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“SOME FANCIFUL MIDRASH
EXPLANATION”: DERASH ON THE
TE‘AMIM IN THE MIDDLE AGES AND
EARLY MODERN PERIOD

Benjamin Williams

Among the multitude of te‘amim ‘cantillation marks’ that adorn
the Masoretic Text of the Hebrew Bible, the accent shalshelet at-
tracts attention due to its conspicuous zig-zag shape and its sung
recitation as a trill or tremolo. Because of its rarity—it occurs just
seven times in the twenty-one prose books of the Hebrew Bible—
medieval and modern readers have attributed special significance
to the passages in which it appears. In his 1887 treatise on the
accentuation, William Wickes related medieval explanations to
the effect that the accent conveys information about the events
narrated not otherwise explicit in the biblical text, such as the
prolonged repetition of a particular action, or even angelic inter-
vention in the proceedings. Such aggadic interpretations were
not to the taste of sober-minded Wickes. Fearing that a similar
interpretation might underlie the Masoretes’ own use of
shalshelet, Wickes pronounced that the accent’s original meaning,
if it could be recovered, would not be worth the reader’s atten-

tion: “For we may be sure that we should have had some fanciful
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330 Williams

Midrash explanation, which we can well afford to dispense with”
(Wickes 1887, 85).

The purpose of this study is to examine the history of the
idea that the shapes, names, and sounds of the te‘amim convey
information about biblical narratives. Medieval commentators
who relayed the peshat, the plain meaning of the text, regularly
employed the accents to identify pausal forms, stressed syllables,
the relationship between consecutive words, and the structure of
the verse. But a number of interpreters, including Tobias ben
Eliezer, Joseph ibn Caspi, Bahya ben Asher, and Moses Alsheikh,
also used them to formulate narrative details that are not explicit
in the text, including twists and turns in the plot, the thoughts
and motivations of the characters, and the manner in which di-
rect speech was delivered. The present study examines this tech-
nique first by analysing the midrashic method of deriving such
information from the graphic features of the consonantal text of
the Hebrew Bible. I will then turn to medieval anthologies of
midrash and commentaries that favour the derash, where unusual
and irregular cantillation marks, including shalshelet, are inter-
preted in a similar way. Finally, examples from the commentaries
of Moses Alsheikh of Safed (d. 1593) will show how sixteenth-
century Sephardi interpreters not only focused on exceptional
te‘amim, but treated the masoretic system of accentuation more
broadly as a source of information concerning biblical narratives.
As will be shown in the conclusion, medieval derash on the
te‘amim has inspired several contemporary expositors of the bib-
lical text. It is hoped that an impartial enquiry into the origins of

this exegetical method, which neither defends the interpretations
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nor dismisses them as “fanciful,” will enable an understanding of
a distinctive interpretive approach to the Masora that has, once
again, become popular.

In Isaac Heinemann’s classic study of the midrashic
method, Darkhe ha-°’Aggada, the significance accorded by the rab-
bis to the shapes and sounds of the consonantal text of the He-
brew Bible is designated as “creative philological” exegesis.
Though Heinemann focused on the interpretation of letters,
words, sentences, and sections, he acknowledged that other
graphic features of the text, including its division into para-
graphs, were also the subject of “philological” exposition (Heine-
mann 1970, 100). Interpretations of the puncta extraordinaria in
Sifre Numbers 69 illustrate this exegetical method. Among the
passages expounded is the reunion of Jacob and Esau in Gen.
33.4, where Esau fell upon his brother’s neck and kissed him. The

letters of 1pwn are written with supralinear dots:!

(1) 230 R x5 S8n anpann inkp’ ww p
‘Esau ran to meet him. He embraced him, fell upon his

neck, and kisséd him, and they wept. (Gen. 33.4)
The midrash reads as follows:

(2)  pra 8HM R MY 1A pwnw ' a5 Y3 pwa RHW LIAPWN 12 RerD
125 522 W AYW AMKRA RN 19873 KOR 2pY'H RIW WYY

‘...An analogous case is “and kisséd hirh.” [The presence of
points above the word indicates] that [Esau] did not kiss
[Jacob] wholeheartedly. Rabbi Shim‘on ben Yohai said, “Is

! Unless otherwise noted, biblical texts are cited from the BHS. The con-
sonants of the gere are printed in brackets.
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it not certain that Esau hated Jacob? But at that particular
moment, his disposition changed and he kissed him whole-
heartedly.” (Sifre Numbers 69, ed. Kahana 2011-2015,
[:167)?

According to the first interpretation, the dots cast doubt on
the sincerity underlying Esau’s action. Shim‘on ben Yohai, by
contrast, suggests that the dots reinforce the significance of
Esau’s kiss as an indication of a profound change of heart. New
insights into the motivations and actions of biblical characters
may, according to these views, be disclosed by expounding the
text’s graphic features. This interpretation illustrates the relation-
ship Heinemann (1970, 13) held to be implicit between “creative
philology” and the resulting “creative historiographical” insights
into the narrative, since, according to the midrashic method, “the
interpretation of documents serves as a basis for the description
of history.”

Though the exposition of graphic features of the Hebrew
Bible’s consonantal text is well-attested in rabbinic literature
(Fishbane 2013, 17-21), a small number of references to maso-
retic signs can be found in late midrashim. An example comes in
the first part of Exodus Rabbah (2.6), which Avigdor Shinan

2 Cf. Genesis Rabba 78.9. Midrash Tanhuma (printed) Va-yishlah 4 ex-
plains the insincerity of Esau’s action by suggesting that, rather than
seeking to kiss Jacob (from the root p"wi), he wished to bite him (from
1"w1). See also Liebermann 1962, 43-46; Shinan 1994; Martin-Contre-
ras 2003.

3 The full quotation reads: wy1'a :p712 922 N1a 71 0w 1HR Mo rn w
D'0DIVN NR 1735 W MNP PRI HY P, VDR MRS D01 wHawn mTynn.
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(1984, 23) has dated to the tenth century CE. The exposition of
Exod. 3.4, when God called Moses from out of the Burning Bush
by repeating his name, draws attention to other occasions when
patriarchs and prophets were similarly addressed. In the case of
Abraham, Jacob, and Samuel, the repeated proper nouns are di-
vided in the pointed Masoretic Text by a vertical bar (paseq).’
The midrash explains why the sign is not used in the case of Mo-

ses:

WY apy apy ,poa 12 W DANAR DANAR RN DR IWH IWN TARN
PAnb .poa 13 PR Iwn Iwn HaR ,pos 12 v HRINY HRINY ,poa 1
NRWA PO 297 ,20158 1Ha :RMPYHITI MRWA DND PN RITW DTR
N5 wn o1 ,0nnY 92750 P'0an RN D3 oY Nk 92T POyn M

. 52 proan

“And [the Lord] said, ‘Moses Moses’” (Exod. 3.4). You find
in the case of “Abraham, Abraham” (Gen. 22.11) that there
is a paseq. Likewise, there is a paseq in “Jacob, Jacob” (Gen.
46.2) and also in “Samuel, Samuel” (1 Sam. 3.10). But in
the case of “Moses Moses”, there is no paseq. Why is this
so? It is like a man who was laden with a heavy burden
and shouted, “So-and-so so-and-so, come over here and
take this load from me.”

Another interpretation (davar ’aher) is that God spoke in-
termittently with all [other] prophets, but never stopped
[speaking] with Moses throughout his whole life. (Exodus
Rabbah 2.6, ed. Shinan 1984, 116-17)

* See also Dotan (2005). An eleventh-century dating of this part of Exo-
dus Rabba has been advanced by Bregman (2003, 171-72). Cf. t. Be-
rakhot 1.14; Sifra Nedava parasha 1.12 (Weiss 3d); Genesis Rabba 56.7;
Tanhuma (Buber) Noah 1, 6, Va-yera 46, Shemot 15; Tanhuma (printed)
Va-yera 23, Shemot 18, Sav 13.
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In good midrashic style, the darshan expounds Exod. 3.4 in
the light of verses throughout the biblical canon which exhibit a
similar syntactic formulation. Alternative explanations are pro-
posed, which, as indicated by the term davar °aher ‘another inter-
pretation’, are not mutually exclusive (Fishbane 2013, 16, 21-
23). But, unusually for a midrash, the interpretation refers to the
masoretic pointing. The darshan’s observations correspond with
the text in the Leningrad Codex (dated 1008/9 CE), where a paseq
divides o72& | 072K ‘Abraham, Abraham’ in the account of the
Akedah (Gen. 22.11), 2pp | apw’ ‘Jacob, Jacob’ before the migra-
tion to Egypt (Gen. 46.2), and S&nw | Hxiny ‘Samuel, Samuel’
when God called to the young prophet at Shiloh (1 Sam. 3.10).
The lack of a paseq when God called Moses’s name twice in Exod.
3.4, therefore, invites an explanation (Freedman 1998, fols 12a,
28b, 32b, 151b; Khan 2013, 10). According to the first interpre-
tation, the absence of the division that would indicate a slight
pause in the recitation means that God addressed Moses as hur-
riedly as someone shouting for urgent assistance with a heavy
load (Yeivin 1980, 216, no. 283). The alternative explanation re-
fers to the primacy of Mosaic prophecy, as Moses alone received
divine inspiration without interruption (cf. Leviticus Rabbah
1.14-15; Exodus Rabbah 21.4). By means of these explanations,
the darshan shows how the nature of the revelation at the Burning
Bush can be grasped through the midrashic interpretation of fea-
tures of the masoretic codex.

Expositions of the cantillation marks as sources of narrative
information can be found in the masora of tenth- and eleventh-

century manuscripts. The masora magna of the Aleppo Codex (ca.
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930 cE) and of the Leningrad Codex compare the accounts of the
capture of two kings of Judah, Amaziah and Zedekiah, in 2 Kgs
14.13 and Jer. 34.21, respectively:

(3 rTon wRIM woR MR WRINTTE AR Ens D

.. Wny naa

‘And as for King Amaziah of Judah son of Jehoash, son of

Ahaziah, King Jehoash of Israel captured [him] at Beth-
Shemesh...” (2 Kgs 14.13a)

(4)  owel Wpan T3t DR A 0K MY nR) AR T
‘And as for King Zedekiah of Judah and his officials, I will
hand [them] over to their enemies and to those who seek
their lives, to the army of the king of Babylon, which has
retreated from you. (Jer. 34.21)

Though the first parts of the two verses are similarly
worded, the masoretic pointing differs. The initial h§1 in the ac-
count of Amaziah is pointed with the accent telisha. The -ng in
the prophecy of judgement on Zedekiah, however, is joined by
maqqef to the following word and so lacks any accent and is
pointed with the short vowel segol rather than sere. The masoretic
note at 2 Kgs 14.13 in the Leningrad Codex explains the discrep-
ancy by relating Amaziah’s fate to the name of the accent telisha:

.MadnYh 9tm madnnn i woHn pwran Lqon awm whn pwran
.1a5nY n K5 mabnn n qonI PR

The former [i.e., Amaziah] [God] plucked (talash) and the
latter [i.e., Zedekiah] [God] snatched quickly. The former
was plucked (nitlash) from his kingship but returned to the
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kingship. Zedekiah was snatched quickly from the king-

ship, but did not return to the kingship. (Freedman 1998,

fol. 211b)°

According to this interpretation, the masoretic pointing
communicates an element of the narrative. In 2 Kgs 14.13, the
telisha indicates that Amaziah was temporarily plucked (talash,
nitlash) from the throne. In Jeremiah, the short vowel on the
word -nyy and its connection to 3737y ‘Zedekiah’ show that Zed-
ekiah’s downfall was quicker than Amaziah’s, since he was de-
ported to Babylon (2 Kgs 25.6-7) and never restored to the
throne (Loewinger 1960, 91-92; 1972, 603; Revell 2000, 72; Do-
tan 2009, 65-66; Ofer 2019, 261-63).

By the end of the tenth century, therefore, the midrashic
exposition of graphic features of the Hebrew Bible was no longer
limited to those of the consonantal text. Late midrashim interpret
masoretic signs, though not, to my knowledge, the names or
shapes of te‘amim. The masora itself derives narrative information
from the accents, though the verses discussed above are not ex-
pounded in extant midrashim (Friedeman 2021). But from the
late-eleventh century, certain midrashic anthologies and com-
mentaries developed insights into a small number of biblical nar-

ratives by explaining unusual te‘amim or anomalous patterns of

® See also the masora magna of the Aleppo Codex at 2 Chron. 25.33, fol.
235b.
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accentuation.® Several explain the account of Potiphar’s wife’s at-
tempt to seduce Joseph at Gen. 39.8, which begins with the rare

accent shalshelet:”

(5) WX 931 Ma3Nn HR YTIND TN 1 PITR NPROR 908 | R

TR Y
‘But he [Joseph] refused and said to his master’s wife,
“Look, my master has no concern, because of me, for house-
hold affairs, for he has entrusted everything he owns to

me.”” (Gen. 39.8)

The earliest derash I have found on this ta‘am is in the late-
eleventh-century Leqah Tov of Tobias ben Eliezer, the Greek-
speaking exegete associated with the Byzantine city of Kastoria
(Ta-Shma 2005, 259-94; Mondschein 2009, 270-72; Cohen
2020, 166-67, 176-90). According to this explanation, the ta‘am
reveals the manner in which Joseph refused the advances of Pot-

iphar’s wife: ‘““But he refused.” Refusal upon refusal ad infinitum,

® On the interpretation of further features of the Masora, see Penkower
(1982, xi, 31-40); Mondschein (2009, 270-72). On the interpretation
of tagin and irregular letters in the Sefer Torah, see Razhabi (1978, 90-
94, 120-23); Caspi (2015, 403-46). My thanks to Jen Taylor Friedman
for drawing my attention to Caspi’s study.

7 In addition to those discussed below, see also Gellis (1982-2014,
IV:94), and BnF MS Hébreu 5, fol. 1r. On the latter, see Wickes (1887,
85) and del Barco (2010, 42). On the interpretation of the Joseph nar-
rative in rabbinic texts, see Kugel (1990).
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as it is written with pesiq and shalshelet...” (Ben Eliezer 1884,
1:198)®

As Aron Dotan (1967, 164-65, 343-44) and Nurit Reich
(2006) have shown, shalshelet is also called marim, mar¢d, and
mesulsal in the Masora, names which characterise it as a distinc-
tive raising of the voice or as a trill or tremolo.? Its association
with a loud or repetitive melodic motif would explain the com-
ment in the Leqah Tov. The shalshelet on i&nn ‘and he refused’
therefore indicates not only how the cantor should recite the
word, but also how direct speech was originally delivered and
that Joseph himself spoke with prolonged and insistent determi-
nation.'”

Several later exegetes used a similar method to explain the
verse. The fourteenth-century Provencal commentator Joseph ibn
Caspi (1280-ca. 1340), better known for his philosophical inter-
pretations of the Bible, included derash on the te‘amim in his
Magref la-Kesef (Mesch 1975; Twersky 1979; Herring 1982, 125-

8 mmap 9373 .nHWOWA 053 NIT L,DMPA 1390 PR INR RN R
"PIRHN PR RN 9372 ,arnn. On the second part of the comment, ‘Re-
garding a sin, one must refuse; regarding a commandment, one must
not’, see Genesis Rabbah 87.5 and Yalqut Shim‘oni 145 (ed. Hyman,
1973, 750). On the paseq that always accompanies the shalshelet in the
twenty-one prose books, see Yeivin (1980, 188-89, no. 229).

° The shalshelet is also discussed in Goren (1989; 1995, 66-77, 151-56);
Morgenstern (1994).

12 The comment is closely echoed in the Midrash Sekhel Tov (Ben Solo-
mon 1900-1901, 1:239). On this work, see Cohen (2020, 193-205), the
afterword in Ta-Shma (2005, 253-94), and Mondschein (2009, 272-
77).



“Some Fanciful Midrash Explanation” 339

26; Ben-Zazon 2017, 87-95; Sackson 2017, 161-69).!! He wrote
that the shalshelet in Gen. 39.8 represents not determination, but
rather Joseph’s hesitation and wavering resolve in the face of

great temptation:

Awnn TR AN NDI2 TWIR "WINan RIN NHWHWR DpY O [RAN
DA MW PP WK IRAM 5P 12 PRI ARAROM 5V A nana tam
RS DR 07185 DR 121007 AP ATa NDID DM HO DR AN PRI
7 A NANR 7T NRY W nww 0o iRt oan 5% mRa 12 0
QoA MR AMT "™ IROAY AT Y narw 5" [u]tmann oby:

.D712T nHYR anY YTW N WK LRED R1INRY WA NN

“And he refused.” The accent shalshelet is also among the
explanations that the Men of the Great Synagogue learnt
from Moses, about which I have already written regarding
the word Annnn ‘and he hesitated” (Gen. 19.16). [The ac-
cent] is not above the word jxnn on the two occasions it
refers to Jacob (Gen. 37.35; 48.19). There is no cause for
surprise if the wise man Joseph hesitated (noin) with re-
gard to this perilous matter, whether one way or the other,
for this befits every sage (and maybe his namesake took
another approach!).'? For how could anything be con-
cealed from our rabbis, of blessed memory, who said re-
garding Judah that an angel of the Lord was compelling
him, but regarding Joseph that he checked himself and
found that he could not [have intercourse]. Happy is the
one who can fully comprehend their sublime words!

1 0On Ibn Caspi’s treatment of the te‘amim, see Rock (2007, §2.4). I am
grateful to Dr Rock for kindly providing a copy of her dissertation.

2 As suggested in the editions of Last (1905) and Rock (2007), this may
be a self-deprecating reference on the part of the commentator.
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(Staats- und Universitatsbibliothek Hamburg MS Levy 8,

fol. 32b)"?
By crediting the transmission of the cantillation marks to the Men
of the Great Synagogue'* while also endowing them with Mosaic
authority, Ibn Caspi presents them as an authoritative source of
information regarding the biblical narrative. To understand the
significance of the shalshelet in question, Ibn Caspi refers the
reader back to his interpretation of Lot’s hesitant flight from
Sodom and Gomorrah (Gen. 19.16), where the word ni:at_:xj?]_‘and
he delayed’, is pointed with the same accent. There he explains
that the shalshelet’s meaning lies in its shape (nnm¥a nmy) and
that Lot’s indecisiveness was manifested physically as he “was
contorting his body (nnmypn nyun nww) forwards and back-
wards.”"® The presence of the accent in Gen. 39.8 underlies Ibn
Caspi’s attribution of the same vacillation and tortuous hesitation
to Joseph, who, according to the interpretation in Midrash

Tanhuma and Genesis Rabbah, was saved from transgression only

13 This manuscript underlies the editions of Last (1905) and Rock
(2007), though the former prints a slightly different reading (ed. Last
1905, 11:87-88).

14 Tbn Caspi frequently refers to the Men of the Great Synagogue when
explaining the accents, including in his comment on Gen. 1.1. The at-
tribution is in accordance with the rabbinic association of the events of
Neh. 8-9, including the reading of the Torah in such a way that it was
understood (Neh. 8.8), with the activities of the Men of the Great Syn-
agogue. See b. Nedarim 37b, b. Megillah 3a, and the texts examined in
Schiffer (1977). Cf. Bahya ben Asher’s assertion of the Mosaic origin of
the cantillation marks cited below.

15> MS Hamburg 8, fol. 23b; cf. Mishneh Kesef (ed. Last 1905), I:57.
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through divine intervention, as the miraculous appearance of his
father’s image rendered him impotent.'® Ibn Caspi excuses Joseph
for his wavering resolve, recalling the principle that sages are
particularly susceptible to the evil inclination.”

A third explanation is that of Ibn Caspi’s contemporary,
Bahya ben Asher of Saragossa.'® Bahya not only expounded the
shalshelet in Gen. 39.8, but also supplied an explanation for his
methods:

JITR 17 11D AR 1MAT NHAN TR 0 TITR DWR DR IR RN

IRAM' NYNaw opom S AW DR AT MR 3TR 8D M)

RN MHIN3 12 IR HER PIRI M HP1 73TA MoK 5 AN

1"y2 ,N2 2n23 ROW A0 oran UK ANNaY onyovn TN "o
125 NIND PTI DDA OTRAW MYuINa

“But he refused and said to his master’s wife, ‘My master
is here [...].”” [Joseph] began by saying to her, ‘My master

16 This is related to the statement that “there was no man (W& 'R)”
present in the house with Joseph and Potiphar’s wife (Gen. 39.11) in
Tanhuma (printed) Va-yeshev 9 and Genesis Rabbah 87.7; cf. b. Sotah
36b and Rashi on Gen. 39.11. Cf. Levinson (1997, 279-81). Ibn Caspi
contrasts Joseph’s lack of resolve with that of his brother Judah, who,
according to Genesis Rabbah 85.8, approached Tamar only reluctantly
and through the coercion of the angel appointed over desire. Cf. the
interpretation in Solomon ibn Parhon’s Mahberet he-‘Arukh (1160-
1161) of the shalshelet on Gen. 19.16 as an indication of confusion
(51253). Ibn Parhon (fol. 5a); Berlin (1991, 85).

7 See b. Sukka 52a and also the ’aggadot of Rabbi Meir and Rabbi Akiva,
who were almost overcome by lust for the woman who turned out to be
Satan in disguise (b. Kiddushin 81a). Cf. Boyarin (2009, 258-66; Clen-
man (2014); and Rosen-Zvi (2011, 112-19).

8 On Bahya, see Walfish (1993, 216-17).
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is here,” which is to say, ‘Is my master not available to you?
What need do you have of me?’ And the cantillation mark
on the word 187 shows that the matter was forbidden and
that he held himself back, refusing point blank. This is be-
cause we gain an understanding of what is not written in
the Torah from the cantillation marks, just as one may per-
ceive a person’s inner intention from his movements
(mpun). (Ben Asher, ed. Chavel 1966, 1:321)"°

According to Bahya, Joseph rejected Mrs Potiphar’s advances by
pointing to the immediacy of Potiphar’s presence with the words
hen °adoni, “My master is here.” Potiphar’s availability to his wife
obviated any need of Joseph.?® His determination in refusing her
advances is indicated by the shalshelet. Bahya then details his
method of expounding the te‘amim as sources of supplementary
narrative information. His explanation hinges on a word play on
7vun, which refers both to ‘movement’ and ‘direction’ as well as
to the ‘vowels’ and ‘accents’ (Wolfson 1989-90, 1, 3; cf. Martini
2010, 61-65). Just as actions may speak louder than words, so
the accents that transform the biblical text into a dynamic me-
lodic motif disclose meanings that would not otherwise be appar-

ent.?!

9 Part of this comment was incorporated into the Minhat Shay, possibly
as an addition; see Norzi (2005-2006, 135).

20 Cf. Genesis Rabbah 87.5 and Tanhuma (printed) Va-yeshev 8.
21 Bahya also justified his interpretation of the two te‘amim on #f ‘this
one’ in Gen. 5.29 as follows:

Do not think this matter is insignificant, since the whole
Torah is replete with allusions and matters of a philosoph-
ical nature (075w or1p). These were set forth providen-
tially in anticipation of the one who investigates the divine
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Besides interpreting unusual te‘amim by means of derash,
our three commentators all refer to the accents’ conjunctive and
disjunctive functions and use them to determine stressed sylla-
bles.?? This is their principal significance in Rashi’s commen-
tary,>® where they are frequently used to identify stressed sylla-
bles, as well as the grammatical and syntactic functions of par-

ticular words.?* Abraham ibn Ezra likewise used the accents to

Torah. In this regard the sages explained that the cantilla-
tion marks in the Torah were also handed down from Sinai,
and they demonstrated this from what is written, “Giving
the sense so that they understood the reading” [Neh. 8.8].
They expounded this as follows: ““Giving the sense” refers
to the verses. “They understood the reading” refers to the
cantillation marks.” (b. Nedarim 37b) (ed. Chavel 1966,
1:98).

On Bahya’s exegetical use of the method of Sekhel, see Walfish (1993,
201-2); Talmage (1999, 319); Van der Heide (1983, 153).

22 See Leqah Tov on Exod. 13.11 (cf. Cohen 2020, 194-95); Ibn Caspi on
Gen. 1.1, 27; 3.23; 9.6; 18.21; and Bahya on Gen. 1.1; Exod. 25.38; Lev.
10.9 (on 1 Sam. 3.3); Lev. 23.16; Deut. 25.19; 32.5. As has been shown
by T. Cohen (1997-1998, 26, 43), even the accent shalshelet is accorded
no special significance in Ibn Caspi’s comment on Isa. 13.8, where he
follows David Kimhi in noting its disjunctive function (see the texts in
M. Cohen 1996, 98-99). I am grateful to Tamir Cohen for providing a
copy of his dissertation.

2 Existing studies include Englander (1939, 402-3; 1942-1943);
Shereshevsky (1972; 1982, 86-92); Kogut (1994, 42-54, 78-88, 148-
90); Himmelfarb (2004; 2005); Banon (2006).

24 It cannot be established with absolute certainty that Rashi did not

treat the te‘amim as sources of derash due to the lack of clarity regarding
the correct text of his commentary (Grossman 2012, 75-78; Lawee
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parse words and explain syntax in accordance with his commit-
ment to grammatical exegesis,? and there are numerous such in-
terpretations in the commentaries of David Kimhi.?® In contrast
to this common exegetical approach to the accents, derash on the
te‘amim is a relatively unfamiliar medieval method of exegesis,

being employed only in expositions that favour the derash and

2019, 15-20). However, the 45 comments on accentuation that I have
examined in Mikra’ot Gedolot ‘Haketer’, Bayerishe StaatsBibliothek Mu-
nich MS Cod. hebr. 5, and Fredman’s edition of the commentary on
Proverbs confirm that Rashi resorted to the accents to resolve questions
of grammar and syntax. Examples include Gen. 18.20; 29.6; 41.35;
42.21; 46.26; Num. 11.8; Deut. 11.30; Ezek. 40.18; Hos. 11.6; Ps. 10.3;
150.5; Job 18.20; Eccl. 3.16. The apparent lack of derash on the accen-
tuation could be explained by the absence of such interpretations in
Rashi’s sources of rabbinic exegesis. Cf. Kamin’s (1980, 24) argument
that, in Rashi’s biblical commentaries, “the root [w"47] in its various
forms indicates the source of the interpretation as taken from the
Sages”; see also Kamin (1986, 136-57); cf. Grossman (2017; 2021, 112-
14, 125-32, 256-81). Among the many studies of the relationship be-
tween midrashic interpretations and the plain meaning of Scripture
(x7pn Sw 1wwa) in Rashi’s commentary, see Gelles (1981, 9-27, 42-65,
114-16); Ahrend (1997); Touitou (2000); Grossman (2017, 84-96); Co-
hen (2020, 95-126; 2021).

2 For instance, see his comments on Exod. 5.7; 18.3, 26; 29.35 (all in
the Long Commentary); Mic. 4.8; Nah. 1.1; Ps. 20.10; 45.6; 64.7. The
preface to Ibn Ezra’s commentary on the Torah includes criticism of the
methods of the Leqah Tov (1977a, 1.7, 10); cf. Mondschein (2009, 271-
72). See also Wolfson (1988-1989, 3), and 86 of Ibn Ezra (1977b, 111).
Cf. Kogut (1994, 90-94, 196-230).

2 For instance, see his comments on Jdg. 6.16; 11.25; Isa. 28.17; 44.15;
Jer. 8.5; 9.18; 22.14; 22.20; 31.7, 36.20; Ezek. 15.4; 33.6; Ps. 35.19;
116.6. Cf. Kogut (1994, 56-57, 95-102, 231-38).



“Some Fanciful Midrash Explanation” 345

with reference to exceptional accents, such as the rare
shalshelet.””

Bahya’s statement that one may “gain an understanding of
what is not written in the Torah from the cantillation marks” was
most likely known to Moses Alsheikh of Safed, who read and
cited Bahya’s commentary on Genesis,?® and who made full use
of this exegetical principle. Born around 1520, Alsheikh was of
the second generation of the Sephardi community that settled in
the Ottoman Empire (Alsheikh 1563, author’s introduction) fol-
lowing the expulsions from the Iberian Peninsula in the 1490s.
As shown in his many responsa, he was a student of Joseph Karo,
a communal rabbi, and a preacher. But Alsheikh is celebrated for
his biblical commentaries, an extensive corpus of exegesis that
covers almost the entire Hebrew Bible. His discursive, homiletic
style, and abundant use of midrash, have endeared him to gener-
ations of readers, and his commentaries remain popular to this
day (see Shalem 1965-1966).

¥ Another example is the account of Lamech naming Noah, where two
accents appear on the word #Af ‘this one’ in Gen. 5.29 (Ben Eliezer 1884,
I:32, and Bahya’s commentary, as noted above, n. 25). The two accents
on 3377 ‘come near’ in Lev. 10.4 are expounded in interpretations at-
tributed to Judah the Pious and Eleazar of Worms; see the editions of
Konyevsky (1978-1981, I1:225) and Lange (1980, 42). On mystical in-
terpretations of the te‘amim, see Wolfson (1988-1989; 1989-1990); Dan
(1968, 70). On the interpretation of the accent shalshelet in the thir-
teenth- or early-fourteenth-century Sod ha-Shalshelet, see Idel (1988,
56-61); Fishbane (1994, 31).

28 See Alsheikh’s comments on Gen. 45.22; Prov. 30.29; Job 28.19; and
Song 5.8.
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Like Tobias ben Eliezer, Joseph ibn Caspi, and Bahya ben
Asher, Alsheikh considered the meaning of the shalshelet in the
Joseph narrative. Ever the dutiful preacher, he formulated a mor-
alising interpretation that exhorts the reader to determined re-
fusal when faced with temptation, lest excuses or explanations be

undermined by the wiles of the tempter:

QoY 73 200 Syw nhwhwa wnwa nab (RA) 8AM 12 5y
1mnab MH00 MWK IR YW KA DWIR 7T 22 RN RONA 3700
RH TR P NWAD ANOAN TA UYL N0 AT 1 RY RIM A1 12T
Pwh WR ANANA T AR 02 YO DWwn wal R YA T
WK TR WA 7Y WIR ANaIn AT nnwe mphbn nawaw
ROW [1]mH 180D AR 0O TR OR 212 WY 89 1TRTRA Y Mn
MIpv [1]2 [D]3 9707 7RI DR 12 AR AR °D D DY DWwa AWy
TRY TWIPW 12 18N VHAN AWK D 0T 1Y 70 N Na0nT T
"2 Twn KD D TR 1 Lo [A]aR [7]0 [H]nR nbwbwa
712 DR 0T 9wah naw Ma0 nrab R ANTAN AYIN AWYR TR
M7 WK ©[A]5RY hROM AN 7Y A0 ME3 By IR AWYR
nw nHYhw M1 RINW 1103 MR nOWHY oyva jan [1N]mKa
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“But he refused.” This means that he shook?’ when he
heard it, like the shalshelet upon the word. Indeed, Joseph
behaved wisely. This is because it is human nature, when
an evil man or a foolish woman (cf. Prov. 9.13) comes to
entice [someone] to a sinful action that he does not intend
to do (cf. Isa. 10.7), that he will counter the tempter with

2 On the meaning of na% (Ruth 3.8), see Alsheikh’s comments on Deut.
3.29-4.1; Prov. 10.8; 12.17; Ruth 3.8; Job 6.18; and the introduction to
the commentary on Ecclesiastes. Given the definition in b. Sanhedrin
19b (cf. Targum Ruth 3.8) and the context of Joseph’s seduction, there
is also the possibility of double entendre. On humour in Alsheikh’s com-
mentaries, see his interpretations of Deut. 22.4-5 and Ps. 49.2.
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objections in order to silence him. But this is hardly the
way to save oneself from doing evil. For it might so happen
that the tempter is a smooth talker (cf. Ps. 140.12) who,
with flattering lips (cf. Ps. 12.3-4), will sway the fine
words of the one who is tempted, and he will be caught in
his net. But the one who has a brain in his head will not
act in this way, but rather will immediately resolve to re-
fuse and say that he will not do so under any circum-
stances, even if overpowered. Thereafter, if he so desires,
he can also list the objections to counter the tempter. This
is what happened in Joseph’s case. First, he made the re-
solve and “he refused,” like one who binds himself with a
chain (shalshelet). [Only] afterwards did he give the objec-
tions... This is the meaning of, “Look, my master [has no
concern, because of me, for household affairs, for he has
entrusted everything he owns to me. He is not greater in
this house than I am,] nor has he withheld [anything from
me except you, because you are his wife.] How could I do
this great evil [and sin against God (l-elohim)?]” (Gen.
39.8-9) being ungrateful to a human being, and thereby
also being ungrateful to the Lord. This is what is meant by
“and sin against God.” The same is indicated when it says
“and he refused” with shalshelet, to indicate that he puts
the chain of iniquity (shalshelet ‘avon) around his neck.
(Alsheikh 1593, fol. 65b)%°

Alsheikh begins by suggesting that the shape or melody of
the shalshelet indicates Joseph’s reaction to Mrs Potiphar’s ad-
vances—he trembled at the very thought. The ensuing explana-
tions hinge on the meaning of the word nSw5w ‘chain’. Alsheikh

associates Joseph’s exemplary decision to refuse temptation out-

% The corrected reading 1&nn is from the 1710 edition, fol. 58a.
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right with the accent, suggesting that he resolved to reject Poti-
phar’s wife as if bound by this ‘chain’ to his chosen course of
action. Alsheikh finally turns to Joseph’s commitment to proper
behaviour not only towards his master, but also towards God,
likening him to one who puts the my n>w5w ‘chain of iniquity’
around his neck. This is the phrase that Rashi used to explain the
word %p in the Babylonian Talmud (b. Shevu‘ot 31a), which
refers to the burden of personal responsibility that would be as-
sumed by a witness who testifies in a fraudulent case (see Berko-
witz 2006: 149, 278, n. 128; Sinai 2007). In suggesting that Jo-
seph’s words amount to a testimony, Alsheikh echoes midrashic
expositions of Gen. 39.9, “How could I do this great evil and sin
against God (I-elohim)?” as an oath by which Joseph committed
himself to shun the opportunity for sin.>' The shalshelet or ‘chain’
in the biblical text is the testimony to his vow before the divine
judge.

For all the creativity and ingenuity of his interpretations,
Alsheikh’s focus on the rare accent shalshelet as the key to under-
standing the narrative resembles the exegetical approach of the
medieval interpreters of Gen. 39.8 examined above. But Alsheikh
and other sixteenth-century Sephardi commentators of the Otto-
man Empire, including Abraham ben Asher and Solomon Alka-

bets, did not limit their expositions to a few exceptional

31 See the interpretation of Gen. 39.9 as an oath in Tanhuma (printed)
Va-yeshev 8; Genesis Rabbah 87.5; Leviticus Rabbah 23.11; Ruth Rab-
bah 6.4.
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te‘amim.®* Rather, they saw the accentuation more broadly as a
source of information about biblical narratives. In order to exam-
ine this exegetical approach to the Masora, we will turn to three
comments in Alsheikh’s commentary on the book of Ruth, enti-
tled ‘Ene Moshe and first printed posthumously in Venice in 1601.
The commentary is structured as a series of discourses on ex-
tended pericopes. Each begins with a list of mbx&w ‘questions’ or
nwp ‘difficulties” which Alsheikh subsequently resolves. This
technique, for which Isaac Abravanel (1437-1508) is well
known, is ubiquitous in late-medieval and early-modern Sephardi
commentaries and homilies.*® A barrage of questions arouses the
reader’s curiosity about whether the text really makes sense and
whether the exegete can solve all the problems he has made for
himself. Alsheikh does so by examining the minutiae of the bib-
lical text, points he calls o*»7p7. His aim is to show that seem-
ingly trivial details, when properly understood, contribute to
overarching harmonious interpretations.

Alsheikh resorts to the te‘amim to solve exegetical problems

in the very first verses of Ruth:

(6) D MR W 77 pING 27 i Dvhawn vhY 3 i
"aP3 IMWR DY 20K UKD O 133 0 IDWURY R R0 T3

%2 On Abraham ben Asher’s interpretation of the zagef gatan in Gen.
12.1, presented in the course of his exposition of Midrash Genesis Rab-
bah 39.1, see Williams (2016, 75). On Solomon Alkabets, see his com-
ments on Ruth 1.11; 3.13, 17 (Alkabets 1992, 22, 188, 206).

3 See Bland (1990); Saperstein (2014a); Williams (2015); Lawee
(2008).
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‘And it came about (°1) in the days when the judges judged
that there was (°7) a famine in the land. So a man of Beth-
lehem of Judah (7737 onY man) went to reside in the fields
of Moab, he and his wife and his two sons. The man’s name
was Elimelech, his wife was Naomi, and his two sons were
Mahlon and Chilion. They were Ephrathites from Bethle-
hem of Judah (7 ony man). They came to the fields of
Moab and were there.” (Ruth 1.1-2)

Alsheikh begins by enumerating no fewer than ten nrwip ‘diffi-

culties’ regarding these verses, asking why *7 ‘and it came about,

there was’ and n7in on? ma ‘Bethlehem, Judah’ are repeated, and

why the family members are introduced once anonymously and

then again by name. The eighth difficulty focuses on how

Elimelech is introduced in verse two:

W [R]ARY YT 7 WIRA DWI AR "1 LLLRIPA and RN 1R
LToRHR

The following must be understood in this passage of Scrip-
ture... 8. The statement ‘the man’s name [was Elimelech],’
as it would have sufficed to say ‘his name was Elimelech.’
(Alsheikh 1601, fol. 3a)

Alsheikh here calls attention to an apparent tautology. Revealing

his conception of Scripture as marked by perfect felicity of ex-

pression, in which no detail is superfluous, he asks why Ruth 1.2

states 77198 W1 oW1 when 77098 inW would have been more

concise.
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Alsheikh’s explanation revolves around two concerns:
Elimelech’s social status and the halakhic question of the circum-
stances in which one is permitted to leave the land of Israel. This
latter is discussed with reference to the book of Ruth in b. Bava
Batra 91a. On the one hand, Elimelech’s departure at a time of
famine suggests that scarcity of food is a permitted reason to
leave the land of Israel. On the other hand, he and his sons die in
the next three verses, suggesting that departure even in the direst
of circumstances is forbidden.** Alsheikh seeks an explanation
partly in the talmudic principle that “the Holy One, blessed be
He, is exacting with his righteous ones to the extent of a hair’s
breadth” (Cf. b. Yevamot 121b; y. Sheqalim 48d (5.1), y. Betsa
62b (3.8); b. Bava Qamma 50a). Thus, even if departure from the
land of Israel is tolerated in particular circumstances, Elimelech’s
social status meant that he was held to particularly high stand-
ards. But to demonstrate this, Alsheikh must show that Elimelech
was indeed important or righteous, a detail not explicit in Scrip-
ture. He alludes to the rabbinic interpretations that Elimelech
and his sons were “great men of their generation” and “leaders
of their generation” (b. Bava Batra 91a; Ruth Rabbah 1.4) and
adds insights of his own:

YR MDD WRA OWY D 0 51T 0TR 857 D pann by nnnn SR

R'"13 00 RIpNAW [0]wIR 522 H1T3 RIAW WR IRIN RITW DWIN

mabn Ran HKR IR w5 [Mar]w [1]n2 1OROR on ayrrn
1A 1IN SR MabnY MR PRY MR 0 ImRdw an Syw

3 See also Sifra be-Har parasha 5.4 and Moses Maimonides, Mishneh
Torah, Hilkhot Melakhim u-Milhamotehem 5.9-12. Cf. Encyclopedia Tal-
mudica, s.v. ‘Erez Israel’, 1II:47; Safrai (2018, 78-79); Kanarfogel
(1986); Saperstein (2014b, 281).
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Do not be surprised at the matter, for was [Elimelech] not
a great man? This is because ‘the name of the man [was
Elimelech]’ (7%2%& w'xn ow)) means ‘the designated man
[was Elimelech]’. This is a way of describing a man as
‘great’, like all [who are styled] o'wix in Scripture. The use
of the definite article also [indicates this], as does [the
name] Elimelech. [This is] as the sages said, ‘[Elimelech]
would say, “Kingship will come to me (mabn ..."5R).” Be-
cause of his pre-eminence he would say that no one was
better suited for the monarchy of Israel than he was. And
to indicate his exalted position is the cantillation mark
pazer gadol... On account of this, the Holy One, blessed be
He, was strict with them to the extent that... they were
sentenced to death. (Alsheikh 1601, fol. 4a)

Alsheikh demonstrates that each word of the phrase wxi ow
79A"8 indicates Elimelech’s high standing. ow shows that he is
singled out as an important individual. Midrashic interpretations
of the word v treat individuals so designated as particularly
righteous, such as the exposition in Genesis Rabbah 30.7 of Noah,
the “man righteous and wholehearted” (Gen. 6.9).* Elimelech’s
name itself indicates his aspirations. Alsheikh relates the inter-

pretation in Ruth Rabbah 2.4 that revocalises his name to show

% “Wherever the word ’ish occurs, it refers to a righteous man who fore-
warned [his generation]” (Theodor and Albeck eds. 1903-1936, 272).
Cf. Numbers Rabbah 16.5. For Alsheikh, the same applies to nwx, and
he interprets the designation of Rebekah as nwxn with the definite arti-
cle in Gen. 24.39 (ad. loc.) as an indication of her importance.
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that he positioned himself to become Israel’s first king by claim-
ing that “kingship is mine”, na5m x.

Alsheikh supports these interpretations by referring to a
feature of the biblical text itself: the ta‘am on Elimelech’s name.
Though the disjunctive accent pazer is not unusual (it occurs 858
times in the prose books of the Hebrew Bible), it appears only
here in Ruth (Price 1996, 1.5, IV:831). In the public recitation of
the book, the melodic motif unique to this verse and the pause
indicated by the accent draw attention to Elimelech’s name at the
moment he arrives on scene. Alsheikh refers to this accent as
pazer gadol, a name which holds the key to the interpretation that
it “indicates [Elimelech’s] exalted position”: a ‘great pazer’ her-
alds the entrance of the great Elimelech.>® It thus helps to explain
the significance of the expression 775" Wi oy and supports
the overarching interpretation that, due to his importance, he
was held to high standards and punished for leaving the land of
Israel even at a time of famine.

Alsheikh resorts to the te‘amim again in his comment on the

narrative of Ruth gleaning in the field in chapter 2:

(7) 230 030 WM (DRI MRID Mh OMYipaTOY 2xIn w7 A nNn
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% In his commentary on Lev. 23.27, Alsheikh similarly designates the
pazer on the word & as pazer gadol; he does not use the term to refer to
qarne farah (see Yeivin, 1980, 212-13, nos. 274-76). The interpretation
of Ruth 1.2 is analogous to that of Est. 6.7, where the zaqgef gadol on the
word v& indicates the great importance of the individual concerned.



354 Williams

‘Boaz said to his servant who was stationed over the reap-
ers, “To whom does this young woman belong?” The serv-
ant stationed over the reapers answered and said (...Jv%
anN1), “She is a young Moabite woman, the one who re-
turned with Naomi from the fields of Moab.”” (Ruth 2.5-6)

Alsheikh begins with the characteristic litany of questions.
Among them, he asks why two verbs introduce the servant’s re-
ply, w% and then 7781, when one would suffice:

"3 PRI AP RN Y T A DnYn RN M nono; anI...

...In addition, the word ‘and he answered’ (jv%1) appears to

be superfluous as it would have sufficed to say, ‘And he

said (pN"), “She is a young Moabite woman.”” (Alsheikh

1601, fol. 17a)
This question prompts an elaboration of the narrative. Alsheikh
explains the role of the servant, his relationship to Boaz, and the
particulars of their exchange. Because the servant was appointed
or stationed “over” the reapers, Alsheikh describes him as stand-
ing on a platform to survey the harvest. He also develops inter-
pretations from the Babylonian Talmud (b. Shabbat 113b) and
Rashi’s commentary (on Ruth 2.5), that Boaz asked about Ruth
not because he habitually enquired whether young women were
single, but because he noted how carefully she observed the ha-
lakhic regulations about gleaning. In the hands of Moses
Alsheikh, this rabbinic interpretation germinates into an ex-
tended narrative in which the servant misinterpreted Boaz’s in-

tentions and so embarked upon a character assassination of Ruth



“Some Fanciful Midrash Explanation” 355

to prevent his master from becoming entangled with a Moabite

woman:*’
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“And the servant answered and said...” The practice of
field owners is to station a man appointed over the reapers
so that they do not get lazy in their work. [They] station
him in an elevated place [from which] he can see them all,
so that no one will let [any grain] drop without him seeing
it. [Owners] choose this individual from among all their
servants, someone who has the strength to raise their voice
to those near and far. This is particularly [important] in
the fields of a great man like Boaz who had immense
wealth and property, for many [people] were reaping his
harvest with him. And it says that, in order to reply to
[Boaz], he raised his voice to denigrate Ruth. This is the
meaning of ‘and the servant answered [and said]’ (...jv%
an81). The expression indicates that he raised his voice,
just as in the case of, “And you will answer and say ( mim
mngy) [before the Lord your God, ‘An Aramaean was seek-
ing to destroy my father...’]” (Deut. 26.5) and, “And Job
answered and said (97a87 2R 1pm), [‘Let the day on which
I was born perish...”]” (Job 3.2). And a little support for

% Contrast with the overseer’s words in Ruth Zuta 2.7 and Targum Ruth
2.6, where he points out that Ruth is a convert.
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this may be [drawn from] the cantillation mark on the pe-

nultimate syllable, which is revia‘. This is the meaning of

1. (Alsheikh 1601, fols 17b-18a)
According to Alsheikh, the two verbs jp% and 2px&~ indicate that
the overseer spoke loudly. Deut. 26.5 and Job 3.2 both introduce
direct speech in this way, and Rashi’s commentary explains on
each occasion that the phrase indicates a raising of the voice.*®
Alsheikh appeals to the ta‘am on jp% to show that this interpreta-
tion holds true in the verse in question. This is one of several
occasions in his commentary where he focuses on the melodic
function of the disjunctive accent revia‘. Elsewhere he describes
it as MR ,p 172303 ‘like one who raises the voice’ to communi-
cate a particular interpretation.®® Here it appears on the first
word of the verse and introduces direct speech. Alsheikh there-
fore suggests that the accent indicates how the ensuing statement
was delivered and that the servant shouted out an urgent warning
to Boaz. This interpretation is in accordance with the exegetical
technique observed above in the Leqah Tov, which treats the can-
tillation marks both as musical signs for the cantor and as indi-
cations of how direct speech was originally delivered by biblical
characters. By supporting the interpretation that the overseer was
shouting, the revia® helps Alsheikh to formulate a narrative that

answers his initial question about an apparent tautology. He

% See the 1546-1548 Rabbinic Bible (Venice: Bomberg), fols 216b,
785a, and the texts discussed in Smelik (2013, 58-67).

39 See, for instance, Alsheikh’s comment on Gen. 24.7. Cf. Rashi’s com-
mentary on Gen. 1.1 and 37.20, where significant phrases ‘speak’ to the
expositor, saying 117 ‘expound me’ (Ben Isaac, 1982, 2, 134); regard-
ing the latter, cf. Tanhuma (Buber) Va-yeshev 13.
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shows that there is no redundancy in the use of both jp* and “px",
as the accent on the former reveals its distinctive shade of mean-
ing.*

A final comment on the te‘amim concerns the exchange be-
tween Ruth and Naomi after the harvest. The third chapter of

Ruth begins:

(8)  nmw :7ya07 WK Nian 7w XD HA ANINN HRI AP N
DPWI 1N T RN PRIRITNR M0 WK B00TH 103 877
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‘Naomi her mother-in-law said to her, ‘My daughter (*n2),
should I not seek security for you, that you may be well?
Now is not Boaz, with whose young women you were, our
kinsman? He is about to winnow the barley at the thresh-
ing-floor tonight. Now wash, anoint yourself, put on your
cloak and go down to the threshing-floor. Do not make
yourself known to the man until he has finished eating and
drinking.” (Ruth 3.1-3)

Among the nmrwip, Alsheikh lists the following:

40 A variant pointing of the word with the accent darga is attested in a
number of manuscripts; see Wright (1864, 9 [second pagination]). How-
ever, the explicit reason for Alsheikh’s reference to the accent of 1% is
to support his account of the overseer’s actions, rather than to assert the
correct reading of the text.

4 As printed in the 1546-1548 Rabbinic Bible (Venice: Bomberg), fol.
831a. See the footnote below regarding the pointing of *na.
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...Furthermore, what is the use of telling us that [Naomi]

called [Ruth] “my daughter” (*/12)? For without a doubt

the prophet Samuel did not intend, by means of the holy

spirit, to write lots of words for us which serve no purpose

for the narrative. (Alsheikh 1601, fols 28a—28b)

Alsheikh here makes explicit a key assumption underlying
his interpretations. Referring to the talmudic attribution of the
book of Ruth to Samuel (b. Bava Batra 14b), he accords it the
status of an inspired prophetic writing. This means that nothing
is redundant and, as he asserts, every textual detail contributes
to the book’s narrative. In the comment that follows, this princi-
ple is applied both to the word *na and to its accent.

Alsheikh refers to a kabbalistic interpretation related by
Nahmanides and the Midrash ha-Ne‘elam on Ruth. When
Nahmanides expounded Onan’s failure to raise up offspring for
his late brother, he referred to levirate marriage as “one of the
great secrets of the Torah.” Concealing the nature of this “secret”
from the casual reader, Nahmanides referred allusively to Ruth
4.17 and stated P2’ »awnm ‘and the wise will understand’ (com-
mentary on Gen. 38.8 in Ben Nahman 1959, 1:214-15; see Idel
1983; Wolfson 1989; 1993; Yisraeli 2006). This is a reference to
the women of Bethlehem, who celebrated the birth of Obed by
saying not “a son is born to Ruth” but rather “a son is born to
Naomi.” As explained in the Midrash ha-Ne‘elam, this indicates
that Ruth’s son was in fact the reincarnation of her late husband
Mahlon (Midrash ha-Ne‘elam on Ruth, ed. Margaliot, 2007-2008,
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89d-90a).** The “great secret” of levirate marriage, it would
seem, is that the soul of the deceased is reborn in the child be-
gotten of the union.

Because Ruth’s marriage to Boaz would secure Mahlon’s re-
incarnation, Naomi had a vested interest. This calls into question
her motivation in arranging the rendezvous at the threshing
floor. Alsheikh defends Naomi’s altruism by explaining the word

'na and its accent:

52 P KRN [A]ARN DR SY uTRYnd wIpn ma aRa
11277 PRY AMAN AN 0P ARWI ANWY TWPNna IRl R IWR
19 DA T AmMAn aYs a9 R0 AN A0 noYIn nr o
nHna 51T P oY OPA PTRIT 03 121 N2 HR TRRa Y oyua
R YR TV AR OR h R aRIna hy A 1 na
92 "N 0K "D DRYA DR N9 KD "2 ANYD 0P MARND TR MR

TORIN WPAR &Y S awnn b N3 73Ipa A ma

Therefore, the holy spirit came to show us the truth of the
matter and said, “Naomi said”. This indicates that she was
as pleasant (7n'p1) in her actions as her name suggests even
though, being [Ruth’s] mother-in-law, it was not in her na-
ture to pursue the benefit of her daughter-in-law. That is
the meaning of, “Naomi her mother-in-law said to her.”
[Naomi] demonstrated this to [Ruth] with her pleasant
words (7%'na oyua) when she said to her, “My daughter
(*n3a)...” The cantillation mark zaqgef gadol on the word *na
must also be examined precisely (p7p17") because it [like-
wise] indicates that Naomi had such [an attitude] towards
Ruth. It is as if to say, “When I instruct you, do not think

42 Cf. Zohar Mishpatim 2.99b and Zohar Va-yeshev 1.188a-b (ed. Matt,
Wolski, and Hecker 2004-2017, III:148-50; V:38; XI:263-65). See
Mopsik (1987, 16-21); Hallamish (1999); Fine (2003, 304-14); Wer-
blowsky (1997, 112-15, 234-56).
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of me as a mother-in-law [talking] to her daughter-in-law,
for you are not in fact my daughter-in-law, but my daugh-
ter. This is to say that the spirit of my son is inside you,
and you should be considered as a daughter to me. Why
would I not seek your benefit?” (Alsheikh 1601, fol. 28b)

This comment is an atomistic reading of the words *nui
'ha mninn. Naomi’s name is mentioned explicitly in order to
evoke the etymology in Ruth Rabbah that she was “pleasant
(nn'w1) in her actions” (Ruth Rabbah 2.5; 3.6). Her kind-hearted-
ness prevailed over what Alsheikh considers to be the nature of
the mother-in-law, who does not pursue her daughter-in-law’s
best interests.*® This insight is supported by the word "2 and its
accent. In interpretations similar to that of the aforementioned
revia‘, Alsheikh likens the zagef gadol in his commentaries on
Eccl. 9.10 and Est. 6.7 to “one who raises the voice” to declare a
particular interpretation. In this case, the disjunctive accent on
the initial word of Naomi’s speech focuses attention on the ex-
pression that captures the true relationship between the women.
Alsheikh rewrites Naomi’s words to show that she considers Ruth
her daughter and treats her accordingly. The word *na and its
accent thus support the interpretation that Naomi arranged
Ruth’s liaison with Boaz purely out of concern for Ruth’s wellbe-

ing rather than as a selfish means to secure Mahlon’s rebirth.*

43 On the portrayal of the mother-in-law in rabbinic texts, see Ilan (2017,
120-22).

# A variant pointing of *Aa with the accent revia® is attested in a number
of manuscripts and printed editions, though, as noted in the case of jp%
above, Alsheikh draws no attention to the different reading. See Gins-
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By means of these three comments on the accentuation of
Ruth, Alsheikh has opened up remarkable new vistas on a well-
known narrative. Elimelech’s pazer reveals his high social status.
A revia“ shows that Boaz’s servant was stationed on a platform,
shouting to the harvesters and, in an unfortunate misunderstand-
ing, even to his master. And a zaqef gadol shows that Naomi
shunned selfishness and spoke to Ruth out of maternal compas-
sion. These te‘amim disclose information about the narrative that
is not otherwise indicated in the text. In this respect, Alsheikh’s
comments resemble the aforementioned interpretations of Gen.
39.8, in which the Leqgah Tov, Ibn Caspi, and Bahya ben Asher
derived the details of Joseph’s refusal of Potiphar’s wife from the
accent shalshelet.

An important difference between Alsheikh and his prede-
cessors is that, rather than explaining peculiarities as he encoun-
ters them, he goes in search of te‘amim that might serve as useful
sources of narrative information. The accents he selects in Ruth
are not unusual in themselves, though in a particular verse, pazer,
revia‘, and zaqef gadol stand out from the most familiar sequences

of te‘amim.*® Alsheikh ascertains their meanings from their names

burg (1926, 579); Wright (1864, 16 [second pagination]). In the Lenin-
grad Codex (fol. 422a), the word is pointed with gershayim. This is also
the reading of the 1601 edition of Alsheikh (1601, fol. 27b), in which
the biblical text printed alongside the commentary obscures the mean-
ing of Alsheikh’s interpretation. On the significance of the accents and
Zoharic references to the masoretic pointing among early modern Kab-
balists, see Penkower (2010); Dweck (2011, 151-69); Rubin (2011).

* Revia“ occurs 8910 times in the prose books; zagef gadol 1655 times
(Price 1996, I:5).
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and their melodic functions. But his discussions also draw on in-
sights from midrashim, Rashi’s and Nahmanides’s commentaries,
and the Midrash ha-Ne‘elam. Alsheikh uses the accents to support
these explanations by showing that they may be derived directly
from features of the biblical text. One reason for this is evident
in the comment on the word "na, where Alsheikh states that the
zaqef gadol should be “examined precisely (qpr oyv nri pIT
5113)”. As mentioned earlier, forms of pTpT5 are used by Alsheikh
and other contemporary Sephardi commentators to refer to the
scrutiny of the biblical text to find answers to the n»wip, the ques-
tions raised in the pericope. That Alsheikh used the te‘amim to
this end was already apparent in his comments on the pazer on
Elimelech’s name and the revia‘ on jp%. Both respond to questions
about seemingly superfluous words. But the interpretation of *na
makes explicit that Alsheikh counts the accents among the minu-
tiae of the biblical text which, properly understood, demonstrate
its overall coherence.

By appealing so readily to the te‘amim, Alsheikh treats the
accents as an essential and fundamental means by which biblical
narrative is expressed. No longer are they a paratextual guide to
the grammar and syntax of the words; nor are they occasional
indicators of unexpected interpretations. Now they are treated as
an integral part of the text itself, conveying information that is
necessary to understand the narrative with clarity. The reader of
the biblical text must therefore be constantly alert to the bearing
that every accent, however commonplace, might have on the
course of events in any given passage. This manner of reading the
Hebrew Bible was enabled in many editions of Alsheikh’s works
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that were issued in Venice by Giovanni di Gara, including the
1601 editio princeps of the commentary on Ruth, by the provision
of a vocalised and accented text alongside the commentary.*
This mise en page allows the reader to move from an encounter
with the accented words of the biblical text to Alsheikh’s ques-
tions regarding their significance and coherence, and finally to a
problem-solving exegetical discourse that shows how studying
the details of the accented text allows one to grasp its full mean-
ing.

The idea that the te‘amim indicate not only grammar and
syntax, but also narrative information has resurfaced in several
recent expositions of the Hebrew Bible. In their homilies on the
Joseph narrative, Louis Jacobs, Jonathan Sacks, and Jonathan
Magonet find common cause in interpreting the shape and quiv-
ering tone of the shalshelet in Gen. 39.8 as an indication of the
protagonist’s inner conflict, struggle, torment, and crise de con-
science. For Jacobs (2004, 59-60), the ta‘am “expresses vacilla-
tion where we would expect firm resolve” and, for Magonet
(2004, 27-28), Joseph was “fighting against the temptation to
accept.” Sacks (2009, 109-15) ascribes his interpretation to an

4 Partly through the efforts of Alsheikh’s son Hayyim, Di Gara issued
Alsheikh’s commentaries on Daniel (1591), Song of Songs (1591; 1606),
Proverbs (1601), Ruth (1601), Lamentations (1601), Qohelet (1601),
Job (1603), and Psalms (1605) with the biblical text printed alongside.
This typographical complication was omitted from the earlier editions
of the commentaries on Song of Songs (1563) and Daniel (1563) that
were printed in the Ottoman Empire. The list of printed editions of
Alsheikh’s commentaries compiled by Naphtali Ben-Menahem is in
Shalem (1965-1966, 237-74). See Benayahu (2001); Dweck (2010).
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earlier exegete, Joseph ibn Caspi, developing his predecessor’s
interpretation that the ta‘am indicates a physical manifestation
of wavering resolve by suggesting that it reveals “a psychological
state of uncertainty and indecision.” As the cantillation marks
once again “raise their voices” to relay interpretations old and
new, it is hoped that an understanding of the development of this
expository technique and its relationship to earlier exegetical
methods will enable a deeper appreciation of a chapter of the
reception history of the Hebrew Bible, in which the Masora is
treated as a means to “gain an understanding of what is not writ-
ten in the Torah” (Ben Asher, 1966, 1:321).
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