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Abstract

The present research is a textual study on the exegesis of the Torah commentators R. Shlomo
Yitzhaki (Rashi) and R. Moses b. Nahman (Nachmanides), and the supercommentator R. Eliyah
Mizrahi (Re'em). Rashi, who lived in France between the years 1040-1105, wrote a unique
commentary on the Torah which was disseminated throughout the Jewish dispersion and also
reached Spain, the residence of Nachmanides. The latter, who lived between the years 1194-
1270, also wrote a commentary on the Torah, in which he accorded an important place to the
commentary of Rashi. He often cites the opinion of Rashi before bringing his own opinion,
clarifies it, and frequently also disagrees with it.

Re'em, who lived in Turgama (Turkey) between the years 1435-1526, wrote a commentary on
Rashi's Torah commentary and set it as his goal not only to clarify Rashi's sources, explanations,
and arguments, but also to defend them against the difficulties and reservations raised by
Nachmanides. The exegetical disputes between Nachmanides and Rashi and between Re'em
and Nachmanides took place on three levels — the levels of linguistics, content, and ideas.
Likewise, the disputes move between the two exegetical approaches peshat and derash, each
commentator adopting his own exegetical approach with its definitions and boundaries. Re'em,
who recognized Nachmanides' harsh criticism of Rashi, came to his defense in the different
ways at his disposal. In order to justify and settle the words of Rashi, Re'em first had to clarify
the words of both Rashi and Nachmanides, and only after having attained and in-depth
understanding of Scripture according to each one of the exegetical giants did he defend Rashi
through his own arguments and proofs.

Scholarly literature has dealt extensively with the basic exegetical lines of Rashi and
Nachmanides, but almost nothing has been written on the supercommentator R. Eliyahu
Mizrahi, the leader of the Jewish community of Constantinople, the Chacham Bashi of the
Romaniote Jews during this period, a Torah giant, a Talmudic genius, a leading halachic
decision maker, and an expert in the sciences of trigonometry and astronomy. The only article
ever written on his commentary was published seventy five years ago, and later studies mention
his commentaries only to demonstrate the general characteristics of supercommentaries. The
present research fills out the need for a comprehensive analysis and characterization of the
complex exegetical method of Re'em.



The Goal of the Research

The research examines the question whether Re'em considered the defense of Rashi a central
purpose of his exegesis, and whether he, indeed, should be accredited as the first consistent and
systematic defender of Rashi against the criticism of Nachmanides, compared to previous
commentators of Rashi. The research reviews all the places in the book of Genesis where Re'em
relates to a disagreement between Rashi and Nachmanides, and counts the number of cases in
which Re'em defends Rashi in comparison to the number of cases where he does not defend
Rashi. It also suggests a methodic classification of the ways in which Re'em defends Rashi.
Through the discussion of the exegetical issues, the research answers an additional question —
how did Re'em understand the attitude towards the literal meaning reflected in the
commentaries of Rashi and Nachmanides, and what characterizes his methodic-exegetical
outlook? In addition, the research tries to clarify why Re'em, the chief rabbi of Constantinople,
Turkey, came to the defense of Rashi, the Ashkenazi commentator, against the attacks of
Nachmanides, the Spanish commentator. Does this perhaps teach something not only about his

exegetical outlook but also about his philosophical outlook?

Methodology

The research is based on the method of textual research, which includes obtaining information,
focusing it, classifying it, and analyzing it; on interpretation and inference — drawing
conclusions, creating generalizations, understanding central arguments and ideas, and defining
principal stances; and on assessment and criticism — distinguishing between facts and opinions,
proposing hypotheses, understanding the aim of the text, multi-directional philosophical
development, and expressing a personal critical opinion. The basic exegetical texts of the
commentaries of Rashi and Nachmanides are cited as brought in the online edition of Mikraot
Gedolot Haketer 2009.

The first stage of the research consisted in obtaining information from the commentary of Re'em
on the book of Genesis (M. Philip edition), focusing on three questions: 1) To determine
whether Re'em was the first consistent and systematic defender of Rashi against the criticism
of Nachmanides (in comparison to his predecessors); 2) Determining the degree to which Re'em
applied his basic exegetical program of defending Rashi against Nachmanides, while
classifying the data and characterizing the different strategies of defense; 3) Determining
whether there any apparent irregularities in the attitude of Re'em towards Rashi: Re'em ignoring
Nachmanides' criticism of Rashi, Re'em agreeing with Nachmanides' criticism of Rashi, and

Re'em opposing the view of Rashi.



In order to produce this information, we first examined Re'em's declarations of intent in his
various writings. Did he explicitly express his intention to defend Rashi against Nachmanides
in his commentary? Parallel to this, we also examined this trend among the supercommentaries
that preceded Re'em. Did they relate explicitly to this goal, and if they did, how many times did
each commentator defend Rashi against the claims of Nachmanides? These findings determined
the degree to which the supercommentators preceding Re'em showed interest in this exegetical
component. Subsequently, we examined all the cases in which Re'em defended Rashi against
the claims of Nachmanides in his commentary on Genesis. These cases were classified and
characterized according to the defense strategies employed by Re'em, such as misunderstanding
Rashi's intention, misunderstanding the intention of the Talmudic sages, basing Rashi's
commentary on the words of the Talmud, etc. In order to find the irregular cases, it was
necessary to reread the commentary of Re'em while marking the different cases in which his
words seem to oppose his general purpose of defending Rashi.

At the second stage of the research, the textual information was analyzed, and the conclusions
of the research were presented and compared with the survey of the scholarly literature. The
discussion on the conclusions focused on the following issues: Re'em as the central defender of
Rashi against the claims of Nachmanides; Re'em's perception of the methodic outlooks of Rashi
and Nachmanides, and the impact of his perception on his understanding of the method of
peshat; the motives of Re'em, the commentator from Turgama, for defending the Ashkenazi
commentator Rashi against the claims of Nachmanides, the Spaniard. The conclusions, the
analysis of the findings, and the summary were also conducted with the help of textual research
tools.

The Main Findings

The findings of the research can be divided into two stages. The first stage yielded the following
findings: Part 1 — declarations of intent. Re'em explicitly expresses his intention to defend
Rashi against the claims of Nachmanides in two places in his writings: a) "God, blessed be He,
knows that our sole purpose in this composition has been to enlighten the eyes of the readers so
that they may understand the commentaries of "the Great Light" (Rashi) on the Torah, and to
solve the doubts and difficulties raised by 'the Great Lion', Nachmanides of blessed memory,
in his novel interpretations and in other places™ (Responsa of Re'em, chap. 5, p. 18; according
to textual emendations); b) "... and especially to solve the doubts raised by later generations of
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who 'remains confident even if the Jordan rushes into his mouth', whence I had to deal with this
issue" (Responsa of Re'em, chap. 80, p. 258).

Part 2 — Re'em's defense of Rashi in the book of Genesis compared to previous
supercommentators, and classification of the defense strategies: we found 98 cases in which
Re'em explicitly defends Rashi against the claims of Nachmanides, and an additional 17 cases
in which he defends him covertly. Following is a comparison of these findings with six
supercommentators who preceded Re'em: R. Ya'akov Shabtai of Provence (Ashkenaz) does not
mention the commentary of Nachmanides in his commentary; R. Shmuel Almosnino (Spain)
defends Rashi once in his commentary; R. Moshe Gabbai (Spain) defends Rashi seven times in
his work 'Eved Shlomo'; R. Yehuda Ha-Kohen Khalatz (Spain) defendes Rashi 16 times in his
commentary; R. Ya'akov Kanizal (Spain) defends Rashi 21 times; R. Avraham Bokrat defends
Rashi nine times in 'Sefer Ha-Zikkaron'.

These are the ten defense strategies employed by Re'em when defending Rashi against the
claims of Nachmanides, and their distribution: In the explicit cases, the division is as follows:
Misunderstanding Rashi's intention: Re'em claims that Nachmanides' criticism stems from
the fact that he did not understand the words of Rashi, and that if he had understood them
correctly he would not have criticized them (31 cases). Misunderstanding the intention of the
Talmudic sages: Re'em claims that Nachmanides did not understand the words of the Talmudic
sages brought by Rashi in his commentary, and that if he had understood their intention
correctly he would not have criticized them (20 cases). Basing the commentary of Rashi on
the words of the Talmudic sages: Re'em claims that the opinion of Rashi is based on a different
Talmudic saying than the one mentioned by Nachmanides, or that Nachmanides was completely
unaware of it, his argument thus being invalid. In these cases, Re'em identifies the true Talmudic
source of Rashi's commentary in order to defend him (19 cases). The criticism is directed
against the Talmudic sages and not against Rashi: Re'em claims that Nachmanides ought to
direct his criticism against the Talmudic sages and not against Rashi, since they are the source
of Rashi's interpretation (five cases). Logical probability or proofs from Scripture: Re'em
refutes Nachmanides' criticism of Rashi by means of logical arguments or proofs from Scripture
(39 cases). Characterizing Rashi's exegetical method: in his defense of Rashi, Re'em uses,
and normally also cites, one of Rashi's methodical rules. In this way, Rashi's interpretation is
justified in light of his exegetical method (five cases). The way of Scripture: in his defense of
Rashi, Re'em relies on the characteristics of biblical style, and the argument of Nachmanides
thus becomes invalid (nine cases). A textual problem: Re'em bases his defense of Rashi against

Nachmanides on a textual issue, claiming that the version of Rashi's commentary or of the
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words of the Talmudic sages used by Nachmanides is faulty, and his claims thus become
baseless (seven cases). Linguistic defense: Re'em defends Rashi by means of various linguistic
tools. In some cases, Re'em argues against Nachmanides that their exegetical disagreement
stems from the fact that the terminology of Rashi is different from his, and brings linguistic
proofs in support of Rashi (14 cases). Nachmanides refutes himself: Re'em denies the validity
of Nachmanides' criticism, since Nachmanides himself, in another place, interprets the way
Rashi interprets here. If so, let him criticize himself (three cases). Only six cases of covert
defense were examined, and their division and distribution is as follows: Nachmanides has
misunderstood Rashi’s intention (one case); logical probability or proofs from Scripture
(two cases); linguistic defense (two cases); the way of Scripture (one case). In all the cases
where Re'em defends Rashi against the criticisms of Nachmanides, he employs at least one
strategy, many times also two strategies, and sometimes even three or four strategies. His ways
of defending Rashi are sophisticated and sometimes even casuistic, and abundant with scriptural
proofs and references to Talmudic sources.!

Part 3 — we found seven opposing trends in the attitude of Re'em towards the claims of
Nachmanides and towards Rashi: 1) in 86 cases, Re'em ignores the claims of Nachmanides; 2)
in four cases, Re'em agrees with Nachmanides; 3) Re'em relies on a partial explanation supplied
by Nachmanides in support for the position of Rashi; 4) Re'em clarifies the point of contention
between Rashi and Nachmanides without taking sides; 5) Re'em refutes Nachmanides'
justification of Rashi; 6) Re'em mentions the opinion of Nachmanides; 7) Re'em raises
difficulties against the commentary of Rashi in 33 cases.

The second stage yielded the following findings: Re'em’s view on Rashi and his methodic
principles: Re'em relied on two basic assumptions with regard to the character of Rashi: firstly,
Rashi is 'the Great and Prominent Light', the pillar of wisdom whose commentary is founded
on logical thinking, on the order of the verses, and on scriptural proofs; secondly, Rashi had a
profound knowledge of the Talmud, which he integrates in his commentary with utmost
precision. Re'em approved of the methodic foundations of Rashi's biblical exegesis: "I have
come only to give the plain meaning of the Scriptures and the Aggadah which serves to clarify
the words of the Scriptures in a way which fits in with them”, and also expanded the limits of
exegesis in accordance with the principle 'wherever it is possible to extract meaning from the
verse by way of derash — we extract. Additionally, Re'em formulated additional rules

concerning the commentary of Rashi in three areas: the method of Scripture, the language of
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Scripture, and the language of the Targum. Re'em’'s view on Nachmanides and his methodic
principles: in the eyes of Re'em, Nachmanides was ‘the Great and Frightening Lion' who
'refutes the findings of his colleagues' and therefore cannot cease interpreting for even a single
moment. Re'em sensed that Nachmanides tries to push Rashi aside and feared that Rashi's status
among the students of the Torah be undermined, which is why he made an effort to defend his
commentaries. In the eyes of Re'em, Nachmanides moves between peshat and derash following
a pragmatic order of preferences, meaning that Nachmanides tended to interpret according to
the reality of the matter or 'the way of Scripture's language’, and not according to the precise
meaning of the verse. Re'em found in Nachmanides a novel conception of peshat as well as
three linguistic characteristics. The characteristics of Re'em's exegesis: the defensive
exegesis of Re'em is complex in both its explicit and covert aspects. His commentary is
extremely impressive, rich in information and sources, deep, subtle, and sophisticated. The
main characteristics of Re'em'’s exegesis are: logical thinking, the ability to inform and persuade,
the power of casuistry and abstract depth, linguistic expertise, methodic understanding of
Targum Onkelos, use of methodic principles, textual investigation, creative talent, and the spirit
of God. We also found that Re'em employs a lengthy, tiresome writing style, he does not
mention any additional commentator, and his commentary suffers from five weak links. Re'em
sems to have adopted the methodic path of Rashi, according to which Scripture should be
interpreted in accordance with its literal meaning and the homilies that are close to the literal
meaning, that is to say, those that solve its difficulties without contradicting it. However, Re'em
also expanded the limits of the use of derash fixed by Rashi. That is to say, despite the
similarities between the views of Re'em and Rashi's way of defining exegetical goals, Re'em
expanded the place allotted to derash in biblical commentaries, in accordance with the
Talmudic rule: "wherever it is possible to extract meaning from the verse by way of derash —
we extract”; but he attributed this expansion to Rashi himself. Conjecturing motives: it can be
surmised that Re'em came to Rashi's defense for three different interconnected reasons: a
historical-cultural reason, an exegetical-methodic reason, and a philosophical-apologetic
reason.

Conclusions: the research has proven that Re'em saw the defense of Rashi as a central purpose
of his exegesis, and he is, indeed, to be accredited as the first consistent and systematic defender
of Rashi against the arguments of Nachmanides, in comparison with previous interpreters of
Rashi. On the basis of an analysis of 73 of 115 cases in which Re'em defends Rashi, the research
has demonstrated Re'em's unique ability for analytical investigation, his ability for casuistry

and exegetical sophistication, and his exceptional expertise in Talmudic literature. The research
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discovered that Re'em's motives were mainly exegetical, although not exclusively so. He also
acted out of apologetic motives and was willing to pay the necessary exegetical price for this.
Re'em's defensive enterprise is more than mere interpretation; it is a unique masterpiece by a
commentator interpreting his colleague.

The importance of the findings is expressed in three different aspects, a methodic aspect, a
cultural aspect, and a philosophical-ideological aspect. From a methodic aspect it seems that
Re'em aimed at interpreting the Torah according to its literal meaning as he understood it, and
in most of the cases where he did his utmost to defend Rashi, it seems that he preferred Rashi
to Nachmanides because he viewed Rashi's commentary as the epitome of peshat. The fact that
we have also found apparently opposing trends in Re'em's attitude towards Rashi can be
explained in the following way: the fact that Re'em chose to defend Rashi in only a little more
than half of the cases in which the latter is criticized by Nachmanides may be explained in the
following ways: First, it seems that Re'em defends Rashi only in cases where Nachmanides
raised more than one difficulty against Rashi. For Re'em, mere disagreement does not constitute
sufficient reason for defending Rashi. Second, Re'em does not bother defending Rashi in cases
where Nachmanides disagrees with the method Rashi but presents his commentary as an
alternative, secondary peshat, or as derash, because in such cases Nachmanides still presents
the interpretation of Rashi as a legitimate interpretation. Third, Re'em saw no reason to defend
Rashi in cases where Nachmanides presents the view of Rashi but prefers his own interpretation
"by way of the truth”. The fact that Re'em agrees with the criticism of Nachmanides against
Rashi in three cases testifies, on the one hand, to his intellectual honesty, and on the other hand
it does not contradict the findings of the research. The cases in which Re'em raises difficulties
against Rashi teaches about his exegetical honesty, integrity, and objectivity.

From a cultural point of view, it seems that Re'em choose to defend the way of Rashi because
he inherited this tradition from his Ashkenazi teachers. Two of his most influential mentors, R.
Eliyahu Segal and R. Yehuda Mintz, based their studies — biblical and Talmudic — on the
commentaries of Rashi. Re'em was influenced by this trend and even developed it further,
wherefore he chose to systematically defend the way of Rashi. To this explanation one may add
the philosophical-ideological aspect. From some of his statements in his various writings, as
well as from additional testimonies, it can be inferred that Re'em perceived Nachmanides to
constitute a threat to the status of Rashi as a commentator and central leader, and he therefore
felt a moral obligation to defend him. In certain cases, this defense was carried out at all costs,
which fact points to an apologetic purpose. This kind of defense occurs only when the exegetical

purpose is founded not only on methodical considerations but also on deeper ideological
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incentives. The findings do not teach about a purely exegetical struggle, but about a cultural
exegetical struggle and a philosophical struggle connected to faith in the greatness of earlier

scholars.
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