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Alexander was he Great?
Rabbinic Criticism of Rome

Through Alexander Narratives
Dr. Benjamin Martin Levy

Rabbi Ben Levy, DHL is adjunct associate professor at JTS. He has studied Midrash at in the
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Rabbi Levy has written a dissertation entitled, /dealized “Others” in Midrashic Literature: What They
Say About Rabbinic Identity. The dissertation analyzes ways the rabbis used aggadic treatments of
various biblical and post-biblical characters to further their agenda, part of which was the
establishment of a behavior-based definition of Jewish identity.

Rabbi Levy is the author of A Faithful Heart: Preparing for the High Holy Days, a study text based
upon Midrash Ma'aseh Avraham Avinu, and A Faithful Spirit: Preparing for Chanukah, based on
Megillat Antiochus. Rabbi Levy has recently been named Rabbi Emeritus of Congregation Etz Chaim
in Monroe Township, NJ where he served as spiritual leader for the past twenty-five years.



Detail from Alexander Mosaic, also known as the Battle of Issues Mosaic. A Roman floor mosaic
from the House of Faun in Pompeii dated from circa 100 BCE. Supposedly copied from an
earlier painting by the Greek artist, Apelles, the mosaic depicts the 333 BCE battle between
Alexander’s army and that of Darius Il of Persia. The work currently resides in the Naples
National Archeological Museum



ALEXANDER AS A SYMBOL OF ROME

a. Genesis Rabbah 23: 17 (1)...A continuum of hubris

*Their inward thought (kirbam) is that their houses shall
continue forever’ (Psalms 49:12).! Rabbi Yudan and
Rabbi Pinhas [expounded upon this verse]. Rabbi Yudan
said: Why did the wicked believe that ‘their houses
would continue forever’ (ibid.)? ‘they called their lands
after their own names’ (ibid.) - Tiberias after the name
Tiberius; Alexandria after the name Alexander; Antioch
after the name Antiochus. Rabbi Pinchas said: ‘Their
inward thought is that their houses shall continue
forever,” tomorrow their houses will become their
graves ‘their dwelling places for all generations’ (ibid.),
because they are not living and not judged? - and not
only that, but ‘they called their lands after their own

names.””
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! The JPS translation: “Their grave is their eternal home, the dwelling-place for all generations of those once
Samous on earth.”(".MNTN Y2Y DNINYIINIP T VY DNIDYN D2YY iR 027p")
2 That is, they will neither be revived nor judged at the time of resurrection. They will remain in their graves

eternally.




b. Mishnah Avodah Zarah 3:1 + Yerushalmi Avodah Zarah 3:1,
42c...Alexander: Symbol of imperial militarism

Mishnah:, All images (tzelamim) are prohibited because
they are worshipped once a year;, [these are] the words
of R. Meir. But the Sages say, ‘It is only prohibited if it
has a staff or a bird or an orb? in its hand.” Rabban
Shimon ben Gamliel says, ‘Any [image] that has
something in its hand.’

Gemara: But the Sages say, “It is only
prohibited if it has a staff or a bird or a
globe in its hand” [Mishnah Avodah
Zarah 3:1].

“A staff”: with which he rules the world.
“A bird”: “My hand has found, like a
nest, the wealth of peoples...” (Isaiah 10:
14).

“An orb”: for the world is shaped like an
orb.

Rabbi Yonah said: When Alexander
Macedon wanted to ascend, he went up
higher, higher, and higher* until he saw
the world as a globe and the sea as a
bowl. For that reason, they paint him
with a globe in his hand.

Let [the artist] paint him with a bowl in
his hand!

He does not rule the sea. But the Holy
Blessed One rules over the sea and the
land. He saves at sea, and He saves on
land.
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4 “Up, up and up.”
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on a horse on the left side and Darius Il of Persia rides his chariot. The mosaic is
8ft11inx16ft10in.



. INTRODUCING THE ALEXANDER NARRATIVES
a. Tosefta Horayot 2: 5-6: R. Yehoshua’s visit, Jews and

Rome

It happened® that R. Yehoshua went [to Rome], and
they said to him, ‘There is here [in prison] a certain
Jerusalemite young boy® with beautiful eyes and good
looking, who stands to be disgraced (kalon).”” So R.
Yehoshua went to investigate the matter. When he
arrived at the [prison’s] entrance, he recited this verse,
“Who was it gave Jacob over to despoilment and Israel
to plunderers?” (Isaiah 42:24). That young boy spoke
up and said, “Is it not the Eternal against whom we have
sinned and in whose ways they would not walk [and
whose Teaching they would not obey]?”(ibid.). At that
moment R. Yehoshua said, ‘I call heaven and earth to
witness against me, that I will not move from here until
I redeem him.” He redeemed him with much money and
sent him to the Land of Israel. And concerning him it
(Scripture) said, “The precious children of Zion; once
praised as fine gold. [Alas, they are accounted as
earthen pots, work of a potter’s hands!]” (Lamentations

4:2).
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5 Ma’aseh, “It occurred,” the rabbis employ this technical term to a announce a story of legal or moral import.

¢ The Hebrew tinok may also refer to a suckling. It often means a rabbinical student, not yet ordained.

7 According to Marcus Jastrow, the term kalon, disgrace connotes prostitution, sodomy, and idolatry. See 4
Dictionary of the Targum, the Talmud Babli, and Yerushalmi, and the Midrashic Literature (New York: G. P.
Putnam’s Sons, 1903), 1373. For the rabbis, sexual morality stands as one of the great dividing lines between Jews
and the Other. For instance, Sifra Ahare Mot 9:8 characterizes the inherited laws of the Romans as given to male
and female homosexual marriage, marrying a mother and her daughter, and polyandry. In the eyes of the rabbis all
of these practices are forbidden by the oral and written Torah. For more on the tannaim and amoraim using sexual
ethics as a tenet of Jewish identity, see Beth A. Berkowitz, Defining Jewish Difference, (New York: Cambridge

University Press, 2012), 77-139.




b. Pesikta d’Rav Kahana 9:1...Jews and Rome, R. Yehoshua b.

Levi visits Rome

R. Yehoshua ben Levi® went up to Rome and he saw
pillars of marble wrapped in tapestries so that they
would not nor crack in the heat nor freeze in the cold.
Next to the pillar he saw a pauper with [only] a reed
mat under him and a reed mat on his back. Of the
pillars the rabbi recited, “Your beneficence is like the
mighty mountains” (Psalm 36:7), [He commented]
‘When you bestow, You bestow in abundance.’

And of the poor man he recited, “Your justice

is like the deepest depths” (ibid.) He said,

‘When you punish, You are punctilious.’
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8 Some versions of the Leviticus Rabbah parallel tell the story in the name of R. Yehoshua ben Hananiah. The

Yerushalmi parallel offers stories of rabbis who embrace honesty over material gain.
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IIl.  RABBINC NARRATIVES OF ALEXANDER
a. Pesikta d’R. Kahana 9:1 (con’t)...Alexander visits
Kartagena, city of women

Alexander Macedon went out to visit the
king of Katziya® beyond the Mountains
of Darkness. He came across a city by the
name of Kartagena'? inhabited entirely

by women. They came out before him
and said to him, ‘If you make war against
us and defeat us, your reputation will be
diminished in that you have destroyed a
country of women. And if we make war
with you and defeat you will never be
able to stand up before [the other] kings.’
When he left he wrote upon the pylon,'! ‘I
Alexander Macedon was like a stupid king
until I came to the city of Kartagena and

learned wisdom from women.’
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b. PRK 9:1 (con’t)...Alexander in Afriki

He went to another city whose name
was Afriki. They brought out apples of
gold, pomegranates of gold, and bread
of gold before him. He said to them, ‘Is
this what you have to eat in your land?’
They said to him, “You don’t have food
in your country that you needed to come
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® The “End of the World.” Saul Lieberman explained that Katziya is not the king’s name, but rather an indication
that this king rules over people located at the end of the world (in Afriki, which is modern Tunisia). It is a legendary
land, idealized by the early scribes, an Aramaic utopia. See the Heyarot me’et R. Shaul Lieberman section appearing
in Bernard Mandelbaum, ed., Pesikta de Rav Kahana: 474.
10 The name Kartagena consists of the Aramaic word for city, karta, and gynae, Greek for women, hence “City of
Women.” The city’s name testifies to the use of both Aramaic and Greek in Palestine during the amoraic era.

' A Greek loan word referring to the tall gate at the entrance of a city.
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to us?’ He said to them, ‘I have not
come to see your wealth, I have come to

see your law.’
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c. PRK9:1 (con’t)...Alexander on jurisprudence

As they were sitting and speaking there,
two men came before the king for
judgement. One said, ‘I bought a ruin
from this man. I dug and found a treasure
there. I said, ‘Take your treasure, I
bought a ruin, I did not buy a treasure.’
And the other said, ‘My Master, I sold a
ruin to that man and all that is with it did
I sell to him.” The king addressed one of
them and said, ‘Do you have a son?’ He
said to him, ‘Yes.” And to the other he
(the king) said, ‘Do you have a
daughter? He said to him, ‘Yes.” He (the
king) said to them, ‘Go and marry one to
the other and let the two of them enjoy
the treasure.’

Alexander Macedon began to show
amazement. He (the king) said to him,
‘Why are you amazed? Did I not judge
well?” He (Alexander) said to him,
“Yes.” He (the king) said to him, ‘If such
a case had occurred in your land how
would you have judged it?’ He
(Alexander) said to him, ‘We would
have beheaded this one, and beheaded
that one, and the treasure would have
gone up to the royal household.”

He (the king) said to him, ‘And does the
sun shine upon your country?’ He
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12 Yerushalmi Bava Metzia 2:5, 8a in its parallel reverses the order of the narratives, presenting the story of the two
litigants (C) before the tale of the meal of gold (B). Upon being served food made of gold Alexander "Will we eat
gold?" The king replied: "You would destroy people, and you tell me you don’t eat gold? It is only because mercy is
found in my country that we have this much gold." Thus, the king of Katziya asserts the essential nature of

compassion.




(Alexander) said to him, ‘Yes.” [The king
said,] ‘And does the rain fall upon your
country?’ He (Alexander) said to him,
‘Yes.” He (the king) said to him, ‘Perhaps
there are small animals in your country?’
He (Alexander) said, “Yes.” [The king
said,] ‘The breath of that man'® should be
blown out! By the merit of small animals
does the sun shine upon your land, and
does the rain fall upon your land. By the
merit of small animals are you saved
alive.” As it is written,...human and beast
do You save O Eternal’ (Psalm 36:7).”
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d. Pesikta d’Rav Kahana 24:10...addendum on the Roman

judicial system

“’For My thoughts are not your thoughts,
nor are My ways your ways, says the
Eternal’ (Isa. 55: 8). This is like a robber
who has come before the interrogator
[kostinor] for judgement. First, he reads
the charge against him [analgin],then he
whips him; then he gives him the hook
[khamos];'* then he pronounces the
sentence [parkula);'® and then he takes
him out to kill him.”
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13 Use of third person is a very typical Aramaism. He’s telling him to drop dead!
14 According to Saul Lieberman they placed the hook in the defendant’s mouth. See Lieberman, S. (1944), “Roman

Legal Institutions in Early Rabbinics and in the Acta Martyrum,” The Jewish Quarterly Review, 35(1), 1-57. See
also Burton L. Visotzky, Aphrodite and the Rabbis, 157, where the author quoted the word of the Roman historian
Tacitus to corroborate the reality of the PRK account of the Roman system of justice. Tacitus writes that the Roman
authorities dragged both Emperor Tiberius and Emperor Commodus by the hooks in their mouths and dumped them
into the Tiber River to drown.

15 The use of a multitude of Greek legal terms again identifies Rome as the heir to the Hellenistic culture introduced
to the Ancient Near East by Alexander.
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IV.  POST-SCRIPT

a. Yerushalmi Bava Metzia 2:5, 8c...Shimon ben Shetah,
rabbinic forbear, Yerushalmi’s intro to Alexander legends
and post-script to this presentation.

“Shimon ben Shetah was engaged with flax
[as his profession]. His students said to him:
‘Master, leave it behind and we will buy you
a donkey and you won’t need to work so
much,’ and they bought him a donkey from a
Saracen'®, and it had a jewel hanging from
it[ ‘s neck]. They came to him and said to him:
‘From now on you won’t have to work again.’
He said to them: ‘“Why?’ They said to him: *
We bought you a donkey from a Saracen and
it had a jewel hanging from it [‘s neck]!” He
said to them: ‘Did the owner know?’ They
said to him: ‘No.” He said to them: ‘Go return
it.” [The students asked,] ‘But didn’t Rav
Huna Bibi bar Gozlon'” say in the name of
Rav, ‘They responded before Rabbi: Even
according to the one who says an item stolen
from a gentile is prohibited, all agree that an
item lost by a gentile is permitted!?’ [He
exclaimed,] “What, do you think Shimon ben
Shetah is a barbarian? Shimon wished to hear
‘Blessed be the God of the Jews’ more than
all the wages of this world!”
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16 Arab, desert dweller, one from a nomadic trading tribe (Jastrow, 1904, 1030).

1717 The name Rav Huna Bibi bar Gozlon begs for interpretation! First, the title Rav indicates a Babylonian amora.
The name Huna may mean “upstanding” or “The Wealthy One.” Bibi is a pet form of Binyamin in modern Hebrew.
Bar is Aramaic for “son of.” A Gozlon is a robber or thief. Therefore, one may render the name of the tradent “Rav
Wealthy Benjie son of a Thief.” Such a name indicates that he is not the highest halakhic (or moral) authority. It is
no wonder that Shimon ben Shetah rejects his statement.
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1893 artist’s drawing of the Alexander Mosaic (with added black frame).
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