studies, 37 (1986), 138-52 (p. 151); and S. Stern, ‘The Concept of Authorship in the Babylonian Talmud’, Journal of Jewish Studies, 46 (1995), 
183-95 (p. 183). 
15 I. Elbogen, ‘Literature (Jewish)’, in Encyclopaedia of Religion and Ethics, vol. 8, ed. by J. Hastings, (Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1916), 97-104 (p. 97). 
16 Such a conception makes assumptions regarding a linear progression from oral to textual modes of communication and thus reflects an outdated 
understanding of the relation of cultural/structural simplicity to evolutionary priority: so James Frazer could posit ‘a ruder and earlier phase of the human 
mind, through which all the races of mankind have passed or are passing on their way to religion and science’ (J. Frazer, The Golden Bough (Hertfordshire: 
Wordsworth Editions Limited, 1993), p. 56). 
17 For example, the Babylonian Talmud (hereafter referred to as ‘B’) Shabbat 115b; B. Temurah 14b; and B. Gittin 60 b (for an English translation refer to I. 
Epstein, trans. The Babylonian Talmud. 27 vols. (London: Soncino Press, 1948). 
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pre-Rabbinic period due to a requirement that halachot not be written is denied by the existence of 

divergent written traditions which record a great body of halachah, for example the Book of Jubilees. 18  In 

addition to the solar calendar and ritual laws included in his vision of the Genesis narratives, the 

author(s) of Jubilees supplements the biblical rules concerning the Passover (chapter 49) and expands the 

biblical prohibition of work on the Sabbath (chapter 50).  Thus whilst Josephus in his Jewish Antiquities (c. 

94 CE) presents an account of a divergent tradition belonging to the Pharisees,19 concluding that this 

refers to ‘oral’ ordinances is to read a priori assumptions concerning the media of the transmission of 

these traditions into the text: rather Josephus only states that the Pharisaic traditions were outside of the 

‘Laws of Moses’ (as were that of, for example, those of the author(s) of the book of Jubilees) and makes 

no assertion about their external form, whether oral or otherwise. 

The earliest work of rabbinic literature, the Mishnah, similarly makes no assertions regarding its 

relation to Scripture: there is no rhetorical strategy which relates Mishnaic teachings to a Mosaic ‘Oral 

Torah’, or those of Scripture to a ‘Written’.  Thus the Mishnah fails to define its very origin.  Framed c. 

200 CE, the Mishnah represents a new articulation in Jewish literature.  The strategies which 

contemporary texts utilized in attempt to gain the status of revelation could include pseudepigraphy, 

claims of divine inspiration, stylistic imitation, or eisegesis.20  Yet the Mishnah employs no such methods 

and the framers simply ignored these conventional validations.  Rather the Mishnah records both 

remembered and socially operative halachic traditions: these traditions refer not only to discrete items of 

information but also to the entire complex of norms available in the community of the Sages (as 

evidenced by the faithful transmission of contradictory halachic instructions21).  These halachot, then, 

are regarded as traditional to the Sages and thus legitimate, but this legitimation is rarely sought from 

Scripture itself: only three Mishnaic halachot seek Mosaic authorization.22  Indeed, that the Mishnaic 

tradition is conceived of as a body of norms with little precedent in the authority of Moses is felicitously 

represented by the Mishnah itself.  So: 

A. The absolution of vows hovers in the air, for it has nothing [in the Torah] upon which to depend. 
B. The laws of the Sabbath, festal offerings, and sacrilege- lo, they are like mountains hanging on a 
 string, 
C. for they have little Scripture for many laws. 
D. Laws concerning civil litigations, the sacrificial cult, things to be kept cultically clean, sources of 
 cultic uncleanness, and prohibited consanguineous marriages have much on which to depend.23 
 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
18 The dating of Jubilees is somewhat problematic.  While the oldest extant copies have been dated on a palaeographic basis to c. 100 BCE, that the book 
seems aware of the ‘Book of Dreams’ from 1 Enoch (c. 200 BCE) suggests a prior dating for the composition of the text.  See J. C. VanderKam, The Book of 
Jubilees (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 2001), p. 18.   
19 ‘…a great many observances by succession from their fathers, which are not written in the Law of Moses’: Jewish Antiquities XIII. 10. 6 (for an English 
translation refer to S. Mason, Flavius Josephus: Translation and Commentary. 9 vols. (Leiden: Brill, 2000). 
20 So much of the literature from Qumran. 
21 Cf. the Mishnah (hereafter I will refer to this text by the abbreviation ‘M’) Eduyot 1: 5- 6 (for an English translation refer to H. Danby, trans. The Mishnah 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1993). 
22 M. Yadayim 4: 3; M. Eduyot 8: 7; M. Peah 2: 6; the Tosefta, c. 250 CE (hereafter ‘T’) confirms the Mosaic authority of M. Yadayim 4: 3 (T. Yadayim 4: 3) and 
adds only two further halachah which may be traced to their Mosaic ancestry (T. Yadayim 2: 16; T. Sukkah 3: 1 [for an English translation refer to J. Neusner, 
trans. The Tosefta. 6 vols. (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 2000)]). 
23 M. Hagigah 1: 8. 
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In the earliest halachic writings of the second century CE, then, the conception of the Dual Torah is 

absent. 

In order to locate this conception, later rabbinic literature must be examined.  Tractate Abot is a 

collection of wisdom-sayings included in the Mishnah (although the former is conventionally dated to 

sometime after the latter’s redaction, c. 250 CE), and presenting a history of the transmission of Torah 

from Moses down to the generation of the Mishnaic framers.  Thus many have seen in this the fully 

articulated statement of the Dual Torah.  Yet such a statement is lacking from the text itself.  Abot makes 

no explicit assertion as to the origin or authority of the Mishnah: rather it places the authority of the sages 

in line with Sinai.  This implicitly locates Mishnaic tradition in the same authoritative sphere as that of 

Scripture, yet the explicit terminological distinctions (‘Oral’/‘Written’) have not yet been developed.  

These implicit assertions do not become explicit until the Talmud and the Midrashim, largely products 

of the Amoraic era (200-500 CE).  Here the Mishnaic traditions are given a Scriptural basis.  This is 

available in some of the earliest Amoraic Midrash, so, for example in the Sifre on Deuteronomy (c. 300 

CE),24 and finds its most cogent articulation in the Babylonian Talmud (c. 500 CE):  ‘A certain heathen 

once came before Shammai and asked him, “How many Toroth have you?”  “Two”, he replied: “the 

Written Torah and the Oral Torah”’.25  The fully articulated statement of a Dual Torah is thus available 

in the literature of the later rabbinic canon. 

The situations which determined the crystallization of these literary traditions have been 

felicitously defined by Neusner.  So, the Mishnah: a response to the changed configuration of political 

authority following the failed wars against Rome in 66-73 CE and in 132-135 CE.  The Pentateuchal 

statement was dramatically reformulated to reflect the difficulty of maintaining an autonomous political 

and religious system in a heteronomous environment in which the Temple (biblical symbol of a 

sanctified Israel) was unlikely to be rebuilt.  Thereby the Mishnaic system of sanctification supposed that 

beyond the locative sanctity of the Temple, the utopian Israel might be holy.  This innovation ultimately 

became the enduring system of the normative religion.26  Yet the problem of innovation within a 

tradition of canonized revelation is found within the canon itself: ‘You shall not add to the word which I 

command you, and you shall not take away from it.’27  Therefore each transformation must understand 

itself in relation to the original revelation and so as implicit already in the tradition, rather than a 

departure from it.  While, as we have seen, the Mishnah felt no need to make such claims, in the Talmud 

and Amoraic Midrash ‘Torah’ becomes the mediating concept between halachot and Scripture.  Such a 

statement itself constitutes an innovation, again generated in the matrix of a challenge to the political 

configuration of society.  The political revolution in the social status of Christianity following the 

conversion of Constantine saw Judaism confronted by a competing formulation of Scripture.  Thus the 

Jewish literary imagination responded with a clear restatement of the Scriptural authority of their 
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
24 Cf. Sifre on Deuteronomy 351. 
25 B. Shabbath 31a. 
26 J. Neusner, Transformations in Ancient Judaism (Peabody, Massachusetts: Hendrickson Publishers, LCC, 2004), pp. 37-40. 
27 Deuteronomy 4: 2. 
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tradition.28  Scripture was to be rabbinized as it had earlier been Christianized through the New 

Testament: the Mishnaic system was thereby embedded in Scriptural authority through the restatements 

of the Talmud and Midrash; ‘Oral Torah’ became the legitimating concept which authorized rabbinic 

innovation. 

That this literary ferment was preceded by a shift in traditional modes of perception is 

augmented by the writing of the Modern Hebrew literary critic Alan Mintz.  Recognition of the 

transformative occasions afforded to Judaism by national catastrophe has underpinned Mintz’s 

understanding of the Jewish literary imagination.  Thus Jewish society, 

…has had many massive national catastrophes visited upon it and still survived; and in each case the reconstruction 
was undertaken in significant measure by the exertions of the Hebrew literary imagination, as expressed in prophecy, 
liturgy, exegesis, and poetry.29 
 

Understanding catastrophe to be that which shatters the existing paradigms of meaning, Mintz 

accordingly traces literary (re)imaginations from biblical, through to modern times.  Accepting this 

recognition as a valid framework from which to conduct our own analysis of the medieval Midrash 

Tehillim, we shall attempt an analysis of the Midrash of Psalm 19 and of its understanding of the 

conception of the Dual Torah, the development of which we mapped through the rabbinic sources.  

Thereby our task is to attempt to locate the reconfiguration of the paradigm of meaning which informed 

the editors of the Midrash Tehillim. 

The term ‘Midrash’ derives from the verbal root דרש which in the Bible designates ‘to search’, ‘to 

seek’, or ‘to examine.’30  The noun מדרש occurs only twice in the Bible,31 translated by the New Revised 

Standard Version translation of the Hebrew Bible as ‘commentary’ and by the New International Version as 

‘annotations’.  But by the period of the rabbinic literature with which we are concerned, ‘Midrash’ had 

come to designate both a method of biblical exegesis and the compilations in which such exegesis were 

preserved.  This exegesis largely derives from perceived surface irregularities in the text (much as 

modern exegesis): thus the principal task of Midrash is to interpret the text of the Bible.  Yet the 

categories of midrashic interpretation have been delineated by James Barr as: (1) arbitrary analysis; (2) 

etymology; (3) pseudo-etymology; (4) al-tiqre types; and (5) popular etymology.  These programmatic 

categorizations are indicative of Barr’s negative evaluation of the philological worth of midrashic 

interpretation: midrashic conclusions are ‘very frequently additions to the plain meaning.’32  So, for 

example, the Midrash of Psalm 19: here the rabbinic conception of the Dual Torah has been read into 

the psalm.  Rabbinical Midrash is also known for the hermeneutics of aggadic interpretation, in which 

the biblical text is the catalyst for creative non-legalistic homiletic expositions of allegory and folk-lore.  

The period of the arrangement and collection of the aggadic midrashim can be divided into three 

groups: early, middle, and late.  The early midrashim stem from the classical Amoraic period, edited in 
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
28 Neusner, Transformations in Ancient Judaism, pp. 92-4. 
29 A. Mintz, Ḫurban: Responses to Catastrophe in Hebrew Literature (New York: Syracuse University Press, 1996), p. x. 
30 Cf. Leviticus 10: 16; Deuteronomy 13: 15; Isaiah 55: 6; etc. 
31 2 Chronicles 13: 22 and 24: 27. 
32 J. Barr, Comparative Philology and the Text of the Old Testament (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1968), 44-50. 
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the fifth and sixth centuries CE; these classical proems were followed by the Midrash of the middle 

(640-1000 CE) and late periods (1000-1200 CE)33; it is from these later stages which the Midrash Tehillim 

stems. 

This dating has, however, proven controversial.  Leopold Zunz proposed that the Midrash on 

Psalms 119-50 differed from that of the preceding Psalms; noting differences in language and subject 

matter, he concluded that it should be dated to the latest period of midrashic activity.  From an 

examination of the linguistic usages and contents of the former collection, Zunz concluded that this first 

section was also late, belonging to the middle period and therefore edited in Italy in the latter half of the 

ninth century.  This dating did not meet universal acceptance, and scholars such as Saloman Buber have 

restated the antiquity and Palestinian origin of the Midrash.  However Chanoch Albeck has reaffirmed 

Zunz’s position: whilst the author(s) of the Midrash drew upon the Palestinian Midrashim, the editing of 

the former section should be dated to the last centuries of the Geonic Period, whilst the latter half was 

later still, from the thirteenth century.34  It is to the first section of Midrashim which the Midrash of 

Psalm 19 belongs, and so stems from the Italian Jewry of the late ninth century. 

As earlier determined, the discrepancy in form between the two sections of Psalm 19 is here 

reconciled through the mediating concept of the Dual Torah.  It is worth noting at length the rabbinic 

interpretation.  So 19: 3, from the first section of the Psalm, witness to the creative glory of God: ‘Day 

to day pours forth speech, and night to night announces knowledge’: 

This verse alludes to our master Moses, who, it is said, was with the Lord forty days and forty nights… and he wrote upon the 
tables the words of the covenant (Exodus 34: 28).  Does Scripture really mean to say that night also occurs in the presence 
of the Holy One, blessed be He?  Is it not written the night shineth as the day… both are alike to Thee (Psalm 139: 12b)?... 
How then did Moses our master know when it was day and when it was night, that he could have reckoned forty 
days and forty nights in the presence of the Holy One, blessed be He?  Scripture implies, however, that Moses knew 
it was day when the Holy One, blessed be He, instructed him in the Written Law; and Moses knew it was night 
when the Holy One, blessed be He, instructed him in Oral Law.35 

This is reconciled to Section B, concerned with the glory of the Torah.  Thus the verses of this section 

are related to the six orders of the Mishnah.  So Psalm 19: 8: ‘The law of the Lord is perfect; it restores 

the soul’ refers to the order of Women (‘for it is said of a woman, “thou art all fair, my love; and there is 

no spot in thee” [Song of Songs 4: 7]’), whilst ‘The testimony of the Lord is constant’ refers to the order 

of Seeds (‘for only the man who believes that the life of the world is sure sows seeds’).  Psalm 19: 9 (‘The 

precepts of the LORD are right: they gladden the heart’) refers to the order of Feasts (for ‘it is written 

“thou shalt rejoice in thy feast” [Deuteronomy 16: 14]’), whilst ‘The commandments of the LORD are 

pure: they brighten the eyes’ refers to the order of Holy Things, ‘which brighten the eyes of the Sages’.  

Psalm 19: 10, ‘The fear of the Lord is clean’, refers to the order of Clean Things, and ‘The rules of the 
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
33 M. D. Herr, ‘Midrash’, in Encyclopaedia Judaica, vol. 14, 2nd Edition, ed. by M. Berenbaum, and F. Skolnik, (Detroit: Macmillan Reference USA, 2007), 182-5 
(p. 184). 
34 J. Elbaum, ‘Midrash Tehillim’, in Encyclopaedia Judaica, vol. 14, 2nd Edition, ed. by M. Berenbaum and F. Skolnik (Detroit: Macmillan Reference USA, 2007), 
191-2; cf. W. G. Braude, ‘Introduction to the Midrash on Psalms’, in The Midrash on Psalms (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1959), xi-xxxvi (p. x). 
35 Midrash Tehillim 19: 7. 
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Lord are true’ refers to the order of Civil Laws.36  That this oral law stems from Moses is reaffirmed by 

an aggadic parable: 

When R. Hanina and R. Jonathan were visiting certain towns in Judea, they came into a synagogue and observed 
that a reader was saying in his public prayer: “The God, great, mighty, and awful, glorious, powerful, and majestic”.  
They silenced him, saying: Thou hast no right to add words to the form of the benedictions as fixed by the Sages.  
Whence do we know the proper form of the benedictions?  From Moses, our master.37 
 

Thereby the eisegetical and aggadic interpretations both present a theologically coherent statement of 

the unity and message of Psalm 19, deeming it to be a psalm concerned with the Dual Torah.  Therefore 

this Midrash is a cogent presentation of the rabbinic rhetoric of a dual revelation revealed through 

complementary media, and the ultimate (re)statement of the authority of the Oral Law as originally 

proposed by the Talmud and Amoraic Midrash. 

The historical matrix which informed this restatement is to be found in the social situation of 

ninth-century Jewry.  Although from a relatively early date anti-Rabbinic principles were common to a 

large number of schismatic movements, these did not crystallize into a consolidated sect until the eight-

century, forming by the ninth a fully articulated dissident movement, Karaism.  The catalytic agent of 

this ferment can be seen in the writings of Anan b. David in the eighth century, in particular in the work 

Sefer ha-Miẓvot (‘The Book of the Precepts’), written around 770.38  Here we find the extraneous law of 

normative Judaism condemned: ‘a false witness breathes forth lies.’39  By the ninth century, Benjamin Al-

Nahāwandī’s Sefer Miẓvot (‘Book of Precepts’) and Sefer Dinim (‘Book of Rules’) had become the most 

cogent statement of a Karaite theology (c. 830): ‘for every rule I have indicated the pertinent verse of 

Scripture.’40  Indeed, Karaism demanded a return to Scripture and thus rejection of any tradition of 

Scripture’s interpretation: so, the Oral Law.  Previous to the writings of Anan b. David and Al-

Nahāwandī the movement had been merely a conglomeration of various anti-Rabbinic groups; following 

their clear theoretical statements these groups consolidated to become the Karaite movement, a 

sectarian Jewish group which once again posed threat to the traditional system of normative rabbinic 

Judaism.  Territorial expansion, which saw the centre of Karaite intellectual activity shift to Europe,41 

saw this threat posed directly at the framers of our Midrashim.  Thus the Jewish literary imagination 

responded by traditional means with the production of literature.  The Midrash Tehillim therefore 

reaffirms belief in the conception of the Dual Torah through the coherent statement of the Midrash on 

Psalm 19.  This statement is reiterated elsewhere in the document: so the Dual Torah existed even 

before Creation (72: 6; 90: 12; 93: 3); to fulfil its commandments is the ultimate mark of distinction (20: 

5).  The study of this Dual Torah can curtail temptation (34: 2) but to not study will lead to the 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
36 Ibid, 19: 14. 
37 Ibid, 19: 2. 
38 M. A. Cohen, ‘Anan ben David and Karaite Origins,’ Jewish Quarterly Review, 68 (1997), 130-40 (p. 131). 
39 L. Nemoy, trans. Karaite Anthology (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1952), p. 12. 
40 Ibid, p. 12. 
41 D. J. Lasker, et al. ‘Karaites’, Encyclopaedia Judaica, vol. 11, 2nd Edition, ed. by M. Berenbaum, and F. Skolnik, (Detroit: Macmillan Reference USA, 2007), 
785-802 (p. 791). 
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destruction of the world (75: 1; 76: 4): the Midrash Tehillim is a literary reimagining in response to the 

possible catastrophe posed by the Karaite threat to the rabbinic conception of a Dual Torah. 

Observing the difficulty in the structural unity of Psalm 19, we began by noting the rabbinic 

interpretation of the psalm: as a coherent unity in praise of the Dual Torah.  Our analysis therefore 

mapped the diachronic trajectory of this idea in rabbinic literature: it was proposed that this literature 

could be situated in actual social situations.  Thus we saw that the development of the conception of a 

Dual Torah in these documents crystallized in response to the re-configuration of accepted paradigms of 

meaning; Mintz’s recognition of the Jewish literary imagination as informed by catastrophic events 

augmented this observation.  Turning to the Midrash Tehillim, it was then attempted to determine such a 

situation for this tradition.  Accepting the Midrash of Psalm 19 to be a cogent restatement of the 

Amoraic era rabbinic ideal of the Dual Torah, it was suggested that the contemporary Karaite threat to 

this conception provided the context inherent to such a response.  Our analysis, then, has attempted to 

provide a social location for the crystallization of the Midrash Tehillim, with particular reference to the 

Midrash on Psalm 19, and has thus provided a new understanding of this Midrash to be a coherent 

restatement to the Karaite threat to the Dual Torah, and therefore a continuation of the traditional 

rabbinic response of literary re-imagination in reply to possible catastrophe which we saw throughout 

our examination of the earlier traditions of rabbinic literature.   
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Street Scenes: Late Medieval Acting and Performance  

        Sharon Aronson-Lehavi  
(New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2011)       

         ISBN 978-0-23-060665-4 (Hardcover) 183pp, £54 
 

“Christ never laughed, so far as we know,” says a priest in Samuel Beckett’s novel Molloy; to 

which a parishioner responds: “Can you wonder?”  If it was no laughing matter to be Christ, nor was it 

apparently to act his part in medieval drama. Sharon Aronson-Lehavi cites a well-known fourteenth-

century Latin sermon exemplum describing a theatrical “game”, in which a participant expresses his 

extreme reluctance to repeat the experience: “I was Christ and was crucified, beaten, mocked … And 

therefore I tell you for sure that if I must play again, I do not want to be Christ ... but a tormentor or a 

demon.” Getting crucified, it seems, was not all it was cracked up to be, but there was fun to be had in 

other roles. 

For the authors of the late medieval anti-theatrical tract “A treatise of miraclis pleyinge” — 

which Clifford Davidson has described as “the most important piece of dramatic criticism in Middle 

English” — it was the solemn reality of the sacred subject matter that made it inappropriate for the 

levity inherent in dramatic performance. This uncompromisingly humourless treatise, which was once 

assumed to be Wycliffite in origin, is at the heart of Aronson-Lehavi’s short but extremely thought-

provoking book, where its various arguments are scrutinized in order to reconstruct “a late medieval 

performance theory” and “a poetics of religious theatre”. Street Scenes, which engages usefully with recent 

theoretical writing by Sarah Beckwith, Jody Enders and Theresa Coletti among others, is the most 

sustained reading to date of the “Treatise”, a modern English translation of which is offered in an 

appendix.  

The overall argument of the treatise is that only the original deeds of Christ are real and 

effectual, and that their mimetic representation as “play” is both mendacious and profoundly — indeed 

blasphemously — disrespectful. (“Men thane pleyinge the name of Goddis miraclis … they scornen his 

name and so scornyn him.”) The precise target of the treatise is, however, contested. Lawrence Clopper 

has long argued that it is not aimed against religious drama at all, doggedly maintaining that “miraclis” 

refers not to “miracle plays” but exclusively to “miracula” — unruly and parodic summer games practised 

by the clergy.  Aronson-Levi avoids taking on Clopper’s arguments in detail, but nonetheless her book 

makes a strong case for the more traditional view that the treatise’s criticisms are aimed at religious 

drama in general and at the mystery plays in particular.  Her analysis of the crucial word “miraclis” is 

persuasive, and she thoroughly examines the way it is used in the text to refer to two kinds of 

performance: the actual miracles originally performed (ie carried out) by Christ and the staged miracles 

performed (ie represented) by late-medieval actors.  
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Central to Aronson-Lehavi’s reading is one of the treatise’s most memorable images, one that is 

both iconic and homely: “And right as a nail smitten in holdith two thingis togidere, so drede smitten to 

Godward holdith … oure believe to him.”  Conversely, the treatise argues, the playfulness and levity of 

theatrical performance can only serve as a hammer on the other side of the wood “driv[ing] out the nail 

of oure drede in God”. The point, as Aronson-Lehavi puts it, is that “there should be no space between 

the nail and what it holds together, and performances … explicitly create such space.”  For Aronson-

Lehavi, however, this space between the original miracles and their dramatic representation is not only 

what the treatise finds objectionable but also what the plays themselves celebrate. They repeatedly draw 

attention to the simultaneous presence of the performing actor and the performed role but also to the 

“ontological” distance between them.  

In a performance, medieval actors therefore have a dual function: as characters in a biblical story 

and as citizens in a late-medieval street. Here Aronson-Lehavi sees an anticipation of Brecht, and her use 

of twentieth-century dramatic theory to shed light on medieval practice, though not new in itself, is 

deftly handled. It is in fact Brecht’s essay “The Street Scene: A Basic Model for Epic Theatre” that gives 

the book its title. Here Brecht compares his ideal actor to “an eyewitness demonstrating to a collection 

of people how a traffic accident took place”: the objective is not to give a lifelike portrayal of the 

chauffeur, but simply to demonstrate what happened. The demonstration admits to being a 

demonstration and does not try to be the actual event.  With well-chosen examples drawn mainly from 

the York cycle, Aronson-Lehavi shows how in various ways late medieval drama draws attention to and 

successfully exploits the gap between the narrated event and what she repeatedly refers to as the 

“liveness” and “eventness” of the performance itself — a liveness that is always charged with the risks 

of the material and the contingent. (Here she cites Sarah Beckwith’s eyewitness account of a production 

of the “Entry Into Jerusalem” in which the donkey “strolled on with a massive erection”.)  

After an introduction that sets out many of the issues at stake, Street Scenes is divided into three 

substantial chapters. The first sketches an overview of current scholarship on the “Treatise”, including 

brief mention of its likely date (1380–1425) and provenance (between Northampton, Peterborough and 

Huntingdon). (Unfortunately, no discussion of its manuscript context is given.) The chapter then goes 

on to analyse the structure and six main arguments of the treatise, using them to support the author’s 

contention (pace Clopper) that it was directed against “intentionally devotional” performances such as 

biblical drama. The chapter also discusses a number of key words used in the treatise, including 

“bourding” (joking, jesting, playing), and “game” (a word with a surprisingly wide semantic range). 

Aronson-Lehavi’s discussion of these terms is succinct but informative. Nevertheless, she might have 

engaged more fully with V.A. Kolve’s classic work on the ludic aspects of the Corpus Christi plays, and 

with Johan Huizinga’s theories of play, which were Kolve’s inspiration.  
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The second chapter provides a much closer reading of the anti-theatrical arguments of the 

treatise and its four key “concepts of performance”. The first such concept is “contrariety and  

simultaneity” or “the dialectical co-existence of different ontological levels of performance”. Aronson-

Lehavi dwells especially on the treatise’s assertion that just as no man can serve two masters, so it is 

impossible to hear the “voice of Crist” when distracted by the “voice of the fleysh” — the material body 

of the actor. The second concept is “signification and efficacy”. Here the focus is on the treatise’s 

apparently Platonic argument that spectatorial experience is a kind of “fals witnessinge” because events 

performed on stage, despite their material presence in front of the spectator, are less “real” and certainly 

less efficacious than the works actually performed by Christ. The third concept is the “emotionality” of 

performance — its affective and cathartic function. The fourth, dealt with rather cursorily, is  

“communality”  — the rootedness of performance in urban life and civic politics. 

The final chapter moves away from the treatise itself and instead examines a sequence of 

examples from the York plays. In order to demonstrate that much medieval acting was “epic” in 

Brecht’s sense, the discussion focuses illuminatingly on a fairly familiar series of characteristic elements: 

emphatic and repetitive deictic language; masks; the use of multiple actors playing a single role (four 

different processional plays involving Adam and Eve meant the use of four pairs of actors); and 

quotable gestural leitmotifs. The final section discusses representations of the passion sequence as “total 

theatre” and examines the idea that in drawing attention to the extreme physical discomfort of the 

central actor the plays undergo a “shift from the semiotic to the phenomenological realm” so that “the 

real infliction of pain creates a theatrical emphasis on the performer as distinct from the character”.  The 

actor who suffers — in one sense a contradiction in terms  — not only represents Christ and performs 

affective mimesis, but also demonstrates and exhibits his own pain.  

Which returns us to the medieval actor’s alleged account of his experience: “If I must play again, I 

do not want to be Christ.” Given the nature of the game, we can hardly wonder. 

 
Phil Robins, Trinity Hall 
 University of Cambridge 
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Conceptualizing Multilingualism in Medieval England, C. 800–C. 1250 
Ed. Elizabeth M. Tyler 

Studies in the Early Middle Ages 27 (Turnhout: Brepols, 2011) 
ISBN: 978-2-503-52856-4 (Hardcover) xi + 368 pages 

Price: (EUR 80) 
This book makes a significant contribution to the growing field of the study of medieval 

multilingualism. There are eighteen contributions in total (including the ‘Introduction’), catering to a 

wide diversity of interests, and providing a wide range of readings of medieval multilingualism. Areas 

covered include vernacular multilingualism, the bilingualism of Latin versus the vernacular, as well as 

written and oral multilingualism. I will discuss the contributions thematically, altering the order from that 

in which they appear in the volume.   

Since the volume arose from a conference, it presents a multiplicity of voices. It is also clear that 

the project had outgrown the original limitations set by the title. While the title of the book limits it to 

England, which would seem to indicate that Welsh, Irish, Cornish, Scots Gaelic, and Pictish would be 

discussed only insofar as they were spoken within its boundaries, the individual contributions venture 

beyond the geographical bounds suggested by the title, encompassing Wales (Helen Fulton), Ireland 

(Julia Crick), and relations to the Continent (in particular, Elizabeth Tyler and Thomas O’Donnell).  

To turn to the individual contributions, the first article, Thomas Bredehoft’s ‘Multiliteralism in 

Anglo-Saxon Verse Inscriptions’ [pp. 15-32], focuses on the co-existence of different scripts in 

inscriptions and analyses the interrelation between this ‘multiliteralism’ and the corresponding 

multilingualism. Bredehoft’s analysis of the Franks Casket and the Ruthwell Cross suggests that in the 

case of the first, literacy in both scripts was anticipated, while the second represents a group where the 

anticipation was that readers would be familiar with only one of the scripts used.  

Multilingualism in written texts is also the theme of Orietta Da Rold and Mary Swan’s ‘Linguistic 

Contiguities’ [pp. 255-70], which draws on the AHRC-funded project ‘The Production and Use of 

English Manuscripts 1060-1220’ <www.le.ac.uk/ee/em1060to1220/> (accessed 28 April, 2012). They 

address the problems associated with deploying categories such as original text/copy or Old/Middle 

English, English/French in textual databases. The example examined in the article is Cambridge 

University Library MS Ii 1.33 (s. xii2), which contains contemporary annotations in French, English and 

Latin. One of the most interesting questions the article raises is that of whether contemporaries saw Old 

and Middle English as distinct languages, which leads to the question of how multilingualism was 

perceived in the Middle Ages. One can only hope that these, as well as the series of more specific 

questions posed in this article [p. 263], will eventually be tackled in further publications. Finally, the 

information on XML, tagging, and the Appendix to this article [pp. 267-70] are particularly useful for 

anyone contemplating a similar project. 
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The issue of medieval perception and use of multilingualism also arises from Stephen Baxter’s ‘The 

Making of the Domesday Book’ [pp. 271-308]. Baxter examines the Domesday survey as a multilingual 

event. Indeed, his examination of the formulae employed in the Domesday Book [pp. 293-8] not only 

exposes the processes by which the Book came into being, but also shows the uses to which the 

commissioners put their multilingualism.  

On a smaller scale, the issue of a multilingual creation process is addressed by Rebecca Stephenson 

who discusses Bryhtferth’s Enchiridion [pp. 121-43]. Stephenson argues that although Bryhtferth presents 

English as inferior to Latin, the former is, in fact, the primary language of instruction in the Enchiridion. 

According to Stephenson, although there is less material in English in the text, the hermeneutic 

tendencies of the Latin mean that the English reader receives the same amount of information, minus 

the ‘scholastic ornamentation’ [p. 128]. She shows that by creating a bilingual treatise Bryhtferth avoided 

the problem of English being an unacceptable medium for pedagogical instruction at the time. 

The issue of attitudes towards multilingualism, again focusing on an individual, is addressed in the 

context of Continental connections in Roger Wright’s discussion of Abbo of Fleury’s stay in Ramsey 

[pp. 105-20]. Wright highlights the contrast between English and Continental attitudes to Latin. He also 

raises the issue of the links between the intellectual worlds of England and the Continent before the 

Norman Conquest. 

This theme is also taken up in the editor’s article [pp. 171-96], which examines the role of royal 

women in the development of a multilingual culture in eleventh-century England. The study is 

particularly interesting because it highlights the differences between the ways women and men ‘crossed 

the conquests’ of the period [p. 173]. Tyler concentrates on the figures of Emma, Edith, Margaret of 

Scotland, and Edith/Matilda, who were not only multilingual but also multicultural, with experience of 

both England and the Continent. Tyler’s argument is that their literary patronage brings England into 

the frame of European literary development. 

 In ‘Can an Englishman Read a Chanson de Geste?’ [pp. 321-36] Andrew Taylor takes the issue of 

connections with the Continent further, challenging what he calls the ‘national sequestering of the 

chanson de geste’. Most of the article is dedicated to the discussion of the Austin cannons, culminating in an 

argument for the Osney provenance of the Digby Roland [p. 332].   

Matthew Townend’s contribution, ‘Cnut’s Poets: An Old Norse Literary Community in Eleventh-

Century England’ [pp. 197-215], also involves the Continent. He examines Old Norse poetry produced 

at Cnut’s court in the context of medieval multilingualism and the interaction of Old English, Latin, and 

Old Norse. His study offers the possibility of different literary cultures co-existing at Cnut’s court, and 

provides an interesting comparison between the vision of history presented in the Old Norse poems of 

Cnut’s court and in Anglo-Saxon chronicles [pp. 208-15].  
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The subject of court poets is also at the centre of Samantha Zacker’s ‘Multilingualism at the Court 

of King Æthelstan’ [pp. 77-103], a fascinating study of the possible literary context and of the 

demonstrable multilingual influences on The Battle of Brunanburgh. A minor point to raise in relation to 

this article is that although the Welsh Armes Prydein Vawr, which is briefly mentioned here, has been 

sometimes argued to date to Aethelstan’s times and refer to Aethelstan himself, it is not strictly speaking 

a poem about the Aethelstan’s court, as Zacher’s wording might imply [p. 84].42 

The issue of translation is dealt with in Nicole Discenza’s ‘Writing in the Mother Tongue in the 

Shadow of Babel’ [pp. 33-55] and Bruce O’Brien’s ‘Translating Technical Terms in Law-Codes from 

Alfred to the Angevins’ [pp. 57-76]. Discenza produces a fascinating analysis of the techniques of 

translation from Latin into the vernacular in texts associated with Alfred’s court, bringing to the fore 

major differences between the various texts, in particular in terms of code-switching and borrowing. 

Translation techniques between Latin and the vernacular (and also between vernaculars) are also dealt 

with by O’Brien. He identifies three distinct techniques available to translators: transcription, 

etymological replication, and cultural equivalence [p. 63], and argues that the choice of technique 

depends on the preferences of individual translators. He also points out that techniques differed 

between translations to and from Latin [p. 71], and that etymological replication appears to have been 

generally avoided.  

The use of terms taken from another language within a monolingual text is also examined in 

David Trotter’s ‘Intra-Textual Multilingualism and Social/Sociolinguistic Variation in Anglo-Norman’ 

[pp. 357-68]. Trotter’s focus is on the use of Middle English in Anglo-Norman texts, and he presents a 

convincing picture of the long process of co-existence and overlap of languages in England, with only 

gradual displacement. Trotter’s discussion of English words in Anglo-Norman texts reminds one of (but 

does not refer to) Discenza’s discussion of the social implications and attitudes towards code-switching 

and borrowing [p. 49-50]. As a separate note, one wonders if the pre-1066 entry in his schema should 

not read A + C rather than A + B, where C is Latin and B is French, since, unlike French, Latin was 

present in Anglo-Saxon England [p. 360].  

The issue of multilingualism and language development is also central to the contribution of Juan 

Camilo Conde-Silvestre and Ma Dolores Pérez-Raja [pp. 239-54], who bring together sociolinguistic 

theory and archaeological evidence to tackle the problem of why the change from Old to Middle English 

appears to have occurred faster in the North of England. Their arguments centre around the ‘social-

network hypothesis’, arguing that such factors as the formation of nucleated (but not stable) villages, the 

development of trade, migration, and social mobility, differentiated the North of England from the rest 

of the country and may have facilitated linguistic changes in the region.  
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
42 For a recent discussion of the poem, see G. R. Isaac, ‘Armes Prydain Fawr and St David’, in J. W. Evans and J. M. Wooding ed., St 
David of Wales: Cult, Church and Nation (Woodbridge: Boydell Press, 2007), pp. 161-181. 
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  The Celtic world features in the contributions of Helen Fulton [pp. 145-70] and Julia Crick [pp. 217-

37]. Crick contextualises the meagre historical evidence of Irish-English dialogue by looking at the 

conquest of Ireland and the traces of historical contact. She offers the possibilities of other language 

mediation, including Latin for ecclesiastical contacts and, although there is no direct evidence for it, of 

Old Norse for dialogue between Hiberno-Norse traders and the Norse-speaking elite of England post-

Swein [pp. 231-3]. Her theory, however, is also that the Irish themselves learned French and English, 

and that translators (mostly Irish) existed to mediate between the parties.  

Fulton’s ‘Negotiating Welshness’ [pp. 145-70] provides a delightfully thorough overview of the 

complex patterns of language and status politics in Wales and the Marches. She ties language survival 

with the existence of a political and social powerbase – an elite to support and use it. This theory ties the 

death of a language to abandonment due to socio-economic considerations (‘language suicide’), and 

explains the flourishing of Welsh vernacular literature at the time when English was being marginalized 

and suppressed by the Normans [p. 148]. In medieval Wales and the Marches the socio-economic 

conditions appear to have promoted bilingualism [pp. 154, 158]. It would be enormously interesting to 

see a more in-depth study of multilingualism in Wales, since, as Fulton points out, after 1066 at least six 

languages were used in Wales: Welsh, Norman French, English, Flemish, Irish and Latin [p. 159]. One 

also cannot but desire a comparison between the latimers (translators) of Wales and Ireland in the context 

of Crick’s and Fulton’s contributions.   

Also dealing with the idea of language perception and language status is Thomas O’Donnell’s 

delightful discussion of the notion of a ‘pure’ French language in the twelfth century [pp. 337-56]. He 

contextualises the statement by Guernes de Pont-Sainte-Maxence Mis languages est bons, car en France fui nez 

(‘My language is good, for I was born in the Île-de-France’) [p. 339], interpreting it as an attempt to give 

French, and his own French-language writings, the status to rival Latin through an appeal to ‘what would 

have been an “artificial” grammar for most of the Francophone world’ [p. 351].  

     Like O’Donnell, Lars Boje Mortensen, in ‘Roman Past and Roman Language in Twelfth-Century 

English Historiography’ [pp. 309-320], examines the role of language in medieval history-writing. He 

notes the different ‘constructions’ of Latin in Romance and non-Romance-language Europe (England, 

even post-1066, he puts in the latter group) [pp. 311-12]. Towards the end of the paper he introduces a 

useful new term: ‘chronotope’, to signify the ‘indications of time and place implicit in the language’ [p. 

318]. While the term seems to have great potential in the context of the discussion of medieval texts, it is 

a pity it is introduced so late in the discussion. 

Overall, therefore, this multi-voiced volume contains valuable contributions to the study of 

medieval multilingualism, although they do not appear to engage with each other (possibly due to the 

conference origins of the book). A theme that did run throughout the volume, however, is the contrast 

between the wide-ranging multilingualism of medieval England, and the much narrower multilingualism 

of modern scholarship. That no single scholar has the linguistic expertise necessary to ‘open up the  
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multilingualism of medieval England’ [p. 12] is first stated by Tyler in her introduction and repeated by 

Baxter towards the middle of the book [p. 273]. It seems to me that this collaborative volume succeeds 

brilliantly in the task of opening up the field to wider discussion, and that it may also prompt an increase 

in modern scholarly multilingualism on the part of those who may wish to engage in the field. 

 
Natalia I. Petrovskaia 

Peterhouse, University of Cambridge 
 
 

 


