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Abraham ben Meir Ibn Ezra was never 
backward about bringing forward 
challenging and stimulating views on 
the literary history of the Hebrew Bible. 
In a number of often cited passages he 
implies, without being overly specific, 
that certain biblical books may not have 
been authored quite as ancient Jewish 
traditions declared them to be. The 
twelfth-century Jewish Spain in which 
he was reared produced a group of 
intellectually innovative and critically 
minded scholars and it is therefore 
unsurprising that some (though not all) 
of the proponents of the Wissenschaft 
des Judentums of central Europe in the 
nineteenth century followed Benedict 
Spinoza and warmed to him as a 
predecessor of theirs in adopting what 
they regarded as a more historical and 
rational approach to biblical literature. 
The principal of Jews’ College, London, 
in the late Victorian period, Michael 
Friedländer, expressed his enthusiasm 
for such an approach by dedicating a 
substantial proportion of his scholarly 
work to Maimonides and Ibn Ezra, for 

both of whom the logical propensities 
of the human brain were not to be 
gainsaid even in the religious sphere. 
Friedländer penned three volumes on 
the commentary of Ibn Ezra on Isaiah, 
offering a manuscript-based text, an 
English translation and commentary, 
and an English version of the book of 
Isaiah based on Ibn Ezra’s exegesis.

The Israeli scholar Jair Haas is a 
researcher at the Institute for Jewish 
Bible Interpretation at Bar-Ilan 
University, and at the Academy of 
Hebrew Language, who earlier worked 
with Menachem Cohen on his expert, 
and highly regarded, edition of the 
Mikra’ot Gedolot. Haas was invited in 
2005 by Uriel Simon, one of the world’s 
leading experts on Ibn Ezra, to produce 
a critical edition and introduction for 
the commentary on what is today 
widely referred to as Deutero-Isaiah, or 
sometimes even Deutero- and Trito-
Isaiah. For many scholars, an intriguing 
aspect of Ibn Ezra’s commentary on 
this part of Isaiah is his dating of these 
chapters to the post-exilic period, 

of the present state of bibliographic 
control of the topic would have been 
appreciated.

The story of the Commentary’s 
modern reception remains to be told, 
but Lawee has certainly done an 

excellent job in tracing its vicissitudes 
during the centuries of the late Middle 
Ages. This is a remarkable story 
and Lawee has told it well. It is a 
demanding read, but an enlightening 
and rewarding one.
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succinctly summarized by Friedländer 
in the following note (p. 170 in his 
English translation of the commentary): 
‘the second part of the book of Isaiah, 
which contains allusions to events 
that took place long after the death of 
Isaiah … is, according to I[bn] E[zra], 
not written by the same prophet.’ 
Equally fascinating are Ibn Ezra’s 
comments on the “servant” and his 
“marred” appearance in Isaiah 52:13–14 
(in Friedländer’s translation, pp. 239, 
241): ‘The passage which follows offers 
great difficulties. The Christians refer 
it to Jesus and explain “my servant” to 
indicate the body. This is wrong; the 
body cannot be wise even during the 
life of man… It is a well-known fact 
that many people in the world imagine 
the Jew as being altogether different 
from his fellow creatures… This is the 
case among Mahometans as well as 
among Christians.’ Consequently, the 
volume here being reviewed, which is 
the result of Haas’s efforts, as inspired 
and monitored by Professor Simon, will 
be of considerable value not only to 
all those enthused by the work of Ibn 
Ezra but also to those biblical specialists 
who wish to take into consideration 
how that medieval exegete tackled all 
the literary and historical challenges 
presented by those chapters and to have 
before them a scientific edition of his 
Hebrew original.

Haas introduces the readers to his 
edition by way of a preface and an 
introduction that occupy the first 57 
pages of the volume and assists their 
enquiries through the provision of a 
subject index and a bibliographical 
listing that conclude the study. In the 
preface he explains that the biblical 

Hebrew text is that of the Rabbinic 
Bible of Venice 1524–26, and that his 
base text for the commentary is that of 
MS Add.24896 at the British Library 
in London. Its readings are compared 
not only with that Rabbinic Bible but 
also with nine other manuscripts that 
he lists and traces to three branches 
but does not analyse or describe in any 
detail. He also explains the textual 
methodology behind his corrections of 
readings that appear to be erroneous 
and unconvincing, how his edition 
compares with those of Friedländer 
and Menachem Cohen, and the nature 
of his textual apparatus.

In the matter of his own 
commentary, Haas’s aim has been 
to offer reasons why Ibn Ezra is 
motivated to comment, to clarify 
what his comment means, and to 
make a suggestion as to why Ibn 
Ezra opted for such an exegesis. He 
also sets out to identify the sources 
of the comments, to note their 
linguistic and scientific background 
and to contribute to future studies 
of Ibn Ezra and his exegesis. No 
less usefully, Haas shares with the 
readers his assessments of seven earlier 
supercommentaries on Ibn Ezra’s 
commentary on Isaiah and concludes 
that those of Benedict Spinoza (1774), 
Isaac Shrem (1865) and Michael 
Friedländer (1873), whatever their 
respective and varied shortcomings, 
are still of considerable value and have 
been employed by him in this edition. 
Those of Jacob Reifmann (d.1894) 
and Leopold Eisler (1882) have been of 
some limited assistance while those of 
David Kreuzki (1890) and Meshullam 
Rath (1968) are, in his view, simply 
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not scientific enough to be given 
consideration in any critical study.

The introduction provides an 
overview of Ibn Ezra’s life and 
work by way of background to his 
commentary and in order to place his 
comments within the context of his 
overall exegetical approach. Some brief 
notes on Ibn Ezra’s biography and his 
numerous peregrinations are followed 
by a more extensive section on the 
principles of his exegetical method. 
Haas details which of Ibn Ezra’s 
commentaries on the biblical books 
have survived and which are wrongly 
attributed to him and defines his literal 
method as ‘based on the one hand on 
grammatical and syntactical principles, 
and on the other on a fundamental 
knowledge of scientific reality (both 
physical and metaphysical)’ (p. 21). His 
philosophical outlook was that of the 
Neoplatonists and his preference for 
the literal meaning of the biblical texts 
led him to reject the kind of Midrashic 
embellishments, such as are often cited 
by Rashi, but by no means to the 
negation of the value of the rabbinic 
traditions as transmitted in the Oral 
Torah that was the hallmark of Karaite 
exegesis. Ibn Ezra analysed biblical 
texts from a literary standpoint and 
distinguished the poetic and prophetic 
style from that of the plain narrative.

For Ibn Ezra, texts describing God 
in anthropomorphic terms were to 
be understood figuratively but not in 
the allegorical fashion favoured by 
Christian exegetes and it was never 
to be forgotten that the Hebrew 
Bible, though divinely inspired and 
transmitted, was written in common 
human language. Haas suggests that 

Ibn Ezra often aimed his remarks at 
the broader Jewish readership but at 
other times only alluded obliquely to 
solutions to literary problems that might 
be regarded as heretical if they were 
spelt out. Ibn Ezra had a high regard 
for the work of the Masoretes but did 
occasionally depart from standard 
reading traditions. He had difficulties 
with the attribution of some biblical 
texts to specific authors but for Haas 
this does not mean that he questioned 
whether prophets could prophecy the 
future but rather that he preferred an 
attribution that made logical sense. Haas 
also explains Ibn Ezra’s understanding 
of miracles and his polemical challenges 
to Karaite and Christian exegesis. 
There are also sections here in which 
Haas expatiates on some of Ibn Ezra’s 
important grammatical notions, his 
philosophical and ‘historiosophical’ 
outlook, and the linguistic 
characteristics of his exegetical style and 
how it is permeated with Arabisms.

The remaining pages of the 
introduction are devoted to the more 
specific and centrally relevant matter of 
Ibn Ezra’s commentary on Isaiah. Haas 
begins by discussing the provenance of 
the commentary in Lucca, Italy, in 1145 
and how it relates to Ibn Ezra’s other 
early exegesis. He identifies the style as 
that of a brief commentary that does 
not offer lengthy historical, scientific, 
philosophical and theological comments 
of the kind to be found, for example, 
in his exegesis of the Pentateuch and 
Psalms, but concentrates on basic 
grammatical and contextual topics. 
Since the level of Ibn Ezra’s exegesis 
here in no way falls short of his highest 
standards, Haas wonders why relatively 
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little attention has been paid by 
researchers to this commentary and 
suggests that it might relate to the 
fact that the editors of many rabbinic 
Bibles preferred Qimḥi to Ibn Ezra 
when composing their volumes. 
The unique feature here is of course 
the authorship of the prophecies of 
consolation and, as Haas points out, 
Ibn Ezra prepares the way for his 
radical and innovative conclusion that 
a post-exilic author was responsible 
for these by reminding his readers 
of Talmudic statements about parts 
of biblical books that are not by 
those who are their main authors. 
Haas concludes that, unlike modern 
commentators, Ibn Ezra was not 
motivated by historical inconsistencies 
or by questions about the nature and 
efficacy of prophecy but ‘exclusively 
by purely exegetical considerations’ 
(p. 48) and by a close examination 
of the prophet’s comments and their 
contexts. Various passages led Ibn Ezra 
to the conclusions that the references 
to the servant of the Lord ‘reflected 
the personal lot of the prophet in 
the concrete circumstances of the 

Babylonian exile’ and that the earlier 
chapters of what is now called Deutero-
Isaiah ‘were penned by a prophet who 
lived and operated in Babylonia just 
before the return to Zion’ (p. 49). Not 
only does the second half of the book 
of Isaiah deal with the Babylonian exile 
but it also provides the exiles with 
consoling thoughts about the glories of 
the eschatological period.

The body of the work then provides 
a critical text of Ibn Ezra’s commentary 
with the significant variant readings 
and with lengthy explanations of 
why Ibn Ezra wrote what he did. 
The volume represents an impressive 
piece of scholarship that will be of 
inestimable value to all students of Ibn 
Ezra. It is only a pity that in sparing no 
effort to achieve such value no thought 
was apparently given to those who are 
less comfortable with reading modern 
Hebrew. With little extra effort, a 
page or two summarizing the volume 
and its findings would have eased the 
burden of such linguistically challenged 
scholars of the Hebrew Bible who still 
maintain an interest in the history of its 
medieval Jewish exegesis.
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Paola Tartakoff’s book centres on 
a legal case brought in 1230 by the 
Christian authorities against the Jews 
in Norwich, in which a number of 
members of the Jewish population of 

the city were accused of capturing 
a small Christian boy, Edward, and 
subjecting him to various Jewish 
rituals, including circumcision, in 
order to ‘make him a Jew’. Using this 
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