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Weiss, Judith, ספר טעם הטעמים Ta’am HaTe’amim or Universal Oral Law: A Hebrew Renaissance 
Kabbalistic Mission Treatise by Guillaume Postel. Jerusalem: Magnes Press, 2018. 174 pp. 
(9789657763124). In Hebrew.

Weiss, a scholar of Kabbalah, has produced an annotated edition of an original 1552 messianic 
work composed by the French Catholic orientalist mystic, Guillaume Postel (1510-1581). Postel’s 
work, which was previously unknown, was written in Hebrew and aimed at Jewish readers. As a 
Catholic Hebrew work, it provides a special chapter in the history of Christian polemics and another 
means of understanding the Jewish-Christian dialogue in the 16th century. Throughout the book, 
Postel refers to historical events from his unique perspective, which is comprised of apocalyptic 
millenarianism and Gallic nationhood, based on Jewish Kabbalistic sources. Amongst these is the 
description of Joan of Arc, the 15th century woman whose image was considered by Postel as the 
ideal of Gallic feminine nationhood and whose picture adorns the book cover. All these ideas are 
given messianic significance by Postel. 

Recommended for libraries holding Christian polemical literature, the history of Kabbalah and 
messianism, and Christian Jewish relations in the time of the Renaissance and rise of the Reformation. 

David B Levy, Lander College for Women, NYC
 
Wright, Fiona. The Israeli Radical Left: An Ethics of Complicity. Philadelphia: University of 
Pennsylvania Press, 2018. 192 pp. $69.95. (9780812250473).

The ideological premise of the Israeli polity has been historically leftist in its general orientation. 
Thus, when the analysis is concentrated on the self-referenced “radical” element of the Israeli political 
spectrum, it is a topic deserving of attention. Wright is a research associate in social anthropology at the 
University of Cambridge who spent 18 months in the South Hebron region of the West Bank examining 
the behavior of Israeli activists opposed to their government’s policy toward the occupation in general, 
but heavily focused on the issue of the Jewish settlements in the West Bank. The challenge faced by 
these left-wing activists is the conflict of remaining loyal Israeli citizens faced with what they recognize 
as the brutal reality of military occupation. Militarism and nationalism are mixed to provide a complex 
social and ethical amalgam that serves as the focus of this ethnographic study. The language employed 
is not always conveniently clear, making the potential audience narrower than need be. Nevertheless, 
what Wright provides is a contribution to the understanding of the diversity of Israeli society.

Sanford R. Silverburg, Catawba College, Salisbury, NC

Zerubavel, Yael. Desert in the Promised Land. (Stanford Studies in Jewish History and Culture). 
Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2018. 368 pp. $29.95. (9781503606234). Also available as eBook.

The author was intrigued by the unresolved tension between the strong attachment to the desert 
landscape and admiration of its wild nature among trekkers to Masada in the 1940s and 1950s, and 
the negative approach to desert symbolism that was at the core of the Zionist settlement mission, “to 
make the desert bloom again.” Chapter one presents the concept of desert in Judaism; chapter two 
examines the desert as seen by European Jewish immigrants to Erets Yisra’el; chapter three develops 
the “discourse of settlement and security and its competing interpretation of the desert as a symbolic 
landscape”; chapter four focuses on the Negev; chapter five is on the Bedouin population of the 
Negev; chapter six is on desert and the environment, and the last chapter looks at tourism in the 
desert. Desert in the promised land is not an academic exercise in abstract distinctions, but a “metaphorical 
journey” through the collective Jewish Israeli imaginary drawing from literary narratives, educational 
texts, newspaper articles, tourist materials, films, popular songs, posters, photographs, and cartoons. 
Recommended to all academic libraries.

Roger S. Kohn, Silver Spring, MD
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