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ENGLISH ABSTRACTS

RABBINIC TALES IN THE ISRAEL FOLKTALE ARCHIVES:
Hory MEN AND TRICKSTERS

Dina Stein

The Israel Folktale Archives (IFA) holds more than 24,000 tales, only 200
of which revolve round a rabbinic figure (of Late Antiquity). Half of these
tales are hagiographic narratives about Rabbi Shimon bar Yohai (Rashbi)
and Rabbi Meir, two characters who are associated with religious practices
in the present, because their graves are pilgrimage sites. These tales tell
of miraculous interventions of the saintly figures in modern times. Other
rabbinic figures appear in the rest of the corpus, around 100 tales. By
far the most notable figure in these stories is Rabbi Akiva. Unlike the
hagiographic tales about Rashbi and Rabbi Meir, the stories about Rabbi
Akiva take place in the distant rabbinic past. Furthermore, they reflect a
curious selection, when compared with traditions recorded both in the
rabbinic sources themselves and in later compilations. Here Rabbi Akiva
is presented as a trickster-like figure or is associated with trickster-like
discourse. The article associates these stories about Rabbi Akiva with
a recurring tale-type — AT 759 (God’s Justice Vindicated) and offers a
generative-poetic account for his prominence in the IFA rabbinic tales,
based on Umberto Eco’s semiotic model of Cult Movies. It also suggests
possible reasons for the association of Rabbi Akiva, and in fact most of
the other rabbinic figures in the IFA tales, with trickster-like discourse.
One such reason relates to the power embedded in trickster-like discourse
as it reflects on regulated cultural categories and shuffles them, if only
momentarily. The power of this discourse lies in its taking an ambivalent,
marginal, and thus subversive position with regard to the hegemonic
center. Moreover, while the trickster rabbis are placed in the ancient past,
they possibly epitomize the social and political drama surrounding the
establishment of the archival project in the early years of the state. By
depicting the rabbis as subversive figures, the story-tellers have been
expressing their own attitude toward the hegemonic center. The trickster-
like corpus of rabbinic characters (excluding saintly figures like Rashbi
and Rabbi Meir), whose narrative-space points to a distant past, may thus
be seen as epitomizing the social-political drama of the archival project
itself, in the nascent days of the state.
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English Abstracts

ELEPHANT, LEVIATHAN AND NINEVEH THE GREAT CITY:
S1BBUV R4BBI PETACHIA AND MIDRASH YONAH,
PRINTED SIDE BY SIDE

Ossnat Sharon

This paper focuses on the first printed edition of the medieval Hebrew
itinerary Sibbuv Rabbi Petachia MiRegensburg (‘The Circuit of Rabbi
Petachia of Regensburg’), printed in Prague in 1595, and on the singular
reading context offered by its positioning alongside a Midrash (exegesis)
on the Biblical book of Jonah. Although these two works belong to vastly
different genres, they overlap thematically: both deal with travel to distant,
marvelous lands. Midrash Yonah touches upon ideas and themes which
appear in Sibbuv Rabbi Petachia, and specifically upon the marvels found
in distant realms, the constant presence of distant times and constitutive
events in this world, and components of both creation and salvation which
the traveler (and vicariously, the reader) witnesses in the present time.
Juxtaposing these texts intensifies the Sibbuv’s theological framing and
brings into focus the Midrash’s spacial dimension, inviting the reader to
perceive it as a travelogue.

The examination of this booklet is an opportunity to explore how works
from different genres are read when presented to the reader together. The
use of two genres for describing distant lands creates a singular picture
of the space depicted in them. The authority and style of Sibbuv Rabbi
Petachia is hinged on personal testimony, while the Midrash’s authority
is derived from its partaking in the traditional interpretation of scripture.
The realms depicted in it are symbolic and hyperbolic as only a styled
text such as Midrash can present them — but they lack the realistic and
testimonial characteristics of a travelogue. One text, and one genre,
cannot contain both types of description and both types of validity — the
phenomenological and the divine; I suggest that by placing the texts side
by side, they serve as interpretive keys for one another — and when read
together, the description of distant lands becomes multi-dimensional.
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