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Abstract 

Rabbi Naftali Zevi Yehuda Berlin's commentary to the Pentateuch, Ha'amek 
Davar, was first published in Vilna in 1879-1880. The work grew out of a daily 
class that Berlin taught at the famed yeshiva Etz Hayyim of Volozhin, where he 
was dean from 1853-1893. This study of Ha'amek Davar focuses on Berlin's 
exegesis ofNoah's three sons. Because Berlin often conceals his sources and their 
previous discussions, one of the great challenges of working with Ha'amek Davar 
is trying to recognize which interpretations were original to Berlin and which 
were adapted from elsewhere. Because my discussion was limited to a few 
passages, it was possible to outline how different aspects of Berlin's exegesis 
interacted. The historical context of Nineteenth Century Czarist Russia had a 
strong impact on Ha'amek Davar, and sorne of Berlin's comments are viewed in 
light ofwhat was being written in the Russian Jewish press of the time. 

Résumé 

La cntIque du pentateuque du rabbin Naftali Zevi Yehuda Berlin, Ha'amek 
Davar, a tout d'abord été publiée à Vilna entre 1879 et 1880. Cet ouvrage est le 
fruit d'un cours que le rabbin dispensait tous les jours à Etz Hayyim, une yeshiva 
de renom à Volozhin, dont il fut le doyen de 1853 à 1893. Cette étude de Ha'amek 
Davar porte principalement sur l'exégèse de Berlin sur les trois fils de Noé. 
Berlin dissimule souvent ses sources ainsi que toute discussion antérieure. L'une 
des principales difficultés en travaillant sur Ha'amek Davar a donc été de faire la 
différence entre les interprétations de Berlin et celles qui ont été adaptées à partir 
de diverses sources. Mon étude ne porte que sur quelques passages, il m'a donc 
été possible de mettre en évidence l'interaction entre les différents aspects de 
l'exégèse de l'auteur. Le contexte historique de la Russie tzariste du XIXe siècle a 
fortement influencé Ha'amek Davar, par conséquent, certains commentaires de 
Berlin ont été analysés à la lumière de ce qui paraissait dans la presse juive russe 
de l'époque. 
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Chapter One: The World ofNaftali Zevi Yehuda Berlin 

Introduction 

Born in 1817 in the town of Mir, in the province of Minsk in the Czarist Pale of 

Settlernent, Naftali Zvi Yehuda Berlin rose to prorninence during the second half of the 

nineteenth century. He was a rnasterful pedagogue, an accornplished scholar and an 

original exegete, who operated through a period of great change. At the age of eleven he 

entered the celebrated yeshiva at Volozhin, over which he would preside for close to 

forty years, frorn 1853 until one year before his death in 1893.1 

The subject of this thesis is Berlin's commentary to the Torah, Ha 'amek Davar. 

Scant attention has been paid to Berlin and to other figures who are part of the legacy of 

Lithuanian Rabbinisrn. It begins with a synopsis of his historical background and 

pedagogical achievernents and those of sorne other figures that rnay, after further study, 

be classified along with hirn as forming their own circle of traditional rabbinic 

scholarship. 

Shmuel Ettinger opined that the yeshiva in Volozhin was "rnainly established to 

serve as a barrier to the spread of Hasidisrn,,,2 but this assessrnent has not been accepted 

unanirnously.3 Nevertheless, the rift between Hasidisrn and Lithuanian Rabbinisrn did 

inform the world Berlin inherited and would later represent. 4 A summary of sorne of the 

historical forces that shaped nineteenth century Jewish Lithuania will serve as a good 

1 Shaul Stampfer, Ha-Yeshiva Ha-Lita'it Be-Hithavta (Jerusalem: The Zalman Shazar Center for Jewish 
History, 1995),73. 
2 Shmuel Ettinger, "Volozhin," in the Encyclapaedia Judaica. CD-ROM Edition. 
3 See Immanuel Etkes, The Gaan a/Vilna: The Man and His Image, translated by Jeffrey M. Green (Los 
Angeles: University ofCalifornia Press, 2002), 268-269. 
4 Sorne Hasidic groups tlourished in historie Lithuania and it is incorrect to assume that aIl of Lithuanian 
Jewry opposed Hasidism. For Hasidic groups within Lithuania see Zeev R. Rabinowitsch, Lithuanian 
Hasidism, foreword by Simon Dubnow (New York: Schocken Books, 1971). 
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backdrop to Berlin' s lifework. 

8 



Chapter One: The World ofNaftali Zevi Yehuda Berlin 

Hasidim and Mitnagdim 

Hasidim, Mitnagdim, and Torah Study 

The Council of the Four Lands (Va 'ad Arba Aratzot) was a centralized Jewish 

governing body that operated for over two hundred years and had jurisdiction over Jews 

in four provinces of Poland. The Council came to an end at the close of 1764 when the 

Polish Sejm voted to dismantle it. 5 During its last years, a popular movement called 

Hasidism arose. Hasidism stressed belief in a Tzaddik (holy-man), the importance of 

simple faith, prayer and correct intention in Divine service. The death of Hasidism's 

central figure, Israel Ba'al Shem Tov (1700-1765), came just one year after the Council 

was dissolved. The juxtaposition of the Ba'al Shem Tov's death and the end of the Va'ad 

Arba 'ah Artzot contributed to Hasidism's growth because with the powers of censure 

once invested in the Va 'ad no longer available, no communal mechanism could impede 

the nascent movement (although there are other explanations for the early success of 

Hasidism).6 

The Jews of Eastern Europe were not all receptive to the new movement. Most of 

those who lived in White Russia and Lithuania, the native lands of Berlin's predecessors, 

were unsympathetic and opposed the movement. These opponents, called Mitnagdim, 

rallied around Elijah of Vilna (1702-1797), also known as the Vilna Gaon. The Vilna 

Gaon was a recluse who combined tremendous leaming with severely pious behaviour 

5 Haim Hillel Ben-Sasson "Council of the Lands," in the Encyclopaedia Judaica. CD-ROM Edition. 
6 Ibid, 74-76. 
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Chapter One: The World ofNaftali Zevi Yehuda Berlin 

and revolutionized Jewish scholarship. His role in opposing Hasidism is unc1ear; 7 it is 

known that he refused to meet with the learned Hasidic luminary Rabbi Shneur Zalman 

of Liadi (1745-1813), who had come to discuss the rift between the movements and that 

he never made peace with Hasidism.8 

Hasidism stood accused of diminishing the importance of Torah study as it 

"strove to place cleaving to God at the center of religious life.,,9 For example, Rabbi 

Ya'akov Yosef ofPolnnoye, a student of the Ba' al Shem Tov, wrote that Torah study and 

prayer are equals in common teleological pursuit: 

'~~l? l1K P:J1'1V K';' ;'~'!J11' ;'1111 pOl? 1P'l?lV '1'~~ 'l1~:JP1V ;,~ '!J~' 
K';'lV ;'~'!J11;" ;'1111;' 1"l1'1"l1K 1111:JlV :110 pK 1'K 1"l1'Jm1 1"l1'~'J!J ~K 

lO;,~lV~ 1'~'~ K1pJ;' 

And according to that which 1 have received from my 
teacher [Ba'al Shem Tov], that the purpose of Torah study 
and prayer is to attach oneself to the inner spirituality of the 
light of the En Sol 1 that is contained within the letters of 
the Torah and prayer; this is what is called 'learning for its 
own sake.' . 12 

This teaching, found in "the main source for the teachings of the [founder of Hasidism 

and Rabbi Ya'akov Yosefs mentor] Baal Shem Tov,,,13 rendered Torah study into a 

vehicle for achieving mystical union with God. Passages like these prompted scholars to 

7 Ibid, 76-77. 
8 Ibid, 80. 
9 Etkes, The Gaan of Vilna, 153. 
10 Jacob Joseph ofPoInoy, Sefer Ta/dot Ya'akov Yosef(Koretz, 1780), 25a. 
Il "The hidden God, the innennost Being ofDivinity so to speak, has neither qualities nor attributes. This 
innennost Being the Zohar and the Kabbalists like to caU En-Sof i.e., the Infinite." Gershom G. Scholem, 
Major Trends in Jewish Mysticism (New York: Schocken Books, 1961),207-208. 
12 AU translations are my own unless specified otherwise. 
\3 Samuel H. Dresner, The Zaddik: The Doctrine of the Zaddik According ta the Writings of Rabbi Yaakav 
Yosef of Palnoy (New York: Abelard-Schuman, 1960), 64. 
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conc1ude that: 

Chapter One: The World ofNaftali Zevi Yehuda Berlin 

It was only in Hasidic thought that the mystical elevation of 
the status of prayer began to come into serious, direct 
conflict with that of Torah study ... For the early Hasidic 
masters, then, prayer, and not Torah study, became the 
central vehic1e for the atlainment of knowledge of God and, 
ultimately, mystical communion. 14 

While Hasidism rejected an elevated role for Torah study, the Mitnagdim believed 

it was the very highest form of devotion. The Vilna Gaon's most famous student (and the 

patemal grandfather of Berlin's first wife) was Rabbi Hayyim ofVolozhin (1749-1821). 

In Rabbi Hayyim's work Nefesh Ha-Hayyim, published posthumously in 1824, he 

defended the Lithuanian view of Torah study. It is c1ear from the following passage that 

Nefesh Ha-Hayyim, a "theoretical blueprint for the great nineteenth-century Lithuanian 

Torah academies,,,15 supported granting Torah study a primary role in Divine service, 

:1'Jn ':>~,~ 1:l'~:!t" m' ,:>J ... ':1 [j'i1]~ [~m]r [':1"]~ [110]J 1:l~' 
['n]J ~,~,~, ",:> 1:l,,17:1 ,:> n~ 'Jn, [~']:1 [1'1]J [~'1]j'i:1 'J~'~ 
1:l'j'i0117' 1:l:1J pJ~" [1:l'~:>]n ['1'~,]n~ [n'~1]1~ ['n]J' [n,'OJ]:> 
.[1:l]~ [p']17 ',:> 1'~ ",:> 1:l,,17:1 ,:> n~ p'Jn~ ,':1 [:11,]n ['1J]1J 
[1:l~']:1 1~~ 1:l'1'1~:1 ['1]' [']17 1:l"j'in:1' ":>,, P'117 [:1]r [']:> [1:l]17 
'1~l' "~Jn' ~,~. :1,'" 1:l~" [:1~'1]j'i:1 [:11],nJ 1:l'j'i0,17:1 ~1'j'i 
1:l,,17:1 [m,~], [o]n :1':1 1:l~ 'J~ .[m'~]' [o]n ,:1J, ':1n, 1,rn, 
:1[:11],nJ :1'",0 1:l17 nm,Jn:1' j'i017~ ~~~ nn~ 1711 ",~~ '1~l' "J~ 
'1~l' m~':!t~~ 1:l"~JJ' 1:l'J1m n'~"17:1 ?:> ":117l1:> :p'n . [:1~"]j'i 
"'J~ m:> J1 1J? ?~1~'~ [1n]~ ~,~ m :"j~' . [m?~], [o]n 
'j'i017 ['1]' [?]17 :1??:>J :1~'1J:1' m~"17:1 ?:> n~ 1:l"j'i" 1'~17:1? 

16:1~~?[:1~'1 ]j'i:1 [:11]1r1J 1r1m'Jm, 

14 Allan Nadler, The Faith of the Mithnagdim: Rabbinic Responses to Hasidic Rapture (Baltimore: The 
John Hopkins University Press, 1997),53. 
15 Norman Lamm, Torah Lishmah, Torahfor Torah's Sake: ln the Works of Rabbi Hayyim ofVolozhin and 
his Contemporaries (New Jersey: Ktav, 1989),59. 
16 Rabbi Hayyim Volozhiner, Nefesh Ha-Hayyim (Vilna, 1873),92. 
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And there in the Seder Eliyahu Zuta17 Chapter 5 [it says]: 
" ... Each day destructive angels set out from before God to 
destroy the entire world. And but for the synagogues and 
houses of study in which students sit and busy themselves 
with words of Torah they would immediately destroy the 
entire world," etc. Nonetheless they are still able to sustain 
themselves through the few remnants that God caUs, 
[those] who busy themselves with the Holy Torah day and 
night that it should not be completely destroyed and 
returned to emptiness and the void God-forbid. But if God
forbid the world were totally free, even for a single 
moment, literally, from the chosen nation's study and 
contemplation of the holy Torah then in the immediacy of a 
moment would aU the worlds be ruined and destroyed from 
their existence, completely, God-forbid. And even a single 
individual Jewish man has great potential for he is 
empowered to uphold and sustain all the worlds, including 
the entirety of creation, through his study and 
contemplation of the holy Torah "for its own sake." 

Norman Lamm has concluded that Rabbi Hayyim "took the bold step ofremoving Torah 

from the world of divine emanations and assigning its genesis to the infinitely mysterious 

regions of the En-Sof.,,18 This "bold step" meant that the world was wholly reliant on 

Torah study, as Rabbi Hayyim vividly expressed in the passage quoted above. 

The two excerpts quoted are from early mainstream figures in the Hasidic and 

Mitnagdic movements. They reveal that the role of Torah study was very different for the 

Hasidim and the Mitnagdim. According to Allan Nadler, Rabbi Hayyim was not the first 

among the Mitnagdim to radicalize Torah study.19 He also wrote that any elevation of 

17 For a discussion ofthis midrashic work see H. L. Strack and G. Stemberger, Introduction to the Talmud 
and Midrash, translated by Markus Bockmuehl (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1991),369-371. 
18 Lamm, Torah Lishmah, 105. 
19 Nadler's The Faith of the Mithnagdim "has as its goal...an extensive description ... ofthe religion of the 
early Mithnagdim ... with a particular focus on ... the outspoken disciple of the GRA [Vilna Gaon] , R. 
Pinehas ben Judah, Maggid of Polotsk." Nadler thinks that R. Pinehas is one of the precursors to R. 
Hayyim's stance on Torah study. Nadler, The Faith of the Mithnagdim, 7; 151-154. 
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Torah study was "directed mainly at discouraging the Jews from attempting to engage in 

any alternate, less mediated spiritual endeavours, and that we should view it as a practical 

way of effectively frustrating any more immediate encounter with God in this earthly 

life.,,2o This comment introduces another aspect of the dispute between the two groups: 

the role of Jewish "spiritual endeavours," namely Kabbalah. 

Hasidim, Mitnagdim, and Kabbalah 

Views about the study and interpretation of Kabbalah also divided the Hasidim 

and the Mitnagdim. It was alleged that Hasidim recklessly disseminated kabbalistic ideas 

and ideals. This doubly enraged the Mitnagdim, for not only was Torah study less central 

to the pro gram of Hasidism, they tilted the focus of their studies toward the mystical 

Kabbalah.21 These charges also frightened a Jewish world that was still reeling from the 

20 Nadler, The Faith of the Mithnagdim, 163. 
21 At this point, two sundry comments are in place, the frrst concerns the difficulty, real or perceived, of 
Kabbalah study, and the second is about Kabbalah and the boundary of Talmud Torah, Torah study. Moshe 
Idel has suggested that the Kabbalah the Hasidim studied was neither the most rigorous nor philosophical. 
"The basic Hasidic approach to the encounter with the divine is much closer to the mysticism of love, 
whereas ecstatic Kabbalah is more inclined to the mysticism of knowledge and understanding. To be sure, 
we find in Hasidism many cases where philosophical terms are used ... Nevertheless, we can differentiate 
between these two forms of Jewish mysticism as representing two distinct mystical modalities." Moshe 
IdeI, Hasidism: Between Ecstasy and Magic (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1995),224. On 
the issue of Torah study, Moshe Halbertal's work People of the Book: Canon, Meaning, and Authority 
distinguished between strong and weak versions of the Torah-study. The strong version demands exclusive 
attention to the Torah-canon. The weak version, he claimed, views Torah study as an obligation than can be 
fulfilled by the most perfunctory act - reciting the Shema-declaration twice a day. Thus, even if the weak 
version did not broaden the Torah-canon, it reduced time allotted to Talmud in the Jewish curriculum. 
Halbertal wrote that "influential and moderate critics were also critical in the stronger version of its 
formative function. They wished to supplement Talmudic leaming with additional texts, either in 
philosophy or Kabbalah ... These critics propose various formulations of the internaI hierarchy between the 
Talmud and other material. Sorne saw the supplements as superior in value while others saw them as equal 
to the Talmud, but aIl insisted that the Talmud should not be the only subject of study." Moshe Halbertal, 
People of the Book: Canon, Meaning and Authority (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1997), 102-
103. The context of this quotation is earlier than the period of Mitnagdim and Hasidim by which time 
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Chapter One: The World ofNaftali Zevi Yehuda Berlin 

acnmomous debates and damage caused by the Sabbateans and Frankists, earlier 

antinomian sects that had been influenced by Kabbalah.22 

To be sure, accomplished Kabbalists were found among the Mitnagdim. The 

Vilna Gaon excelled in its study;23 his student Rabbi Hayyim was also a learned 

Kabbalist, and individuals would travel to Volozhin to study it with him?4 Indeed, Nefesh 

Ha-Hayyim relied heavily on Kabbalah although, according to Immanuel Etkes, this was 

a tactical decision: by professing an outlook grounded in Kabbalah, Rabbi Hayyim hoped 

to win over Hasidim and their potential adherents?5 Even so, the curriculum at Volozhin 

never accommodated the mystical teachings of Judaism.26 

Hasidim and Mitnagdim also argued over the interpretation of Kabbalah. The 

Hasidim felt that the Vilna Gaon did not consider the teachings of Rabbi Isaac Luria as 

binding.27 Etkes pointed out that while Rabbi Hayyim did defend his venerated teacher, 

he neither confirmed nor denied the essential c1aim of the Hasidim about the status of 

Luria's teachings in the eyes of the Vilna Gaon.28 

The argument over the importance of Torah study and the role of mystical studies 

Kabbalah's place within the canon meant that even those who were against including it in the normative 
curriculum had to make recourse to it in their arguments. Halbertal pointed out that "R. Chaim of Volozhin 
defended Talmudism without rejecting the outlook of the Kabbalah and reiterating that nothing should be 
added to the Talmud. Instead, he used the theurgic ideal of Kabbalah to support his position, which enabled 
him to integrate his own background as a kabbalist and his loyalty to the highest value of Lithuanian 
culture, Talmud Torah." Halbertal, People of the Book, 122. 
22 Gershom G. Scholem, Major Trends in Jewish Mysticism (New York: Schocken Books, 1941),287-324. 
23 For the Vilna Gaon as a Kabbalist see Yosef Avivi, Kabbalal Ha-Gra (Jerusalem: Kerem Eliahu, 1992) 
and Alan Brill, "The Mystical Path of the Vilna Gaon,,, in the Journal of Jewish Thought and Philosophy 3 
(1993): 131-151. 
24 Stampfer, Ha-Yeshiva, 52. 
25 Etkes, The Gaon of Vilna, 173. 
26 Stampfer, Ha-Yeshiva, 48. 
27 Etkes, The Gaon of Vilna, 25-26. 
28 Ibid, 26. 

14 



Chapter One: The World ofNaftali Zevi Yehuda Berlin 

encouraged the early Mitnagdim to formulate their position. Torah study became more 

valued than ever before, and Kabbalah was slowly removed from the public sphere. 

Nadler discovered that the "deep though respectful reticence toward Kabbalah ... was to 

evolve into an almost complete indifference to and ignorance of Jewish mysticism among 

the later Mithnagdim.,,29 Ha 'amek Davar supports Nadler's proclamation that "the 

writings of many of Lithuania' s greatest rabbinic scholars in the nineteenth century 

reflect a complete lack of interest in Kabbalah.,,3o 

29 NadIer, The Faith of the Mithnagdim, 35. 
30 Ibid, 35. On page 204 Nadler wrote that "An examination of the writings of the mid-nineteenth-century 
dean of the Volozhin Yeshiva, Naftali Zevi Yehuda Berlin (Berlin), particuiarly his commentary to the 
Torah, Ha'amek Davar, provides a good illustration of the declining interest in and inquiry into Kabbalistic 
texts. Berlin's expansive commentary on the entire Pentateuch includes almost no references to any 
Kabbalistic sources." 
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The Yeshiva at V olozhin 

The Yeshiva at Volozhin 

The community yeshiva was a traditional educational institution whose "needs 

were loyally met by the local [Jewish] public.,,31 However, by the seventeenth-century, 

economic and social factors had weakened its sustainability,32 and the arrivaI ofHasidism 

jeopardized the already precarious state of Torah study. These factors encouraged Rabbi 

Hayyim to open a new type of yeshiva in 1802 in Volozhin, (in the province of Vilna, in 

the Czarist Pale of Settlement) and it became the basis of the modem yeshiva. 33 Unlike 

the old-style community yeshiva, the one at Volozhin was not beholden to the jurisdiction 

of the local community; as an institution it appealed - in many ways - to the wider 

Jewish community. During its inaugural year, Rabbi Hayyim supported the yeshiva from 

his own personal funds.34 In 1803, he wrote a stirring, humble letter that requested the 

financial backing of Jews throughout Eastern Europe.35 The letter was successful in 

locating donors and gave birth to what was then a revolutionary idea: a yeshiva for aH 

Jews supported by aH Jews. By the time the yeshiva closed, it had sent emissaries on 

fundraising missions as far away as London.36 

The yeshiva at Volozhin was a place of constant learning. Rosters of students 

31 Jacob Katz, Tradition and Crisis: Jewish Society at the End of the Middle Ages (New York: The Free 
Press of Glencoe, 1961), 193. 
32 Ibid, 228. 
33 Etkes, The Gaon of Vilna, 202-208. 
34 Ibid, 202. 
35 A cOPY of the letter was reprinted in Ha-Peles 2 (1902): 140-143. 
36 Naftali Zevi Yehuda Berlin, Igrot Ha-Netziv Mi-Volozhin (Bene Berak: [Publisher Unknown,] 2002), 
146-148. 
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ensured that the study hall resounded with Talmud study twenty-four hours a day.37 This 

practice probably reflected Rabbi Hayyim's view that Torah study is required constantly 

in order to sustain the world. The focus of the curriculum was Talmud, and the teachers 

taught all the tractates in their sequential order.38 Aside from classes in Talmud, Rabbi 

Hayyim also taught a daily lesson in that Sabbath's Torah reading. After his death, that 

les son remained a staple of the yeshiva; Ha 'amek Davar grew out of those daily 

lessons.39 

The mantle of leadership at Volozhin passed dynastically, and after Rabbi 

Hayyim's death in 1821, his son Rabbi Yitzhak (1780-1849) replaced him.40 As part of 

his attempt to modemize Jewish schooling, the educational reformer Max Lilienthal met 

Rabbi Yitzhak, and the latter even took him for a visit to his father's grave. Lilienthal 

wrote his impressions of Rabbi Yitzhak in his travel journal: 

He [Rabbi Isaac] spoke the German, Russian and Polish 
languages very fluently, and though unacquainted with the 
literature of any of these languages, he understood very 
well that the reform of the schools could be delayed no 
longer.41 

He also reported the schedule of the yeshiva, as transmitted to him by Rabbi Yitzhak: 

We have prayers in the moming as early as possible; all the 
students have to be present during the service. After the 
service I explain to them sorne chapters of the Sidrah of the 
week, and the Haphtarah with the commentary of Rashi, 

37 Stampfer, Ha-Yeshiva, 44-45. 
38 Ibid, 44-45. 
39 Naftali Zevi Yehuda Berlin, "Kidmat Ha-Ame/[' to Ha'amek Davar (Jerusalem: Yeshivat Volozhin, 
1998),2. 
40 Stampfer, Ha-Yeshiva, 55. 
41 David Philipson, Max Lilienthal, American Rabbi: Life and Writings (New York: The Bloch Publishing 
Co., 1915),344-345. 
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adding sorne free explanations of my own, into which l 
interweave sorne remarks from the commentary of Mosheh 
Dessau [Mendelssohn]. 42 

If Lilienthal's report is correct, Rabbi Yitzhak possessed worldly learning and was 

sympathetic to those who wished to reform Jewish education. Stampfer has argued that 

Rabbi Yitzhak knew what Lilienthal wanted to hear and tried to manipulate his contact 

with Lilienthal for the good of the yeshiva.43 This argument casts doubt on Lilienthal's 

traveljoumal as a trustworthy source for the authentic attitudes of Rabbi Yitzhak. 

After Rabbi Yitzhak's death in 1849, the mantle of leadership feH to his eldest 

son-in-law Rabbi Eliezer Isaac (1809-1853) who died four years later.44 Berlin, who 

married Rabbi Yitzhak' s daughter and had already started delivering classes in the 

yeshiva, assumed the position of dean, and it was "under his distinguished leadership that 

the Yeshiva in Volozhin came into its own as the premier institution of Torah learning in 

the world in the nineteenth century.,,4S He led the yeshiva from 1853 until 1892, a period 

of close to fort Y years, during which many future leaders of the Jewish world were 

students at Volozhin.46 

Berlin supported the idea of Jewish settlement in Palestine and as he grew old he 

42 Ibid, 348. 
43 Stampfer, Ha-Yeshiva, 57. 
44 Ibid, 66. 
45Jacob J. Schacter, "Haskalah, Secular Studies and the Close of the Yeshiva in Volozhin in 1892," in The 
Torah U-MaddaJourna/2 (1990),81. 
46 The first chief rabbi of Palestine, Rabbi Abraham Isaac Kook (1865-1935); the Hebrew poet Hayyim 
Nahman Bialik (1873-1934) and the Hebrew writer Micha Josef Berdyczewski (1865-1921) were aU 
students during the tenure of Berlin. Interestingly, aU three figures aU wrote about the yeshiva. Kook wrote 
the frrst biography of Berlin "Rosh Yeshivat Etz Ha-Hayyim" in Knesset Yisra'e/5648 (1886-1887) Vol. II, 
138-147; Berdyczewski wrote a history of the yeshiva "Ta/dot Yeshivat Etz Ha-Hayyim" in Ha-Asif(l886) 
Vol. III, 231-242 and Bialik's famous poem Ha-Matmidwas influenced by the period he spent at Volozhin. 
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desperately wished to move there.47 The financial burden of the yeshiva and the 

government's desire to regulate the curriculum fatigued him. To relieve these pressures 

and to prepare for his long-awaited trip to Palestine, he requested that Rabbi Hayyim, the 

son he fathered with his first wife, return to Volozhin to lead the yeshiva. At the time 

Rabbi Hayyim was living in Moscow where he was serving as a Rabbi. This change, it is 

reported, was only symbolic and Berlin remained active in the life of the yeshiva until the 

authorities closed its doors in 1892. 48 

The Closure of the Yeshiva at Volozhin 

The closure of the yeshiva at Volozhin is shrouded in controversy and disputed 

accounts of the willingness of Berlin to tolerate secular studies within the walls of the 

yeshiva. In 1990, Jacob J. Schachter wrote a lengthy article entitled "Haskalah, Secular 

Studies and the Close of the Yeshiva in Volozhin in 1892.,,49 No understanding of Berlin 

or Volozhin is complete without a discussion of this dramatic period of Berlin's life. 

Before discussing the closing of the yeshiva that Berlin headed, it is wise to give sorne 

background to the role of Haskalah in Lithuanian Rabbinism and sorne misconceptions 

about it. 

Many Maskilim looked to the Vilna Gaon as a harbinger of the pro gram of 

47 For a discussion ofBerlin's attitude to settling Palestine, see Moshe Zinowitz, "Etz Hayyim": Toldot 
Yeshivot Volozhin (Tel Aviv: Mor, 1972),342-353. 
48 Meyer Bar-Ilan (Berlin), Mi- Volozhin ad Yerushalayim, Vol. l, edited by Yeshayahu Bronstein and Yosef 
Tirosh, (Tel-Aviv: Ha-Va 'ad ah Le-Hotza'at Kitve Ha-Rav Meyer Bar-Ilan, 1971), 159-162. 
49 The Torah U-Madda Journal 2 (1990), 76-133. 
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Haskalah.50 The Gaon's rejection of futile pi/pU/51 and his openness to textual 

emendation52 encouraged them to claim him as the forerunner of their initiatives. 

Comments attributed to him about the necessity of secular knowledge for understanding 

Torah53 and the need to be proficient in the Bible and its grammar54 sealed his fate as the 

object of their appropriation. Even in the twentieth century work of Jacob Raisin, there 

was a zealous adoration that climaxed in the following lines: 

But the [Vilna] Gaon's influence on the Haskalah 
movement by far surpassed his influence on the study of 
the Talmud ... Many, in point of fact, regard him as the 
originator of the movement. .. And his example served as an 
impetus and encouragement to the Maskilim in spreading 
knowledge among their coreligionists.55 

Russian Maskilim knew that for their project to have a strong impact they would 

need to gamer the support of the popular religious authorities, or at the very least, they 

would need to convince the Jewish community that the religious authorities approved of 

their intentions to educate and modemize Russian Jewry. This explains why they 

portrayed the Vilna Gaon as a Maskilic prototype.56 However, studies have shown that 

50 Allan Nadler "The Mithnagdim and the Haskalah: a Reappraisal," in The Gaon of Vilnius and the Annals 
of Jewish Culture: Material of the international scientific conference Vilnius, September 10-12, 1997 
(Vilnius: Vilnius University Publishing House, 1998),35. 
51 In the last paragraph of the the introduction to the Vilna Gaon's commentary to the Shulhan Arukh, the 
authors, Abraham and Judah Leib, the sons of the Vilna Gaon, recounted their father's warning against 
pi/pu/. Pilpul is often defined as a casuistic approach to Torah study, one that answers fanciful question by 
introducing nuanced premises. 
52 Lawrence H. Schiffman, "The Vilna Gaon's Methods for the Textual Criticism of Rabbinic Literature," 
in The Gaon of Vilnius and the Annals of Jewish Culture: Materials of the international scientific 
conference Vilnius, September JO-12, 1997 (Vilnius: Vilnius University Publishing House, 1998),88-127. 
53 Etkes, The Gaon of Vi/na, 37-38. 
54 Ibid, 40. 
55 Jacob Raisin, The Haskalah Movement in Russia (Philadelphia: The Jewish Publication Society of 
America, 1913),74-75. 
56 Nadler, "The Mithnagdim and the Haskalah: a Reappraisal," 35. 
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the Maskilic tendencies attributed to the Vilna Gaon were neither radical nor 

revolutionary. For example, Etkes wrote: 

Although the study of secular subjects and sciences was not 
a central element of traditionallife in the late Middle Ages, 
we can cite a considerable number of prominent people in 
central and eastem Europe who engaged to sorne extent in 
such study ... Whatever the motive, such constant recourse 
to secular knowledge among the rabbinic elite furnishes us, 
1 believe, with sufficient grounds to assert that the Gaon' s 
behavior in this respect was no breakthrough or deviation 
from his social context. 57 

Etkes also argued that that the Vilna Gaon did not concur with the reforming agenda of 

the Maskilim.58 Schachter also rejected the possibility that Rabbi Hayyim wished to 

introduce secular studies into the yeshiva at Volozhin.59 

Berlin possessed a tolerant temperament,60 and from first-hand reports it is known 

that during his tenure the yeshiva at Volozhin served as a cradle for young men interested 

in Haskalah.61 Sorne have claimed that Berlin viewed secular knowledge positively62 and 

he regretted the fact that he did not know Russian.63 By many accounts, he was neither 

oblivious to, nor aloof from, contemporary life,64 and if his yeshiva was known for its 

open-mindedness, at the very least he must have allowed it to develop such a reputation. 

Sorne of the joumals in which he advertised his yeshiva and notices pertaining to it were 

57 Ibid, 57. 
58 Etkes, The Gaon o/Vilna, 64. 
59 Schacter, "Haskalah, Secular Studies and the Close of the Yeshiva in Volozhin in 1892," 97. 
60 Perhaps the greatest proof of this is that he maintained contact with those whose personal lives had once 
been, but no longer were, strictly traditional. See Moshe Zinowitz, "Etz Hayyim": Toldot Yeshivot 
Volozhin, 241. 
61 Abba Balosher "Bialik Be-Volozhin, " in Moznayim 4:2 (1935), l33. 
62 Hannah Kats, Mishnat Ha-Netziv: Shitato Ha-Rayonit Ve-Ha-Hinukhit shel Ha-Netziv Mi-Volozhin Le
Ohr Ketavav Ve-Darkhei Hanhagato (Jerusalem: 1990), 109-116. 
63 Bar-Ilan (Berlin), Mi-Volozhin, 139. 
64 Ibid, 141. 

21 



Chapter One: The World ofNaftali Zevi Yehuda Berlin 

those same organs that the Maskilim used.65 By doing so, Berlin sent an implicit message 

to the wider community: Haskalah and Volozhin were not mutually exclusive.66 

Despite Berlin's open-mindedness and the yeshiva's reputation, sorne Maskilim 

saw the yeshiva as an obstacle to progress. They dreamed of turning the yeshiva into a 

modem college where students could gain a formaI secular education.67 Since Berlin did 

not support any changes to the curriculum, they petitioned the govemment.68 Eventually, 

with great reluctance, Berlin allowed govemment-mandated secular studies into the 

curriculum of Volozhin.69 When Berlin found a gentile teacher waiting for students who 

had skipped class - because they thought it was taught in a manner that was beneath them 

- he encouraged them to attend, although this was probably out of fear of govemment 

reprisal. 70 This did not help, for soon the govemment demands grew to the bulk of the 

day and Berlin would not agree to a schedule that left barely any time for traditional 

studies.71 The end came when the govemment forcibly closed the do ors of the yeshiva on 

February 3, 1892. 

There is an opposing view that originated with a letter from Rabbi Hayyim Berlin, 

who claimed that his father acted with tremendous self-sacrifice to prevent secular studies 

from ever taking place within the yeshiva. According to this account, Berlin preferred the 

65 Schacter, "Haskalah, Secular Studies and the Close of the Yeshiva in Volozhin in 1892," 88-89. 
66 In Ha-Zefirah 250, November 25 th

, 1887 (Friday, 9th Kislev, 5648), p. 2, it was reported that a group of 
students in Volozhin wanted to broaden their knowledge during the evening and requested the community 
to help them by sending them (non-sacred) books. However, Berlin fmnly repudiated this report and 
claimed that "the nights at Volozhin were created but for learning [Torah]." A copy of his protest can be 
found in Igrot Ha-Netziv Mi-Volozhin (Bene Berak: 2002), p. 133. 
67 Schacter, "Haskalah, Secular Studies and the Close of the Yeshiva in Volozhin in 1892," 109. 
68 Bar-Ilan (Berlin), Mi-Volozhin, 156. 
69 Schacter, "Haskalah, Secular Studies and the Close of the Yeshiva in Volozhin in 1892," 107. 
70 Bar -Ilan (Berlin), Mi- Volozhin, 166. 
71 Schachter, "Haskalah, Secular Studies and the Close of the Yeshiva in Volozhin in 1892," 108. 
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yeshiva's do ors to close than to mix the profane with the holy. The letter is powerful, as 

the son claimed that his father revealed aIl this to him while he was on his deathbed and 

later a prominent Jerusalem rabbinical court endorsed the letter.72 Yet, other accounts 

suggest Berlin did permit sorne form of secular studies to take place under the auspices of 

the yeshiva.73 Among them is one from the son of his second marriage, Rabbi Meyer, 

published years after the letter of his older brother was endorsed by the rabbinical court. 74 

A full discussion of Berlin' s attitude to secular knowledge and the way it applied 

to Volozhin is beyond the scope of this study. However, it is fitting to close this 

discussion with the way a Volozhin alumnus remembered his alma mater: 

,rn'J,~'n n~:m 'lZl ;':17' l' ':17 "':l~ nn l":::l rnJ'lZl';' ':::lJ 

,;"m ',t:lJ mlZl~ ,~:l1l ;'J'lZl'J 1J'J 11'~' ':17 ~,~ "n ~, l"T1"J' 

";' ~, l1'J rn'J,~'n n:l7'1" tllZl' ~JlZl ,~, ,ln:l7'1' ':17 ":::l "n ~" 
,~ l'J ;'J 'J'nJ;' ~, J'lZl ,;':17'1' 'lZl rnlZl' ;'J ;'Jn'JlZl l":::l~' .,J tl'm~ 
75 .m:l7'1" ;'~1j1 mO'DlZl ,~ l'J, , mO'D' ;'~1j1 m:l7'1'lZl 

In aIl the yeshivot they outlawed even the knowledge of 
foreign wisdoms, whereas in Volozhin they only outlawed 
their study within the Yeshiva proper, because of bitu/ 
Torah [wasting time that should be devoted to Torah study] 
and they absolutely did not outlaw their knowledge. 
Whoever arrived there and had already attained foreign 
wisdoms was not rebuked. Since their knowledge was 
permitted, they did not distinguish between one whose 
knowledge predated his arrivaI and one whose arrivaI 
predated his knowledge. 

72 For a discussion of the history of the letter see Schachter, "Haskalah, Secular Studies and the Close of the 
Yeshiva in Volozhin in 1892," 113-114. 
73 Stampfer, Ha-Yeshiva, 212-215. 
74 Meyer Bar-Ilan (Berlin), Rabban shel Yisrael (New York: Ha-Histadrut Ha-Mizrachi Be-Amerika, 1953) 
140; Bar-Ilan (Berlin), Mi-Volozhin, 158. 
75 Balosher "Bialik Be-Volozhin," 128. 
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Naftali Zevi Yehuda Berlin 

Berlin, Wissenschaft des Judentums and Transitional Figures 

The earliest reference work that cited Berlin was the Sefer Zikkaron Le-Sofrei 

Yisra'el Ha-Hayyim Itanu Ka-Yom (Sefer Zikkaron) that Nahum Sokolow's yearbook, 

Ha-Asif, published in 1888.76 For the most part, the editors excluded clerics from the 

collection and those who appeared were Western Europeans who contributed to the 

scientific study of Judaism.77 (The proclamation that appeared on the title page of the 

"The lives and titles of books written in Hebrew about Torah subjects and the Wisdom of 

Israe1.78
,,) The American Jewish blibliographer, A. R. Malachi, pointed this out when he 

discussed why Berlin, a traditional Eastern European figure, was included in the Sefer . 

Zikkaron: 

111JTJ;'T 1:l0J '31JiI [r71]J [;'1';']~ [~J]~ [~71'l:l]J [J1];' 11117111 ... 

"'~1:l0,;' 731 7n,,;, n:lO" ,tl~1~lV;' 1~lV' ;'11117 'lV'1~:l - '~1'J~n 
1i1n tl'lV~ tl;'J ;'~;'lV ,tl~J11131J '~1~l'\m ,~I'\nl'\ J11 1111'l7~l'\lV7 n'I'\~J 

:;'17111 ;'111I'\J 1~I'\J ;'~731lV,77JJ m~7 111- 111tllV:l' 111i1~31 ,1'~";" 

1lVI'\ tl1i131;' 7':l7:l;' 1~ iln11'l~' 1'~";';" m'ilJ;' 111 '7 1m '~1'~7J'" 
79"tl~J1 TI'\ ,J 'iI~m;, 

... [the] biography of Ha-Netziv80 was entered into this book 
due to the merit of rus works - his commentary to the 
Torah and to Song ofSongs, his great work on the Sifre, his 
commentary to the· the Sheiltot of Rav Ahai and his 

76 "R. Naftali Zevi Yehuda Berlin," in Sefer Zikkaron Le-Sofrei Yisrael Ha-Hayyim Itanu Ka-Yom (Warsaw: 
Bet Ma'arekhet Ha-Asif, 1888), 12-13. 
77 A. R. Malachi, "Po 'alo Ha-Sifruti shel R. Naftali Zevi Yehuda Berlin, " in the Jewish Book Annual25 
(1967-1968),233. 
78 The term "Wisdom ofIsrael," is a literaI translation ofthe Hebrew Hokhmat Yisra'el. It is used to denote 
the scholarly study of Judaism. 
79 Ibid, 233. 
80 A widely used acronym for Naftali Zevi Yehuda Berlin. 
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newspaper articles that were investigative and logical, deep 
and clear - his approach to study in general, about which is 
written in that biography "and in his studies he chose for 
himself the path of criticism and logic and distanced 
himself from crooked pi/pu! to which many, at those times, 
clung." 

The suggestions offered by Malachi are insufficient. By 1889 the rejection of 

pi/pu! was not new, and it is not at aIl clear that Berlin rejected pi/pul. In fact, in many 

places he used the term favorably and valued pi/pu! as the authentic Jewish genius. 81 One 

might suggest that Berlin's supportive attitude toward settling Palestine secured him a 

place in a work published under the auspices of Nahum Sokolow, a known Zionist.82 

Indeed, the last detail mentioned in the entry is that Berlin had published sorne articles on 

settling Eretz Israel. However, such a suggestion is questionable since Sokolow's The 

History of Zionism never mentioned Berlin.83 

The attempt to understand why Berlin was included in Sokolow's Sefer Zikkaron 

requires an understanding of Berlin's place within Jewish intellectuai history and a future 

study could explore this question. The immediate goal is more modest: to direct the 

reader away from a mistaken vision of Berlin's proper place and to offer a preliminary 

outline of his rightful one. 

81 Naftali Zevi Yehuda Berlin, Kidmat Ha-Amek in Ha'amek She'elah, Vol. l, (Jerusalem: Mossad Ha-Rav 
Kook, 1975),6; 8- 9; 15. Berlin's Talmud commentary is signiticantly different frompi/pulistic works of 
other Talmudists and his understanding of pi/pul was different from theirs, however further discussion is 
beyond the scope ofthis paper. 
82 Zinowitz, "Etz Hayyim, " 342-353. 
83 Nahum Sokolow, History ofZionism: 1600-1918, introduction by A. J. Balfour, (New York: Longmans, 
Green and Co., 1919). Furthermore, Sokolow's support for Zionism only began with the First Zionist 
Congress in 1897. After meeting Theodor Herzl he became one of his greatest admirers and eventually 
"translated Herzl's Zionist novel Altneuland into Hebrew under the title Tel-Aviv . .. and thereby inspired the 
name for the tirst Jewish city in Erez Israel." Getzel Kressel, "Sokolow, Nahum," in Encyclopaedia 
Judaica. CD-ROM Edition. 
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The scientific study of Judaism heralded the academic discipline of Jewish 

Studies that has flourished in modem universities. Nahum Glatzer defined the beginning 

of modem Jewish Studies as: 

the four decades between 1818, the date of publication of 
Leopold Zunz's Etwas über die rabbinische Literatur, and 
about 1860, the period that saw the beginning of the 
publication of H. Graetz's Geschichte der Juden (1853 ) ... ,,84 

Berlin became the dean of the yeshiva at Volozhin in 1853, and his first major work, a 

commentary to the Geonic work Sheiltot De-Rav Ahai Gaon, was published during the 

dawn of the scientific study of Judaism, in 1861. The Sheiltot De-Rav Ahai Gaon was, at 

Berlin's time, a relatively unknown work from a relatively unstudied period. A critical 

edition and a commentary to it is precisely the kind of project that a historian of 

halakhah, most likely a figure sympathetic to the scientific study of Judaism, would be 

inspired to write, except Berlin was the dean of Europe's most illustrious yeshiva, a place 

devoted to traditional forms of study. Max Weiner summarised the difference between 

traditional modes of scholarship and the scientific study of Judaism very well: 

The differences between traditional scholarship and the 
new "critical" scholarship are obvious. The latter presumed 
to formulate an "objective," bias-free attitude to all matters 
of tradition ... The new scholarship claimed the right. .. to 
evaluate, to affirm or to reject the various elements of its 
subject matter. It claimed to do so on the basis of historical 
·facts.85 

There is no evidence that Berlin "claimed the right ... to reject" any aspect of tradition, if 

84 Nahum N. Glatzer "The Beginning of Modem Jewish Studies" in Essays in Jewish Thought (Alabama: 
The University of Alabama Press, 1978), 149. 
85Max Wiener, "Abraham Geiger's Conception of the 'Science of Judaism'," in YlVa Annual of Jewish 
Social Science 11(1956/1957), 143-144. 
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anything he attempted to ground the tradition and show the rationale behind it. 86 He also 

lacked the languages necessary for direct exposure to Wissenschaft des Judentums. And 

although he bemoaned his ignorance of the vemacular (Rus sian), this may have been due 

to the difficulty of running an institution under the constant scrutiny of the Russian 

govemment, without knowing any Russian.87 Besides, if he had thought it a priority, he 

would have taught himself the languages of Wissenschaft, as many others had. 

Nevertheless, one can ask whether Berlin automatically spumed the scientific 

study of Judaism or if he found sorne middle ground between it and the "old scholarship." 

This question is especially pertinent considering that Hebrew was the language of 

discourse among many Maskilim who engaged in a milder form of Wissenschaft.88 

Berlin, of course, knew Hebrew weIl, and so no technical hindrance prevented him from 

partaking in Maskilic discussions in that language. 

Nahum Glatzer identified sorne scholars who inhabited the middle ground during 

the dawn of Wissenschaft: 

In the state of transition from the old, classical to the 
modem, critical Judaic studies, objective research 
(especially in the origins of halachah) was hampered by 
doctrinal considerations and the desire to defend Israel's 
tradition ... Jacob Zebi Meklenburg (1785-1865)... still 
maintained that the details of the Oral Law could be 
harmoniously discovered in the text of the Written 

86 Further, in a private letter to Rabbi Isaac Jacob Reines, Berlin shows a strong disapproval of the latter's 
attempt to introduce a new approach to Torah study. Berlin wrote that he spent hours trying to understand 
Reines' work and the letter shows that he was familiar with Renies' books. The letter was included in the 
fifth section ofhis responsa Maishiv Davar that reappeared (with additions) in 1992. Naftali Zevi Yehuda 
Berlin, Maishiv Davar (Jerusalem: 1992),40. 
87 Bar-lan (Berlin), Mi-Volozhin, 138-139; Schacter, "Haskalah, Secular Studies and the Close of the 
Yeshiva in Volozhin in 1892," 126. 
88 For example, Nachman Krochmal and the Galician Haskala. 

27 



Chapter One: The World ofNaftali Zevi Yehuda Berlin 

Law .... Zebi Hirsch Chajes (1805-1855) set out to prove that 
the Law, both Written and Oral, issued in a single Divine 
revelation, and that historical development could be spoken 
of only with regard to non-Pentateuchal statutes. Samuel 
David Luzatto (1800-1865) deeply resented the seeming 
lack ofpersonal involvement on the part of Western JeWÎsh 
scholars .... defined true Jewish scholarship as learning based 
on faith. 89 

According to Glatzer, Meklenburg, Luzatto and Chajes were transitional figures because 

they were sensitive to "doctrinal considerations.,,90 Based on Glatzer's conclusion, a 

crude comparison between Meklenburg, Luzatto, Chajes and Berlin will be helpful in 

deciding how to classify Berlin. 

Meklenburg was the chief rabbi of Konigsberg and he knew German and a 

smattering of Greek, Latin and Arabic.91 His magnum opus, a commentary to the Torah 

called Ha-Ktav Ve-Ha-Kabala, aimed to prove the truth ofbothpeshar2 and derash93 and 

to prove that they both originate from the same source. In a letter to an acquaintance, 

Meklenburg revealed that the work was aimed at preventing heresy.94 In Ha-Ktav Ve-Ha-

Kabbala, Meklenburg used a "broad range of medieval and early modern texts,,,95 and 

"he was an attentive student of sorne non-traditional or Maskilic writings, from Solomon 

Maimon's Givat Ha-Moreh to the early scholarly writings of Julius Fürst to various 

89 Glatzer "The Beginning of Modem Jewish Studies," 150. 
90 For the sake of accuracy it should be mentioned that Glatzer included Solomon Judah Rapoport (1790-
1867) in the same paragraph. 
91 David Druck, "Ha-Gaon R. Ya'akov Zevi Meklenburg" in Horev 4 (1937),171-179 and is cited by 
Edward Breuer, "Between Haskalah and Orthodoxy: The Writings of R. Jacob Zvi Meklenburg," in 
Hebrew Union College Annual66 (1995), 262. 
92 Peshat is the straightforward meaning of the text. 
93 Derash is an exegesis of the text. 
94 Naftali Ben-Menahem, "Shtei Igrot R. Yakov Zevi Meklenburg ve-Reshimat Ha-Mahadurot shel 'Ha
Ktav Ve-Ha-Kabala, ,,, Sinai 65 (1969), 368 and is cited by Breuer, "Between Haskalah and Orthodoxy: 
The Writings ofR. Jacob Zvi Meklenburg," 263. 
95 Breuer, "Between Haskalah and Orthodoxy,"263. 
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essays in Maskilic journals." 96 Indeed, in the original edition of his Ha-Ktav Ve-Ha-

Kabala, he boldly named Maskilic exegetes and it was only from later editions that such 

references were purged.97 

The biography of the Italian rabbi Samuel David Luzzatto is known and from his 

letters it is immediately apparent that he corresponded with Maskilim.98 The Jewish 

school that he attended at Trieste taught German, Italian, French, and Latin; and the 

French philosopher Condillac, as weIl as John Locke and Jean-Jacque Rousseau, 

influenced him.99 The Tanakh was the central focus of Luzatto's studies, and although he 

opposed the documentary hypothesis, he engaged in textual criticism of the Nevi 'im and 

Ketuvim. lOO One could argue that the progressive milieu of Italian Jewry explains the 

sc ope of Luzatto's scholarly activities, yet even within his own ltalian community there 

were those who considered him a heretic. 101 

ln sorne respects the Galician Zvi Hirsh Chajes is the most enigmatic of the se 

three transitional figures. One reason is that his glosses to the Babylonian Talmud are 

located in the back of the standard Vilna edition of the Talmud. This could mislead one 

into thinking of him as a traditional figure, for as Gershon Hundert has pointed out: 

Printed matter gains meaning in the context of a network of 

96 Ibid, 263. 
97 Ibid, 281-283. 
98 Luzatto's letters were coUected and published as two volumes between the years 1882 and 1894 in 
Przemysl, Galicia. The letters reveal his extensive contact with other Maskilim. Igrot Shadal, collected by 
Isaiah Luzzatto and edited by Eisig Graeber (Jeruslaem, 1966-7). 
99 Morris B. Margolies, Samuel David Luzatto: Traditionalist Scholar (New York: Ktav, 1979), 11-13; 25. 
For a recent analysis ofLuzatto's position on the composition of the Torah see Shmuel Vargon "The 
Controversy Between 1. S. Reggio and S. D. Luzatto on the Date of the Writing of the Pentateuch" in the 
Hebrew Union CollegeAnnualVol. 72 (2001),139-153. 
100 Margolies, Samuel David Luzatto, 96. 
101 Ibid, 33. 
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social and cultural norms and activities .. .it can be said that 
the presence of a book on the shelves of the beit midrash 
(study hall) bestowed certain qualities on it. The book 
became a sefer ([ sacred] book) to be studied rather than, in 
our terms, a book to be read. Since the shelves were open, 
the placing of a book there granted it a kind of approbation 
from the community. 102 

Likewise, an appendix situated in the back of the Talmud automatically grants the author 

of the appendix a level of status and acceptability. Therefore, printing Chajes' glosses 

together with the Babylonian Talmud is a powerful statement about how the traditional 

community viewed - and has continued to view - him. Despite this "approbation," 

scholars consider Chajes to have been a transitional figure. 103 

Aside from the standard Jewish curriculum, the young Chajes was schooled in 

secular subjects and as the rabbi of Zolkiew he became acquainted with Nahman 

Krochmal. 104 He was also friendly with other Maskilim and reformers, among them Hirsh 

Mendel Pinneles,105 Abraham Geiger,106 and Isaac Reggio. 107 Bruria David Hutner has 

tried to find support for Louis Ginzberg's assertion that Chajes rejected the antiquity of 

the Zohar, and while she did not find any explicit evidence for such an opinion, she found 

"veiled statements" suggesting that this was the case. 108 Hutner has also written that 

., .Chajes was not content to confine himself to the role of 

102 Gershon Hundert "The Library of the Study Hall at Volozhin" in The Gaon of Vilnius and the Annals of 
Jewish Culture: Material of the international scientific conference Vilnius, September 10-12, 1997 
(Vilnius: Vilnius University Publishing House, 1998), 248. 
\03 This is evident in both Glatzer's account and Bruria David Hutner's dissertation, see next note. 
104 Bruria David Hutner, The Dual Raie of Rabbi Zvi Hirsch Chajes: Traditionalist and Maskil (Columbia 
University: Unpublished dissertation, 1971),9. 
\05 Ibid, 422-424. 
\06 Ibid, 419-421. 
\07 Ibid, 415-419. 
\08 Ibid, 125. 
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Talmudic scholar. He wanted to demonstrate that the same 
principles of critical, objective investigation that were 
employed in secular fields, such as literature and history, 
could be put to good use also in the study of halakhah, and 
that even rabbinical and halakhic material could be 
categorized according to scientific rules that would meet 
the approval of the most critical of modem Jewish scholars. 
Thus, he did not hesitate to send copies of his halakhic 
works to the critic Abraham Geiger. 109 

Not only did Chajes apply scientific methods to rabbinic and halakhic literature, 

the scope of his interest went beyond the traditional canon, and he paid sorne attention to 

the deutero-canonicalliteratureYo He also favored correlating events in the Talmud with 

extra-rabbinical sources. 111 A space in the back of the Talmud is indicative of Chajes' 

talmudic prowess, and the traditional Talmud-studying community's perception of him, 

but this can not be allowed to detract from his involvement with and contribution to 

Wissenschaft· 

By now it should be clear that Berlin does not belong alongside the "transitional 

figures." The transitional figures knew foreign languages, corresponded with Maskilim, 

and were willing to use non-Jewish sources. Berlin did not even know the vemacular, did 

not have ongoing scholarly contact with Maskilim, and did not rely on non-Jewish 

sources; he was not a transitional figure. 112 Having determined that Berlin was neither a 

109 Ibid, 142. 
110 Zevi Hirsh Chajes, Koi Sifrei Maharitz Khiyyot Vol. 1 (Jerusalem: Divrei Hakhamim, 1958),93-95; 
cited by Bruria D. Hutner, The Dual Role of Rabbi Zvi Hirsch Chajes, 268. 
III Chajes, Koi Sifrei, 320 and is cited by Bruria D. Hutner, The Dual Role of Rabbi Zvi Hirsch Chajes, 
341-363. 
112 One noticeable exception is Abraham Eliahu Harkavy, who headed the Oriental Department of the 
Oriental Library. Letters from Berlin to Harkavy are found in Igrot Ha-Netziv Mi-Volozhin, 30, 100, 104, 
130 and 254. For an interesting biographical note on Harkavy that relates to Volozhin, see Schacter, 
"Haskalah, Secular Studies and the Close of the Yeshiva in Volozhin in 1892," 91 and 120. Harkavy was 
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Maskil nor a transitional figure, it is tempting to claim, rather plainly, that he was an 

"illustrious figure of traditional Judaism." This classification is not incorrect, but it 

reveals little about Berlin. A closer look at the works he wrote will reveal much about his 

intellectual identity and correct classification. 

The Writings of Berlin 

The earliest published work of Berlin was Ha-Aamek She 'elah, a three-volume 

commentary to the Sheiltot De-Rav Ahai Gaon. l13 The Sheiltot, a Geonic work, is 

essentially a digest of laws arranged according to the Babylonian custom for the Sabbath 

Torah reading. The first volume ofhis commentary appeared in 1861; the second in 1864, 

and the third, in 1867; a keen eye has discemed differences between the various 

volumes. 114 The Sheiltot was very popular in medieval times, but only a handful of 

certainly a Wissenschaft figure; however he retained great respect for the old style rabbinic leadership. 
Zalman Shazar, a student at the academy for Jewish studies established by Baron Ginzberg, wrote that 
"Harkavy was of great assistance to the Baron in planning the academy, but he absolutely refused to teach 
in it. He felt bound by the vow he had made to Rabbi Isaac Elhanan [Spektor], one of the most venerated 
rabbis of Russia: he had solernnly promised that he would never teach in a modem rabbinical seminary 
should an institution ofthat Western European type ever be established in Russia. The rabbis knew that by 
withholding Harkavy's participation no such seminary would be possible, and they insisted on his taking 
the vow .... Harkavy was so faithful to his pledge and so fearful of any possible involvement that he could 
not be convinced even by the Baron, his friend and collaborator in The Jewish Encyclopedia. In vain did 
the Baron point out that the Academy had not been established in order to train rabbis and was concerned 
only with the advancement of pure scholarship, untouched by professional considerations. In vain, too, did 
the students tell Harkavy of their utter dis inclination to become Govemment-appointed rabbis." Zalman 
Shazar, Morning Stars, translated by Sulamith Schwartz Nardi, (philadelphia: The Jewish Publication 
Society of America, 1967), 175-176. In light ofthis, Berlin's warm relations with Harkavy may have been 
self-serving - despite the fact that he was clearly interested in Harkavy's work - especially since there is no 
other evidence ofhim corresponding with Maskilim on scholarly matters. 
1\3 Naftali Zevi Yehuda Berlin, Ha'amek She'e/ah Vol. I-III (Jerusalem: Mossad ha-Ray Kook, 1975). 
114 Moshe Zevi Neriyah, To/dot Ha-Netziv (Tel-Aviv: Yediday Bet V%zhin, 1943) 9-10. 
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commentaries survived. 115 The fact that Berlin wrote an extensive commentary to such a 

work is testimony to his talmudical genius, but it also reveals interest in a work whose 

"primary importance ... is as a conduit for the transmission of the Babylonian Talmud." li 6 

Thus, his decision to write Ha 'amek She 'elah indicates that early in his career Berlin was 

curious enough about the historical development of Jewish law to expend sizable effort 

writing a commentary to a terse and lesser-known text. 

Each volume of Ha 'amek She 'elah appeared with two introductions, one called 

Kidmat Ha-Amek and the other Petah Ha-Amek. Kidmat Ha-Amek was intended to serve 

as an overview of the history of halakhah and discussed how the Jewish legal system 

operated. In Petah Ha-Amek, Berlin discussed the history of the Sheiltot text, its authority 

among earlier jurists, and the great effort he expended to acquire manuscripts. Both 

introductions are laden with quotations from the entire rabbinic literature. 

The next work Berlin published was his commentary to the Torah that he called 

Ha 'amek Davar. This work first appeared in Vilna in 1879-1880, and a second edition 

containing sorne additions appeared in Jemsalem in 1948-1953. In 1959 it appeared once 

again with further additions as weIl as an addendum, Peh Kadosh, which contained 

scattered comments on the Torah, by his father-in-Iaw, Rabbi Isaac. A general 

introduction (also) named Kidmat Ha-Amek preceded the commentary and in it he set out 

mIes of grammar and a philosophy of Jewish Bible exegesis. Each of the five books of 

the Torah has its own introduction. The central theme of these introductions is to explain 

115 Robert Brody, The Geonim of Babylonia and the Shaping of Medieval Jewish Culture (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 1998),214. 
116 Ibid, 212. 
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the additional names that the rabbinical literature bestowed on each of the five books of 

the Torah. 

Berlin did not leave a commentary to the entire T anakh, and there is no evidence 

to suggest that he wrote one. l17 Besides the Torah, the one other book of the Tanakh on 

which he wrote a commentary is Song of Songs and it was first published in 1886 in a 

volume entitled Rinah Shel Torah, although the name of the commentary is Meitav Shir. 

In the same volume he published an essay, She 'ar Yisrael, that sought to explain anti-

Semitism. These works have been translated into English. 118 

Toward the end of Berlin's life, his students encouraged him to publish his 

answers to sorne of the scores of questions that were regularly directed to him.119 He was 

reluctant to do so because he had written many of the rulings when he was young, and in 

his old age he felt that he did not have the strength to review them. 120 Ultimately, one 

volume of responsa, Maishiv Davar, was published (posthumously) in 1894. 121 Among 

his decisions is a ruling that prohibits inc1uding public Sabbath desecraters in a minyan 

(prayer quorum)122 and a defence of Lithuanian Rabbinism bearing the title "'Right and 

117 ln 1988 descendants of Berlin gathered his comments to the Prophets and the Writings and published 
them under the title Davar Ha'amek; the work is over four hundred pages. Aryeh Shapiro (editor), Davar 
Ha'amek, (Jerusalem: 1988). 
118 Howard Joseph" Why Antisemitism? A Translation ofShe 'ar Yisrael, 'The Remnant of Israel' by Naftali 
Zvi Yehuda Berlin 'The Neziv'" (New Jersey: Jason Aaronson, 1996). Dovid Landesman, The 
Commentary of Nqfiali Tzvi Yehuda Berlin to Shir Ha-Shirim (Kfar Chassidim, Israel: Jewish Educational 
Workshop, 1993.) 
119 Bar-Ilan (Berlin), Mi-Volozhin ad Yerushalayim, 138. 
120 An introduction to Maishiv Davar was written by Berlin before his death. (The responsa appeared the 
year after he died.) ln the introduction to the work he explained that this was the reason he was hesÏtant to 
publish the work. 
121 Naftali Zevi Yehuda Berlin, Maishiv Davar (Warsaw, 1894). 
122 Ibid, 1:9. 
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Left' in Judaism.,,123 In 1992, a new edition of Maishiv Davar appeared, and it included 

additional responsa published from manuscripts. 

Berlin also wrote a commentary to the Passover Haggadah that he called lmrei 

Shefer. 124 It is unclear when this was published, however it probably appeared after his 

Rinah shel Torah (1886) and before Maishiv Davar (1894). This is because the original 

title-page to Maishiv Davar listed aIl of Berlin's published works in their correct order, 

and lmrei Shefer is mentioned last. 

From 1954 until 1959, five volumes of Berlin's noveIlae to the Talmud were 

published under the title Meromei Sadeh. 125 As noted above, the custom in Volozhin was 

to study aIl the tractates of the Talmud in their sequential order and Meromei Sadeh 

covers a majority oftractates. The format of Meromei Sadeh follows the pagination of the 

Talmud i.e., the novellae are not a series of halakhic essays arranged by category. This is 

another way that Berlin's text-based approach is manifest. 

In his works, Berlin revealed that he was writing a commentary to the halakhic 

midrash Torat Kohanim,126 and in 1970 a thin volume with the title Hidushei Ha-Neziv 

Mi- Volozhin: Hidushim U- Viurim al Ha-Torat Kohanim appeared. 127 Aiso in 1970, a 

volume caIled Birkat Ha-Neziv appeared. This work was a combination of Berlin's 

commentary to the Mekhilta and comments relevant to the Mekhilta that are scattered 

123 Ibid, 1:44 This essay was analysed and translated by Howard Joseph, ""As Swords Thrust Through the 
Body": The Neziv's Rejection ofSeparatism", "in The EdahJournall:l (2000). 
124 Naftali Zevi Yehuda Berlin, Imre Shefer (Tel Aviv: n.p., 1959). 
125 Naftali Zevi Yehuda Berlin Meromei Sadeh Vol. 1-V (Jerusalem: 1954-1959). 
126 Berlin, Kidmat Ha-Amek in Vol. 1 of Ha'amek She'elah, 17. 
127 Naftali Zevi Yehuda Berlin, Hiddushei Ha-Netziv Mi-Volozhin: Hiddushim U-Viurim al Torat Kohanim 
(Jerusalem, 1970). 

35 



Chapter One: The World ofNaftali Zevi Yehuda Berlin 

throughout his other works; Birkat Ha-Netziv was revised and republished in 1996. 128 

Berlin's son claimed that his father received tens of letters per day, and that he 

would reply to all of them. 129 In 2003 a volume of letters and approbations of Berlin was 

published. The volume reveals how much of a struggle it was to raise funds for the 

yeshiva. It also contains letters Berlin wrote to Dr. Albert (Abraham Elijah) Harkavy, the 

first Jew to hold a chair in a Russian university. Harkavy was a confidante of Berlin and 

helped him locate various manuscripts at St Petersburg's Imperial Library, where he 

worked. 130 After considering Berlin's literary output alongside his other responsibilities, 

such as ensuring the financial health of the yeshiva, keeping the Czarist government 

satisfied and delivering daily classes, it is readily understandable why he often signed his 

letters with the phrase ;,m:niJ C'~li;"i ~JJ;"i, "Behold l am burdened with toil." 

Berlin and Other Nineteenth Century Lithuanian Torah Scholars 

Clearly, Berlin was interested in rabbinic texts that occupied the periphery of the 

talmudists' curriculum and he achieved his scholarly fame through commenting on them. 

He chose to write about extra-curricular rabbinic texts that provided a fuller picture of 

talmudical discourse. However, Berlin was not unique in the focus of his studies. Jay 

Harris has described the scholarly scope of the Vilna Gaon as: 

... the many neglected texts of the classical rabbinic 
tradition, from the parts of the Mishnah that were largely 
unstudied, such as those relating to the laws of agriculture 

128 Naftali Zevi Yehuda Berlin Mekhilta: Birkat Ha-Netziv (Jerusalem: n.p., 1996). 
129 Bar-Dan (Berlin), Mi-Volozhin ad Yerushalayim, 137. 
130 The letters to Harkavy can be found in Igrot Ha-Netziv Mi-Volozhin, 30; 100; 104; 130; 254. 
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in the land of Israel, to the ancient midrashic collections 
that were also largely ignored, to the so-called Jerusalem 
Talmud, which was rarely studied as well. l3l 

Berlin led the institution whose founder was a devoted student of the Vilna Gaon. The 

influence of the Vilna Gaon on Berlin is evident from the choice of texts to which Berlin 

applied himself. The approach of the Vilna Gaon influenced other traditional scholars 

who, together with Berlin, became the scholarly legacy of the Vilna Gaon. The legacy of 

the Vilna Gaon should influence our understanding of Berlin's position in Jewish 

intellectual history, and to do this l discuss below other traditional scholars, whose 

approach bears the influence of the Vilna Gaon. 

Rabbi Aryeh Loeb Yellin was born in Skidel, Lithuania in 1820. A student of 

Rabbi Isaac at Volozhin, he served as the chief rabbi of Bielsk from 1856 until his death 

in 1886. Among Yellin's published works are sermons, responsa, a commentary to 

Alfasi's code and glosses to the Babylonian TaimudY2 The glosses, known as Yefeh 

Einayim, were printed in the baek of the Vilna edition of the Talmud and are responsible 

for the modieum of fame he continues to enjoy. At first these glosses appear to be puny 

bibliographie notes, a series of cross-referenees to the Jerusalem Talmud and various 

midrashic works. However, Yellin wrote that his work was not a bibliographieal exereise; 

he aimed to arrive at a greater understanding of rabbinical texts through an exhaustive 

13\ Jay Harris "Rabbinic Literature in Lithuania after the death of the Vilna Gaon" in The Gaon of Vilnius 
and the Annals of Jewish Culture: Material of the international scientific conference Vilnius, September 
JO-12, 1997 (Vilnius: Vilnius University Publishing House, 1998),89-90. 
132 Rivka Ziskind Rebbi Aryeh Leib Yellin Ve-Hiburo 'Yefe Einayim ': Toldot Hayyav V-Mifalo Ha-Torani
Ha-Sifruti (Jerusalem: Rubin Mass, 1973),40-113 and 39. 
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comparative approach (one not limited to the Babylonia Talmud).133 Although Yellin's 

name is not always immediately recognizable to students of Jewish history, Louis 

Ginzberg lavished praise on him: 

The collection by Jellin of parallel passages to the 
Babylonian Talmud ... his excellent explanations and 
interpretations of the Palestinian Talmud, which rank 
among the very best of their kind. The importance of 
Jellin's notes, especially for the study of the relations of the 
two Talmuds to one another, has been recognized by 
"modem" scholars who often make us of them though 
many fail to acknowledge the source of their 
information. 134 

Another nineteenth-century figure worthy of attention is Rabbi Samuel 

Strashun,135 bom in 1793 and died in Vilna in 1872. His father-in-Iaw, who se name he 

took, was a wealthy merchant, and this allowed Strashun to devote himself to his studies 

without entering the rabbinate. 136 Among his published works are copious glosses to the 

Babylonian Talmud,137 the Mishnah,138 Midrash Rabbah,139 and Maimonides' Mishneh 

133 Aryeh Loeb Yellin "Davar el Ha-Koreh" found before his glosses to the Babylonian Talmud, Tractate 
Shabbat in the standard Vilna edition. 
134 Louis Ginzberg, A Commentary on the Palestinian Talmud: A Study of the Development of the Halakah 
and Haggadah in Palestine and Babylonia (New York: The Jewish Theological Seminary of America, 
1941), LXII. After deciding that Yellin should be c1assified as part of the legacy of the Vilna Gaon, 1 was 
pleased to see this decision vindicated by Jay Harris' in "Rabbinic Literature in Lithuania after the death of 
the Vilna Gaon," 92. 
135 Two sources ofbiographical information on Rabbi Samuel Strashun are Yaakov Shmuel Spiegel 
Amudim Be-To/dot Ha-Sefer Ha-Ivri: Ha-Gahot U-Magihim (Ramat-Gan, Israel: Bar-Ilan University, 
1996),382-383 and Zevi Harkavy "Toldot Rashash U-Ktavav" in Mekore Ha-Rambam Le-Rashash 
(Jerusalem: n.p., 1957),53-64. Rabbi Samuel Strashun was the father of the namesake of the renowned 
(Mattityahu) Strashun library of Vilna now housed at the Ylva Institute for Jewish Research in New York. 
136 Harkavy "Toldot Rashash U-Ktavav," 53-54. 
137 Found in the back ofthe standard Vilna edition of the Babylonian Talmud. 
138 Found in the back ofthe standard Vilna edition of the Babylonian Talmud. 
139 Found in the standard Vilna edition of Midrash Rabbah. 
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Torah. 140 His glosses to the Babylonian Talmud first appeared with the Vilna edition that 

the Romm family published in the years 1881-1886. Through his own powers of 

reasoning, Rabbi Strashun aimed to uncover the simplest reading of a text and was 

willing to engage in emendations. 141 On the basis of even a single letter he would arrive 

at a radical reading, and sometimes he collapsed words into acronyms which then he re-

expanded to create a new reading of the text. 142 Rabbi Strashun was not narrow in his 

choice of tools; he quoted Azzariah De-Rossi's Meor Enayim,143 and he used grammar 

books and concordances. 144 

A figure active in the first half of the nineteenth century who continued the 

approach of the Vilna Gaon was Rabbi David Luria. Luria was bom in 1798, died in 

1855, and spent most of his life in the city of Bykhov in the province of Mogilev in the 

Czarist Pale of Settlement. Berlin wrote that when he wanted an appraisal of his work on 

the Sheiltot, he tumed to Luria (who was very supportive).145 He was also a communal 

leader and in the eyes of many, became the leader of Lithuanian Jewry after the death of 

the Vilna Gaon. 146 His works, most of which deal with rabbinic literature, reflect an 

"extraordinary knowledge of Torah together with a feeling for scientific criticism and an 

understanding of the plain meaning reminiscent of the methods followed by the Gaon of 

140 Samuel Strashun, Sefer Mekore Ha-Rambam Le-Rashash, edited by Zevi Harkavy (Jerusalem: Ha-Eretz 
Ha-Yisra'elit, 1957). 
141 Yaakov Shmuel Spiegel Amudim Be-To/dot Ha-Sefer Ha-Ivri: Ha-Gahot U-Magihim (Ramat Gan: Bar
Ilan University, 1996), 382. 
142 Ibid, 61. 
143 Ibid, 64. 
144 Ibid, 64 
145 Ibid, 3-4. 
146 Yehoshua Horowitz, "Luria, David," Encyclopaedia Judaica CD-ROM. Horowitz wrote "Luria was 
regarded as one of the Torah leaders of his generation, particularly after the death of his spiritual mentor, 
Elijah b. Solomon (Gaon of Vilna)." Yet, the Gaon of Vilna died in 1797, the year before Luria was bom. 
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Vilna.,,147 Luria wrote commentaries on lesser known rabbinic texts, among them a 

foundational commentary and introduction to the late midrashic work Pif/œ De-Rabbi 

Eliezer148 and a treatise called Kadmut Ha-Zohar,149 that defended the antiquity of the 

Zohar; he also published sorne of the Vilna Gaon's writings. 150 One biographer 

mentioned his knowledge of medicine and his efforts to attain medical books, l5l and 

another pointed out his occasional citation of secular authorities. 152 Louis Ginzberg 

counted Luria among the early practitioners of the scientific approach to Jewish 

Studies. 153 

Common to these three scholars was their Lithuanian background. Luria 

published the works of the Vilna Gaon, Yellin studied in Volozhin and the independently 

wealthy Rabbi Strashun operated in Vilna. The rabbinic corpus in all its fullness captured 

their attention, and they all engaged in sorne form of textual criticism. A close study of 

their methods would be instructive in revealing the extent to which the Vilna Gaon 

influenced them. Berlin should be counted among traditional scholars like Luria, Yellin, 

and Strashun, who followed the example of the Vilna Gaon, whose hallmark was: 

... his use of the entire rabbinic corpus, including not only 
the Mishnah, Babylonian Talmud and Midrash Rabbah, but 
his inclusion as well of the Tosefta and Jerusalem, two 
works that had suffered from much less popularity because 

147 Horowitz, "Luria, David". 
148 David Luria, Sefer Pirkei De-Rabbi Eliezer im Biur Ha-Radai (Warsaw: n.p., 1851). 
149 David Luria, Kadmut Sefer Ha-Zohar (New York: Netzah, 1951). 
150 Jay Harris "Rabbinic Literature in Lithuania after the death of the Vilna Gaon," 89-92. 
151 Samuel Luria Toldot Ha-Radai, 19. This work was published at the back of David Luria Kadmut Sefer 
Ha-Zohar (New York: Netzah, 1951) 
152 David Hutner, The Dual Role of Rabbi Zvi Hirsch Chajes, 12-13. 
153 L . G· b OUIS mz erg, A Commentary on the Palestinian Talmud: A Study of the Development of the Halakah 
and Haggadah in Palestine and Babylonia, 196. 
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of the false assumption that they had played little role in the 
development of Jewish law. 154 

Berlin's methods and concems are the same as the Vilna Gaon's, which "were very 

different from the forms of scholarship which would develop as a result of the rise of 

Wissenshaft des Judentums, the "scientific" study of Judaism.,,155 

Now it is possible to retum to the question of why Berlin was included in the 

Sefer Zikkaron. When the Sefer Zikkaron was published in 1888, only four of Berlin's 

works had appeared: Ha 'amek She 'elah, Ha 'amek Davar, Meitav Shir and She 'ar 

Yisrael. The first of these showed Berlin's interest in Geonic literature long before the 

Cairo Geniza was uncovered and pushed its study into the limelight. Ha' amek She 'elah 

resuscitated a work created in a period that Jewish Studies had neglected. Ha 'amek 

Davar and Meitav Shir are verse-by-verse commentaries, the format most favored by 

most medieval exegetes. This format indicates that the work was not a platform for sorne 

pretext, developed far away from the text and later infused into it. The commentary was 

authentic Biblical exegesis that could not exist independently of the text. Ha-Rehav 

Davar, the appendix to Ha 'amek Davar was devoted to fresh understandings of rabbinic 

writings gleaned after studying the Torah text. 156 This leads us to conclude that in 

Berlin's mind there was a clear distinction between the commentary itself and a platform 

to present insights into rabbinic texts - even those gained after studying the Bible text 

Part of Berlin's appeal was the kinds of texts that drew his creative attention. 

154 Schiffman, "The Vilna Gaon's Methods for the Textual Criticism ofRabbinic Literature," 117. 
155 Ibid, 117. 
156 Below this point is discussed at greater length. 
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Although by 1888 (the year Sefer Zikkaron appeared) many ofhis works had not yet been 

published, it was no secret that he had been writing others. His entry in the Sefer 

Zikkaron included the foUowing: 

,:n ,~'w"" mn~D1n ,"~D1 ~n~D ,O'J;"l::l mm '37 1'j/W' ;"l::11', 

'37 "1).;"l "~D :nm, ,m O'JW )."::llJ m";"lJ [ .. .]. O'J,l-\).;"l "~D 
, ([1]' ['Jn]::lJ 'J1'37) ""~D;"l" 

He [Berlin] constantly paid attention to Torat Kohanim, 
Sifra, Sifre, Toseftot, Yerushalmi and aU the books of the 
Geonim ... When he was 23 he began to write his major 
work on the Sifri (which remains in manuscript)157 

Although Berlin's scholarship was impressive, it was probably more than 

scholarship that won him a place in the Sefer Zikkaron; his impact on so many of 

Russia's Jewish intelligentsia can not be ignored. The tolerant attitude that personified 

the yeshiva he led for close to forty years endeared him to many Jews, regardless of their 

level of piety or traditional observance. 158 And in an age where inteUectual emancipation 

meant that traditional Jewish Studies had to compete with new ways of thinking, Berlin 

presented fresh texts that hitherto were unexplored by most students. Attention to the 

entire rabbinic corpus was the legacy of the Vilna Gaon, and Berlin developed this legacy 

to capture the interest of his own generation. It has been argued above that Berlin's 

scholarly activities were part of the legacy of the Vilna Gaon, and now l would like to 

suggest that it was also a tactical response to the Haskalah. 

When Rabbi Hayyim, the founder of the yeshiva at Volozhin, faced the onslaught 

157 Sefer Zikkaron Le-Sofrei Yisrael Ha-Hayyim Itanu Ka-Yom, 12. 
158 A good measure ofhow accepted and revered he was by aIl members of the Jewish community can be 
gained from reading obituaries for him that appeared in the Russian Jewish press. For example, Ha-Melitz 
172, August 13 th 1894, p. 2. 
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of Hasidism he composed a work that relied heavily on Kabbalah because he understood 

that this was the sure st way of winning over those tempted by Hasidism. This was a 

tactical decision that did not necessitate a break from his revered teacher, the Vilna Gaon. 

By the time Berlin stood at the helm of Volozhin, the threat of Hasidism had abated and a 

new danger had arisen, Haskalah. In disavowing mystical knowledge from his 

commentary, Berlin was not only being truthful or modest;159 he was exercising good 

judgment about the interests of the new generation. The return to earlier texts, his interest 

in the history of halakhah, and his desire to show the organic nature of the rabbis' 

exegeses and the written Torah,160 are examples of his good judgment. In an attempt to 

capture the mind of the new generation, these projects attempted to offer an alternative to 

Wissenschaft. The respectable space reserved for Berlin in the Sefer Zikkaron proves that 

the new generation was attentive to, ifnot captivated by, his efforts. 

159 Kidmat Ha-Amekto Ha'amek Davar III and V. 
160 Jay Harris, How Do We Know This? Midrash and the Fragmentation of Modern Judaism (State 
University of New York Press: Albany, 1995),240. 
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The Secondary Literature on Berlin 

The secondary literature on Berlin has suffered from the same disregard that has 

accompanied scholarly interest in the intellectual and re1igious legacy of the Vilna Gaon. 

Recently, scholars such as Immanuel Etkes and Jay Harris have begun to address this 

lacuna in Jewish Studies. Until now there has not been a comprehensive analysis of 

Berlin's literary output or exegetical method. Often, Berlin's work was studied only to 

uncover his view of a topic like secular studies, Jewish unit y, war or Zionism. While 

seeking Berlin's opinion of sorne "topic," Ha 'amek Davar was the work most often 

turned to. What follows is a brief synopsis of sorne of the secondary literature on Berlin. l 

In 1967, seventy-five years after Berlin's death, A. R. Malachi published an 

article entitled "Po 'alo Ha-Sifruti shel R' Naftali Zevi Yehuda Berlin" ("The Literary 

Work of Naftali Tzvi Yehuda Berlin")? Although the article itse1f was less than ten 

pages, it is helpful in acquainting the reader with those works of Berlin that were 

published prior to 1967. (Obviously it omirted his commentary to Torat Kohanim called 

Hidushei Ha-Neziv Mi-Volozhin: Hidushim U-Viurim al Ha-Torat Kohanim that 

appeared in 1970,3 and his Birkat Ha-Netziv on the Mekhilta which appeared that same 

1 Seconday works on Berlin that are not discussed in this section include Jacob J. Schacter, "Haskalah, 
Secular Studies and the Close of the Yeshiva in Volozhin in 1892," in The Torah U-Madda Journal 2 
(1990),76-133; Henry A. Sosland "Discovering the Netziv and His Ha'amaik Davar" in Judaism 51:3 
(Summer 2002),315-327; Howard Joseph '''As Swords Thrust Through the Body': The Neziv's Rejection 
of Separatism" in The Edah Journal: Orthodoxy and the Other 1: 1 (2000) and Gil S. Perl "No Two Minds 
are Alike: Tolerance and Pluralism in the Works ofNeziv" in The Torah U-Madda Journal 12 (1995), 74-
98. 
2 A. R. Malachi, "Po 'alo Ha-Sifruti shel R. Naftali Zevi Yehuda Berlin" in the Jewish Book Annual25 
(1967-1968),233-240. 
3 Naftali Zevi Yehuda Berlin, Hiddushei Ha-Netziv Mi-Volozhin: Hiddushim U-Viurim al Torat Kohanim 
(Jerusalem: n.p. 1970). 
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year.4) Malachi cited Berlin's inclusion in Sokolow's Sefer Zikkaron5 and claimed that 

Berlin took a scientific approach in ms commentary to Ha 'amek She 'elah. 6 Under the 

heading "Koho Ha-Gadol Ke-Farshan U-Ke-Meva 'er" ("His Great Power as an Exegete 

and as an Interpreter,,,7) Malachi made sorne broad and obvious statements about 

Ha 'amek Davar, comments that are more laudatory than analytical. Among them: from 

Kidmat Ha-Amek, Berlin' s knowledge of grammar is apparent8 and that he was fluent in 

and knew how to use aIl of Tanakh. 9 

Until recently, the semi-scholarly work Mishnat Ha-Netziv by the Israeli Hanna 

Kats was the longest and most serious work on Berlin. 1O In nine chapters and one hundred 

and sixty-three pages, Kats discussed Berlin's attitude toward different topics, sorne 

examples are: "Shitato Be-Limmud Ha-Torah" ("His Approach in Torah Study"), Il 

"Emunat Hakhamim" ("Belief in Rabbinic Authority,,)12 and "Tefisato Ha-Leumit shel 

Ha-Netziv" ("The Netziv's Vision of Nationalism")Y In her introduction, Kats claimed 

that, although Berlin was part of the tradition of the Vilna Gaon and Rabbi Hayyim of 

Volozhin, the influence of the former is more apparent. 14 According to Kats, on the topic 

of secular studies ("Haskalah"), this is especially true. 15 Kats explained that, for the Vilna 

4 Naftali Zevi Yehuda Berlin Mekhilta: Birkat Ha-Netziv, (Jerusalem: 1970). 
5 A. R. Malachi, "Po'alo Ha-Sifruti shel R. Naftali Zevi Yehuda Berlin," 233. 
6 Ibid, 236. 
7 Ibid, 237. 
8 Ibid, 237. 
9 Ibid, 238. 
10 Hannah Kats, Mishnat Ha-Netziv (Jerusalem: N.P. 1989). 
11 Ibid, 69-74. 
12 Ibid, 99-103. 
13 Ibid, 141-154. 
14 Ibid, II. 
15 Ibid, 109. 
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Gaon, secular knowledge was a tool that helped to enhance one's understanding of Torah, 

but that this position was unexceptional among Orthodox Jewry prior to the Vilna 

Gaon. 16 (Even if this is true, it is mistaken to ascribe the term "Orthodox" to Jews of the 

period of the Vilna Gaon or to those who came before him. 17 Such an elemental error 

betrays the unscholarly calibre ofher work.) 

In one instance, Kats was eager to show how Berlin differed from the Vilna Gaon 

since the Vilna Gaon granted secular leaming only a functional role - its ability to aid 

Torah study. One source she cited for Berlin's more positive view of secular learning was 

from the Kidmat Ha-Amek to Ha'amek Davar. 18 What she blatantly ignored, despite 

quoting the relevant passage, is that for Berlin glorifying God through studying the 

natural world was primarily for non-Jews. Kats quoted the following from Kidmat Ha-

Amek: 

'1pn? ;"mm ,Q'P1?K 11JJ? Q'WW1n;-J ,Q?1j];-J n1/j1K '/jJn ?j][w] ... 
n/j1p) ... [K1];-J [1"]J [W11]p;-J? 11JJ Q'.m1J ;-JTJW ... j]J~;-J n/jJnJ 

19 (1 p/jj];-J 

... upon the wise of the nations of the world who are 
concemed with the glory of God, it is a commandment to 
delve into the wisdom of nature ... for in this manner do 
they give glory to the holy One blessed be He (Kidmat Ha
AmekIV to Ha'amekDavar) 

However, a few lines later Berlin contrasted this with how Jews glorify God, and this was 

not quoted by Kats : 

16 Ibid, 110. 
17 The term Orthodox was frrst used in 1795 two years prior to the death of the Vilna Gaon" See B. Barry 
Levy "The State and Directions of Orthodox Bible Study" in Modern Scholarship in the Study of the 
Torah: Contributions and Limitations, edited by Shalom Carmy (Jason Aronson: New Jersey, 1991), 40. 
18 Kats, Mishnat Ha-Netziv, 112. 
19 Ibid, 112. 
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"JJ 1<\,:1, :1"1'1:1 l'lZl? pm37J "pn? 1'1?,J' ,? lZl'lZl ,~ ,r?37 1J 
(1 p~37:1 1'1~1p) .ZJ'P,?I<\ 

Likewise [it is a commandment] upon us [Jews,] whoever 
has the ability to delve into the depth of the language of the 
Torah, for this is the honour of God. (Kidmat Ha-Amek IV) 

Thus, in this excerpt from Kidmat Ha-Amek, Berlin was drawing a parallel 

between gentiles and Jews and the study of Nature and Torah, respectively. He was not 

encouraging Jews to investigate the natural world, rather he was teaching that the 

relationship between Jews and the Torah is akin to the relationship between gentiles and 

the natural sciences. So while Berlin admitted that one can glorify God through studying 

the natural sciences, he qualified this by insisting that this path was not designed for the 

Jewish people who are able to glorify God through studying the Torah. 

Kats' work focused on a number of different topics and attempted to present 

Berlin's view ofthem. An Israeli ultra-nationalist, Yehoshua Hager-Leo, only focused on 

one topie. In a two hundred and seventy page work, Ha-Hayil Ve-Ha-Hosen, ("The 

Valour and the Might"), he compared the theme of war in Ha'amek Davar and Rabbi 

Meir Simcha of Dvinsk' s Meshekh Hokhmah. 20 (Although there is an aphorism about not 

judging a book by its coyer, this book's coyer featured a picture ofbullets piled onto the 

script of an open Torah scroll.) 

Unfortunately, the book offered little critical comparison between the two works, 

and one quickly realis~ that Hager-Leo scouted both works for support for his own 

20 Yehoshua Hager-Leo, Ha-Hayil Ve-Ha-Hosen: Tzava U-Milkhama Be-Ha'amek DavarU-Ve-Meshekh 
Hokhmah (Jerusalem: Ha-Yeshiva Ha-Gevoah Ohr Etzion, 1989). Meir Simkha Ha-Kohen of Dvinsk 
(1843-1926) was a rabbinic scholar whose commentary to the Pentateuch, Meshekh Hokhmah, was 
published in 1927. 
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political conclusions in the contemporary conflict between the modern-day state of Israel 

and her neighbours. Two examples will reveal the flaws of Hager-Leo's book. For Berlin, 

the strength of the Jew was his commitment to Torah study. He believed that throughout 

the exile, Torah study was - and remains - the weapon par excellence that sustains and 

protects the Jew. Hager-Leo never discussed this idea in his book. This is especially 

strange considering that Berlin wrote an essay on Anti -Semitism that made this very 

point.21 Secondly, Berlin was certainly aware of the evil nature of war and its negative 

effects on the human psyche. In his comments about the commandment to destroy an 

Israelite city found guilty of idol worship, Berlin wrote: 

7K1TZ?~J m311 TZ?7TZ? r:n,,, [I1nï]J;-J [1~]31 ;-JTZ?31~1 :CI"~"' " ,Z"I~' 
[r]1 [I1~]JJ ).1;-JJ;-J 1~n~ ;-JJ;-J1 .31JDJ 1TJK ;-JTZ?31J TZ?!:lJ "1,;-J;-JTZ? [1n]K 

'J~731 [1n1]J [7]31J ;-J~7TZ? 1~317JK [r]1 [I1~]J ~m7TZ? ;-JT7 1nJJ 1JJ 

(n~:,,~ l:P1J1 1J1 j?~31;-J) .1:l~1TJK m~;-J7' "'1;-J7 1:l~TZ?JK ;-J~J 7~"1;-J7 

You will be given mercy: The situation of a city [that is 
required] to be destroyed causes three evils to occur in 
Israel. First, somebody who kills another person becomes 
cruel by nature. Now when an individual is killed by a Bet 
Din [i.e., Jewish court of law] for this task there are chosen 
appointees of the Bet Din, but for [the destruction of] an 
entire city against our will we are required to accustom 
many people to kill and to become cruel. (Ha 'amek Davar 
to Deuteronomy 13: 18) 

Clearly, Berlin found murder to be problematic, even when the Torah mandated it. One 

would expect a book written about war to deal with the unsavoury nature of war, 

something that Berlin clearly understood and Hager-Lau, it seems, did not. 

Berlin's view of war has proved to be a popular topic, and scholars (among them 

21 Howard Joseph "Why Antisemitism? A Translation ofShe'ar Yisrael, 'The Remnant of Israel' by Naftali 
Zvi Yehuda Berlin 'The Neziv'" (New Jersey: Jason Aaronson, 1996),43-51 and 73-75. 
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Americans Michael Broyde22 and J.D. Bleich23 and Israeli Noam Zohar24
) have written 

about it. However, these writers did not view Berlin's statements through the prism of 

Biblical exegesis. The same is true of A viezer Ravitsky' s essay "The Question of 

Tolerance in the Jewish Religious Tradition," which compared Berlin with the political 

philosophers John Locke and John Stuart Mill.25 Ravitsky's primary interest was the 

political thought of Berlin, not his method of Biblical exegesis. And finally, one can point 

to Berlin's inclusion in the recent compilation "The Jewish Political Tradition" published 

by Yale University Press where again Berlin was included on the basis of his political 

thought.26 

With the exception of Hager-Leo, none of the authors mentioned can be charged 

with a gross misrepresentation of Berlin. However, since most articles about Berlin focus 

on his political thought and not on his textual method, it can become difficult to 

remember that Berlin was primarily a pedagogue who wrote commentaries to religious 

texts, not a political scientist. 

The one scholar who has paid serious attention to Berlin's textual and 

22 Michael J. Broyde "Fighting the War and the Peace: Battlefield Ethics, Peace Talks, Treaties. and 
Pacifism in the Jewish Tradition" at www.ilaw.comlArticles/Warl.html. part II. 
23 J. David Bleich, "Preemptive War in Jewish Law" in Tradition 21:1 (Spring, 1983), 3-41 and 
"Response to Noam Zohar" in Daniel H. Frank (editor), Commandment and Community: New Essays in 
Jewish Legal and Po/itical Philosophy (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1995), 259-267. 
24 Noam J. Zohar "Morality and War: A Critique of Bleich's Oracular Halakha" in Commandment and 
Community: New Essays in Jewish Legal and Po/itical Philosophy, 245-258 and "Reply to David Bleich" 
in Commandment and Community: New Essays in Jewish Legal and Political Philosophy, 269-273. 
25 Aviezer Ravitzky, "Kings and Laws in Late Medieval Jewish Thought: Nissim of Gerona vs. Isaac 
Abrabanel" in Leo Landman (editor), Scholars and Scholarship: The Interaction Between Judaism and 
Other Cultures (New York: Yeshiva University Press, 1990),67-92. 
26 Michael Walzer, Menachem Lorberbaum and Noam Zohar (Editors) The Jewish Po/itical Tradition 
Volume 1: Authority (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2000) 115, 154-155,470 and Michael Walzer, 
Menachem Lorberbaum and Noam Zohar (Editors) The Jewish Po/itical Tradition Volume II: Membership 
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 2000) 156, 187. 
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interpretative method is the Israeli Nissim Elyakim. Elyakim, a scholar of Jewish Biblical 

exegesis wrote several articles on Ha 'amek Davar,27 collected them and published them 

in 2004 in a book called Ha 'amek Davar La-Netziv: Middot U-Kelim Be-Farshanut Ha-

Peshat ("Netziv's Ha 'amek Davar: Hermeneutical Rules and Tools in the Exegesis of 

'Peshat')?S The work is over four-hundred pages, and sorne parts assume extensive 

knowledge of Hebrew grammar. 

Elyakim has done groundbreaking work. For example, he proved that Berlin saw 

Moses Mendelssohn's commentary to the Torah, Netivot O/am. 29 He also showed that 

Berlin quoted Azariah de Rossi's Me 'or Einayim30 and that at times he relied on both 

Malbim's31 and Meklenburg's commentaries to the Torah. 32 He wondered why Berlin 

never mentioned Malbim and rarely cited Meklenburg, despite the fact that he relied 

heavily on both ofthem.33 

Elyakim suggested that smce Ha 'amek Davar contained polemics against 

Maskilic contemporaries, Berlin was anxious about citing his adversaries - or allies - lest 

this would lead the 'untainted' astray.34 While Elyakim's question is thoughtful, the 

answer he provided is not - simply because of the instances that Berlin quoted writers 

who were treated with suspicion by sorne traditional Jews (like Azariah de Rossi) or were 

27 The Index of Articles of Jewish Studies (RAMBI) listed over fifty articles by him, many ofthem dealing 
with exegesis. , 
28 Nissim Elyakim, Ha'amek Davar La-Netziv: Middot U-Kelim Be-Farshanut Ha-Peshat (Israel: Moreshet 
Ya'akov, n.d.) 
29 Ibid, 46. 
30 Ibid, 33 n26, 44 n52. 
31 An Acronym for Meir Loeb ben Yekhiel Mikhel (1809-1879), an Eastern European exegete. 
32 Ibid, 36-38. 
33 Ibid, 40. 
34 Ibid, 43. 
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acceptable but involved in religious polemics (like Meklenburg).35 His suggestion also 

fails to explain the numerous occasions that Berlin failed to cite sources that were 

universallyaccepted. 

According to Elyakim, in Ha 'amek Davar Berlin was arguing against those who 

questioned the divinity of the Torah and in this respect Berlin was not unique since 

Meklenburg and Malbim were doing the same thing.36 The critical difference between 

Berlin and the others is that they challenged their opponents openly, but Berlin did not. In 

other words, at first glance, it is difficult for the reader to recognise that in Ha 'amek 

Davar Berlin aimed to defend his view of the tradition. And for the reader who is 

untutored in the historical context of the Jews of Nineteenth Century Eastern Europe, 

Ha 'amek Davar is simply another Torah commentary. However, to the reader aware of 

the issues that Berlin was facing, the commentary is viewed differently. 

Elyakim tried to conceptualise Berlin's method in Ha 'amek Davar and since 

thusfar no other work has attempted to do so, it is difficult not to appreciate his 

contribution. However, Elyakim did not sufficiently demonstrate his daim that Berlin 

was responding to the challenges of his own day. For example, although he devoted a 

section ofhis work to Berlin's use ofrabbinic hermeneutics,37 he did not discuss whether 

this was a response to the Haskala's desire to divorce the written Torah from rabbinic 

exegesis. Another example ofhis study's shortcoming is his discussion of Berlin's theory 

35 Ibid, 32-33 and 36-37. 
36 Ibid, 40-43. 
37 Ibid, 291-294. 
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about the symbolism of the commandments?8 Samson Raphael Hirsch also developed a 

theory about the symbolism of the commandments, yet when Elyakim discussed Berlin's 

approach he devoted no more than a short footnote to Hirsch.39 

In the book's introduction and conclusion, Elyakim sought to show why Ha 'amek 

Davar was a product of its time, yet between the introduction and the conclusion there is 

almost no serious attempt to understand the work in its correct historical context. Another 

shortcoming is that he never showed how the different methods of Berlin's exegesis 

conspired to create an interpretation; rather, each method is presented discretely as if each 

one were used independently. One hallmark of Berlin's exegesis and genius was his 

ability to incorporate different exegetical tools in order to create a single coherent 

exegesis. This is clearly demonstrated in the next two chapters. While an understanding 

of the individual elements of Berlin's commentary is important, the way Berlin brought 

these elements together is critical and responsible for ms overral work - and this is 

something Elyakim overlooked. 

Finally, although it is of very limited use, one can mention Mordechai Ya'akov 

Cooperman's edition of Ha 'amek Davar to Genesis that appeared in 2005.40 The work is 

essentially an appendix to Ha 'amek Davar. What Cooperman did was to furnish the 

reader with sorne of Berlin's sources. Additionally, Cooperman sought to explain 

Berlin's brusque and wooden writing that is a combination of rabbinic Hebrew and 

Aramaic. 

38 Ibid, 388-390. 
39 Ibid, 371 nI. 
40 Moredechai Ya'akov Coopennan (Editor), Humash Ha'amek Davar: Mevo'ar U-Meforash (Jerusalem: 
n.p, 2004). 
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Introduction 

In this chapter l analyse three features of Ha 'amek Davar that Berlin did not 

discuss in Kidmat Ha-Amek, the general introduction to Ha 'amek Davar. These three 

features are referred to as Microscopie Readings and Macroscopic Readings; Connecting 

Scripture to the Rabbis: Shifting a Rabbinic Hermeneutic; and Connecting Scripture to 

the Rabbis: The Purpose of Rabbinic Prooftexts. Examples of these features were drawn 

from Berlin's discussion of Noah and Adam's three sons, however it is likely that they 

recur throughout Ha 'amek Davar. 
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Microscopie Readings and Macroscopic Readings 

Overview of the Feature 

In Kidmat Ha-Amek, the introduction to Ha 'amek Davar, Berlin wrote that a goal 

of his commentary was to make sense of textual abnormalities and that this was one 

meaning of that elusive term, peshat. He explained: 

1 J ewish law. 

1'1'lZlY? lZl' ~?~ .;-r~' "~'J7:J ;-rJlZl .,,~o;-r l'~lZl ;-r."m ?:l YJ~ ~,;-r 1:l 
~lZl~ ~,;-r 1:l ~?~ . lZl,.,1 ~"pJ ~?, .1'lZl?;-r ?"P1? t:l'lZl''''~' 1'1,.,y;-r 

('l p7:Jy;-r 1'17:J1p) .~"p7:J;-r 

[o]n p'" .,J1' ;-r"P7:J ~,;-rlZl t:l'."JO:l 1J1lZl?J ;-rJ'lZl7:J ~"p7:J ;-r~"J t:l~ 
1'7:JYJlZl ,.,n~ ?J~ . .,n~ mp7:J? ;-rT7:J 1'7:J" "lZl~~ ,~ P t:l~, .[m?lZl]' 

;-rT7:J 1'7:J?J J'lZl . .,~o;-r ~lZl~ ~,;-r, YJ~ ~,;-r l:llZl Y1U ;-r';-r', .;-r,,'pn;-r ?Y 
('1 p7:Jy;-r 1'17:J1p) .;"l1l~J ,~ m:l?;-r;-r mY'1" m~"p7:J ;-r7:J:l? J., rJY 

.1",;-r ,r~lZl? ~~ 1'1Y1 1J,m ';-r 'J:lT "lZl~ .,'J'n;-r ;-rT t:llZlJ '1'1~.,p 1;-r 
.;-r7:J'1:l' "'1'1" "JlZl ?:lJ ';-r .,J1J P'7:Jy;-r? ~JlZl 'Y7:JlZl7:J:l .,J1 p7:Jy;-r 

('~' .,J1 p7:Jy;-r 1'17:J1p) 

This is the nature of the whole Torah, [namely,] that the 
story within it is not explained fully. Rather, one [must] 
make notes and explanations about the details of the 
language. This is not called derash but this is the peshat of 
Scripture. (Kidmat Ha-Amek III) 

If we see a verse whose language is different [from what is 
expected,] then we think that it [i.e., the irregularity] is 
accidentaI and purposeless, Heaven forbid. [F or] if [it were] 
so, it would be impossible to learn from this [irregularity] 
about [one that occurs in] another place. But after we 
consider the investigation and it will be known that this is 
the nature and peshat of the book [i.e., Torah], afterward 
we will learn from this [irregularity] a great deal about 
many verses and [increase our] knowledge of halakha1 or 
aggada. 2 (Kidmat Ha-Amek IV) 

2 The non-Iegalistic portion ofrabbinic exegesis. 
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Therefore, 1 have called the name of this work that God -
who grants wisdom even to those who are not worthy -
merited me [to write] Ha 'amek Davar, [it is] as it sounds
it cornes to delve (v'~!7:1') into the word of God in each 
[instance] of [something] different or extra and [things] like 
that. (Kidmat Ha-Amek XI) 

This study of Ha 'amek Davar found that Berlin accomplished these goals and 

more: he was sensitive to the minutiae of Scripture, but he also created an overarching 

commentary that he sustained through careful attention to textual details. A localized and 

microscopie Bible commentary can be a series of discrete glosses unable to harmonize 

with one another. The ability to transform microscopie readings into a unified 

interpretation of Scripture is a separate skill that is different from explaining textual 

aberrations. Berlin possessed this skill and he used textual details to construct expansive 

and cohesive theses within Ha 'amek Davar. Below is a discussion of sorne instances 

where Berlin used microscopie readings to bolster macroscopic exegeses. 

The Purpose of Genesis 9:18 

In Genesis 9:18, Noah and his three sons emerged from the ark: 

1!7J:) 'JK K':1 tln1 11~" tln1 tllll :1JI1:1 1~ tl'K~':1 m 'JJ ";'" 

(n':~ l1'IllK1J) 

The sons of Noah who came out of the ark were Shem and 
Ham and Japheth - Ham being the father of Canaan. 
(Genesis 9:18) 

Berlin probed this straightforward verse and wondered why Scripture chose the word 

":1'1, "they were," (a third person imperfect plural of the verb :1':1, "to be" with a 

consecutive vav as a prefix) to open this verse. 
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The sons of Noah were: Scripture ought [to have written] 
These are the sons of Noah .. . (Ha 'amek Davar to Genesis 
9:18) 

Berlin thought that this verse should have been expressed differently; he wondered why it 

did not open with the plural demonstrative pronoun ;'7K, "these." Because of this, Berlin 

concluded that the verse did not suppl y the reader with a list of aIl of Noah's children 

who left the ark: 

Z:PK!~1';''' ~1n:l;' [lll']'~1 ,071:17~ "'1;' 111'1;' ;'lll7llli 1:17~lll~ "1';"1" ... 

lK:l 7~K ,1lll,~m K7lll Z:PJ~ 11:17 1'71;'lll ,m7 ~1'ji 'K11 ':l ,";'~I1;' 1~ 
,tliK 'J~ 'J~1K ;'lll7lll~ 071:17;' I1I1lll1;'lll m:l ':l '~D7 K'ji~;' K~ 

'KS1' m 'JJ lK:l 1';' 1:l ,1":l 'i "l'l77 ['I1JI1 ]:lltl [1]~:l I1ltl1 7J;'1 ri? 1J";' 

ltl7ltl rJl7 i~10' iltlK:l1 ,I1~'1 tln tlltl ,;,ltl7ltl C71l7;' C;'~ I1I1ltl1;,ltl ;'Jm 

(n':~ I1'ltlKiJ iJi i?~l7:1) .1m:1~J 1':1 tl'ii~J :1~:l :17K 

... They were (1":'1'1) suggests that three proto-types came 
about in the world (and) [as] the verse articulated "who 
came out of the ark," for certainly it is very likely that 
[Noah] sired more sons that were not mentioned, but here 
Scripture is coming to inform [us] that just as the world 
was established by three types of people, that is Cain, Abel 
and Seth, as l wrote earlier [to Genesis] 4:26, similarly over 
here the sons of Noah who left the ark, from them was the 
world established [into] three, [according to the 
characteristics of] Shem, Ham and Japhet, as the story of 
[the se] three will be told, how separate they were in their 
essential core. (Ha 'amek Davar to Genesis 9: 18) 

While Berlin never mentioned genealogy, his remark that Genesis 9:18 was only a partial 

list ofNoah's children excluded the possibility that Genesis 9:18 was intended to serve as 

a genealogical list. 

The notion that Genesis 9:18 should be viewed as a genealogy was also rejected 

by scientific scholars. For example, Westermann wrote: 
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One's first inclination is to classify the unity 9:18-19 as a 
genealogical detail. But there is nothing either before or 
after with which it is as such connected. On the other hand 
v. 19b, which says that the whole of post-diluvial humanity 
stems from Noah's three sons, is of such import as to make 
it unlikely that the passage is part of a genealogy. One 
agrees with H. Gunkel when he writes: "vv. 18 and 19 are 
clearly the close of J's flood narrative ... and at the same 
time the introduction to the family tree of Shem, Ham and 
Japheth in Gen. 10.,,3 

Berlin and modem scholars agreed that Genesis 9: 18 was not a "genealogical detail," but 

their paths to this position were not identical. Westermann considered the verse's position 

between earlier and later portions of the text as well as the content of the verse to 

conclude that it was not a genealogical detail. Berlin questioned the predicate used to 

introduce Noah's children and still arrived at the same conclusion as Westermann. 

Furthermore, although scientific scholars agreed that Genesis 9: 18 was not a genealogical 

detail, their explanation ofthe purpose of the verse differed from Berlin's. 

Noah's Three Sons as Three Typologies 

Sorne scholars have called Genesis 9:18 a "transitional verse,,,4 but Berlin's 

thinking about this verse was much more ambitious. He used it to present and explain a 

3 Claus Westermann, Genesis 1-11: A Commentary, translated by John J. Scullion (Minneapolis: Augsburg 
Publishing House, 1984),482. 
4 Bernard W. Anderson "From Analysis to Synthesis: The Interpretation of Genesis 1-11" in 1 Studied 
Inscriptions from Belore the Flood: Ancient Near Eastern, Literary, and Linguistic Approaches to Genesis 
1-11, 428, edited by Richard S. Hess and David Toshio Tsumura (Eisenbrauns: Winona Lake, Indiana: 
1994), 428. Similarly, Skinner referred to Genesis 9:18-19 "connecting verses." See John Skinner, A 
Critical and Exegetical Commentary on Genesis (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1963), 182. 
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tripartite world-order that classified hurnankind into one of three typologies. Abravanel, 

whom Berlin did not cite,5 had already offered exactly such a division.6 He wrote: 

"nlZl '~7 ;,r ";" 1:I1K7 ";'lZl '~J 1:I'JJ ;'lZl7lZl nJ7 ;";'lZl ;'K1n K7;, ... 

7K 1:I'~mm;, 1:I"~;'J;' 1:I"n;, 1:IK 'l1:l;' 1:I'~Jn;, 'JnJlZl '~J 1:I1K;' 

.;'~1K;' '1J'37' m~;'J;' ,11J 7llZl~' ;,nlZl~~' 7JK~~ m'~lZll;' m'Kn;, 

1n'J, '~~37 1:I1K;' m;'J;'J ;'737~;" ;'KJ;' '~J 1:I;'lZl 1:I"J'1~ 1:I"n 1:IK' 

1"37;' '~J 1:1;' 1lZlK 1:I"7JlZl 1:I"n 1:IK' .~~lZl~;' 1lZl'" mji~no;'J ,m'1~' 
1:I"n;, 737 ;'1'~;' ;";' K';' 1:In ;'J;', .n'371~;' ;'1'jin;" '7JlZl;' 

7 (K:' n'lZlK1J 7KJJ1JK) ... 1:I"~;'J;' 

... Behold, you will see that Noah had three sons just like 
Adam did, and this was because the lives of men, as the 
sages wrote, [can be divided into] three [types]: the 
animalistic life directed toward physical desires, like food, 
drink and sex similar to animaIs and those who work the 
earth; the political life which finds pleasure and distinction 
in how a person conducts himself, his home and his state, 
with self-sufficiency and honest justice; and the intellectual 
life, which is the studying mind and scientific investigation. 
Behold Ham represented the animal life . .. (Abravanel to 
Genesis 10: 1) 

5 Abarvanel is also not among the commentators whom Berlin claims to have read regularly in Kidmat Ha
Amek V: ZJ')'lZJK':1 n'1'I1::l' 'lZJ1"~::l '1'I'K'lZJ :1~~ ,nK 1~1K::l 1')17:1 ':l m::l:1' ZJ'~17~ :1::l,:1 '1'IK::l ;"IlZJ'~:1 'ii11ii1 ,~ ,17, 
[1]::l [ZJ:1'::l]K ['::l]'1 m1~01 ["K]~ [1]::l ['K'~]lZJ ['::l]" 1[~m] [1]::l [:1lZJ]~ [::l],:1 lZJ~,n n":1 .')~' ;":1lZJ [:1:l,::l], [ZJm:l]T 
l'ii l'K :1T::l :1::l,:1 ZJ"~O ':l 111K" '1'1')~) K' :1'111;' 'lZJ'~~ 'KlZJ1 .[K'T]17.. "And according to the details of the 
section 1 often came to understand the entire matter in a different way from what 1 saw in the commentaries 
of our early masters, ofblessed memory, who were before me. That is the Humash [with the commentaries 
of] Rabbi Moshe ben Nahman [Nahmanides], Rabbi Shmuel ben Meier [Rashbam], [Obadiah] Sfomo and 
Rabbi Abraham ibn Ezra. Other commentators 1 did not tum to see, for there are many books - they are 
endless." 
6 Abravanel is not the originator ofthis tripartite division. Profiat Duran in his commentary to Maimonides' 
The Guide of the Perplexed II:30:5 was the fIfst Jewish author to discuss it, but he limited it to Cain, Abel 
and Seth, the children of Adam. He was followed by Joseph Albo in his SeferHa-Ikkarim 111:15:8 who 
probably influenced Abravanel in this regard. See B. Netanyahu, Don Isaac Abravanel: Statesman and 
Philosopher (Comell University Press: ComeIl, 1998), 302 n73. The reason that 1 have focused on 
Abravanel is because he is the only one to apply the tripartite division to both the children of Noah and the 
children of Adam, and this is what Berlin did as weIl. Therefore, it is almost certain that Berlin 
appropriated this tripartite division from Abravanel and not from Profiat Duran or Albo. Abravanel's 
discussion of Noah's three sons is handled weIl by Jonathan Schorsch, Jews and Blacks in the Early 
Modern World (Cambridge, England: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 18-22 and 41-47. 
7 Don Isaac Abravanel, Peirush al Ha-Torah: Bereishit (Jerusalem: Bene Arba-el, 1964), 170b. 
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To be sure, Berlin's tripartite division was not identical to Abravanel's. Yet, the strong 

resemblance between what Abravanel had written and what appeared in Ha 'amek Davar 

suggests that the tripartite order was not Berlin's original idea. What is noteworthy is 

how Berlin's textual justification for the notion of a tripartite division of humanity 

differed from Abravanel's justification. 

Abravanel did not justify his exegesis on any textual basis, and he almost openly 

admitted that he was borrowing Aristotelian political theory to explain the differences 

between Noah's children.8 While Berlin kept the classification supplied by Abravanel, he 

reworked the tripartite division into the texture of Genesis 9: 18. For Abarvanel, the mere 

fact that Scripture portrayed Noah's three sons differently from one another was enough 

for him to think of a parallel between Scripture and Aristotle. Berlin, however, went 

beyond such broad similarities and turned his focus to textual details. He paid careful 

attention not only to what Scripture had to say about Noah's three sons, but also how it 

chose to say it. 

Genesis 9:18 was silent about the character of Noah's children, it told the reader 

only that Noah's three sons left the ark. Aside from this information at Genesis 9:18, the 

reader knows nothing about Shem, Ham and Japhet. Yet, it is in Genesis 9:18 that Berlin 

suggested that Noah's three sons represent three essentially different proto-types. For 

Berlin, how Scripture conveyed the seemingly nondescript act of three sons leaving the 

ark was sufficient for him to find textual support for a notion that had appeared in 

Abravanel. He wrote: 

8 According to Netanyahu "Abravanel. .. was influenced mainly by Albo," B. Netanyahu Don Isaac 
Abravanel: Statesman and Philosopher, 302 n73. 
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'17~tz7~ ",":-r"," K?K ,'17J'~ nJ 'JJ ;'J?K :"~ ,,~: ''';'''' 
(n':~ rp!1lK1J 1J1 j.'~17;'J) ... O?'17J ,",,:-r T1",,:-r :-rtz7,tz7'T 

The sons of Noah (they) were: Scripture ought [to have 
written] These are the sons of Noah, rather They were (";'J") 

suggests that three proto-types came about in the 
world ... (Ha'amek Davar to Genesis 9:18) 

Genesis 9:19 also contained little information about the character ofNoah's children: 

These three were the sons of Noah and from them did the 
earth spread out. (Genesis 9: 19) 

Yet, again Berlin found a way for the texture of this verse to support a hypothesis about a 

tripartite division of humanity. "From them did the earth spread out;" for Berlin, Noah' s 

progeny did not only fill an empty world, but they filled it according to their own 

typologies as they (and their tripartite division) expanded to encompass all of humanity. 

Berlin conveyed this view in his comments to Genesis 9: 19: 

U1~?? KJ K?K ,'17J'~ "f1K;'J ?J ;'JK?~" :Y'N:-r,= mr!l~ :-r'N~' 
(~':~rp!1lK1J 1J1 j.'~17;'J) ... f1K;'J ?J ;'Jj.'?nm ;'J?K ;'J!1l?!1l~ 1!1lK 

And from these the whole earth scattered: [The verse] 
ought [to have written,] Filled the whole earth, rather the 
[verse] has come to teach us that from these three the whole 
earth was divided ... (Ha 'amek Davar to Genesis 9: 19) 

Sorne commentators rendered ;'J~~J, of Genesis 9:19 as "peopled.,,9 For example, Umberto 

Cassuto wrote: 

In the two opening verses (ix 18-19) it is stated that from 
the sons of Noah who went out of the ark the whole earth 

9 Westermann has "populated." See Claus Westermann Genesis 1-11: A Commentary, 481. Sorne 
cornrnentators used "spread out," see Robert Alter Genesis: Translation and Commentary (New York: W. 
W. Norton & Company, 1996), 40, and Thomas L. Brodie Genesis as Dialogue: A Literary, Historical and 
Theological Commentary (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001), 191. 
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WAS PEOPLED lO [;'~~J naphesa, literally, 'was 
scattered' ] ... Il 

Cassuto's exegesis is exactly what Berlin's implicitly rejected, whereas Speiser's "from 

them the whole world branched out,,,12 accurately communicates Berlin's understanding 

of Genesis 9:19. 13 

By paying careful attention to Scripture's texture, Berlin was able to bolster an 

interpretation that had classified Noah's three children according to their actions. He did 

this by appropriating an interpretation found in Abravanel and connecting it to the texture 

of Genesis 9:18-19. That is, he borrowed a broad "macroscopic" idea and found a way to 

incorporate it into a "microscopie" reading of the text. 

Parallels Found: The Children of Noah and Adam 

According to Berlin, Genesis 9:18-19 taught that the natural state of the human 

species was division. To readers who experience a world where competing philosophies 

clamour for attention and approval, this exegesis is understandable and requires no 

reinforcement. However, Berlin summoned additional arguments that utilized a 

microscopie reading to further his macroscopic interpretation. The microscopie reading 

10 The capitals are not mine. 
11 Umberto Cassuto, A Commentary on the Book ofGenesis Part IL translated by Israel Abrahams, 
(Jerusalem: The Magnes Press, 1964), 141. 
12 The italics are mine. 
13 Sarna followed Speiser's "branched out," and most ofthe Jewish commentaries follow Speiser. See, for 
example, Nahum M. Sarna The JPS Torah Commentary: Genesis, edited by Nahum M. Sarna and Chaim 
Potok, (The Jewish Publication Society: Philadelphia, 1989),65. One scholar has written that this verse is 
"literally untranslatable - the earth as such did not disperse, only its inhabitants," see Moses Aberbach and 
Bernard Grossfeld Targum Onke/os to Genesis: A Critica/ Ana/ysis Together With An English Trans/ation 
of the Text (New York and Denver: Ktav and the Center for Judaic Studies at the University of Denver, 
1982), 67 nlO. 
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focused on the word ";'1", "they were," and the macroscopic view was the tripartite 

division inherent to the inhabitants of the earth. 

To highlight this macroscopic view about the division inherent to the earth's 

inhabitants, in his comments to Genesis 9:18, Berlin reminded his reader of Adam's three 

children (Cain, Abel and Seth). In his comments to Genesis 4:26, Berlin had already 

explained that Adam's three children anticipated Noah's three: 

;'1lll~lll:J 1J~'~;'1 I1l1lll';'1lll '~J 'J '!:lO~ ~'i'~;'1 ~:J l~J ... n:I ":1: '":''1''' 
1J ,,"J '1 ~,~~ ['I1:JI1]Jlll [']~J I1lll' ~:J;'1, "i' 1:1";'1 ,1J1~ 'J:J 'Jm~ 

,11~" 1Jn 1Jlll ,;'1lll~lll 1J~'~;'1 1J;'1~ I1l1lll';'1lll ;'1:Jm ,~~" nJ 'J:J l~J ";'1 

':J1 i'~~;'1) :lm;'1~:J ";'1 1J'1'~J ;'1~J ;'1~~ lll~lll "J~ '~10' 'lll~J' 
(n':tl l1'lll~':J 

The children of Noah were ... here Scripture is coming to 
tell [us] that just as the world was established by three 
types of people, that is Cain, Abel and Seth, like l wrote 
earlier [to Genesis] 4:26, similarly over here the sons of 
Noah who left the ark, from them was the world established 
[into] three, [according to the characteristics of] Shem, 
Ham and Japhet, as the story of [these] three will be told, 
how separate they were in their essential core. (Ha 'amek 
Davar to Genesis 9:18) 

By drawing a parallel between Genesis 9 and Genesis 4, Berlin bestowed unit y to 

both Scripture and Ha 'amek Davar. It is an example of how he could bring Scripture 

together and how his pedantic attention to textual details served to edify larger ideas. 

Parallels Lost: Genesis 9:18 and Genesis 10:1 

According to the Biblical account, human life began with Adam and after the 

flood it resumed with Noah. Because Adam and Noah were the founding fathers oftheir 

respective worlds, it is not surprising to find exegetes who drew parallels between them, 

64 



Chapter Three: Three Features of "Ha 'amek Davar" 

as Berlin himself did. 14 Yet, there are other parallels, more obvious and glaring, that 

Berlin could have addressed. One parallel, and why Berlin may have ignored it, follows. 

Genesis 9: 18 and Genesis 10: 1 are very similar. 

l~JJ 'JK K';' On1 I1:l', On1 Olll ;'JI1;' 1~ O'K~';' nJ 'JJ ";'" 

(n':~ I1'lllK1J) 

I1'lllK1J) "J~;' 1nK O'JJ 1:1;'1' n',', I1:l', on Olll nJ 'JJ 111'111 ;"K' 

(K:' 

The sons of Noah who came out of the ark were Shem and 
Ham and Japheth - Ham being the father of Canaan. 
(Genesis 9:18) 

These are the sons of Noah: Shem, Ham and Japheth; unto 
them sons were bom after the flood. (Gene sis 10:1) 

Clearly, Genesis 10: 1 closely resembled Genesis 9: 18. One difference is that the former 

opened with the demonstrative ;"K('): 

I1'lllK1J) "J~;' 1nK O'JJ 1:1;'1' n',', I1:l', on Olll nJ 'JJ 111'111 :-r'N' 
(K:' 

These are the sons of Noah: Shem, Ham and Japheth; unto 
them sons were bom after the flood. (Genesis 10:1) 

Above it was discussed that, in his comments to Genesis 9:18, Berlin noted the absence 

of the demonstrative ;"K, "these," and that the third person imperfect plural (with a 

consecutive vav) ";"1, "they were," was used instead. Because of this syntax, Berlin 

concluded that Genesis 9: 18 was not an exhaustive genealogical detail. 

However, Genesis 10:1, opening with the demonstrative :1'~, "these," 

contradicted this. If one applies Berlin's lexical distinction between ;"K, "these," and ";"1, 

14 Brodie drew an interesting parallel when he wrote "As the initial beginning (at creation) was followed by 
the tree and the nakedness, so this new beginning is followed by the episode of the vine and the 
nakedness." Brodie, Genesis as Dialogue: A Literary, Historical and Theological Commentary, 191. 
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"they were," then one would have to ask why Genesis 10: 1 and 9: 18 don't both open 

with the same word. If Berlin's reasoning were consistent, Genesis 10:1 also would have 

warranted the usage of ":1", "they were," instead of :1l.n~, "these." 

Berlin's silence in the face of this parallel (that appears to contradict his 

hypothesis about the word ":1", "they were,") can not be attributed to gross oversight. 

The briefest study of his work reveals a creative genius whose breadth of knowledge was 

incapable of so great a lapse. Many of Berlin's interpretations emerged from his 

sensitivity to textual details, yet as this lapse demonstrates, his manipulation of Biblical 

syntax is sometimes just that - manipulation. This time an obvious parallel that 

contradicted his lexical and textual reasoning was quietly ignored. It is difficult to 

imagine the gifted student of Volozhin allowing such fickleness regularly, but it seems 

that sometimes, in order to develop a theme, the teacher allowed himself such 

inconsistencies. 

Cain and Abel: A Story of Brotherhood 

Berlin claimed that Adam's children foreshadowed Noah's and now his treatment 

of Adam's children will be analysed. As was done earlier, special attention will be given 

to how his macroscopic view was bolstered by attention to microscopie textual details. 

Genesis 4:2 read: 

:1~11'\ 1J'17 :1':1 ri" 11'\~ :1171 ?J:1 ':1" ?J:1 1"11'\ ,'nl'\ 1"11'\ 1"11?? t]om 

(J:11"1'TZlI'\1J) 

66 



Chapter Three: Three Features of "Ha 'amek Davar" 

Again she [Eve] gave birth [this time] to his [Cain's] 
brother, to Abel. Abel was a shepherd and Cain was tiller 
of the earth. (Gene sis 4:2) 

This verse employed the object-marker nl'\ twice in one phrase, "?J;'1 nl'\ ,'nl'\ nl'\, and I tried 

to express this by rendering the verse "to his (Cain's) brother, to Abel." Speiser's 

translation "Next she bore his brother Abel,,,!5 skipped it, but deftly and elegantly Robert 

Alter incorporated it via a comma between "brother" and "Abel" when he rendered the 

verse "And she bore as weIl his brother, Abel.,,!6 Even so, I could not find a modem 

exegete who explicitly addressed the double usage of the object-marker nl'\ in this verse. 

In Ha 'amek Davar, Berlin was troubled by the phrase "?J;'1 nl'\ ,'nl'\ nl'\, "to his 

brother, to Abel." He suggested that the words ,'nl'\ nl'\ "to his brother," which are 

seemingly redundant, were included to teach that Cain and Abel understood the concept 

of brotherhood: 

nl'\ 1'1' 1"?m" '1'J'7:J 'J;'1' im'7:J ",'nl'\ nl'\" .'~:'T %"lN ,"nN %"lN 
;'1';'1 ,;'17:J11'\;'1 m'Jj7"? im'J illlJ'7:J ;'1';'1 rjllll inl'\ 'J rJj7;'1l.. ""?J;'1 

0'1"?';'1 'Jlll7:J 'J J1nJ;'1 j7'1,m , ,'nl'\ "?'JlllJ 0" 1n1'Jj7 jI'~07:J 
, ,'nl'\ "?'JlllJ 1J11' 1nl'\ 1'\;'1'lll r:J11'\;'1 r7:JJ ;'11nI'\;'1 rJj7 l'\J O'J'llll'\i;'1 

;'17:J7:J ,,,? rl'\lll ,'nl'\ nl'\ 11T"? r:J11'\;'1 J'1n7:J, ''l'\i 'J 1nj71J ri? i'J;'1' 

(J:1 n'llll'\iJ iJ1 i?7:Jj7;'1) .m'n"? 

To bis brotber to Abel: "to his brother" is redundant and 
this is what [Scripture] ought [to have written] She gave 
birth again to Abel ... The notion is that since Cain was very 
talented for working the land, his labour sufficed also for 
his brother [Abel], and the verse is informing [us] that from 
the first two children the notion of brotherhood came to the 
human species, [i.e.,] that one should work for his brother, 
and Cain understood in his mind that it is fitting and 

15 Speiser, The Anchor Bible: Genesis, 29. 
16 Alter, Genesis: Translation and Commentary, 16. Alter later confmned that this was his intention. 
(Robert Alter, private communication, October 24,2004) 
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obligatory for a person to feed his brother who does not 
have from what to live. (Ha 'amek Davar to Genesis 4:2) 

Berlin' s portrayal of the bonds of brotherhood is complicated. He viewed the 

contention between Cain and Abel as a result of socio-economic factors and spiritual 

rivalryY Now it is important to recognise that Berlin began an eclectic and overarching 

vision of the brotherhood of Cain and Abel from the apparent redundancy of two words. 

Berlin's treatment of the brotherhood of Cain and Abel does not rest only on the fact that 

they were brothers. Rather, he is attentive to how Scripture conveyed that they were 

brothers. This is another example of Berlin using microscopic details to construct a broad 

and macroscopic thesis. 

Mad and Sad: Understanding Cain's Emotional State 

Genesis 4:4b-5 described God's response to Cain's offering and Cain's 

subsequent emotional state: 

rp? ,n', ;'il7lL' ~? mm7:J ?~, rp ?~, .mm7:J ?~, ?J;'i ?~ ';'i l7lL"' ... 
(;'i-1:1 l''lL'~'J) "J~ ,?~" 1~7:J 

God responded to Abel and to his offering. [However,] to 
Cain and to his offering, He did not respond and Cain 
became very angry and his countenance feH. (Genesis 4:4b-
5) 

Bible exegetes have discussed Cain's emotional state after God accepted his brother's 

offering but refused his own. Sorne thought that Cain was more depressed than he was 

angry: "Cain's response ... the downcast face ... reveals more the idea of dejection, feelings 

17 See Ha 'amek Davar to Genesis 4:2-8. 
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associated with rejection, than anger.,,18 Yet, for others, Cain was not depressed but 

mostly angry: 

"T 0 become hot" means "to become angry." The ancient 
Israelite of the right sort is hot-blooded or temperamental. 
"To lower the countenance" means "to brood darkly." That 
jealousy over God's grace leads to rage and finally to 
murder is a realistic element. The legend knows the human 
heart. 19 

Berlin also tried to explain how Cain felt after God declined his own offering but had 

accepted ms brother's. 

';, " 1~1'\ lVn'!)~ '1;'lV ,1'lV' '!)J ')'1'\ :,":lE) "E)'" "N~ '''v' ,n", l' ;'1n ;,~," 1~1'\ 1'\" [t1 Tl'lVI'\1~] ",T)!) ,,!)) ;,~" l' ;'1n ;,~," 
Tln1p l'lV~lV 1li "1l1li:!lI'\';' l'1n c;' C'r)li ')lV Tl~I'\~' ",T)!) "=))1 
1~1 ;'PI'\ '1'\ U1:!l1 ;'lVli) l'\'lV ;,~ 'li 1li:!l;' I"lllV;'l..C1;' Tln'm~ ~,,,~ 

'!)' P " li'l'lV "1'\1 ')'l'\lV ~lV1nlV ,~,;, Tl;"~l~ l'\~ 1'\';' ':!l!)nJ l'\'lV 

1'\';'lV mli1~ ~lVn~ 1!)';" 1'\';' C'!)I'\ Tl"!)) '~I'\ , '~:!lli 'rli~ m'~'lVn 
Tl'lVI'\1~ 1~1 p~li;') .l'\~;'' lVI'\1 C'1;" " rl'\' , ;'T~)' '!)lV Tl~l'\~ 

(;':1 

And Cain became very angry and his countenance feIl: 
this is not repetitive, because God explicitly told him "Why 
are you angry and why has your countenance fallen" 
[Genesis 4:6] and did not say "Why are you angry and is 
your countenance fallen." And in truth, they are two ideas, 
anger Cl'1n) is great pain that continues until it reaches a 
fever in the body from [one's] boiling blood ... and this peak 
of pain from one's will not being done or sorne thing not 
according to one' s wish, it cornes from haughtiness of the 
heart, from thinking that it is not appropriate that this 
should befall [oneselt] according to one' s importance in 
one's own eyes. However, a fallen countenance (c'!)1'\ Tl,'!))) 
is the reverse, because one thinks how genuinely low and 
debased one is and one can't raise one's head in the future. 
(Ha 'amek Davar to Genesis 4:5) 

18The New Interpreter's Bible, Vol. 1 (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1994),373. 
19 Herman Gunkel, Genesis, translated by Mark Biddle and foreword by Ernest W. Nicholson (Georgia: 
Mercer University Press, 1997),43. 
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Berlin' s interpretation suggests a combination of two different emotions: tremendous 

anger that was a result of not getting what he wanted and dejection that tumed into an 

incapacitating depression. Berlin described an anger that was manifest in physical 

symptoms. His interpretation is similar to that of Westermann, who understood the 

"phenomenon correctly as psychosomatic" and "taking hold of the whole person and 

showing itself in bodily transformation.,,20 Although it is Skinner's comment, that 

"Cain's feeling is a mixture of anger (it became very hot ta him) and dejection (his face 

fell ... ,,21) is closest to Berlin's understanding of Cain's psychological state with its 

combination of anger and depression. 

This comparison to modem scholars (aH ofwhom came after Berlin) suggests that 

in the realm of psychological analysis, Berlin was as insightful as they were. He grappled 

with universal issues that had no implications for traditional Jewish leaming and were not 

exclusively Jewish. Like other commentaries, Ha 'amek Davar tried to understand the 

exact emotional state of Cain, something that required "knowledge of the human heart,,22 

or even "profound knowledge of the human heart. ,,23 Still, this is where the similarities 

between Berlin and these modem exegetes end. 

One can use "profound knowledge of the human heart" to try to uncover the 

emotional state of a man whom God rejected over his brother. Altematively, one can 

appeal to lexicography and investigate the meaning of words used to describe the 

20 Westermann, Genesis 1-11: A Commentary, 297. 
21 Skinner, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on Genesis, 106. 
22 Gunkel, Genesis, 43. 
23 Skinner, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on Genesis, 106. 
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episode. This is essentially what many Bible commentators have done in the case of 

Cain's emotional state. Either they have offered a suggestion based on the lexicography 

of the words "J~ ,?~" 1~~ rp? 1n', "And Cain became very angry and his face fell,,,24 or 

they have made sorne comment that no matter how sensible or thoughtful, is unfettered to 

Scripture?5 

When Berlin wished to explain Cain's emotional state, he turned to Genesis 4:6. 

In that verse God posed two rhetorical questions to Cain: 

God said to Cain, "why are you angry and why is your 
countenance fallen." (Genesis 4:6) 

For Berlin, this verse could best explain the quality of the emotions that were vying 

within Cain. He took note of the repetition of;,~?, "why," and claimed that this indicated 

that the "anger" and "fallen face" of Genesis 4:5, which God asked about in Genesis 4:6, 

must be referring to two separate emotions: 

';, ,? 1~~ lL"1'~J '1;'lL' ,1'lL'? ?~:l ,r~ :,,,~~ ,,~'" 'TN~ '''v' ,n", 
1? ;'1n ;,~?" 1~~ ~?, [1:1 I1'lL'~1J] ",1'J~ '?~J ;,~?, 1? ;'1n ;,~?" 

(;':1 I1'lL'~1J 1J1 p~:im) ... 1:];'1 !:l'J'J:i7 'JlL' I1~~J' ", 1'J~ '?~J' 

And Cain greatly angered and his countenance fell: this 
is not repetitive because God explicitly told him "Why are 
you angry and why has your countenance fallen" [Genesis 
4:6] and did not say "Why are you angry and is your 
countenance fallen" And in truth, they are two 
ideas ... (Ha 'amek Davar to Genesis 4:5) 

The emotional state of a man whom pious jealousy inspired to murder his brother after an 

act of divine worship is complicated. Berlin sought to explain Can's state without relying 

24 Ibid, 106. 
25 Westermann, Genesis 1-11: A Commentary, 298. 
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solely on a "profound knowledge of the human heart;" he wanted his explanation to be 

grounded in the text. 

Here, as elsewhere, Berlin was attentive to microscopie textual details. On 

account of one extra word, ;-'m?, "why," he decided that two different emotions were 

brooding within Cain, and he was able to integrate this idea into his larger hypothesis 

about Cain and Abel. He wrote: 

,::1;"1 m7 r11311::1 ji,m~ ;"1';"1l'ji ;"1.J;"1(') ... :''':I~ ,,~'" 'TN~ 1"i" ,"", 
[m]:l '37" ;"11m ,1"'37 11371' l":l ~'1ll1.J'::111;"1' ;"1~1 ;"11137 ,['11::1I1:l]1ll 

'~~37 11~ ;"1~1 ,~::1;"1, '37 ".J~ "~.J' ,;"11111';"1 11371~ ;"13711 ;"1~ '37 1::137;"1 
,::1ji' ~';"1111 ::1111n ;"1:l 137 ':l ,0.Jn::1 '11'~ 1::1'37 ~,;"1 '1;"1111 ,::1;"1 il) '~lll 

';"1~ '1:l1ll ,'n~ p ~" "'n~,, " 0"n;"1 ':::l1~::1 jiO'37' 'O.J1~~1ll '37 
;"11137 '::1~ ,"~37::1 '1:::l1ll " ;"1';"1' ~" 11'1mm O').U3711::1 ,,~, ;"1'::1~1ll 

1::11 ji~37;"1) .1, '~37 ~,;"1 ;"1~ '37 P o~ ,';"11'~1 ji'~~ ,'n~lll ;"1~1 
(;"1:1 11'1ll~1::1 

Cain was angered and his countenance feIl: ... behold 
Cain was of a different opinion than Abel, as 1 have already 
written. Now he saw and contemplated that he did not 
[correctly] attain the divine view, and he grew angry over 
the past, at how he had stumbled from the correct opinion. 
And because of the future his face fell. He viewed himself 
as lowly compared to Abel, for whom he had been working 
free [of charge], because until now he thought that he 
would receive his reward from God for supporting and 
toiling for his and his brother's living needs and that his 
brother would not be rewarded because he spent his time 
WÎth delights and luxuries and he [Abel] would have no 
reward for that toil. However, now he saw that his brother 
gratified the will of God, and if so for what had he toiled 
for him? (Ha 'amek Davar to Genesis 4:5) 

Two emotions vied within Cain, anger and depression. Contemplating the past angered 

him because now he realized that working to support his dandy brother had been a waste 

of time, since he, Cain, would not be rewarded for supporting ms brother. At the same 
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time, it was depressing to think that the future held no reward for him, and so his face 

was fallen as "one who is unable to raise one's head and face the future." According to 

Berlin, Cain had worked to support his brother in the expectation that God would reward 

his diligent efforts. When God rejected Cain's offering and accepted Abel's, it became 

clear to the older brother that the path of his past had been a gross mistake. At the same 

time, he suddenly awoke to a barren future, as he realized that no reward from God 

awaited him. Thus, the anger emerged from his past - which he now realizes was wasted, 

and the depression was due to his bleak future that suddenly, and unexpectedly, held no 

reward for him. 

Berlin created for Cain and Abel a dynamic that saw one brother supporting the 

other and competing with him to find favour with God, and this was part of his 

macroscopic vision. However, Berlin's proclivity and ability to pay close attention to 

textual details was conscripted into the creation of this macroscopic vision. It was 

attention to detail that informed Berlin of Cain's emotional state and sustained his 

broader vision of the fratemal dynamic that existed between Cain and Abel. 
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Connecting Scripture to the Rabbis: Shifting a Rabbinic Hermeneutic 

Overview of the Feature 

The pages of Ha 'amek Davar attest to Berlin's mastery of the rabbinical corpus. 

When Berlin wrote Ha 'amek Davar he included an appendix, Ha-Reheiv Davar, which 

was intended to contain material extraneous to the commentary, as Berlin explained: 

lU;'1 1r~iV? ~~ rn711J1m ';'1 'DT 1iV~ 11::1'n;'1 ;'1T l:liV::I 'n~1p 1;'1 

.;'1~11:J1 1'n'1 'UiV ?:J::I ';'1 1::11::1 P'~j7;'1? ~::IiV 1j7~iV~:J 1::11 p~l1;'1 
[l:l'~'::I]J::I m'iV1::l '11~'::I1 l:l'rJj7 ;'1::11;'1 1::lj7n0;'1 ;'1m l:lJ~~1 

1~::IiV 1j7 .;'1?1;'1 'nj71::1 'n'?j7;'11 '::I::1? iVn1 1iV~ l:l'iV"11 [l:l'::I1n ]:J[1] 
;'1P~::I1...[;'1:J1::1]? [l:lJ11:J]T [1r~:J]n '1~~~ ;'1::11;'1 m. l:l;"l'1n~ TiV~;'1? 

.';'1 1::11::1 ;'1p~j7;'1 [']::l [?]j7 ;'1:J?;'1::1 np? ~'01;'?1 ?':JiV;'1? j7'l;'1 mmp~ 
;'1~1p~::1 ;'1iV1::l;'1 r::l;'1? ~::I;'1 'J::l? l:l'1::11 mnj7;'1?1 ~iV~? 1';'1' ~? lj7~?1 
l:liV::I l:lm~ 'n~1p1 .11::1'n;'1 ~U~ l:l'J'Jj7 ;'1::11;'1 'n?1::1;'1 [1]:J [?]j7 .1::1? 

('~' p~j7;'1 n~1p) ".1::11 ::In1;'1" 

Therefore, I have named this work that God - who favours 
with knowledge even those who are unfit - granted me [to 
write] Ha 'amek Davar, as it suggests - it cornes to delve 
(p'~j7;'1?) into the word of God whenever [the text is] 
different or redundant and similar things like that. 
However, from this emerged many ideas and explanations 
of passages in the Prophets and the Writings and 
homiletical interpretations that my heart acquired and in my 
meagre knowledge I suggested [them.] Eventually they [i.e. 
these ideas and explanations] brought along with them 
many statements from our Sages of blessed memory ... and 
in certain places they enlightened and added knowledge in 
halakha through delving into the word of God. In order that 
this should not be a burden and extraneous material before 
[the person who] has come to understand only the passage 
in its [correct] place, therefore I have separated many ideas 
from the body of the work and have called them He-Reheiv 
Davar. (Kidmat Ha-Amek XI) 
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Nonetheless, for Berlin, the comments of the rabbis were not automatically considered 

extraneous or irrelevant to the Biblical text or the purpose of his commentary The result 

is that Ha 'amek Davar, the commentary proper, is laden with quotations from rabbinic 

literature - despite the existence of He-Reheiv Davar. One way of incorporating the 

rabbinic literature into a Bible commentary is to appropriate rabbinic interpretations and 

this is something Berlin did often. 

Another way of making use of the rabbinic corpus is to transfer an existing 

rabbinic hermeneutic - a rabbinic method - to a "new, virgin" verse?6 Whenever this is 

done, a subtle link between the Bible and the rabbis is forged, although the link is discreet 

because the hermeneutic is anonymous, detectable (and delectable) only to those 

proficient in rabbinic leaming. The outcome of such exegetical activity is a hybrid: an 

ancient hermeneutic enlisted to generate a fresh understanding of Scripture. This breaths 

life into the arcane rabbis, revives their dormant methods, and perhaps makes them more 

palatable and relevant to those quick to dismiss their place of privilege in a Torah 

commentary. This aspect of Berlin's exegesis is analysed below. 

To Be an Entity: The ,":-r"" 'They were,' Hermeneutic 

Berlin shifted rabbinic hermeneutics from one context to another. If he was not 

candid about the fact that he was using a rabbinic hermeneutic, then such shifts are 

difficult to recognize. (Perhaps Berlin refrained from citing the original Talmudic context 

because for his rabbinic mind, these shifts were organic.) The student of Ha 'amek Davar 

26 For a comprehensive discussion ofthis topic see Elyakim, Ha'amek Davar La-Netziv, 207-362. 
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who is not fluent in the Talmud is ill-equipped to recognize these shifts. The episodes 

analysed so far contain one such example. 

It has already been shown that Berlin was troubled by the fact that Genesis 9: 18 

opened with the word '~;-P', "they were," and he felt that a different word ;'?K, "these," 

was more appropriate. This led him to present his notion of a tripartite world-order that is 

eponymous with the three sons of Noah. Even after accepting Berlin's daim that a 

demonstrative pronoun was more appropriate, the reader wonders what it is about the 

word '~;'~', "they were," that generated the notion of a tripartite world order. In other 

words, even if one accepts Berlin's daim that the demonstrative ;'?K, "these," ought to 

have been used, what was it about the verb '~;'~', "they were" that suggested to Berlin that 

an everlasting tripartite division emerged from Noah's three sons? 

In his comment to Genesis 9: 18, Berlin simply wrote: 

r",,;, ;'lzh1L'i 'ji~1L'~ ,~;,~, K?K ,~jiJ~~ "m ~JJ ;'?K" :m "'~: '''':'T'''' 
(n~:~ I1~1L'K1J 1Ji p~ji;,) ... 1:l?'jiJ r";, 

The sons of Noah (they) were: Scripture ought [to have 
written] "These are the sons of Noah," rather "They were" 
(,~;,~,) suggests that three proto-types came about in the 
world ... (Ha'amek Davar to Genesis 9:18) 

A derivative of the verb ;";,, "to be," was used to introduce Noah's three sons, and on this 

basis Berlin suggested that three distinct beings or lineages entered the world. This is 

something that is just assumed, although in parentheses Berlin cited Onke/os as a possible 

source of this interpretation. He wrote: 

1:l1'1L'K ,~;," K1p~;' ?ji [01?pJ']K [1:ll1]I11L' '~::l'] ... :"~ "'~: '''':'T'''' 
(n~:~ 1Ji p~ji;') ... [,~;, J~mi~ K';" [;'~?]'::l' "1'11L'~?" ".1:l~1L'm?, 
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The sons of Noah (they) were: ... Uust as Onke/os 
[translated] the verse "the y were the Asshurim and the 
Letushim" [Genesis 25:3] as "camper" etc. [because in 
Genesis 25:3] it is written "They were," 1~:1] ... (Ha 'amek 
Davar to Genesis 9:18) 

After explaining Berlin's citation of Onke/os, the question of why Berlin included this 

citation in parentheses will be addressed. 

In parentheses, Berlin pointed the reader to Genesis 25:3: 

O~~K?1 OlZlm?1 O'1lZlK 1~:1 111 ~J:J1 111 nK1 K:JlZl nK 1'1~ llZlp~1 
(:t:1::> n~lZlK':J) 

And Jokshan gave birth to Shevo and Dedan, and the sons 
of Dedan were Ashurim and Letushim and Leumim. 
(Genesis 25:3) 

And Onke/os which rendered it in a non-literaI fashion: 

lm?1 pJ1::>lZl?1 P'lZl~? 11:1 111 ~J:J1 111 n~1 K:JlZl n~ 1~?1K llZlp~1 
(:t:1::> n~lZlK':J C1?pJ1K m.,n) 

And Jokshan gave birth to Shevo and to Dedan and the 
children of Dedan became camp and tent-dwellers and 
(colonists) in distant lands.27 (Onke/os to Genesis 25:3) 

In ms comments to Genesis 25:3, Berlin explained why Onke/os strayed from the literaI 

meaning ofthis straight-forward verse . 

. lm?1 pJ1::>lZl?1 P'lZl~? 1~:1" [C1?jiJ1]K [m.,]n .['~J'l' C"WN '~:'T 
'1~31'1 ['n:Jn]::>lZl [1]~::>1 On?131~ [O]lZl ['1]31 K1:1lZl mpm1 "1~:1" 11lZl?1 

(l::1::> n~lZlK':J ':J1 ji~31:1) ... "nJ ~J:J 1~:1~1" [ji10~]:1 [?]31.n"~ '~. 

They were Ashurim: Onke/os [translated] it as "they were 
camp and tent-dwellers and [colonists] in distant lands." 
The language "they were," ('~:1) forced him [to translate it 
in a non-literaI manner], since it refers to their actions, as l 

27 Aberbach and Grossfeld, Targum Onke/os to Genesis, 146. 
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have written above to [Gene sis] 9:18 on the verse "The 
sons of Noah [they] were" ... (Ha'amek Davar to Genesis 
25:3i8 

This comment was a paraphrase of Nahmanides' explanation of why this verse had not 

been rendered literally. Nahmanides explained: 

;P;"llL' ,;"lT:I '1"l,l't ;""37 ",';," 1"l?~' ... :CI"l~'N" CI"ltz7'~" CI"l"tz7N 
1"ll't, Z:P1'? 1"ll't 1?' 1:I',~m" (l' , 1"l'lZil't':I) '~l'tlZi '~J '~~'lZi ,,~, 

1"l'lZi~':I [l~n]J [1]:1 [;,lZi]~ [':I],) ... "1:I'n11"l:lJ 1"l~' 1:I':I;'? 1"l~' 1:I'm37 
(l:;'J 

Ashurim and Letushim and Leumim: ... and the word[s] 
"they were" 0';') prompted him [i.e., Onke/os] about this, 
for it was fitting to have said, like it said (in Genesis 10:13) 
"And Mitzrayim begot Ludim, Anamim, Lehabim and 
Naphtuhim." ... (Nahmanides to Genesis 25:3) 

Berlin's interpretation of Genesis 9:18 cited Onke/os to Genesis 25:3. Does this 

mean that Onke/os to Genesis 25:3, (along with Nahmanides' interpretation of Genesis 

25:329
) was the source for Berlin's microscopic textual interpretation of Genesis 9:18 that 

centered on the word ";"', "they were,,30? Berlin himself cited Onke/os as a source for his 

interpretation to Genesis 9: 18, therefore it seems unwise to argue otherwise. Nonetheless, 

there is good reason to think that Berlin's textual manipulation of Genesis 9:18 that 

focused on the word ";"1, "they were" was not inspired by Onke/os or Nahmanides. 

28 For an alternative explanation, see Aberbach and Grossfeld, Targum Onke/os to Genesis: A Critica/ 
Ana/ysis, 147 nI. 
29 In his comments to Genesis 25:3, Berlin argued against Nahmanides' position that Genesis Rabbah 61:5 
disagreed with Onke/os to Genesis 25:3 .. Berlin's disagreement with Nahmanides is not of direct import for 
this discussion; however it reveals that Berlin was thinking about Nahmanides when he tried to explain 
Onke/os to Genesis 25:3. 
30 It has already been shown that the notion of a tripartite division inherent to the world was something that 
existed prior to Berlin. The connection between this notion and Noah's three sons also pre-existed Ha 'amek 
Davar by hundreds ofyears. What is currently being investigated is how Berlin grafted this "macroscopic" 
interpretation into a "microscopie" reading that focused on textual details. 
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According to N ahmanides' explanation of Onke/os, not every occurrence or 

permutation of the verb ;'1;', "to be," holds sorne special meaning. Genesis 25:3 was an 

exception since instead of using the word "begat," (i.e., "Dedan begat Ashurim and 

Letushim and Leumim") as Scripture often did in genealogies, it read "the sons of Dedan 

(they) were Ashurim and Letushim and Leumim." This is why Targum Onek/os rendered 

Genesis 25:3, a simple genealogy, in a non-literaI manner. Yet, according to Berlin each 

occurrence of the verb ;'1;', "to be," has something significant to teach. This is what he 

wrote in Ha 'amek Davar to Genesis 36: Il 

~'31~ ['n:l11::l]1ll [;,]~ [1"] 311...1n1'~ "1';"1" nJ'n :TEl"'N ,,~: ,":"!", 
(l't':1~ n'1lll't1J 1J1 ji~31;') .;,.:m ;'TJ ur [z:nji]~ [~]::lJ1ll ... n""~ 

The children of Eliphaz (they) were: The word[s] 
"They were" (1';"1) is redundant ... see what 1 wrote earlier 
to (Genesis) 9:18 ... that in each place [that it appears] 
there is a reason. (Ha 'amek Davar to Genesis 36: Il) 

Since Berlin claimed that each occurrence of the verb ;'1;', "to be" was something 

significant that needed to explained, it is unlikely that Nahmanides' explanation of 

Onke/os to Genesis 25:3 was the source of Berlin's thinking about the verb ;'1;', "to be." 

Furthermore, Onke/os rendered Genesis 9: 18 in a most literaI fashion. If Onke/os were 

the source of Berlin's interpretation to Genesis 9:18 then one would have expected 

Onke/os to translate Genesis 9: 18 in the same descriptive fashion that it rendered Genesis 

25:3. (At the very least, one would have expected Berlin to explain why Onke/os to 

Genesis 9:18 did not support ms interpretation.) Instead, Onke/os to Genesis 9:18 read: 

tll1n) 131J::l1 ';'1Jl't l't1;' tln1 n~'1 tln1 tl1lll'tn1J'n 1~ 1ji~J1 m 'JJ 11;'1 

(n':~ n'1lll't1J) (D1~jiJ1l't 
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The sons of Noah who left the ark were Shem and Ham and 
Japhet, and Ham was the father of Canaan. (Onkelos to 
Genesis 9: 18) 

As was mentioned earlier, in his comments to Genesis 9: 19 Berlin cited Onkelos 

to Genesis 25:3 and included this citation in parentheses. These parentheses are found in 

the original 1879-1880 edition of Ha' amek Davar. The fact that this citation appears in 

parentheses suggests that it was an afterthought. In other words, after Berlin created this 

exegesis, he found that Onkelos to Genesis 25:3, (especially the way Nahmanides 

explained it) was very similar to the interpretation he provided, and therefore he decided 

to cite it in parentheses. If this reconstruction is correct, then Onkelos to Genesis 25:3 

was not the original impetus for Berlin's interpretation of Genesis 9:18 that focused on 

the word P;"1, "they were." 

AIso, Berlin's comment to Genesis 25:3 does not suggest that it (i.e., Genesis 

25:3) was the source for comments to any other verse . 

. lm?, rJ'~!lh, r-wm? ,';," [01?pJ']~ [ol1]n .[,~]u, C"WN ":'1 

?'Y? ['n:ln]~w [,]~~, on?'Y!J [o]w [?]Y ~,;,w 1npn1i ",';," l'W?' 
(l:;'~ n'W~1J 1Ji p~Y;,) ... "nJ 'JJ ";,,," [P1D!J];' [?]Y .n'" '~. 

They were Ashurim: Onkelos [translated] it as "they were 
camp and tent-dwellers and [colonists] in distant lands." 
The language "they were," (,';,) forced him [to translate it 
in a non-literaI manner], since it refers to their actions, as 1 
have written above to [Genesis] 9: 18 on the verse "The 
sons of Noah [they] were" ... (Ha'amek Davar to Genesis 
25:3) 

If Onkelos to Genesis 25:3 was Berlin's source for his exegesis of Genesis 9:18, one 

would have expected him to have said so explicitly in his comments to Genesis 25:3- and 

80 



Chapter Three: Three Features of "Ha 'amek Davar" 

he did not. Based on an the arguments put forward, one can cautiously conclude that in 

writing his commentary to Genesis 25:3 Berlin was reminded of Genesis 9:18. Therefore, 

he returned to Genesis 9:18 and in parentheses cited Onkelos to Genesis 25:3 in order to 

note the similarity between his approach to Genesis 9:18 and Onkelos to Genesis 25:3. 

Because Onkelos supported his interpretation, but did not inspire it, Berlin included it in 

parentheses. 

If Onkelos did not serve as Berlin's inspiration to Genesis 9:18, another possible 

source for his interpretation of the word ":1'1, "they were," can be investigated. Midrash 

Tanhuma contained an exegesis that used language very similar to the language that 

Berlin used in Genesis 9:18. 

:-t",:-t [~']:1 [l"]~ [iV'i]j?:11:l:1~ :1iV37iV "nJ 'J~ ":1"" ... 

(~' nJ ~~'nJl"l iV'i~) ... ="l1: 
" ... The sons of Noah (they) were" (Genesis 9:18) the Holy 
One Blessed be He made for [each of] them a [distinctive] 
entity31 in the world (Midrash Tanhuma: Noah 12) 

Compare this to Berlin's: 

11",,:-t :-ttz."tz.''T '11~tz.'~ ",":-t"'" ~~~ , '37~'~ nJ 'J~ :1~~ :":1 ":1: ,":-t", 
(n':~ l"l'iV~'~ '~i j?~37:1) ... 1:l~137~ ,,,,,:-t 

The sons of Noah (they) were: Scripture ought [to have 
written] "These are the sons of Noah," rather "They were" 
(":1") suggests that three proto-types came about in the 
world ... (Ha 'amek Davar to Genesis 9: 18)32 

31 John T. Townsend in his translation of Midrash Tanhuma rendered ";"1;''' as "lineage." Midrash 
Tanhuma (S. Buber Recension), Vol. 1 Bereishit (Hoboken, New Jersey: Ktav, 1989), 49. 
32 Cooperman cited the Midrash Tanhuma Yashan as the source for Berlin's exegesis. (Actually, he CÎted 
Midrash Tanhuma Yashan 8:19 but he obviously meant Midrash Tanhuma Yashan Noah 19). While it is 
true that the Midrash Tanhuma Yashan Noah 19 contains an exegesis that is very close to Berlin's exegesis, 
it is unlikely that Berlin's source was the Midrash Tanhuma Yashan. This is because Solomon Buber tirst 
published the Midrash Tanhuma Yashan in Vilna in 1885 (Strack and Stemberger, Introduction to the 
Talmud and Midrash, 329) while Ha' amek Davar was already published in Vilna in 1879-1880. The YlVO 
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The similarity between Berlin's comment and the Midrash Tanhuma is too glaring to 

ignore, and the question of whether the Midrash Tanhuma was the true source for 

Berlin' s exegesis must be broached. 

In Ha 'amek Davar, Berlin explicitly cited the Midrash Tanhuma once, and that 

was in his comments to Deuteronomy 25:17. However, this only means that he almost 

never quoted Midrash Tanhuma, it says nothing about how often he read or incorporated 

Midrash Tanhuma into Ha 'amek Davar. The similarity between the Midrash Tanhuma 

and Berlin's comments raises the possibility that when he wrote his comments to Genesis 

9:18, he was thinking about the Midrash Tanhuma 

It has already been established that Onkelos to Genesis 25:3 did not inspire 

Berlin's comments to Genesis 9:18, nonetheless, Berlin cited it (albeit in parentheses). 

Therefore, if Midrash Tanhuma were the true source for his interpretation of Genesis 

9: 18, why did he go to the trouble of citing Onkelos but not the Tanhuma? The fact that 

Berlin quoted Onkelos but not the Tanhuma, when the latter was much more similar to 

his reading of Genesis 9: 18, makes it very difficult to conclude unreservedly that 

Tanhuma inspired his comments to Genesis 9:18. 

Thus, although Berlin cited Onkelos, its inclusion within parentheses, among 

other reasons, suggests that it came as an afterthought and not as the progenitor of his 

exegesis of Genesis 9: 18. Additionally, despite the similarities between the Tanhuma and 

Library in New York City has an original 1879-1880 edition of the Ha'amek Davar and the exegesis that is 
under discussion - and that Cooperman claimed is based on Midrash Tanhuma Yashan - is already found 
thereÏn. 
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his own exegesis, one can not conc1ude that it was the source for his exegesis to Genesis 

9:19. The assumption is that Berlin would not have cited Onkelos if the Midrash 

Tanhuma was what reaHy inspired his interpretation. 

Until now, the source for Berlin's exegesis of the word ";"P,, "they were," that 

appears in Genesis 9: 18 has been discussed. The possibility that it was inspired by 

Onkelos, Nahmanides or the Midrash Tanhuma was rejected. What Berlin did in Genesis 

9: 18 was correlate a variation of the verb ;";,, "to be," with a distinctive and continued 

existence, The three essential typologies represented by Noah's children, Berlin 

explained, continue to exist forever. 

According to Jastrow's dictionary,33 the words ;"';' ,;"";' or ;"";' mean "existence, 

status, condition, stability" and the phrase ~;,n ;,n"';'J means "it shaH remain in its 

status.,,34 Clearly, Berlin was trying to extrapolate this meaning from the word ";"', "they 

were." Below it is explained that to arrive at his exegesis Berlin applied a hermeneutic 

already present in the rabbinic literature. (If this was not the case, then it may have been 

more difficult to argue that Berlin did not adapt his hermeneutic from the Midrash 

Tanhuma or even Onkelos.) 

Placing the "''':'1''','' 'They were,' Hermeneutic: Berakhot 13a 

The Babylonian Talmud in Berakhot l3a, extrapolated from the Hebrew verb ;";,, "to 

be," a state of continued distinctiveness. 

33 Marcus Jastrow A Dictianary afthe Targumim, the Talmud Babli and Yerushalmi, and the Midrashic 
Literature (New York: Pardes, 1950). 
34 Ibid, 338. 
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[,~]~ l'lll? ?:l:1 [tJ'1m]~ [tJ'~:l]m ':11 '1:11 ;':1n:l:l [17~]lll [l'l~'1]j? 
1~~ [~~17]O [,~]~ 1J:11' ';''' ,rI""';': ",";,," ~1j? 1~~ ':111 [~~17]O 

(~\,,' l'l1:l1:1 '?:1:1 1'~?I'l) 17~'lll ;'l'l~llll'lll? ?:l:1 "17~lll" ~1j? 

The recitation of the Shema35 [should be] as it is written 
[i.e., in Hebrew,] these are the words of Rebbi. The Sages 
say that [the recitation of the Shema may be] in any 
language. What is the reason of Rebbi? Scripture states 
"They will be" (,,;,,) [Deuteronomy 6:6] me ans as they are, 
they will be [i.e., as they are now in Hebrew they should 
remain forever in Hebrew.] And what is the reason of the 
Sages? Scripture states Hear (17~lll) [[Deuteronomy 6:4]; 
this teaches that the Shema may be recited] in any language 
that you understand. (Babylonian Talmud Berakhot 13a) 

The similarity between Rebbi's exegesis above, and Berlin's comment to Genesis 9:18 is 

immediately apparent: 

ri"";' m:htu'T ':s:~tu~ ",,,;,,,," ~?~ ,'17:1'~ m 'J:1 ;,?~ :m ":1: ''';'''' 
(n':o 1:11 j?~17;') ... tJ?'17:1 ,,,,,;, 

The sons of Noah (they) were: Scripture ought [to have 
written] "The se are the sons of Noah," rather "They were" 
(";,,,) suggests that three proto-types came about in the 
world ... (Ha'amek Davar to Genesis 9:18) 

In the excerpt from Tractate Berakhot, the rabbis debated whether the liturgy of 

the Shema must be recited in Hebrew. Rebbi, who thought it must, based his position on 

the phrase in Deuteronomy 6:6 ;,?~;, tJ'1:11;' ";", which is translated literally as "These 

things, they will be ... " Rebbi argued that the words "they will be," teach that the 

liturgical language of the Shema can never change. Since the Shema first appeared in 

Hebrew, forever more it can be recited only in that language. 

Berlin appropriated this rabbinic hermeneutic that the Talmud applied to 

Deuteronomy 6:6 and applied it to Genesis 9: 18. In the Talmud, a derivative of the 

35 The declaration ofGod's unity and a central part of the Jewish liturgy. 
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Hebrew verb :1,:1, "to be" was used to teach that the Shema must continue to be recited in 

Hebrew, while Berlin used a different derivative of :1,:1, "to be," to teach that three 

essential proto-types represented by Noah's three sons inhabit the world and would 

continue to do so. Furthermore, the Talmud used this hermeneutic in legalistic contexts 

exclusively and Berlin used it to present a geo-political interpretation of Genesis 9: 18, a 

decidedly non-Iegalistic context. 

Other Examples of the "''':'7''','' "They were," Hermeneutic 

The word ":1'1, "they were," appears in the Torah forty-five times, and on seven 

occasions Berlin deduced something from it. 36 Of these seven instances, he almost always 

cited Genesis 9: 18 as a justification for learning something additional from the word 

"":1"," "they were." For example, Genesis 36:11 reads: 

The children of Eliphaz were: Teman, Omar, Zepho, Gatam 
and Kenaz. (Genesis 36: Il) 

And in Ha 'amek Davar Berlin wrote: 

"1'1~lVJ 'jJ ,':1 :1'1<\" 1':1' p, "m'~ "":1"" 1'1J'1'1 :T~"'N ,,~: '":'1''' 
":1~J":11<\ 'JJ ,':1 :1'1<\," 1':1' p, ,'1'1"~ ",':1" 1'1J'1'1 (l':l' 1'1'lVl<\'J) 

(,':" 1'1'lVl<\'J) 

:1TJ lV' [mv]~ [l;]::1JlV 'l :1":)1 n'" '~"37' ['1'1Jm]lV [:1]~ [1"]37' 
mlV~J" J'm, [:1::1,J], [mn::1]T ['J'~::1]n 'v'v' ,J::1 :1J:1, .:1J,::1 
[;'~']lL' ['J]' [l"]Y ,"lL'Y 'JJ "mUlJ K'lL' (n:" 1'1'lL'K'J)"m'J 

37'T' ;"1<\ '::1 ";'lV [;']T [']::1J Jm::1;' 37"';" ,T"J ,"~ 1,;-r, ['vn:s]' 
[1]::1 [,]nl<\',"37lV ,;'J D"::1 'JlV' llV~ ;-rPI<\J V', ,[D~:S]37 ['J]~J 
'~n "'Jl ";' D;-rm ,D'm' ,::1';' ,~:s 37,n v'~37 '~::1 ;-rJ,;-r ",~m 

,[~:I<\ ;"'J'37 "1~'1'1] l"'Jl '1'1n1" J'm, 1~'1'1 f11<\, 1':1 1~'m ,3711'::1 

36 Genesis 9:18, 36:11, 36:22, 46:12; Numbers 1:20,3:17 and Deuteronomy 10:5 
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['j]~:J m'?~ 'j:J W1W ",1';''' :J'I1:) [':::l];' [tl1]W~ ,m71' ~?W ;':J,;' p1 

[tl~~]~ ['j]~:J ;'~:J'?;'~ 'j:J1 [tl~~]~ ['j]~:J l1~W:J 'j:J1 [tl~~]~ 

(~':1? l1'W~':J ':J1 ji~~;') 

The children of Eliphaz were: the word "they were" 
(1';"1) is redundant and so too later on "They were the 
children of Bosmat" (Genesis 36:13), the word "They 
were" 0';') is redundant and so too later on "The se are the 
children ofOhalibama." (Gene sis 36:14). 

See what 1 wrote earlier to (Genesis) 9:18 and 25:3 that in 
each place [that the word 1';"1 "they were" occurs] there is a 
rationale. Behold, our Sages, may their memory be a 
blessing, already inferred that [since Scripture] writes "the 
souls ofhis house" (Genesis 36:8) that [this means that] the 
children of Esau were not united, see Ra[bbi] Sh[lomo 
Yitzhaki] later to[Genesis] 46:27?7 Scripture informs us in 
aH of this that aH these descendants [of Esau] were lineages 
separated [from one another], and that it was only during an 
extended period that they aH settled at Mt. Seir and 
afterward they very much separated Oust) like Amalek and 
the descendants of Zepho [who] migrated to Kittim; and it 
is known that from them [came forth the] the brave of 
Rome?8 Teman went to the land of Teman as Scripture 
says "Y our warriors shaH be frightened, [Teman" (Obadia 
1:9)] and many others [of the descendants of Esau who 
established themselves in various places] that we are not 
aware of. For this reason Scripture states they were (1';'1) [to 
teach us] that the children of Eliphaz were separate and the 
children of Bosmat were separate and the children of 
Oholibama were separate. (Ha 'amek Davar to Genesis 
36:11) 

ln this excerpt Berlin used the word 1';"1, "They were," to teach that the children of Esau 

were not a unified entity; rather each of Esau's descendants was separate and distinct. 

37 In most editions of Rashi these comments are found to Genesis 46:26, but see Rashi Ha-Shalem: 
Bereishit III (Jerusalem: Ariel, 1990), 127 n18. 
38 From ancient times the Jewish imagination imagined Esau, Amalek and Rome as being interrelated. See 
James Kugel, The Bible As It Was (Cambridge, Massachusetts: The Belknap Press of Harvard University 
Press, 1997), 206-207. And Louis H. Feldman, Remember Amalek: Vengeance, Zelotry and Group 
Destruction in the Bible According to Philo, Pseudo-Philo, and Josephus (Cincinnati: Hebrew Union 
CoUege Press, 2004), 54-83. 
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This particular interpretation is similar to Berlin's exegesis of Genesis 9:18 where he 

taught that Noah's three sons were different and implied that their differences would 

remain entrenched in the world. 

Yet, Berlin's interpretation of Genesis 36:11 also differed from his interpretation 

of Genesis 9: 18. In Genesis 36: 11, Berlin was reinforcing an idea that was mentioned by 

the ancient rabbis. Elsewhere they taught that the house of Esau was divided; Berlin just 

provided another way to arrive at this same conclusion?9 This is different from his 

comments to Genesis 9: 18 where he used an ancient rabbinic method to arrive at a 

conclusion that later exegetes (like Abravanel) had already put forward. 

In Ha 'amek Davar to Bamidbar 3: 17 there is another interpretation involving the 

word W"" "they were." Bamidbar 3:17 reads: 

Berlin wrote: 

These (they) were the sons of Levi according to their 
names: Gershon, Kehat and Merari. (Numbers 3:17) 

['n:m]Jlll [~]~ [l']'ln ;m,'~ ",,~,," n:l'n :cr",~w:: ['~]'l' '":"1''' 
1:lm~lll~ m'~, "~TJ ", 'J~lll ,~?? ~~ ~,~ ,n'" 't) n'lll~'~ ':lO~ 

onJ':l nlll':l~ '~'~~J ~JnlllJ ~~Jlll 1:l't)~lll "~lllJ ~" ,'~'iiJ "~lll 
(T':" ,~,~~ ,~, ii~:l7~) 

(They) were ... according to their names: The word[s] 
They were is redundant. See what l wrote to the book of 

39 Berlin himself pointed this out by directing the reader to Rashi's comments to Genesis 46:27. In his 
comments to Genesis 46:27, Rashi wrote: 111':::l n1tzl:lJ ,nH~ t\11ii :::l1n::l;,n 17 1';' n1tzl:lJ tzltzl 1tzl17 ;':::l1 t\1ii'1:::l 'nt\l~ 

1nt\ 7t\7 0'1:::l117 1';'tzl ':l7 tzl:lJ ,n1t\ t\11ii :::l1n::l;'1 17 1';' O'17:::ltzl :::lii17' ;':::l1;' n1;'7t\7 ,'1:::l117 1';'tzl ':l7 0':::l1 ,1tzl7 (t17 n'tzlt\1:::l) 

"1 found in Leviticus Rabbah [4:6] that Esau had six people [in his family] and Scripture caBs them "the 
people of his house" [Gene sis 36:6], in the plural, because they served many gods, Jacob had seventy 
[people in his family] but Scripture caBs them "person" [in the singular] because they worshipped one 
God." 
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Genesis 9:18. Rather, it cornes to teach [us] that the 
children of Levi were careful to maintain the names that 
they were called. Unlike the other tribes, many [of whom] 
changed [their names] as was explained in the portion of 
Pinhas. 40 (Ha' amek Davar to Bamidbar 3: 17) 

The rabbis speculated about the extent to which the Israelites followed Egyptian culture. 

They attributed the redemption of the Israelites from Egypt to the belief that they 

maintained an identity that was separate from their Egyptian task-masters.41 They also 

developed the idea that the tribe of Levi did not sin or suffer as much as the other tribes.42 

Berlin reinforced these rabbinic ideas by employing a rabbinic hermeneutic. Similar to 

his method in Genesis 36:11, in Genesis 3:17 Berlin imported a hermeneutic in order to 

strengthen a pre-existing rabbinic idea.43 

Missed Opportunities 

Berlin insisted that each occurrence of the word '~;'''', "they were" had the 

potential to teach something. However, there are verses that contradict his appropriation 

of a hermeneutic that understands ,~;'1~', "they were," as describing a continuous and 

distinct existence. Conversely, there are verses that could have been adapted to such a 

hermeneutic very easily but were not and below an example of each one is presented. 

The first time the word ,~;'1~" "they were," is found in the Torah is in Genesis 2:25 

40 1 was unable to locate what Berlin was citing. 
41 See for example Leviticus Rabbah, 32:5. 
42 See for example Babylonian Talmud, Tractate Yorna 67b 
43 1 was unable to find a rabbinic source for that tradition of the tribe of Levi not changing their narne. For 
Berlin's suggestion why the Rabbis concluded that the Israelites did not follow Egyptian custorn, see 
Ha'amek Davar to Exodus 2:19. 
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The two of them (they) were naked, the man and his wife 
and they were not ashamed. (Genesis 2:25) 

If Berlin is correct, then each occurrence of the word ";"', "they were," presents an 

opportunity to learn something, as he wrote: 

[']~:1lV ... n'" '~"j]' ['11:111~]lV [;,]~ [r']'j]' ... .,m'~ ",';," 11:1'11 

(1'\':" 11'lV1'\.,:1 .,:11 i'~j];') .;'J'~ ;'T:1lV' [l:ni']~ 

The word[s] "They were" (";,,,) is redundant.. .see what l 
wrote earlier to (Genesis) 9:18 ... that in each place [that it 
appears] there is a reason. (Ha 'amek Davar to Genesis 
36: Il) 

If so, one must ask what the word ";"', "they were," in Genesis 2:25 teaches. In this 

instance, one could not interpret it along the lines of 1'\;" 111"';':1, "they remained as they 

were" for that would mean that the first couple were forever distinguished by remaining 

in astate ofundress and Genesis 3:7 discounts such a possibility: 

0;" 'lVj]" ;'J1'\11 ;"j] '''~11'' 0;' O'~"'j] ,~ 'j]1" O;"JlV 'J'j] ;'Jni'~m 

(T:" 11'lV1'\.,:1) m:m 

The eyes of both of them opened and they knew that they 
were naked and they sewed a fig leaf and made belts for 
themselves. (Genesis 3 :7) 

Thus, in this instance, it is difficult to know how to apply Berlin's idea that each time the 

word ";"', "they were," appears it has sorne special significance.44 

In Genesis 29:20, Scripture recounted how Jacob toiled for his wife, Rachel. 

;'111'\ 111:1;'1'\:1 0'1n1'\ O'~'~ ,'J'j]:1 ";'" O'JlV j]:1lV 'n1:1 :1i'j]' 1:1j]" 

(:J:~:J l1'lV~'J) 

Jacob worked for Rachel for seven years, and they were in 
his eyes like a few days, so did he love her (Gene sis 29:20). 

44 Admittedly, Berlin did not write explicitly that each occurrence of the word "1':1'1," ''they were," had to 
teach "N:1' 1!1'11:1:J," ''they should remain as they are." 
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This verse is worthy of Berlin's appropriation of the Talmudic hermeneutic. It could 

teach that Jacob never regretted his decision to work hard for Rachel. In fact, his entire 

life he felt that he had but worked but a few days for her. Yet, Berlin did not use this 

opportunity to apply the hermeneutic that he had successfully applied elsewhere. 
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Connecting Scripture to the Rabbis: The Purpose of Rabbinic 
ProofTexts 

Overview of the Feature 

This chapter analyses Berlin's recourse to rabbinic literature. What will be studied 

specifically is his habit of reinforcing an interpretation or remark with an excerpt from 

the rabbinic literature, even in an instance where that interpretation could stand 

independently. One can argue that in the case of traditional religious writing, the reason 

for a later figure to quote an earlier source is to lend credence to his own viewpoint. 

However, in Ha 'amek Davar, even Berlin's creative interpretations that did not need any 

support still cited rabbinic proof texts. Below it is argued that sometimes Berlin cited a 

rabbinic prooftext not to affirm his own interpretations, but rather, to promote the insight 

and approach of the ancient rabbis. 

Judging Others: Making Sense of Avot 2:4 

Berlin thought that much could be learned from the way Noah's sons, Shem, Ham 

and Japhet, reacted to the drunkenness of their father. According to him, this episode is 

revealing, because the three brothers were in the same quagmire: what to do with their 

naked, drunken father. Because the three brothers faced the same predicament at the same 

time, their behaviour could be evaluated objectively. 

rJj];' j]'l;' T~;' ':lC7,jlZl (:l:~ r"lZl~'~) "nJ ,n'," lZl':l' lZl' ••• n:I ,n", 

~, l:l"':lJ [,n]~ ':l 'lZl n1'lZlj]7,j ";' l:l~' .l:lj]~~~ l:l'n~ ;'lZl'lZl ",:l;" 
I1'lZl~'~ ,~, i'7,jj];') ... I17,j'U ;'j]lZl;' ;'~';'lZl ,l:l',,:lJ ;'7,j;' ;'7,j:l [1]:l 

(J:~ 
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And Noah began: ... One [can] explain [the verse] "Noah 
began" (Genesis 9:20) that tells [us] how the notion to 
differentiate among the three brothers according to their 
nature. If the actions of each one [of the brothers] were 
different [in their context] then how separate [Shem, Ham 
and Japhet] were would not be so noticeable, for 
circumstance [i.e., the context] causes much [of a person's 
behaviour] ... (Ha'amek Davar Genesis 9:20) 

In this excerpt, Berlin argued that the episode of the brothers' reaction to their father's 

state is valuable, because it serves as a lens through which the reader can evaluate the real 

differences between the brothers. Since each brother faced the same situation at the same 

time, the context for their behaviour was the same and therefore their actions can be 

attributed to their essential nature. Although this comment is understandable, Berlin did 

not let it stand unaided by the rabbinic literature. He continued: 

?~" [J [i',]~ 11'J~] [:1:l,J]? [tl)":l]T [')'~:l]n '~~~:l' ... :n~ ,n", 
:1'i'~ 1~1T:1lZl ")31:1 :1TJ ?J~ ", '~'i'~? 31'l11lZl 131 ,"Jn 11~ "111 

:1lZl31) [1]:l [?]31 .131J~ 1n~ ?:l :1~':1' [1n]~ l~'~J tl11lZl?lZl ')~? [1n]~ 
'J1 i'~31:1) ... p m':1? "~,, 'lZl:l'~ ~':1 ':l tl?'31? [1n]~ ?:lJ tllZl" 

(:l:~ 11'lZl~'J 

And Noah began: ... and like the statement of our Sages of 
blessed memory [Avot 2:4] "Do notjudge your friend until 
you arrive in his situation," but in this incident that the one 
thing happened to aIl three of them, in one way, (and) 
[through this] each one displayed his nature. Therefore, it 
made an impact on each one of them forever that he is 
appropriate and fitting to be like this ... (Ha 'amek Davar 
Genesis 9:20) 

The Mishna that Berlin quoted is from Avot 2:4 

Hillel said ... [and] do not judge your friend until you arrive 
in his situation. (Avot 2:4) 
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Understood literally, this mishna leads one to conclude that it is almost always forbidden 

to cast judgement upon anyone.45 Sensing that this was impractical, Berlin limited the 

scope of the mishna to cases of a lone individual facing a unique situation. He claimed 

that the intention of the mishna was only to forbid rendering judgment in such cases. 

However, he felt that it was permitted to compare, contrast and ultimately judge many 

individuals who faced the same predicament, even if the precondition of "until you arrive 

in his predicament" had not been met literally. For this reason it was legitimate to 

"compare, contrast and ultimately judge" the behaviour ofNoah's three sons. 

Berlin did not quote from Avot to aid his interpretation. His remark that the three 

brothers faced the same predicament was not enhanced by Hillel's statement. Rather, 

Berlin's incorporation of the mishna only served to facilitate greater understanding of the 

mishna. Yet, he decided to include his explication of the mishna in the commentary 

45 The problem with suspending judgment on a majority of individuals (unless one has personally 
experienced their predicament) is that it is impractical. While many commentators stressed the ethical 
lesson to be leamed from this mishna, they failed to interpret it in a manner that allows one to hold 
judgment against anyone while still being faithful to the meaning of the text. Berlin attempted to solve this 
problem through a minimalist reading. He claimed that the mishna was only waming against casting 
judgment on a single individual in a specifie situation, however, when there is more than one individual in 
a specifie situation, it is permissible to compare, contrast and ultimately judge them against one another, 
and this is exactly what Berlin sought to do to Noah's three sons. The medieval talmudist Menahem Meiri 
also deftated the paralysing effect of this mishna by limiting its scope to the initial positive judgments one 
makes of others - more specifically, heathens. His comments on the subject are worth quoting in full nlji1. .. 

n117J:J ;llnn7Jl 11;,n7Jl 'O'107J 1;'Kl1 ;,nKl 11'17:J '1:1J mK n'K1 OKlll [;"']1:1 1'1:Jn nK 1'1n 'Kl " [11111]'~ 'm:J1 

OK ,17Jlji7J:J 1'ml;'J;' ;'K1m ,1:J 11 Kl;'lll 17Jlji7J' 17'lnlll 117 ,O'1:J1;' OnlK:J jiTn17J:I lm, 17J117:J 1'1;' 17J17n 'K ,m:Jl111n 

.p lJ'Klll 17J:I O'K1Ml O'10nnm 1nK 01ji7J:J O;"~'~ O'K17J nm1'1;'1 o'mn~ :17J:ll ,p lm' ':lln TKl ,1:1' nm':107J "And 
sorne ofmy teachers explained 'And do notjudge your friend' etc. Ifyou saw a heathen person in your city 
and you saw him well-mannered and glorious and appearing with respectable traits, you yourself should not 
make judgement to decide for yourself that he is in possession of those qualities, until you arrive at his 
[geographical] place, and if [his qualities "at his place" are] consistent with them [i.e. those qualities he 
showed outside of "his place"], then you can judge him as such. (As) many low-lives and ordinary people 
show their homs [positive traits] in another place and make themselves pious and act in a way that they are 
really not." Menahem Meiri, Peirush Ha-Mishna Le-Ha-Meiri, Vol. V, edited by Menahem Mendel Meshi
Zahav (Jerusalem: Davar, 1974),200. 
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proper and not in its appendix, He-Reheiv Davar. In light of what Berlin wrote in Kidmat 

Ha-Amekthis is noteworthy. 

;,p~~;, [,]~ [?]~ ;'J?;'J np? :P01;'?1 ?'JW;'? ~'l;' mmp~ ;'PKJ1... 
pJ;'? KJ;' 'J~? t:P1J1 mn~;'?1 KW~? 1';" K? 1~~?1 .';, 1J1J 

. 11J'n;, 1"J1l~ l:PJ'J~ ;'J1;' 'n?1J;' [l]J [?]~ . 1J? ;,mp~J ;'W1~;' 
('K' p~~;, n~1p) .1J1 Jm;, OWJ OmK 'nK1p1 

... and in certain places they came to enlighten and add 
knowledge in halakha by account of delving into the word 
of God. In order that this should not be a burden and 
extraneous material before [the person who] has come to 
understand only the passage in its [correct] place, therefore 
l have separated many ideas from the body of the work and 
have called them He-Reheiv Davar. (Kidmat Ha-Amek Il) 

According to this, only legalistic novella ought to have been included in He-Reheiv 

Davar but this did not happen and even the briefest perusal of He-Reheiv Davar will 

quickly reveal non-legalistic discussions and digressions.46 It remains for another study to 

analyse whether Berlin had a clear demarcation or criterion that distinguished Ha 'amek 

Dvar from He-Reheiv Davar. Perhaps what Berlin felt was critical to the unarticulated 

mission of his commentary was included in the commentary proper. Therefore, he 

decided to include his explanations and apologetics for the rabbinicalliterature inside the 

commentary as this was crucial to what he wished to accomplish. 

Softening Calions Rationalism: Learning from the Intermediary 

Scripture described the reaction ofShem and Japhet to the sight oftheir drunken, 

naked father: 

46 An example of a comment found in He-Reheiv Davar that is not halakhic (and deals with the verses 
discussed in this thesis) is He-Reheiv Davar to Genesis 9:25. 
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Ill-\ 1OJ'1 Il'J.,nl-\ 1J?'1 tJ;'PJlll tJJlll ?~ mlll'1 ;'?~lll;' Ill-\ Il:P1 tJlll nji'1 

(lJ:~ Il'llll-\.,J) 1l-\., l-\? tJ;'PJl-\ m"~1 Il'J.,nl-\ tJ;'PJ~1 tJ;"Jl-\ m.,~ 

Shem and Japhet took the blanket and placed it on the 
shoulder of both of them, and they walked backwards and 
covered the nakedness of their father; but their faces were 
backward and they did not see their father's nakedness. 
(Genesis 9 :23) 

Midrash Tanhuma wondered about Scripture's choice of the singular form nji'1, which 

literally means "he took" since subject of the verb is plural (both Shem and Japhet).47 

;,?nIl jiTnIlJ tJllllll1~?~ "nji'1" l-\?l-\ "~l-\J l-\? "1nji'1" :1'1~'" ct%.' "v'" 
(1~ nJ Illll"~ l-\~1nJIl lll"1~) .m:!t~J 

Shem and Jahpet took: "They took" was not said, but "he 
took" to teach that Shem was first to strengthen himself in 
Mitzvot (commandments). (Midrash Tanhuma: Parshat 
Noah 15) 

Genesis Rabbah made a very similar comment although it did not discuss the same 

syntactical difficulty: 

;'1:!t~J ?'nm tJllllJn1' ['J]., ["~]l-\ :;,'~t%.';, l'1N 1'1~'" ct%.' "v'" 
(1:1? ;'J., Il'llll-\.,J) .. .1? ~~lllJ1 Il~' l-\J1 ;,?nIl 

Shem and Japhet took the shirt: Rabbi Yohanan said 
"Shem began with the mitzvah first and Japhet came and 
listened to him" ... (Genesis Rabbah 36:6). 

Of these two midrashic interpretations, the medieval exegete, R. Shlomo Yitzhaki 
(Rashi), in 

his comments to Genesis 9:23, probably relied on the Midrash Tanhuma when he wrote: 

r~l-\IlJlll tJlll ?~ 1~'? "nji'1" l-\?l-\ "1nji'1" J'IlJ pl-\ :1'1~'" ct%.' "v'" 
(lJ:~ Il'llll-\.,J '''lll'') ... Il~'~ .,m' ;'1:!t~J 

47 Modem scÏentific scholarship, and medieval peshat exegesis, would disagree with this grammatical 
assessment. In Biblical Hebrew it is normal for verbs that appear at the beginning of a sentence to be in the 
singular form, even when their subject is plural. 
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Shem and Japhet took: It is not written "they took," but 
"he took," this teaches [us] that Shem put more effort in the 
mitzvah than Japhet ... (Rashi to Genesis 9:23) 

This comment of Rashi suggested that the difference between Shem and Japhet was 

quantitative: while both tried to cover their father' s nakedness, one tried harder than the 

other. This interpretation differed from the account found in Genesis Rabbah where Shem 

played the role of a teacher to Japhet who "came and listened to him." 

Berlin began by quoting Rashi. 

['J'~::J]n l:llllJ ['pm~]' [;'~:']lll ['J]1 1111'~ 1J::J :%"I~'" ct:.' "l'''' 
11'lllK1J 1J1 P~!1;') 11~'~ 1111' ;":!t~Jl:llll r~Kmlll [;'::J1J]:' [l:lJ'1::J]T 

("::J:~ 

Shem and Japhet took: Ra[bbi] Sh[lomo Yi [tzhaki] 
already explained in the name of our Sages of blessed 
memory that Shem put more effort into the mitzvah than 
Japhet. (Ha 'amek Davar to Genesis 9:23) 

Berlin then wondered why Shem put more effort into the mitzvah (commandment) of 

covering his father than did his brother Japhet. He also asked how the rabbinic literature 

could conclude that Shem tried harder to cover his father than his brother. 

l11::J'J ;'~J' ;'1'11';' 11':!t~Km;, 11J'O 1KJl1J K:' l:lJ~K ... :%"I~'" Ct:.' "l'''' 
("::J:~ 11'lllK1J 1J1 P~!1;') .111:!t~Km;, 

Shem and Japhet took: ... However, the reason for the extra 
effort that [Shem put into covering his father] and how [this 
extra effort] is apparent was not explained. (Ha 'amek 
Davar to Genesis 9:23) 

In trying to explain why Shem exerted himself more than his brother, Berlin contradicted 

the account provided by Genesis Rabbah which had portrayed Shem as the teacher of 
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Japhet.48 He also deviated from the account found in Midrash Tanhuma that portrayed 

Shem as having taken the lead in trying to coyer his father. Berlin claimed that both 

Shem and Japhet understood that their father's nakedness needed to be covered; in this 

respect, the brothers were equally informed and neither one was more moral than the 

other. 

1111~K ;op;, K~1 tnlll~ ,0;"Jlll1nP~ P~1 ,;'K1J ~JK ... :1'lEl'" cu: "v'" 
K~ 1'n'J ,mlll37~ 1111~K ;";' OK' ,0;"Jlll '1ll37'1ll K~ OK 1'J~J ,mo~~ 

pTn ;";' Olll ~lll 'llll1;'1ll tnlll~ K?' , '1J? Olll K?K O;"Jlll 0'1ll'37 ";' 

Jmlll ;"':!l~J ??~m ,;":!l~ O'lll~ 'llll1;' ;";' 01111 O'lll~ K~K ,1m' 

1:!l~ ;";' 'llll1;'1ll n~' [1]~ [r]Klll [;,]~ "m?lllJ~ 1m' '~:!l37J P1037? 

'lllUK ~~lll O'lll rK p ?37 , l"TJJ ?D'~ JK;' ;";" K~lll , 'lllUK ~~lll 
1nK ['1]' [?]37'K '~:!l37 ['1]' [?]37 OK 'J~ ;,~, ,'~:!l37J mlll37~ 11m 

;'OJ ;,~nn~ K?K Il ,n~', Olll1nP" "J'n~ K?' Il ,Olll np'," J'n~1 U";" 

;,~, ;'lll37J K;" K?lll ;'K1 1111K~' ,mo~? ?~" '~'K np,? '~:!l37J Olll 

(l~:D n'lllK1J 1J1 p~37;') [1]~ [O]l n~' ~1D:!l;' 

Shem and Japhet took: ... However, it appears that 
(therefore) they both took [the blanket] because it was not 
possible to coyer him [i.e., Noah] with dignity if they both 
did not act. If it was possible for one person to act [i.e., to 
coyer Noah] then both ofthem would not have acted, rather 
Shem alone [would have acted,] and not because the 
sensitivity of Shem was greater but because [in the case] of 
Shem, his sensitivity was due to [that fact that covering his 
father was] a mitzvah [i.e., a commandment] and the mIe 
[as far as] a mitzvah is concemed is that it is betler to busy 
one self with [a mitzvah] than to [appoint] an intermediary 
[to fulfil it]. Unlike Japhet whose sensitivity was only due 
to his human intellect that [understood] that [his] father 

48 Admittedly, Genesis Rabbah does not necessitate the role of Shem as ''teacher'' and Japhet as "student." 
Indeed, Genesis Rabbah did not reveal what transpired between Shem and Japhet, just that Japhet listened 
to whatever Shem told him. (AlI the standard commentaries found in the Vilna edition of the Midrash 
Rabbah were silent as to what transpired.) Berlin claimed that both Shem and Japhet equally understood the 
moral repugnancy of their drunken father lying naked. According to Berlin, what distinguished Shem was 
the sense of personal responsibility for rectifying the situation and this sensitivity is something his brother 
did not possess. Shem sought to coyer his father himself, but apparently this task was too arduous for him 
and so then Japhet came and helped him. Thus, one is able to fit Berlin's account of what transpired into 
Midrash Rabbah by claiming that Shem merely reported to Japhet that he was unable to coyer his father 
and that he needed his brother's physical help, and upon hearing this, Japhet agreed. 
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should not be left in degradation, (therefore) there is no 
human intellect that can [arrive at the conclusion] that it is 
better to act oneself [i.e., and not through a mediatory], for 
what [difference] is it if [the correct thing] is done through 
one self or through another [person,] and this is why it is 
written "Shem took" and not written "Shem and Japhet 
took" because at first Shem himself tried to take the blanket 
[to see if] perhaps [alone] he could cover [his father,] and 
when he saw that it would not be done properly then Japhet 
also joined [him]. 

According to this exceprt, Shem had no intellectual advantage over Japhet, and they 

shared the same moral sensibilities, where they differed was the realm of personal 

responsibility. Shem felt that he must act, he felt that he himself was personally 

responsible to fix the situation. This contrasts with the response of Japhet who did not 

feel personally obliged to rectify the situation, he only understood that the situation 

needed to be rectified. According to Berlin, while Japhet can discem right from wrong, 

he did not understand why he, more than anyone else, should ameliorate the unhappy 

situation. 

Berlin's pretext that drove him to create this schism in the attitudes of Shem and 

Japhet was his wish to promote the world of halakha (Jewish law). When Berlin wished 

to explain the difference between Shem and Japhet, he quoted a principle from the world 

of halakah. Even in an instance where Jewish law permits appointing an angent to fulfill 

a commandment on one's behalf, it is still considered better to fulfill the commandment 

oneself and not to rely on an agent.49 Because he lacked the divine wisdom of Jewish law, 

49 Cooperman did not cite a source for this princip le. It is found in the Babylonian Talmud, Tractate 
Kiddushin 41a. Interestingly, Rashi's gloss to Kiddushin 41a (s.v. ,m~tt'~ -,:,,~ ~ m~) explained the 
advantage of carrying out the mitzvah oneself is ,!:)t! ':>1Zl 'Ji?i'.) n1:!li'.)J 1!:)1l i?'017 ':>1, "It is more of a mitzvah 
through him than through his intermediary: For when he physically involves himself in mÏlzvot he receives 
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Japhet was unable to arrive at such a conclusion. Because he was not privy to halakha he 

failed to feel any personal responsibility toward covering his naked father. 

In this case, the Midrash Tanhuma, via Rashi, offered a statement about Shem and 

Japhet. Berlin built upon it and created an ethical distinction between Shem and Japhet. 

Berlin's interpretation did not need to be buttressed by the world of halakah. For Berlin 

Japhet's rationalism was so extreme that he lacked the natural instinct to cover his 

father's nakedness. Such behaviour is sufficiently callous to most ears and could have 

existed independent of any insight or addition from the rabbinic world. Yet, Berlin 

insisted on quoting the rabbis to impress upon his readers that Japhet's intellect could 

gain from intemalising the principles and precepts of the halakha. For Berlin, only 

halakha and a rabbinic outlook can imbue one with a sense of personal responsibility. 

Thus, under the guise of buttressing his own exegesis, Berlin cited a halakhic mIe in 

order to strengthen it, and the weltanschauung that held it dear. 

a greater reward." Rashi's full comments to Genesis 9:23 belabours the fact that Shem, Japhet and Ham 
each received different rewards. Berlin could have easily connected his interpretation with Rashi's (whom 
he quotes at the beginning of his own comments). The fact that he did not, strengthens my hypothesis that 
here Berlin's central concem was to establish the superior value oftraditional Jewish principles; this pretext 
was his primary goal. Ostensibly, he was viewing Japhet's callousness via a rabbinic principle. However, in 
my opinion, his real interest was to draw attention to the truth of the principle and it was Japhet's behaviour 
that "proved" the veracity of rabbinic insight. 
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Introduction 

Ha 'amek Davar grew out of a daily class that Berlin taught at the yeshiva in 

Volozhin and therefore, when reading Ha 'amek Davar it is important to remember that it 

was originally formulated for a youthful, idealistic and impressionable audience. 

Ha 'amek Davar contains a didactic element related to the fact that Berlin was arguably a 

pedagogue above all else, and perhaps his real magnum opus was the yeshiva Etz 

Hayyim. At the end of Kidmat Ha-Amek, Berlin's introduction to Ha'amek Davar, he 

paid tribute to the yeshiva students who would gather daily to hear him expound that 

week's Torah portion. In humility and piety he attributed the success of Ha 'amek Davar 

to the old-fashioned merit ofteaching a multitude of people. 

'J~? Q'~lZl";' 'J~? ;'lZl'~;' Q,' ?:l~ '1"llZl"~lZl '? ;'1~37 Q'~';' 1"l1:lTL. 

C;, v~37;' 1"l~1v) .... Q"n;, y37 1'~?1"l;' 1"l'~ ';, 

The merit of the community stood by me as 1 explained 
each day the [weekly Torah] portion before those who sit 
before God [in the] house of study Etz Ha
Hayyim ... (Kidmat Ha-Amek V) 

What Berlin did not divulge is the extent to which Ha 'amek Davar charted, and 

tried to inform, the CUITent affairs that would have been mulled over by the multitude of 

students he taught. A class on the weekly Torah portion is an excellent forum in which to 

present "correct" views about CUITent affairs - and almost anything else. Professor B. 

Barry Levy introduced the category of "pretext" into the lexicon of Jewish Bible 

Interpretation. "Pretext, " he wrote, is the use of a passage for intentions other than those 
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outwardly expressed in it."j The concept being that sometimes an exegete will use a text 

for a purpose that the text itself did not intend. Below it is argued that Berlin believed 

slavery was a trait inherent to a portion of humankind. This position is especially 

interesting when one considers the emancipation of the Russian Serfs. 

1 B. Barry Levy "The State and Directions ofOrthodox Bible Study" in Shalom Carmy (editor), Modern 
Scholarship in the Study of Torah: Contributions and Limitations (New Jersey: Jason Aronson, 1996),45. 

102 



Chapter Four: Ha 'amek Davar and History 

Noah's Curse, Siavery, and the Emancipation of the Serfs 

Between Noah's Curse and Divine Decree: Slavery as a Natural Instinct 

According to the Bible, Noah invoked a curse of slavery upon his grandson 

Canaan. 

';"1 1:l111 'P'N ';, l11J 1~N1 1'nN' ;";" 1:l'1JY DY lYJ:) 111N 1~N'1 
(;'J:~ n'IllN1J) 1~' 1JY lYJ:) 

[Noah] said "Cursed be Canaan! The lowest of slaves shall 
he be to his brothers." And he said "Blessed be the God of 
Shem; Let Canaan be a slave to them. (Genesis 9:2Si 

The straightforward reading of this verse suggests that Canaan became a slave as a result 

of Noah's curse, but it is not clear that Berlin understood the verse this way. For him, 

Canaan's descendants were ontologically different from the rest of humankind. The 

difficulty is whether Berlin believed Canaan became different as a result of the curse of 

Noah or whether he thought that, even prior to the curse of Noah, Canaan possessed the 

character of a slave. 

In one text Berlin insisted that inherent to Canaan and rus descendants was - and 

presumably remained - a subservient nature and this nature eased their entry into a life of 

servitude. This is why the rabbis chose the term 'JYJJ 1JY, "Canaanite slave," as the 

generic term for all gentile slaves, regardless oftheir race-line.3 

1JlllJ 1N ,1:l'1JY' ;'~J 11J~J n:l'1 1:l111 Y1m 1:ll n~NJ :C"'T:!: 'T:!: 
;'~J '1;'1 ~1:l'1JY ;,~;, lYJ:) 'JJ 'J N' l:l';" p1 ,;'~11J1 ;,~n'~J 
m';" ;'T' Y').'lll ,~ 1111N N';' ;,"P;' ;"N ,1J~~ 1N'lt' m'11)' n1~1N 
,11'1;,m l~Jm ;'1"~ 1:l'1JY Y1m N1;' 1111NJ ,;'T' ')'1D~ N;" 1JY 

2 This translation relies heavily on the revised version of the 1962 Jewish Publication Society of America 
translation Tanakh: A New Translation of the Holy Scriptures According ta the Traditional Hebrew Text 
(Philadelphia: The Jewish Publication Society, 1985), 15. 
3 The locus c/assicus about acquiring a Canaanite slave is Mishna Kiddushin 1 :3. 
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m" 1Jj] mW1J 1::ll1 ,;"lT? ?l1D~ W'T r~ ,ml" 1:JtL'~ [1]J [r]~tL' [;"l]~ 
['1]' [?]j]' "J tL'~ntL';"l? m r~ ~?'~m ,'tL'~n m';"l? :"j~'tL' n'~'J~;"l 
, 'Jj]JJ 1Jj] 1:J'JJ,J 1J'j] 1Jj] ?J ~'j?J P ?j]' , 'tL'~n ;"ltL'j]J m?1ntL';"l 

j?~j];"l] lj]JJ j]'T~ ,r~tL' [J]l [?]j] [:"j]~ ,1:J'1Jj]JtL' ,nJm;"l ~,;"l ,tL'~J 

[;"lJ:~ n'tL'~'J 'J1 

The Lowest of Slaves: While it is true that also from the 
seed of Shem and Japhet many were sold into slavery or 
were taken captive in war, etc. And likewise the reverse: 
not aIl of Canaan's progeny are slaves, and many great 
nations emerged from him. Rather, the curse is that 
someone [who is a descendant of Canaan] who ends up a 
slave will be weIl adjusted to it since he is from the seed of 
slaves from birth, the womb, and conception, he cornes 
from the seed of slaves. This is not the case with Shem and 
Japheth, their seed would not be well-adjusted to this, and 
also when [one of them] is a slave his inner spirit longs to 
be free, and therefore it is not easy to use him them [as 
slaves] since if they try, they can become free. Therefore, 
each pagan slave (1:J'JJ,J 1J'j] 1Jj]) is called a Canaanite 
slave since they are the best kinds of slaves, even if he is 
not from the seed of Canaan. (Ha 'amek Davar to Genesis 
9:25) 

In this passage, Berlin did not view slavery as a fundamentally unfair and oppressive 

social aberration. Rather, he posited that within sorne people - sorne races - there exists a 

natural instinct toward slavery. Indeed, one race - the descendants of Canaan - had the 

capacity to adjust to slavery better than others, and this is why in the rabbinic literature 

the generic term for aIl slaves is 'Jj]JJ 1Jj] "Canaanite slave." This is also why for the 

descendants of Canaan, a life of servitude is more manageable than for other human 

beings. 

Berlin's understanding of 'Jj]JJ 1Jj] "Canaanite slave" is novel. Rashi had a 

simpler and less judgmental explanation. He wrote: 
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1J:17 [:1~:~ n'lll~1J] :1'J J'm1 mlll~ l:17JJ Olll ?:17 r~1i'J O'1J:17 ?~lll 
n'Ji'J" [?'nn~]:1 [1'J]1 J\J~ rlll'1i' ['i'm~]' [:1~?]lll ['J]1) .O'1J:17 

("'J:1 ?~J 

AH slaves are named after Canaan, because it is written 
about him "The lowest of slaves." (Genesis 9:25) [Rashi 
Kiddushin 22b s.v. "acquired in aH these ways."] 

In other words, the only reason why the rabbinic literature referred to any (gentile) slave 

as an 'J:I7J~ 1J:I7, "Canaanite slave" is because the first slave was Canaan. According to 

this, the term 'J:I7J~ 1J:I7, "Canaanite slave," is not indicative of sorne ontological 

relationship between Canaan and slavery. 

In Genesis 9:18 Canaan was mentioned together with Noah's three sons. 

l:17J~ 'J~ ~':1 On1 n!:l" On1 Olll :1Jn:1 1~ O'~~':1 nJ 'JJ ";'" 
(n':~ n'lll~'J) 

The sons of Noah who came out of the ark (they) were 
Shem and Ham and Japheth -Ham being the father of 
Canaan. (Genesis 9:18) 

Berlin wondered why Canaan was the only grandchild of Noah mentioned in Genesis 

9:18. To understand Berlin's interpretation it is helpful first to see how other exegetes, 

specifically those that Berlin read, dealt with this problem. 

In Kidmat Ha-Amek Berlin revealed the commentaries that he read regularly: 

1n~ l!:l'~J rJ:17 ?~ nJJ:1? O'~:I7!:l :1J1:1 'n~J :1lll1!:l:1 'i"1i'1 '!:l ?:17, 
.'J!:l? :1':1lll [:1~1J]? [OJ'1~]T O'J'lll~1:1UmJ1 'lll'1'!:lJ 'n'~1lll :1~~ 
[1'~]~ [l]J [?~'~]lll ['J]1' [l~n]J [1]J[:1lll]~[J]1:1 lll~1n U";' 
'n'J!:lJ ~? :111n:1 'lll1!:l~ 1~lll' [~1T]:17 [lJ~ 0:11]J~ ['J ]1' 'J1'!:l01 

(':1 i'~17:1 n~1i') . fi' :1T:! l'K :1:!1:1 t:!'1!:lO ':l n'K1? 

And according to the details of the section l often came to 
understand the entire matter in a different way from what l 
saw in the commentaries of our early masters, of blessed 
memory, who were before me. That is the Humash [with 
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the commentaries of] Rabbi Moshe ben Nahman 
[Nahmanides], Rabbi Shmuel ben Meier [Rashbam], 
[Obadiah] Sfomo and Rabbi Abraham ibn Ezra. Other 
commentators l did not tum to see, for there are many 
books - they are endless. (Kidmat Ha-Amek V) 

Therefore, before analysing any passage from Ha 'amek Davar it is important to read at 

least those commentaries that Berlin had in front of him when he prepared for the daily 

lesson that became the basis of Ha 'amek Davar. 

Nahmanides discussed why Canaan was mentioned in Genesis 9:18. Before he 

offered his own explanation, he paraphrased the opinions of Rashi and Abraham Ibn 

Ezra, with whose opinions he disagreed. 

;"iji1Ol7 ;"iW1!:);"iW '!:)~ ['jin~]' [;"i~~]w ['J]1 W1'!:) :,17~~ ":N N,:-r cm 

J1'1:> ~~ r'1l7' ,1l7J:> "ji11J 11' ~l7' ,on ;"iJ ~ji~jiW 11'1n!:)w~J ;"i~J' 
l~nJ P ;"iW~ 'J1) .1l7J:> 'J~ ~,;"i onw 1~'~ 11~';"i ,on 1'1'1~11'1 

(n':D 1'1'W~1J 

Ham being the father of Canaan: Ra[bbi] Sh[lomo] 
[Y]i[tzhacki] explained "Because this section goes on to 
deal with NOah's family,4 relating that Ham sinned and 
through him Canaan was cursed, and since the generations 
of Ham have not yet been mentioned [to let us know that 
Canaan was his son], it was necessary to state here that 
Ham is the father of Canaan." (Nahmanides, Commentary 
to Genesis 9: 18)5 

Rashi believed that the reason Canaan was mentioned in Genesis 9:18 was to alert the 

reader to who he was prior to his being cursed in Genesis 9:26. Nahmanides did not 

elaborate on why he rejected this explanation. In Bereisit 9:25, prior to Canaan being 

cursed, Ham was described as "Ham, the father of Canaan." Therefore, perhaps 

4 Charles Chavel pointed out that only the frrst edition of Rashi concurred with Nahmanide's quotation and 
in later editions of Rashi, "drunkenness" replaced family. Charles Chavel, Ramban (Nachmanides): 
Commentary on the Torah Vol. 1 (New York: Shilo Publishing House, 1971), 139 n229. 
5 Chavel, Ramban (Nachmanides), 139. 
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Nahmanides felt that there was no need to alert the reader to who Canaan was in Genesis 

9:18. 

While Canaan was cursed by his grandfather, Scripture never c1aimed that Canaan 

did anything wrong to his grandfather. Ibn Ezra, however, believed that Canaan did 

something reprehensible to his grandfather but Scripture did not record what it was. 

According to him, Ham the father only committed the lesser sin of telling his brothers 

about their father's nakedness. Canaan did something far worse and as a result he was 

cursed. According to this interpretation, Noah did not curse Canaan on account of his 

father's behaviour but on account ofhis OWll. This approach won Ibn Ezra Nahmanides' 

censure. 

;,?). N? ,;'371 " ;'lll37 137J:l' , ,'nN? 1').;" ;'N1 1:In ,~ 1~N m1JN '::J1' 

137J:l'~ [;,~:~ n'lllN1::J],"1~P;' UJ ,? ;'lll37 1lllN nN" 1:137~ ;,n ,J,m;, 

"137J:l' m:l' 1:1'1~~' lll'~ 1:In 'JJ," 1:In1N ;'J~' 1lllN~ 1:In? l~P;' N';' 
NJJ;" ,n;" N1p~;' '~'lll:lJ '~11 1:I;'1JN 'J1 JT37 ;'J;', [,:' n'lllN1J] 

(n':~ n'lllN1J l~m 1J ;'lll~ '::J1) .1:I'1Plll 

And Rabbi Abraham ibn Ezra said that Ham saw [the 
nakedness of his father] and informed his brothers, while 
Canaan did him the evil, the nature of which Scripture does 
not reveal, and this is the meaning of "And he knew what 
his youngest son had done unto him" [Genesis 9:24], 
because Canaan was the youngest of Ham's sons, as 
Scripture enumerates them "And the sons of Ham: Cush, 
and Mitzraim, and Phut, and Canaan" [Genesis 10:6]. [Ibn 
Ezra thus interprets "son" to mean "grandson."] Now here 
Rabbi Abraham ibn Ezra abandoned his method of 
explaining Scripture according to its plain meaning and 
began to prophesy contrary to the truth. (Nahmanides, 
Commentary to Genesis 9: 18)6 

6 Chavel, Ramban (Nachmanides), 139-140. 
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In this exceprt, Nahmanides focused on Ibn Ezra's comments to Genesis 9:25, yet 

in his commentary to that verse Ibn Ezra did not explain why Canaan was mentioned 

alongside Noah's sons in Genesis 9:18. Therefore, to understand the difference between 

Nahmanides' position and Ibn Ezra's it is necessary to quote the latter's comment to 

Genesis 9: 18. 

'lZl:i7~ m~~ :1lZl:i7/j::l' ,z:J~:i7' z:J:1~jlZllZl '/j~~ :137:= "':N N,:-r cn, 
(n~:~ n~lZl~'~ ~'T:i7 p~) ... z:J~j~ 

Ham being the father of Canaan: To teach that both were 
bad and that what the father' s actions are is an indication of 
what the children will do ... (Abraham Ibn Ezra Commentay 
to Genesis 9: 18) 

According to Ibn Ezra, both Ham and Canaan acted inappropriately. Noah's grandson 

Canaan committed sorne unknown sin and his father Ham told his own brothers about 

their father's nakedness. Because father and son acted badly, therefore, in order to 

underscore the similarity oftheir behaviour, Genesis 9:18 mentioned them together. 

Nahmanides did not accept the explanations of Rashi and Ibn Ezra, and he sought 

to offer his own reason why Genesis 9:18 mentioned Canaan. 

~':1 l:i7j::l' "0:1 lZl~'~ ~nlZl'~~ 'lZl~::l m~ 1~j?:1 ~':1 z:Jn ~::l ~j~:i7~ l'::l):1' 
n~lZl~'~] "l:i7D' m~, z:J~,:~m, lZl'::l z:Jn ~jJ," '/j~ 'lZl~' z:Jn~ ~"":1 p:1 
:i7'~~ 'lZl~::l' ,'~':i7 :1~:i7/j ,~n~ '::l~ lm z:J~'~:i7 '~:i7' ,::l/jj ~,n~ [,:~ 
~~~ z:Jn ~,~," z:J:i7~ ':1T1 ,1:i7D ~n~'T :i7'T z:Jn~ ;oP:1 ~~ m~ :1T:1 ;'1lZl:i77.î;'1 

':i7'T ??j? ,~~~~ ~~n 'lZl~::l' "n~ p ,~ r~ ~::l ,(~::l:~ n~lZl~'~) "l:i7D 
:i7'T;'1 ~::l ,'~u~ j?' j?~T'~' ";'1~:1~ z:J~'~:i7 '~:i7 z:Jn ",~" '/j~ z:J~' 
~/j ~::l ,111/jj?j ,j/j/j nj?' ~~, ,~~,~ ~~ ~"~, ,'??::l~ m~~ ",j '~:llZl 
~, :1~7.î ,~~,~ z:J~' ,'~ ;'1~:1lZl 1~;'1 ??i' P ~:i7, ,~,n~ :1~:1~ :1/j :i7"~ 

(n~:~ n~lZl~'~ l/jm p :1lZl/j ~~,) .1n~ ':i7'T ~::l' "::l~;'1 'j~ ~~'j?~lZl 

The correct interpretation appears to me to be that Ham was 
the youngest of Noah's sons as l have explained at the 
beginning of this portion of the Torah, and Canaan was 
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Ham's oldest son. And as for the verse which states, And 
the sons of Ham: Cush, and Mitzraim, and Ph ut, and 
Canaan [Genesis 10:6] [which indicates that Canaan was 
the youngest son], this was stated after he was sold to be a 
servant of servants; Scripture gave his brothers preference 
over him. Now when this event happened to Noah, Ham 
had no other children except Canaan. This explains the 
verse And Ham, the father of Canaan, saw, [Genesis 9:22] 
for Ham had no other son then, and when he sinned unto 
his father, he cursed his seed. Not if Noah had said, "cursed 
be Ham, a servants of servant shaH he be," the punishment 
would have been only his since the seed already bom to 
him is not part of him, and perhaps Ham would no longer 
beget children. In that case Noah would not have taken his 
vengeance of him for who knows what shaH be after him. 
Therefore, he cursed the son he had. Even if he will later 
beget a hundred children, it is enough that the oldest son -
and aH his seed with him - were cursed. (Nahmanides, 
Commentary to Genesis 9: 18) 7 

According to Nahmanides, Canaan was punished despite the fact that he had not 

done anything wrong: his sin was that at the time ofhis father's crime, he was his father's 

only son. Noah, Nahmanides explained, wanted to ensure that his curse would reach 

beyond Ham. The best way to do that was to curse his offspring, and at that time his only 

living offspring was Canaan, therefore he cursed Canaan. 

This explanation assumed that at the time of the curse, Canaan was Ham' s only 

son. Yet, Genesis 10:22 mentioned Canaan last in the list of Ham's children. Thus 

Genesis 10:22 suggested that Canaan was Ham's youngest son and presumably his older 

brothers were alive at the time of Noah's curse. Therefore, Nahmanides had to explain 

why Noah cursed specifically Canaan and not another child of Ham. To bypass this 

problem, Nahmanides argued that the reason Canaan was metioned last in Genesis 10:22 

7 Chavel, Ramban (Nachmanides), 139-140. 
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was that as a result of his grandfather's curse, he become the lowliest of aIl of Ham's 

children, despite the fact that really he was his oldest child. 

For Ibn Ezra, father and son were alike as they both acted wrongly. Regardless of 

whether Canaan's punishment fit his crime, he was guilty of - and cursed for - doing 

something wrong. For Nahmanides, Canaan was just an innocent bystander who had been 

condemned to slavery by a venge fui grandfather who sought to inflict maximum harm 

upon ms son. The approaches of Ibn Ezra and Nahmanides can be conceptualised. For 

Ibn Ezra, Canaan's actions preceded his status: Canaan did something wrong first and 

only then did he become a slave. For Nahmanides, Canaan's lowly status did not precede 

his curse, rather it was the curse that was responsible for relegating him to his lowly 

position. Berlin, in his explanation of this episode oscillated between these two positions. 

Earlier it was demonstrated how Berlin integrated Abarvanel's divison of 

humankind into his own commentary. However, besides the three prototypes already 

discussed, Berlin inc1uded in his exegesis a fourth prototype: the slave. 

m1:137 ~;"lV 1:1"37:1 '37':1' 1::l'~ 1'37 ;'lV37J 'lV~:I :,17~= "=c N';' cn, 
11"ii~ lV1nm ;,n ,m~, m:l37'lV~;' ;'~;':I '~J 11':ln, 1:137'lV~ 1:1'~' 

11";" "~'lV 137JJ ':I~ ~,;, ,m;,m 1:In 'lV~ :l'11J;' 1:I'1ii;' ,137JJ' nJ 

'~':I' 'lV~J' 1J' 1:I"lVJ'~ 1:I;"J:I 1'~ 11::l" 1:IlV [l]J [1']~lV [;,]~ ,1:137 

[n':~ 11'lV~':I ':11 ii~37;'] :1'37 

Ham being the father of Canaan: Because a fourth 
prototype came into the world that there should be slavery 
and one person subjugated to another, just like an animal is 
subjugated to a person. This was introduced by Noah's 
curse to Canaan. Scripture gave prior notice that Ham and 
his essence is the father of Canaan who is fit to be a slave, 
unlike Shem and Japheth their children are not appropriate 
for it [i.e., slavery], as will be explained later. (Ha 'amek 
Davar to Genesis 9:18) 
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In this exceprt, the influence of Rashi, Ibn Ezra and Nahmanides is apparent. Like Rashi, 

Canaan was mentioned in Bereshit 9: 18 to serve as "prior notice" for the curse that would 

be invoked later. Like Ibn Ezra, Ham and Canaan were portrayed as having similar traits. 

And like Nahmanides, Berlin believed that as a result ofNoah's curse slavery "came into 

the world." Berlin wrote that the concept of slavery was introduced by the curse of Noah, 

however he also insisted that something intrinsic to the nature of Ham led his son to 

become a slave. Therefore it is difficult to ascertain whether Berlin believed Noah's curse 

was solely responsible for Canaan becoming a slave. 

In his comments to Genesis 9:19, Berlin elaborated his ideas about the world-

order: 

[?]31 l;'JI1~ tl?131;'iV ;,~;, [~,];, [l'1]J [iVn]i';' 1'~1 [tl'i']~ [?::l]~ 
tl;,? r~' ;,~,~ ~'J131 tl~miV:l tl~iVJ~ u~~;, ,tl1~ ~JJ ~J:l'~ ;'iV?iV [~]:l 

tl~iVJ~' ,;'J1;' ~iV'J~ ?::liVJ tl~iV~l1~ tl~m:l~ tl~iVJ~' ,;'i" ;'iVl1;' 

i'~31;') mi'~;" tl1~;, 1131 ~:l? ;,r::liV? ;'J::l1~ ;,~;" ';'J tl~i'J' tl~~i'?~ 

(~~:~ l1~iV~1J 1:1' 

Nonetheless, the will of the Holy One Blessed be He was 
that the world should operate according to three types of 
people. They are: Simple people who work the earth and do 
not have refined sensibilities; noble people with very 
sensitive human intellect; and Godly people who ding to 
God and are the chariot of the Shekhina8 according to their 
capabilities and situation. (Ha 'amek Davar to Genesis 
9:19) 

This passage presents a tripartite world-order that is hierarchial. While Berlin never wrote 

that one type of person is betier than the other, there is no doubt that these three 

typologies (representing Ham, Japhet and Shem) occupy different positions in society. 

More importantly, for Berlin, this hierarchy is the will of God. In other words, the notion 

8 A rabbinic and kabbalistic tenu that me ans "Divine Presence." 
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that certain people are intrinsically higher or lower than other people is embedded in the 

natural order of the world and divinely ordained. Conequently, anyone who would 

oppose this order or try to undo it would be contravening the will of God. 

A hierarchal view of the world is also present in Berlin's comment to Genesis 

4:26: 

Z:PJ'll?~ O'JJ 'l 1'?';'1 l'll?~';'1 01~(ll?) :':-r Ctu: N'i'; ;m:-r TN 

l'1ll? ... ;'1~''J;'1 l'1'?:m? '~'l;'1 ~? O;'i'Jll?l..?J;'1l..PjI ... O;'i"n mJ'?;'1J 

nJ 'JJ 'l ";'1 P '~J(ll?) ... ;'1~"J;'1 l'1'?JI'1 'l'1'~~;'1 ;'1?~~;'1 m~ ;'m 
('J:1 l'1'll?~'J 'J1 jI~~;'1) :om;'1~J o'jI?,n~ 

Primordial Adam bore three sons who were different in 
their life pattems ... Cain ... and Abel. .. And neither of them 
arrived at the purpose of creation ... Seth was the true man 
of distinction, [he was] the purpose of creation ... similarly 
were the three sons of Noah different in their essences. 
(Ha 'amek Davar to Genesis 4:26) 

Prior to Noah's curse Berlin did not mention slavery at aIl. Nonetheless, his hierarchal 

understanding of humanity allowed him to graft slavery into a pre-existing tripartite 

world-order. He connected the slavery of Canaan to the lowly role that Canaan's father 

Ham already occupied within the human family. Although Noah decreed slavery upon 

Canaan, his curse did not ruin the natural order ofhumankind. Rather, slavery became an 

offshoot of the coarse characteristics of Ham who worked the earth. Thus, while prior to 

the curse of Noah slavery did not exist, Ham already possessed those qualities that would 

make a good slave. 
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Jewish Responses to the Emancipation of the Russian Serfs 

One of the major issues that arose in the nineteenth century was the question of 

slavery. Berlin knew that sorne slaves had been fighting for their freedom, and he hinted 

at this knowledge in his comments to Genesis 9:25 

tl", ,;,n, ''''o~ 'l7'T ,,~ ,11:l" mv~ [1]:l [,,]~lZl [;'1]~ ... :1:1",:3: ,:3: 
lZl~11lZl;'1' nJ ,,~ ~,'~m , 'lZl:ln 11";'1' =)~'lZl 11'~'J:l;'1 ,m, ,:tl7 '111';'1:t 

[;'1:l:0 11'lZl~':t ,:t, j?~l7;'1] ... 'lZl:ln ;'1lZll7J 111"11lZl;'1 [,,], [, ]l7, ,,:t 

The Lowest of Slaves: ... This is not the case with Shem 
and Japheth, their seed would not be well-adjusted to this 
[i.e., slavery], and also when [one of them] is a slave his 
inner spirit longs to be free, and therefore it is not easy to 
use him them [as slaves] because if they try, they can 
become free. (Ha 'amek Davar to Genesis 9:25) 

A closer look at the issue of slavery in the nineteenth century will enable a more 

complete understanding of Berlin's thinking about it. Slavery was one of the issues that 

led to the American Civil War that began in 1861 and presumably, by this time, Berlin 

had been delivering his daily lesson in the Torah reading for sorne years.9 And in 1865, 

the Russian Jewish Press reported on the assassination of Abraham Lincoln who had 

played a crucial role in the abolishment of slavery in the United States. For example, the 

literary periodical Ha-Karmel wrote: 

':l0~:t ;'1"j? 1111" ,:t~ ,~ ~"j?' ~';'1 tll ;'1l7,' l~'J~':t tl',,;'1';'1 ml7' 

":l n11:l "'~ ,~oj?~' 1~";'1 :t';'11..;'1111:Sl7 '~'j? .. tl'JJ'j?~;'1 1'11:t 
;'1lZl~ " j?":S;'1 'lZl;'1 tll .. J111:l:t" l'~j?r, tl;'1,:t~, ":l0' ;'1~:ln:t 
tl;'1,:t~ :,~~" l'~j?r, ,,:t:l, ,'l7, 11:t0~:t tl,,:t, =)'0;'1 "':l'OJm 

p ... "" 0;'1' ~'v 0"l7 ',:J:17 ,,~,:!t ':17~ 'T':J;'111"O'~ ':JlZll'~vJ" 

9 Since Berlin took over the leadership of the yeshiva in 1853 it can be assumed that it was around that time 
that he began to deliver his daily c1ass in the Torah portion. Jay Harris c1aimed that by 1860 Berlin had 
completed Ha'amek Davar (How Do We Know This?, 243), however, in a private conversation he 
conceded that this was not correct and that he would emend it in the forthcoming Hebrew translation of 
that work. 
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,m, 'J'~' l:lJI'1' '?:) , 0":17 m,n, ,~~, ';"1 m~'J' :l7IZr ';"1llll O""ii;"1 

,,:17 'lll~ ;"1?:)"J, ~'J':I70J ,O,:lJ ,;"1PP"~?:)J 'lll~ '?:):17, 'n~ ,:17 l'1~TJ 

10 .1'~iiJ"J lll'~' ':l~' 

The Jewish community in London also knew to dec1are 
mourning and offer its voice in eulogy among the 
moumers ... they called a gathering ... and the leamed Rabbi 
Dr. Adler opened his mouth with wisdom to eulogize 
Abraham Lincoln and to cry over him ... also the nobleman 
and righteous Reb Moses Montefiore offered sorne words 
at a gathering of his friends in honour of Lincoln and said: 
Abraham Lincoln broke the metal chains from over the 
necks of the world' s slaves and announced freedom to 
them ... they are the blacks that won freedom and with the 
will of God emerged to everlasting freedom. W ould that l 
could say this about my brethren and nation that are in 
Morocco, Persia, Serbia etc, who are still awaiting a man 
like Lincoln. 

Eulogies for Abraham Lincoln, offered by leaders of world Jewry, would not have 

escaped the notice of Berlin, and Montefiore's words resonated with Russian Jewry who 

longed for their own Lincoln to emancipate them. 

The question of slavery was not foreign to Berlin' s students or to his native land. 

While Russia did not have slaves, it had a large peasant c1ass of serfs who worked the 

land of their noblemen. The emancipation of the Russian serfs took place in 1861 and 

was central to the period of Great Reforms that were enacted under the reign of 

Alexander II. Although Berlin and his students could not own serfs, they knew of a time 

when this form of slavery existed. They had lived through a period of modemization, and 

the emancipation of the serfs was thought to be very important to the modemization and 

progress of Russia. 

10 Ha-KarmeI31:5 (Tammuz 6,5625),235. 
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The fact that Russian Jewry took great interest in the freeing of Russia's serfs is 

evident from the Russian Jewish press. Jewish newspapers celebrated the peasants' 

freedom and were optimistic that it was an omen of the emancipation ofthe Jews. This is 

clear from the front pages of Jewish newspapers like Ha-Melitz that celebrated the serfs' 

emancipation and proclaimed joyously: 

Q'1J1' n'iL' ... V~n1;'1 'JJ'~ ... !mn~J 1'~iL'J 1111;'1 "p !1"l;'1 1m;'1 1"11' 

11 ••. t:l1~ '~~iL'~ U'iL';'1 ,'~1J 111~;'1JJ "iL'~J 1iL'~ 

The time of song has arrived! The voice of the tutrledove is 
heard in our landsL .. our merci fuI king [Alexander II]. .. sent 
[free] slaves that were ruled like animaIs, they have won 
human rights ... 

While newspapers like Ha-Melitz celebrated the release of "slaves that were ruled 

like animaIs," Berlin insisted that slavery was a divinely ordained prototype. The imagery 

that Ha-Melitz used to describe serf dom is very similar to the language that Berlin used to 

de scribe the prototype of slavery that was eponymous with Canaan. Berlin wrote: 

;'1~;'1J mJ n'Jn, 1J1"iL'~ t:l1~, 1111J1' ... Q"1'J '1"J1 1~'~ 1'1' 
[n':~ 1"1'iL'~1J 1J1 p~1';'1] :t:l1~' mJ1"iL'~;'1 

[There is] a fourth prototype in the world ... slavery and one 
person is at the service of another, just like an animal is at 
the service of a person. (Ha 'amek Davar to Genesis 9: 18) 

One can not view Berlin's belief in a divinely ordained instinct for slavery separately 

from the rhetoric of the Jewish newspapers that celebrated the end of serf dom. Berlin 

delivered rus daily class in the Torah portion through the period of Great Reforrns. And, 

Ha 'amek Davar appeared less than twenty years after the emancipation of the serfs and 

1\ Ha-Melitz 1 :26 (March 23-Apri14, 1861),458. 
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the great hope that it gave to Russian Jewry. The historically minded student of Ha 'amek 

Davar can not ignore these events. The same publication (Ha-Melitz) that Berlin used to 

inform the public about his yeshiva celebrated the emancipation of the serfs. There is no 

doubt that Berlin was aware of the euphoria that emancipating the serfs brought to 

Russia's Jews, and this only makes his comments more difficult to understand. 

Two Explanations for Berlin's Stance on Slavery 

Berlin knew that throughout the world there were attempts to abolish slavery. 

Therefore, why did he insist on writing that sorne people are "naturally inclined toward 

slavery" meaning that "from birth, the womb, and conception" they are prepared for a life 

of slavery? There may have been a small minority of Jews who opposed the emancipation 

of the serfs, but such views were considered an anathema to a newspaper like Ha-Melitz. 

When it addressed those who did not support the emancipation of the serfs it referred to 

them as: 

K? ?lL'm;, n?11'~ ?K ;,~;, ,;'J1Jn ~lL'l1 ?:J t:lJ?~ 1mJ 1lL'K ~~lL'JK;' 
1211~~n~ K? 1~10n nJ1i'1 m~J~ 

People whose hearts lack any feelings of understanding, 
they do not see the actions of the ruler and do not desire his 
close kindness. 

Why, then, should Berlin have advocated a position that was becoming outdated and 

would render him as someone who stood in the way of progress. 

A possible explanation is that Berlin felt that emancipation of the Jews would lead 

to a weakening of their religious commitment. In Western Europe, weakening of 

12 Ha-Melitz 1:26 (March 23-Apri14, 1861),458. 
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commitment to traditional Judaism had followed the emancipation of the Jews. Perhaps 

Berlin believed that the emancipation of the serfs was a harbringer to the emancipation of 

the Jews, and therefore he thought it best for the religious life of Russian Jewry if Russia 

did not emancipate the serfs. 

The connection between the emancipation of the serfs and Jews that existed in the 

minds of many Jews was not unfounded. The serfs were given land and released from 

their owners just a few months prior to the "November law of 1861" that "made Jews 

graduating from post-secondary schools eligible for state employment throughout 

Russia." This law was enacted during the "quasi-emancipatory atmosphere of the 

Alexandrine era" and had such "a powerful influence on the thinking and behaviour of 

Jews that many were willing to override Orthodox objections to secular culture and 

public education."l3 The result was a "dramatic increase in the number of Jews entering 

secondary and post-secondary school."l4 Thus, ultimately, the period of Great Reforms 

siphoned Jews away from traditional institutions like Volozhin and turned them into "a 

Russian educated elite who se outlook and aspirations were closely tied to 

contemporaneous liberal and radical elements in Russian society.,,15 

Russian Jewry thought that its destinty was tied up to the destiny of the serfs. If 

the serfs would be emancipated, then it would not take long until the Jews would also win 

new freedoms and possibilities. This is why the article in Ha-Melitz celebrated the serfs' 

freedom before it focused its attention on the newspapers's Jewish audience: 

13 Erich Haberer, Jews and Revolution in Nineteenth Century Russia (Cambridge, England: Cambridge 
University Press, 1995), 13. 
14 Ibid, 13. 
15 Ibid" 14. 
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'?Y!J n'?~;'i 1llt'l'\:l ... z::p~n1' ;'iy,llt" 1:11:1 ... 1j?!J ?l'\1llt" 'j:1 ,jml'\ 1:l1' 

1my' l'\?' ,Y1" l'\?' ~Y" l'\? , nnn? m1:1Y~ 1:l'llt'jl'\ ... l'\'~';'i? 11':1 

umj?m ... ,? 1:l':1;'il'\j;'i '~1l'\ 'j:1 ?:l1llt"l'\ m:11;'i? 1:l'llt'1n 1:l'j?n m?~ 
;'il'\:lj 1:lY , ,j'?Y 1:!l ,ry nj?!J' j?'1~;'i U:l?m 1:l'~';'i ':l1l'\' l'\? ':l ;'ij?Tn 

:1'D~ ,j?':ll'\;'i?' 'j'nm~Y l'\llt'1:1 n'1!J;'i? ,1:l'~"j? nUllt'~ ;'i:l1j' 
16.f1l'\;'i 

And he [i.e., Alexander II,] should also visit upon us, the 
children of Israel...a favourable and merciful edict ... one 
similar to his successful action to send out...people from 
slavery to freedom, he will not tire and not rest, and will 
not stop from creating new laws to increase the happiness 
of aH the children of his land who are dear to him ... and our 
hope is strong that the days will not be long [before] our 
righteous king will also focus his eye upon us, a nation that 
is downtrodden and broken from ancient times, to make our 
bones blossom and feed us with the good ofthe earth. 

Although Ha-Melitz knew that it was the monarch's prerogative to emancipate the 

Jews, it also thought that the Jews could - and should - behave in a manner that would 

hasten their emancipation. 

1:l:l'j:1 'Yj~n 1llt'l'\:1 1:l:l~Y? 1l'\~ 'Y1n ':l 1:11 ?'j?:1 1'lj l'\?~ ;'i!J:1 

'n:1? 1:l:l'j:1 1n?llt' .. .1j'1llt'l'\ y!Jn;'i 'j:l?~ y!Jn:l f1l'\ 111' nY1 '1m?~ 
1:l"j?? 1:l':l1~j;'i 1:l'1:11;'i 1n', ;'ij'1~;'i l'llt'?' :1m 1:l1~?? 1!JO;'i 

17 
.... 1:l1~;'i 

With a full mouth we proclaim in a loud voice that you 
greatly harm your nation when you hold your sons back 
from studying science and the way of the land as is the 
wish of our king who desires our happiness ... send your 
sons to schools that teach them writing and the language of 
the state and other things necessary for person to survive ... 

From these excerpts it is evident that influential voices in Russian Jewry believed that 

emancipation of the Jews would foHow the emancipation of the serfs. These exceprts also 

16 Ha-Me/itz 1:26 (March 23-April4, 1861),459. 
17 Ha-Melitz 1:26 (March 23-Apri14, 1861),460. 
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reveal that the article that celebrated the emancipation of the serfs advised Jews to attain 

the type of education that was unavailable to them in a traditional yeshiva. Therefore, it is 

not unreasonable to suggest that the emancipation of the serfs, and the way it was 

unreserverdly and desperately celebrated by a newspaper like Ha-Melitz, was threatening 

to Berlin, the educational pro gram he favored and traditional institutions, like the yeshiva 

at Volozhin. This discomfort may have caused Berlin to remind his students that sorne 

people were preordained to live a life of slavery and that that was simply how God 

intened the world should operate. 

If this hypothesis is correct, it would not be the first time that a Russian 

traditionalist would prefer an oppressive society for its greater commitment to traditional 

Judaism, than an emancipated Jewry that was less loyal to tradition. Rabbi Shneur 

Zalman of Liadi, the founder of the Habad movement, knew that Napoleon 1 would bring 

a reprieve to Jewish suffering yet he still preferred Alexander 1 to be victorious. His 

reasoning was that a victory for Napoleon 1 would cause "wealth among the Jews" but 

would lead to the "hearts of Israel" becoming "separated and distanced from their father 

in heaven." Therefore, he still preferred a triumph for "our master Alexander" becaue 

"though poverty will be abundant and the glory of Israel will be humbled, the heart of 

Israel will be bound andjoined with its father in heaven.,,18 

The purpose of this discussion was not to conclude that Berlin opposed the 

emancipation of the serfs or the Jews. Rather, in an attempt to understand why sorne of 

18 Hillel Levine '''Should Napoleon Be Victorious ... ': Politics and Spirituality in Early Modem Jewish 
Messianism" in Rachel Elior (editor), The Sabbatian Movement and Its Aftermath; Messianism, 
Sabbatianism and Frankism Vol. II ( Hebrew University of Jerusalem: Gershom Scholem Center for the 
Study of Judaism and Kabbala, 2001), 65. 
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his comments extolled a position that contradicted the spirit of his own age, it IS 

suggested that on this matter Berlin's position was akin to that of Rabbi Shenur Zalman. 

Faced to choose between an oppressed but traditional Jewry or an emancipated but 

secular one, he simply may have preferred the former. 

A less radical suggestion is that Berlin's position on slavery in particular and his 

espousal of a tripartite division of humanity in general has little to do with how the 

emancipation of the serfs would affect traditional Jewish life. Rather, he was 

promulgating an ancient be1ief in a hierarchic world that more readily accepted the 

differences, rather than similarities, between people. It has been argued that "premodem 

cultures were 'racist' or 'chauvinist' to one extent or another" and that a "hierarchic 

world view dominated" many of them. 19 In writing about slavery the way he did, Berlin 

revealed that he still harboured attitudes that could be called "racist" or "chauvinist." 

This does not mean that Berlin was unaware of the popular sentiment of the day, 

on the contrary, the emancipation of the serfs was wide1y reported in the Jewish press that 

he read. Undoubtedly, many of the students whom he taught celebrated this long-awaited 

event in Russian life, and it is perhaps for this reason that he sought to instil within them 

another way of viewing the world, one that he thought was more rooted in c1assical 

Jewish texts created in earlier and more stable times. More than bemoaning the negative 

repercussions emancipation of the serfs would have on traditional Jewish life, Berlin was 

19 Abraham Melamed, The Image afthe Black in Jewish Culture, translated by Betty Sigler Rozen (London 
and New York: Routledge Curzon, 2003), 4. For a review that thought Melamed's discussion of anti-Black 
sentiment in rabbinic literature was "sophomorically conceived, amateurishly implemented, and sloppily 
produced" see David M. Goldenberg, "The Image of the Black in Jewish Culture," in Jewish Quarterly 
Review, 93:3-4 (2003), 557-579. 
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simply promoting a world-view that assigned different, and often unalterable, roles, 

strengths, and purposes to different peoples. 

An example of a definitive medieval text that promoted a hierarchical view of the 

world is Maimonides' The Guide of the Perplexed Toward the end of this work, 

Maimonides wrote a chapter that "is only a kind of conclusion." It explained the 

"worship ... by one who has apprehended the true realities" of God "and it also guides him 

toward achieving this worship which is the end of man.,,20 Early in the chapter is a 

parable about a ruler whose "subjects are partly within the city and partly outside the 

city." According to Maimonides' parable, "outside the city are .. .individuals who have no 

doctrinal belief' included in this class are Turks and Negroes. "The status of those" wrote 

Maimonides, "is like that of irrational animaIs," this means that "they do not have the 

rank of men" rather they are "a rank lower than the rank of man but higher than the rank 

of apes.,,21 Maimonides explained that the closer an individual is to the ruler [i.e., God,] 

the higher is his rank. This is just one example of a premodem hierarchical view of the 

world that may have been naturally imbibed by Berlin. Thus, regardless of what Berlin 

thought about emancipation of Russian subjects and its likely effects on traditional 

Jewish life, his view of slavery as a natural instinct and his firm belief in ontological 

differences between peoples was something deeply rooted in a premodem hierarchical 

vision of the world that he had inherited. 

20 Moses Maimonides, The Guide for the Perplexed, translated by Shlomo Pines and introduced by Leo 
Strauss (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1963), 3 :51 (p. 618). 
21 Ibid, 3:51 (p. 618). 
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Additional Evidence: A Letter of R. Abraham Isaac Kook 

A few bold lines from Ha 'amek Davar became the basis for a lengthy discussion 

that suggests Berlin accepted premodem doctrines that assigned different roles to 

different people yet Berlin wrote thousands of lines and therefore, to highlight a few is 

perilous. Although the arguments presented are cogent and well-founded, they lack any 

corroborating evidence. Maybe Berlin was only presenting an interpretation already 

found in Abravanel and his comments about slavery are not reflective of what Berlin 

really thought about slavery, serf dom or the merits of a hierarchical society. A letter from 

Rabbi Abraham Isaac Kook is helpful in deflecting this critique. 

Rabbi Abraham Isaac Kook was one of Berlin's pre-eminent students and later 

became the tirst Chief Rabbi of British Mandate Palestine. The close relationship 

between the two is evident in the fact that while Berlin was still alive, Kook wrote and 

published a biography of him in the journal Knesset Yisrael. 22 In a letter to Moshe Zeidel, 

Berlin's disciple wrote: 

1:P17n;, 'jlll~ 1111' 1:In 17n~ '~:!t' 1:1"~17 ;'~1;'1ll 1:1'~'1 U~lll 1":1' 
1:1"'~1 1:1;' ";' 1'l'??:I;' ;'~?1ll;';' 1'l'?:l1'l?1ll 1:I'1':I~ 'j~ ,1:I'1n~;, 

'1'l?~;' ,1:I1111'n~ ,'~"~ '?17:l1'l17-~?~ 1111'n? '~~'1m ,?, ,1'l"~17? 
23 ... ,'n';" 1'~':!t;, "n ':11' ?17, 'lll'j~;' m1;' ?17 ;'171? ,1:1;'? ;"'~1 

Since we see that many slaves came forth from the line of 
Ham, more than from the other two lines, we recognize 
that, for the sake of the general advancement, they were fit 
for slavery. Were they to arise to freedom at the wrong time 
[then] they would certainly visit by their freedom that is 

22 Knesset Yisrael 5648 (1886-1887), Vol. II, l38-142. Eliezer Leoni cited this biography in his Toldot 
Yeshivat "Etz Hayyim" Ve-Rasheha published in Volozhin: Sifrah shel Ha-Ir ve-shel Yeshivat "Etz 
Hayyim" (Tel Aviv: Ha-Irgunim shel Bene Volozhin Be-Medinat Yisrael U-Ve-Artzot Ha-Bri!, 1970), 113 
n33. 
23 Abraham Isaac Ha-Kohen Kook, Igrot Ha-Rayah Vol. 1 (Jerusalem: Mossad Ha-Rav Kook, 1961), 97. 
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inappropriate for them an evil upon the spirit of humankind 
and the way of communal and individuallife ... 

The language of this letter is very close to that used by Berlin to describe slavery. Like 

his teacher, Kook also believed that certain people have a natural inclination for slavery. 

While the letter does not reveal who influenced him on this point, in light of aH that has 

already been discussed, the possibility that Kook learned this from Berlin can not be 

ignored. This is especially true, because scholars have already connected the political 

thought of Berlin and Kook.24 Because Kook's view on slavery is similar to Berlin' s, 

engaging in a lengthy discussion of Berlin's view of slavery and suggesting that his 

comments were not merely an idea inherited from Abarvanel is justifiable. 

24 "Kook interprets the ongoing political significance of the monarchic tradition for the modem nation
state. Evidently drawing on the position of his teacher Naphtali Tzvi Judah Berlin ... " Menachem 
Lorbebaum, Michael Walzer and Noam J. Zohar (Editors) and Yair Lorbebaum (Coeditor), The Jewish 
Political Tradition: Volume 1 - Authority (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2000), 470. Asher Lopatin 
has also connected the thought of Kook and Berlin in "What Makes a Book Orthodox: Wrestling with God 
and Man by Steven Greenberg" in The Edah Journal, 4:2 (2004), 5. 
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From rny study of the secondary literature on Berlin, l arrived at two helpful 

conclusions. Firstly, that in order to uncover Berlin's opinion on sorne matter, writers and 

scholars tumed to Ha 'amek Davar and treated it almost as an encyclopaedia of Berlin' s 

thinking. Because of the frequency with which this was done and because of the paucity 

of analysis of Berlin's hermeneutical method, it was almost forgotten that Ha 'amek 

Davar was primarily a work of exegesis. This is ironie when once considers Berlin's 

interest in, and aptitude for, analysing textual details. Secondly, when Elyakim attempted 

to understand Berlin's exegetical method, he successfully identified a myriad of ways 

that Berlin interpreted the Biblical text. What he failed to show was how these different 

aspects of Berlin's exegesis interacted. If Elyakim had analysed entire passages from 

Ha 'amek Davar, then he would have afforded his readers the opportunity to see how 

Berlin used different methods to create a single interpretation. 

In this study l tried to show how Berlin used many techniques to explain a single 

episode. The passages analysed required a significant amount of 'detective' work. Berlin 

never revealed that his interpretation was inspired by Abravanel or that he had used a 

rabbinic hermeneutic to rework Abravanel's interpretation into the textual detail of a 

single verse. Nor did he announce that while he was teaching his daily class of yeshiva 

students, Russia was attempting to emancipate her subjects. Yet aIl these factors played a 

role in his interpretation of just a few verses. 

When studying a passage of Biblical exegesis, an overarching consideration is to 

note how the different ways of understanding a text relate to, rely on, and build upon, 
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each other. The fact that an earlier exegete had already suggested the interpretation found 

in a later exegete is not reason to dismiss the latter as unoriginal. For example, it would 

have been very easy to dismiss Berlin's discussion of Noah's children as nothing 

extraordinary, because Abravanel had already offered a similar interpretation. But, with 

sorne knowledge of Russian Jewry, and the discernment to recognise a rabbinic 

hermeneutic that had been shifted, it quickly became apparent that Berlin's discussion of 

Noah's children was worthy of study - his way of incorporating Abravanel's thinking 

was original. 

The multi-Iayered complexity of interwoven methods found in Ha 'amek Davar 

raises important questions. When can one daim to understand a passage of Ha 'amek 

Davar? If one has not scoured the Russian newspapers, one has probably failed to 

understand the intellectual milieu in which Ha' amek Davar was created. At the same 

time, if one has only sought to learn the historical context of a work of exegesis, then one 

risks ignoring the creative genius and the interpretative method that adapted itself to that 

historical context. To avoid such pitfalls, the student of Biblical exegesis needs to be a 

student of history and he or she must view historical considerations as intrinsic to the 

creative process of Biblical Exegesis. 
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