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PREFACE: LEGENDS AND FOLKLORE —
SOME ASPECTS OF LOUIS GINZBERG’S
THE LEGENDS OF THE JEWS IN A HISTORICAL
AND CRITICAL PERSPECTIVE

Galit Hasan-Rokem

The century that has passed since Louis Ginzberg initiated the publication of his
monumental work, The Legends of the Jews has been an especially productive
onc for the critical, scholarly, and cultural study of the aggadic texts of the rabbis
of late antiquity. Like Haim Nahman Bialik, some have viewed those texts as part
and parcel of Hebrew belletristic creativity, others as important historical sources.
These texts certainly constitute an important point of reference and fountainhead
for contemporary Hebrew literature — in no small measure due to both Bialik
and Ravnitzki’s Sefer Ha-Aggadah' and Ginzberg's Legends of the Jews.

It is no mere coincidence that the two plenary sessions devoted to the
centennial of Legends at the Fifteenth Congress of the World Association
of Jewish Studies in August 2009 took place in the Folklore Section of the
Congress.” The first of the two sessions was chaired by Avigdor Shinan, one
of the initiators of the celebratory sessions; in the course of his introductory
remarks, he recited his Hebrew translation of the entire Friedrich Schiller
poem whose final lines are the motto of the first volume of Ginzberg's Legends
of the Jews.) The papers in this session were delivered by David Golinkin,

| H.N. Bialik and Y. H. Ravnitski, Sefer Ha-aggadah: Mivhar ha-agadot sheba-Talmud

wuva-midrashim (Cracow: Y, Fisher, [907-1910).

The video recording of the session may be viewed online at hitp:/multimedia.huji.

ac.il/video/congress (09/15.himl. Accessed on December 6, 2010,

3 FE. Schiller, “An die Freunde,” (1803); quoted in L. Ginzberg, Legends of the Jews
(7 vals; trans. H. Szold and P. Radin; Philadelphia: The Jewish Publicalion Society,
1909-1938), 1:vii.
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PREFACE

Daniel Boyarin, and Hillel Newman. Menahem Hirshman, another of the
event’s initiators, chaired the second session, where the papers were delivered
by Jacob Elbaum and Galit Hasan-Rokem. The sessions concluded with the
comments of Yaakov Kaduri (James Kugel).

In order to provide readers with the broadest possible view of both the
extent of Ginzberg’s colossal project and its repercussions in contemporary
scholarship, we have brought together in the present volume of Jewish Studies
five articles based on the papers delivered at the two sessions, along with
two additional articles that also address Ginzberg’s project. All of the authors
have taken as their point of departure the academic expertisc and professional
identity of'the author of the Legends as a folklore scholar. They have included
discussions on the folkloristic underpinnings of Legends of the Jews and
have pointed out, each according to her or his disciplinary framework, the
uniqueness, strengths, and weaknesses of the project. The disciplinary variety
among the authors of the present volume vouches for the diversity of the
perspectives — historical, philological, philosophical, and methodological —
represented here.

David Golinkin, who was active in the preparation of the 2009 Hebrew
edition of the Legends of the Jews for the Schechter Institute in Jerusalem, set
the stage for the Congress sessions with a presentation of Ginzberg’s life story
and academic career as the background and matrix for the project. In his article,
Golinkin further elaborates on the biographical details and complexities that
surrounded the work and were partly a result of it. In addition, he reviews the
impressive reception of the Legends, which was heralded with much praise as
well as some criticism; and he introduces some of Ginzberg’s own reflections
on the project, culled from written and oral sources.

In his article, “On Theological Contacts Between the Babylonian Rabbis
and the Church Fathers in Late Antiquity: A Model and a Case Study,”
Daniel Boyarin draws the broad contours of the ideological, theological, and
philosophical context of Ginzberg’s project and situates it within his own vision
of Judaism as embedded in multiple intercultural contexts. Like some of the
other presenters in these sessions, Boyarin identifies Ginzberg's ideological
roots in Romanticism; he interprets Legends of the Jews as an attempt to prove
that Jews are a “people among peoples,” since they have folk literature like
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