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Isac Leo Seeligmann – Text Criticism in Context 
 

Alexander Rofé 
 
 

My attempt at describing the contribution of Isac Leo Seeligmann to Biblical 
studies in Israel, in order to introduce him to a wider audience of English 
readers, will perhaps be inadequate. I do not read Dutch, the language in 
which he published his works until 1948,1 and I came to know him only in 
1951, one year after his 'aliyah to Israel. Thus, a whole chapter relating to his 
upbringing and scholarly growth is known to me only in headlines. 
Seeligmann was born into a world of Torah and scholarship�his father was 
the historian Sigmund Seeligmann, widely known for his essays on the 
history of the Jews in the Netherlands and founder of the Society for Jewish 
Studies in Amsterdam. His library was renowned for its rich collection of 
Judaica and his house was a place of encounter for Jewish scholars from 
Holland and abroad. Into this cultural wealth, Isac Leo Seeligmann was 
born and raised. 

Seeligmann's acquaintances from Holland testified to his activity in the 
Zionist youth movement between the two world wars. So too, they told 
about his teaching in the Jewish high-school and in the Amsterdam 
Rabbinic Seminary where he began to work in 1935. At times, Seeligmann 
himself mentioned in his classes that he had had a former generation of 
students, a whole generation that had been murdered in the years 1941-
1945. The shock at the thought of how our people had been driven to 
massacre would give way to wonder: how this survivor, a remnant from a 
great Jewish community that had been annihilated, finds the spiritual might 
to study and teach. This is the power of the intellectual life, which expresses 

 
1 Bibliographies of Seeligmann's works have been published in: Isac Leo 

Seeligmann Volume: Essays on the Bible and the Ancient World (eds. A. Rofé and Y. 
Zakovitch; 3 vols; Jerusalem, 1983), 1:11–18; I.L. Seeligmann, Gesammelte Studien 
zur Hebräischen Bibel (ed. E. Blum; Tübingen, 2004), 493–499. Seeligmann's works 
will be cited below in their English or German cast. � 
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itself also in scientific investigation: it does not obliterate the atrocities 
caused by the wicked, but it overcomes the psychological agony by 
vigorous creativity.  

From the Ghetto of Theresienstadt Seeligmann returned to Amsterdam; 
his library had been ransacked and his house�occupied by strangers. In the 
cold and hungry city of the post-war years he went back to his research and 
wrote his dissertation on the Septuagint Version of Isaiah. Defended in 
1947, it was published in 1948.2  At the beginning of the next year, 1949, the 
Hebrew University resolved to invite him as Lecturer in Bible. The 
appointment came to fruition by June 1949 and early in 1950, at the age of 
43 Seeligmann settled with his family in Jerusalem. He would teach at the 
Hebrew University for twenty-five years, until his retirement in 1975. He 
continued his research as Emeritus for a further seven years, until his death, 
at the age of 75 in 1982. 

When he came to the Hebrew University, Seeligmann was already an 
accomplished scholar who relied on a clear, articulate method. His scholarly 
approach was formed by his studies in classical philology at the University 
of Leiden. By his own admission, he became acquainted with the discipline 
of Biblical studies through his independent work, especially through his 
teaching. However, this transfer of learning was certainly fostered by the 
Jewish education that he had first absorbed in his father's house, a legacy 
that was expanded and enhanced at the Amsterdam Rabbinic Seminary 
from which he graduated in 1931. These two fields, Classics and Rabbinics, 
assimilated by a student who dedicated himself to Biblical criticism, yielded 
their fruits in his works: first�his studies on the Septuagint and Jewish 
Hellenism,3 then�the enquiry into the presuppositions of midrashic 

 
2�The Septuagint Version of Isaiah: A Discussion of its Problems (MEOL 9; Leiden, 

1948); reprinted in The Septuagint Version of Isaiah and Cognate Studies (FAT 40; eds. 
R. Hanhart and H. Spieckermann; Tübingen, 2004), 119–294.  

3 Cf. the preceding note and additionally: “Problems and Perspectives in Modern 
Septuagint Research,” Textus 15 (1990): 169–232; “Jerusalem im Denken des 
hellenistischen Judentums,” in Gesammelte Studien (supra, n. 1), 381-399.� 
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