Abarbanel and the Censor*

EW biblical commentaries have been accorded the acclaim and

popularity enjoyed by Don Isaac Abarbanel’s commentary on the
Pentateuch.! Later Jewish exegetes, including S. D. Luzzatto, M. L.
Malbim, and D. Z. Hoffmann, cite extensively from it.2 But Abar-
banel’s sphere of influence was not limited to Jewish circles; his
commentaries exercised a lasting influence on the Christian world as
well.3 With a tolerance unprecedented in the history of biblical
exegesis, he did not hesitate to draw freely upon Christian sources.4
When citing Christians, his comments occasionally took the form of
an acute polemic which the Church found embarrassing and offensive.
The Church retaliated via censorship of his works.

* I wish to express my gratitude to Professor MosHE GREENBERG of the Univer-
sity of Pennsylvania, who read the typewritten draft and suggested many valuable
improvements. Moreover, it was due to his initial encouragement that this paper
was written.

1 Although modern scholarship (via GRAETZ and BAER) has adopted the speliing
Abravanel, the traditional pronunciation and spelling, Abarbanel, has been
preferred throughout this discussion. Cf. B. NETANYAHU, Don Isaac Abravanel
(Philadelphia, 1953), appendix A, p. 261, who admits that Don Isaac’s son Judah
“‘seems to have insisted on the form Abarbane!l”. Further support in favour of this
form appears in Elijah Levita’s *Q@n;7 9990, published at Isny in 1541. It was
vocalised by Levita himself and includes a list of corrigenda which takes into
account errors in vocalisation, also prepared by Levita, as he indicates both in his
introduction (¥%na 'm'l?"l) and in the list of corrections. Levita (1468-1549)
was a younger contemporary of Abarbanel, and taught at Padua from 1504-8,
the very years during which Abarbanel, then at the peak of his fame, was re51d1ng
at the neighbouring Venice. Even if he was not in direct contact with any of the
Abarbanels, it is a fair assumption that Levita was familiar with the correct
pronunciation of their name. In "2PNT 1DV, under the heading ’[JR he cites

Abarbanel and vocalises '783’:!'1.‘.18 Under the heading N:l"l n‘pw he vocalises
"?NJ’ZHDN NETANYAHU'’s otherwise full treatment neglects Lev1ta s vocalisation,

although it had been alluded to, albeit with a slight error of transcription, in an
earlier work. See H. Loewe in J. B. TREND and H. LoEWE, Isaac Abravanel—Six
Lectures (Cambridge, 1937), p. xx. It might also be noted that M. GASTER, as cited
ibid, p. x, preferred the pronunciation Abarbanel. The etymological significance of
the name remains uncertain. See now NETANYAHU’s 2nd edition (1968), p. 261.

2 Malbim, in the introduction to his commentary on Joshua, states that only
Abarbanel and several of his contemporaries ‘‘succeeded in instilling a living spirit
into Scripture in accord with the plain sense”’.

3 Most of Abarbanel’s commentaries were translated into Latin. There were
numerous Christian admirers and many who opposed his theological views, but
all perused his writings diligently. Cf. NETANYAHU, op. cit., pp. 251 and 323.

4 On one occasion, after having cited the opinions of both Jewish and Christian
scholars, Abarbanel adds: “Truthfully, I find their [the Christians’] interpretation
more satisfying than all the interpretations of the aforementioned Jewish scholars™.
Commentary on Early Prophets (Jerusalem, 1955), p. 520.
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It is intended here to trace the history of Abarbanel’s commentary
on Deuteronomy; to show while so doing that Abarbanel’s com-
mentary on the Pentateuch, as we have it, is an expurgated

text; and to restore the censored passages of the commentary on
Deuteronomy.

Abarbanel conceived and began writing his commentary on
Deuteronomy even before completing his first major work, the
mo s mMs.5 Various financial responsibilities interrupted his
exegetical work, and in a letter of 1472, addressed to Yehiel of Pisa,
he pledged to complete his commentary as soon as time would
permit. The unfinished manuscript was lost during Abarbanel’s
flight from Portugal in 1483. In 1495 Abarbanel arrived at Corfu,
where he discovered a copy of his unfinished commentary on Deutero-
nomy.% With renewed spirit, he vowed that he would complete his
commentary, expanding and revising it. The task was finally completed
on 6th February, 1496 at Monopoli, the Adriatic seaport which then
belonged to the Kingdom of Naples.?

The editio princeps of Abarbanel’s commentary on Deuteronomy
was published posthumously at Sabbionetta, Italy, in 1551.8 It was
entitled mwnn nas>an by the author.® The editio princeps of Abar-
banel’s commentary on the other four books of the Pentateuch ap-
peared together with the commentary on Deuteronomy at Venice in

5 Most scholars have assumed Abarbanel’s DT DIVY to represent his first
literary effort. NETANYAHU, op. cit., p. 268, note 34, proves that the MMX
DYTI0"1 appeared earlier.

6 Abarbanel writes in his introduction to Deuteronomy:

MM 7D 2w 1/D9p “KRY °NK3 Yy /1 nhanal o 353 N3 Pnowon

nnnYY APAX wh MR MDD YITDI heyw nn B o'phr i A9pT

5 1% *5an mAn " m P2 NI ADUOIR MRM A% Apwn 12 aptmi
WHbe ovhRx ovHhR 1MS0T ANy PYENa AU WK LYH

7 See the colophon to the commentary on Deuteronomy.

8 It was the first Hebrew book published at Sabbionetta, and it was printed by
Tobias Foa. For a complete listing of the works published at Sabbionetta, and an
account of the Foa publishers, see ABRAHAM YAAr1, 7DD ™PNN (Jerusalem,
1958), pp. 323-419. Cf. DAVID W. AMRAM, The Makers of Hebrew Books in Italy
(Philadelphia, 1909), pp. 288-305.

9 See Abarbanel’s ifa=hi LaXw> M2wN DYRY (Venice, 1574), where he lists
by title all the works composed by himself. This list is appended to Abarbanel’s
oW QY (Rodelheim, 1828). In it the commentary on Deuteronomy is not
designated with a specific title. The later printed editions of Abarbanel’s commen-
tary on the Pentateuch, which incorporated the commentary on Deuteronomy,

refer to it as A"™2TH PR DD YID; But cf. Abarbanel’s commentary on
Ezek. xxxiv: 24, where he cites the iawn a2 M by me.
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1579.10 Tt is this latter edition that became the vorlage for all printed
editions of Abarbanel’s fmnn vy°®, the most recent editions of
which1! are faithful reproductions of the Venice edition with only
minor variations, mostly printers’ errors that have accrued through
the years.

We are now confronted with the problem of ascertaining the de-
pendability of the Sabbionetta and Venice editions, and determining
whether or not they were faithful reproductions of Abarbanel’s
autograph copy. No holograph of a work by Abarbanel is known to
exist. The only way in which we can proceed is to compare the first
two editions of Abarbanel’s commentary on Deuteronomy (the second
being included in the Venice edition of the 7m0 ¥17°D). One can also
subject Abarbanel’s commentary to internal criticism, seeking to
determine whether or not it is likely, or even possible, that Abarbanel
could have written what our printed text exhibits.12

A comparison of the first two editions clearly indicates that all
our present editions of Abarbanel are abridged through censorship.

10 NETANYAHU, op. cit., p. 325, lists all the first editions of Abarbanel’s works,
except for the commentary on Deuteronomy. He mentions only the Venice edition
of Abarbanel’s commentary on the Pentateuch (and hence Deuteronomy), even
though at the bottom of the very same page he states that ““first editions were
always consulted”. Indeed, nowhere in his book does NETANYAHU distinguish the
TAwHB NaDMn from the commentary on Deuteronomy which was included in the
Venice 1579 edition. This is all the more remarkable considering that almost every
earlier work on Abarbanel mentions the 132N Na>9 M. Cf. JacoB S. MINKIN,
Abarbanel and the Expulsion of the Jews from Spain (New York, 1938), p. 221;
TreND and LOEWE, op. cit., p. 78, plate I11. Since the 13w NAS9M reflects a more
complete text of the commentary on Deuteronomy than does the Venice edition,
NETANYAHU’S omission is not insignificant (as will be further shown below) and
should be rectified, particularly since NETANYAHU’S work remains the definitive
study of Abarbanel.

11 See below in this paper, p. 54 for details regarding two recent editions. In
1959, a photograph (3 vols.) of an earlier printed edition was issued by the Saphro-
graph Co., New York.

12 Some minor but obvious additions are: (a) the opening words to the com-
mentary on Deuteronomy, which read: 97781 SR1393X an’ N7 WA MW
(b) the colophon to the commentary on Genesis, which reads:

v A1 DD, nNMTna N A *han DRI VI IR nabwm
WD MY QYT DU DONRMY 2'DPR nwnn Mv L MBORT Bob KT
PR nPn CIRDR NN NaL
The year 5282 (1522) was fourteen years after Abarbanel’s demise. A printer’s
error must be precluded because of the complementing ﬁﬁbx. The passage is

clearly a copyist’s addition to the text. This was first noted by DE Ross1; see
Conforte’s NI RNp, ed. CasseL (Berlin, 1846), p. 29b, n. 5. Compare

NETANYAHU, op. cit., p. 288, n. 16.
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The Sabbionetta edition, although on the whole comparing favourably
with the Venice edition, contains references to political events con-
temporary with the author, as well as references to Christianity in
general and its founder in particular, that did not find their way into
the Venice (and hence all future) editions. That later editions of
Abarbanel’s commentaries were both censored and confiscated by the
Church has long been established.1? It can now be asserted that the
very first edition of the commentary on the entire Pentateuch was also
a censored text. The Sabbionetta edition of the fawni nasn preserves
the original text of the commentary on Deuteronomy. Many of the
copies were later censored, with the expurgated passages being
blotted out with dark ink.14¢ Whether or not the Sabbionetta edition
was itself a faithful copy of the holograph is difficult to determine.
When one considers the length of time that had elapsed between the
authorship and printing (over fifty years), and the difficult circum-
stances that encompassed the Jews of Italy in the sixteenth century,
it appears likely that the original manuscript underwent numerous
changes of hand, and that its copyists inadvertently introduced errors
into it. The editors of the Sabbionetta edition confessed their difficulty
in coping with the many errors in the manuscript they used.1s Further-
more, there are occasional unwarranted lacunae in the text which
seem, both structurally and contextually, to indicate an intentional
omission by the printer.16 The printers may have exercised self-
censorship in order to protect themselves—a phenomenon not

13 Thus in 1753 two Church censors, Ruffini and Venturini, requested that all of
Abarbanel’s works be prohibited because in one of them he had expressed certain
offensive ideas. In 1738, Abarbanel’s {1NT P¥ w170 was allowed to circulate;
in 1748 it was forbidden; in 1753 it was once again permitted. See WILLIAM POPPER,
Censorship of Hebrew Books (New York, 1899), p. 121, n. 463, and p. 124. Cf. A.
BERLINER, D11121 0°an> (Jerusalem, 1949), Vol. II, pp. 49, 69-73. Cf. L.
RaBiNowiITZ in TREND and LoEWE, op. cit., p. 88, who notes that the popes did not
allow Abarbanel’s commentary on Isaiah to be studied.

14 The copy of the MWNAN N329M at the New York Public Library was ex-
punged by the notorious censor Fra Luigi da Bologna, and bears his dated auto-
graph. On his activity, cf. POPPER, op. cit., pp. 99, 101, 145, and plate IV. Of the
three copies at the Hebrew University in Jerusalem, only one is uncensored.

15 See end of MWNM NIADTM, where Joseph b. Jacob Ashkenazi, one of the
printers, writes: ‘. . . it is true that he [Abarbanel] wrote a commentary on the
other four books of the Pentateuch, which however has not come into my posses-
sion . . . and when I examined it carefully, I found the manuscript before me
replete with errors.”’

16 This assumption is strongly supported by the incoherency of flow between
the words before and after the /acunae. Occasionally, the missing link is easily
restored, as in expurgated passage no. 33 below.
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uncommon in the early days of the Hebrew printed book.!7 Samuel
Archevolti, the proof-reader of the Venice edition, also noted the
poor condition of his manuscript, especially the section containing
the commentary on Exodus.

Since the editio princeps of the commentary on Deuteronomy is no
longer readily available to the general public, the expurgated words
and passages are reprinted below for the benefit of the reader. Many
of the passages throw new light on various aspects of Abarbanel’s
thought. It may suffice to mention that several scholars have marvelled
at Abarbanel’s seemingly sympathetic view of Ferdinand, despite the
latter’s role in the expulsion of the Jews from Spain.!® One of the
expurgated passages that appears below is of particular importance
in that it is the only passage in all of Abarbanel’s writings that reflects
a diabolical image of Ferdinand.!® The historical significance of the
various passages dealing with apostates, conversos, mixed marriage,
and Christianity is self-evident.

A scholar who wrote during the first decade of the present century
aptly remarked that “the censors of the Church have inked
the pages in thousands of volumes and the paper has proved
more durable than the ink, for the ink has faded and the once deleted
printed words are now again legible, to prove that Dominico
Ierosolomitano, Fra Luigi da Bologna and Giovanni Dominico

17 This suggests a possible explanation for an otherwise difficult passage in
Ibn Verga’s 71THT* L3V BaAer-SHOCHET edition, Jerusalem, 1947, p. 120. This
passage reads:

PYI53 HIIRIIR AT PN WD NN KO, M 0anoh N -
-m MY *nym 9% a5 0an> TwR NN

SHOCHET correctly notes that Ibn Verga has mistakenly substituted Judah for
Isaac; and he refers the reader to Abarbanel’'s commentary on Deut. Xxviii:
15 ., adding that the passage in question discusses the expulsions in general terms,
whereas Ibn Verga claims it discusses them in greater detail. Chapter 28 contains
several expurgated passages, and it is possible that the printers applied self-
censorship for obvious political considerations and deleted the very passage that
Ibn Verga had seen in manuscript form. Since the 1171° DAY was probably writ-
ten and published before the Sabbionetta edition appeared (BAER suggests 1550),
Ibn Verga could only have seen the fuller manuscript of Abarbanel’s commentary
on Deuteronomy. For another approach to this problem, see Usque’s Consolation
Jor the Tribulations of Israel, trans. by MARTIN A. CoseN (Philadelphia, 1965),
appendix B, p. 286.

18 See L. Rasmowirz in TReND and Lorwg, op. cit., p. 89, and n. 19 below.

19 NETANYARU, op. cit., pp. 185-6 and especially p. 312, n. 163, adduces this very
passage (the abridged text as it appears in the Venice edition) among others, in
support of his contention that Abarbanel does not exhibit anywhere in his writings
a personal animosity toward Ferdinand. Had the editio princeps been consulted,
this passage could not have been adduced.
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Carretto (three of the most active expurgators) lived and inked in
vain,””20
* * *

The expurgated passages are most meaningful when read in con-
text, In order to facilitate the insertion of the expurgated passages into
the received texts, the parallel loci in the Venice edition (and all
subsequent editions) are cited according to the pagination of the
Jerusalem 1964 edition, Px39% =23 o*™pd PR, 3 vols. (the most
recent, and finest of the three editions of Abarbanel’s commentary on
the Pentateuch which have appeared during the last decade), as well as
according to the somewhat erratic pagination of the Warsaw 1862
edition (reissued by Torah Vadaath Publishers, Jerusalem, 1955), an
edition that has received wide circulation. The pagination of the
Sabbionetta and Warsaw editions allow for four columns per num-
bered page. Thus:

X720 MW MIPRR N3O DO ,APIPAD DBT=0"1
“T/2UN MY TSI 3T /D PRISNAR o owT=""7
1730 P ,ATNA /D DRIZVAR LRYIRN DIDT=T"7

Sabbionetta edition, page 2, column 1 =1 ,3 :p/77
Warsaw edition, page 3, column 4 =4 ,3 :v'q

Words preceding a square bracket (]) are introductory only, and
appear in all editions. Abarbanel’s prolixity rendered it impractical
to identify the passages by the biblical chapter and verse which they
were intended to elucidate.

Loyl a1 a1

DR 1P~ OnT "wBI PR pAph DR7ALID Tonn nnm (70 anbl oewn
+ oo bR OmIn TV I B

Ton oebannn wra YR M0 A e [2W90n Ry yhIn 2by ouma
b5 NR W DNMPRD KT POM DMK 210 750 DdbRa Jowmn prw
« o« 7T BN BNOPY OITA IR MR Do oTNh

ann e ok o1 e MY am ey [W9S 9wR npax bn b
o+ FWADM PIRT BV PP UMK NS M

e MBDIY DD DO S vy oo i [ouw whw

by 9veah W TINDT MINS omawnn 551 UR I ovs [nwt o,
cee it BT oW R B N

26 AMRAM, op. cit. (note 8), p. 193.
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21 See Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologica, Suppl., q. 67, a.1 and 3, cf. Ia
Iae, q. 105, a. 4.

"‘In5 (t)he Warsaw edition, the pagination starts again with the number 1 after
page 50.
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