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Monika Brockhaus

Achsah: who ever saw her was angry with his wife.
Achsah in the Bible and Bavli Temurah 16a’

Zusammenfassung:

Dieser Aufsatz beschéftigt sich mit der biblischen Figur Achsa und ihrer Inter-
pretation im babylonischen Talmud. Wahrend Achsa in den biblischen Bii-
chern (Josua 15:15-19 und Richter 1:11-15) eindeutig positiv portraitiert wird,
ist ihre Darstellung in der babylonischen aggadischen Tradition in b7em 16a
wesentlich ambivalenter. Diese divergierende Wertung des Bavlis ist vor allem

auf die neue Verortung der Erzdhlung zuriickzufiihren.

In this paper I am going to focus on Bavli Temurah 16a. This is the only place
in the whole tractate where a woman is introduced by name. To be more pre-
cise two biblical women are mentioned here: Achsah and Azuvah. While Az-
uvah is only mentioned marginally, Achsah is the topic of a larger discussion.
Additionally, bTem 16a is the only place in the Bavli, where Achsah as a per-
son and her deeds according to the bible are discussed. Therefore the focus of
this paper lies with Achsah and the question: How does the Bavli picture this
biblical figure.

Biblical Evidence

In order to understand the rabbinic interpretation of this biblical episode, let’s
first have a look at the biblical evidence. The story of Achsah is told in two
almost identical texts in the bible: In Joshua 15:15-19 and Judges 1:11-15.
Both books broach the issue of the occupation of the land (by battle) and the
settlement of the Israelites in the land. Since the second focus of this paper is
the Bavli, I am going to be rather brief in my remarks about the biblical story
and its setting within the biblical books, though of course much more could be
said about it.

I will quote the text from Joshua, since the two texts are almost identical and it is

often argued that the text in Joshua is older than the version in Judges.
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Joshua 15:15-19°

(15) From there he marched against the inhabitants of Debir — the name
of Debir was formerly Kiriath-Sepher — (16) and Caleb announced: “I
will give my daughter Achsah in marriage to the man who attacks and
captures Kiriath-Sepher.” (17) And Othniel the son of Kenaz, the broth-
er of Caleb, took it*; and Caleb gave him his daughter Achsah in mar-
riage. (18) When she came [to him], she induced him” to ask her father
for some property. She dismounted from her donkey; and Caleb asked
her: “What is the matter?” (19) She replied: “Give me a present; for you
have given me away as Negeb-land® [for thou hast given me a south

land]’, so give me springs of water.” And he gave her Upper and Lower
Gulloth.®

I have provided here a medley of different translations. The text is far from
clear, as indicated by the existence of various differing translations. The textu-
al basis is questionable as well.

In Joshua and Judges Achsah is introduced as the daughter of Caleb. The latter
offers her hand to the man who succeeds in conquering Devir, formerly Kiriath-
Sepher. Thus, Achsah is a military prize.” For her father she is a decoy, for the
future husband a reward. Danna Nolan Fewell argues that due to the formulation
chosen by Caleb “whoever takes Kiriath-Sepher,” Achsah can be happy that it is
Othniel and not a nameless, unimportant Israelite she is given to.'” In the
beginning of the story she is merely an object of the male action.

In verse 18 (in Judges respectively in verse 1:14) Achsah begins acting and the
deviations in the text and translations begin as well. For example, the Septuagint
and the Vulgata read in Judges, that Othniel persuaded Achsah to ask a field from
her father.'' This version reduces Achsah to a mere subordinate or helpmate of
her husband Othniel. In Joshua only some manuscripts of the LXX have the

feminine suffix.'* According to the masoretic text and Targum Jonathan to
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Joshua, however, the initiative is on the part of Achsah: she persuades him. It
comes as no surprise that, in the feminist approach, the masoretic text (and the
Aramaic targumim) is viewed here as the lectio difficilior and the original version,
while the alterations in LXX and Vulgata are held to be ideological changes."
Some contemporary scholars argue that the alterations or emendations that shift
the initiative towards the male characters of the story are trying to protect the im-
age of the first judge,'* which might be endangered through his reputed lack of
action.'” Some scholars have additionally suggested that the conversation de-
scribed in verse 18 takes place between Achsah and Caleb.'® However, I think
Butler and Klein are convincing in arguing, that the conversation is between the
newly-weds, even though Othniel is not mentioned by name. The problem that in
the following scene the wife confronts her father is to be explained — following
again Butler — in the sense that she gained her husband’s agreement before carry-
ing out her plan.'” Thus, according to the masoretic text Achsah seems to ask her
husband for permission, while in the LXX tradition she is persuaded by her hus-
band.

Besides the question of who persuaded whom, the question what Achsah demands
exactly and the reason for her request are of interest: The plot seems to be simple:
She asks for springs of water and this request is granted, even double fold. She
gets the upper and lower springs. But again we encounter a slightly more complex
situation. First of all she asks for a blessing (17273), often translated as present.18
In accordance with the context, modern commentators point to the connection
between blessing (71273) and pool (77273). Therefore Knauf translates here
Segensteich (blessing-pool or pool of blessing) arguing that brakhah and brekhah
are homographic and nearly homonymic.'® Butler holds that the blessing is to be
understood as a wedding present, though the implication of the blessing
remains.*® This assumption leads to the second part of the verse, the reason for
Achsah’s request: (*3PN3 2330 POR *2). The verse is interpreted in three different
ways, depending basically on the understanding and translation of the form *annJ,
where Gesenius holds that the suffix must be regarded as a dative™":

1.) “for you have given me away as Negeb-land” (JPS 1985).

2.) “because you have put me in dry south-land” (Basic English Version).*?

3.) “for thou hast given me a south land” (KJV 1985).**

These three possibilities imply quite different situations: According to the first
reading Achsah is complaining that she was given away as dry land, implying
without a dowry: She is the dry land. One could argue that, due to the missing
dowry, her pride or her position in the new family might be endangered. Now she

is asking for a late dowry. The second translation argues that, through her
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marriage, Achsah settled in dry land, implying Othniel possessed only dry land.
Thus, Achsah asks her father for help, eventually here, too, for a “late” marriage
portion. Following the third translation, Achsah received a dowry but is not
satisfied with it: She asks for more. Obviously Caleb sees the request as justified
and gives her the upper and lower guloth.

Yet regardless of these differences it is noteworthy that she asks or demands the
springs of water for herself, not for Othniel. She says “give me”, not give us. The
requested goods will belong to her, not to her husband.”

Achsah in the Bavli Temurah 16a

The Bavli places the story of Achsah in a different context from the Bible. I

will present the tradition in b7em 16a step by step as I comment on it.
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It has been taught:*® A thousand and seven hundred kal wahomer and
gezerah shawah and specifications of the Scribes [dikdukei sofrim]
were forgotten during the period of mourning for Moses. Said Rabbi
Abahu: Nevertheless Othniel the son of Kenaz restored [these forgotten
teachings] as a result of his pilpul, as it says: “And Othniel the son of
Kenaz, the brother of Caleb, took it; [and he gave him Achsah his
daughter to wife]” (Joshua 15:17).

Not the occupation of the land or the settlement is the setting of the story, but
the transmission — or endangered transmission — of the oral law. The Bavli
states that during the mourning period over Moshe 1700 teachings were for-
gotten, but Othniel restored them because of his logical acumen. The Rabbis
derive this from a biblical verse. As often in rabbinic literature, the most im-
portant information necessary for understanding the rabbinic argument is not
cited. The cited verse 17 states, that Othniel took iz. The previous verse 16
shows that it is Debir that he took, which was formally called Kiriath-Sefer.
Because the name Kiriath-Sefer can be understood and translated as “city” or
“stronghold of Books”, it alludes to the Halakhah®’. Thus, the physical battle

according to Judges and Joshua can be pictured here as a spiritual battle: The
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restoration of the forgotten halakhah through Othniel.*® This aggadah trans-
forms the biblical account into a story of the Rabbis.

At this point, Achsah enters the discussion:
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And why was her name called Achsah? [Said R. Yohanan:] Because

whosoever saw her was angry with his wife.

The Bavli asks about the meaning of the name Achsah. In studies to the bibli-
cal text some attention is paid to the meaning of the name as well: The name is
usually explained as being related to anklet or bangle (02y). Therefore Lillian
Klein argues for example that Achsah is perceived in the biblical text as a dec-
oration or a sexy embellishment given to the bravest man around.’’ But the
stamma — in some mss R. Yohanan — states: Every man who saw her became
angry with his wife. For the Bavli the name no2p is obviously related to the
root ©Y2 (to be angry, or anger). What the Bavli does not explain is why every
man became angry with his wife. Rashi explains this male behaviour as related
to Achsah’s (exceptional) beauty.’” But Tosafot to bTaan 4a explain this as
relating to her modesty.” In both cases Achsah is pictured as a role model:
She is an ideal that the “real” wives cannot reach. Yet, following Tsila Ratner
a converse, negative reading of the Bavli is possible: Achsah is feared as a
“bad influence”, she jeopardizes the harmony of family life’* because the first
thing she does is complain and meddle.

The Bavli goes on by citing the biblical text:
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“And it came to pass as she came unto him that she moved him to ask
of her father a field. And she alighted [watiznah] off her ass” (Joshua
15:18). What does the word wa-tiznah mean? Rava reported in the name
of Rabbi Yizhaq: She said to him: Just as an ass when it has no food in
its trough immediately cries out, so a woman when she has no wheat in

her house cries out immediately.
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The question of who seduced or moved whom to make the request is not dealt
with in this midrash. But the unclear word ni¥n which in the biblical context
is translated as to dismount,® sometimes to clap in hands, is explained in the
Bavli as being related to M (to scream, shout).’® To emphasize this, the amora
Rava states in the name of Rabbi Yizhaq that Achsah likens herself to a don-
key: She tells her father that both, animal and woman complain through
screaming (PY1¥/Npyiv) when they have no food. Thus, we are to understand

that Achsah is discontent with lack of nourishment.
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“And she answered, Give me a blessing for thou hast given me a south
land” (Joshua 15:19), implying a house dry [devoid] of all goodness
[money]; “give me also springs of water” (ibid), meaning a man in

whom is nothing except Torah.

The Bavli explicates this by explaining her complaint concerning the Negev or
south land as a house that is empty, dry, wiped (2111n) from all worldly
goods®’. This implies that, because of her marriage to Othniel, she has no
means of living. The second part of this sequence is more striking: The request
of the biblical story (give me springs of water) is here to be understood as part
of her appeal. The springs of water are explained as alluding to Othniel. This
rabbinic argumentation is derived from a play on the word gulloth (springs)
and geluyah (revealed)’®. Therefore I suggest translating this part of the sen-
tence in past tense as well: You gave me springs of water, meaning: you mar-
ried me to Othniel. Thus, one might argue, Achsah does not only criticize her
dowry or her economic situation, but the husband, who has no other values
than his scholarship and hence is the reason for her grave situation. Spinning
this further she questions the rabbinic ideal of Torah scholarship, for she ar-
gues that such a man cannot provide a livelihood. She could have said: One

cannot live by Torah alone.
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“And he gave her the upper springs [gulloth] and the nether springs”
(Joshua 15:19). He said to her: One to whom all the secrets of the upper

and nether worlds are revealed, need one ask food from him?

In the last part of the midrash Caleb — or more to the point the Bavli — restores
the “honour” of the Torah scholar: The biblical verse is to be read according to
the Bavli as a rejection of Achsah’s complaint: Caleb gave his daughter
through marriage everything she needed, and even more than she asked for (the
upper and the lower guloth he gave her), again alluding to a man to whom the
Torah is revealed, meaning Othniel. According to the Bavli Caleb holds that a
man to whom the Torah is revealed, who can restore the forgotten halakhot,
needs no support. Against Achsah he maintains: The Torah itself provides for

those who study its laws.**
Conclusion

In both Achsah-traditions water is very important. While water in the biblical
tradition is a guaranty and symbol for fertility and having a share in the land,
in the Bavli water is clearly a symbol for Torah. This different symbolism is
connected to the different settings of the story in the Bavli and the Bible.

Both Bible and Bavli portray Achsah as a practical, active woman who tries to
secure the worldly needs of life. In the biblical text Achsah is certainly perceived
as a positive role model or ideal of womanhood.” While her request in the
biblical story is obviously seen as justified and is granted, her complaint and
demand in the Bavli is rejected by her father. Women complaining for not having
enough food in the house or trying to provide a livelihood are not necessarily
pictured only negatively in the Bavli. Following the interpretation of the Tosafot,
that Achsah enabled Othniel to restore the halakhah, one might think of Rabbi
Aqiva’s wife, who is a positive example for the rabbis of an active wife that
enables her husband to learn Torah.* In this specific aggadic tradition, however,
Achsah’s efforts are not viewed unambiguously positive. Tzila Ratner is certainly
right in her argument that the comparison of Achsah to a hungry donkey reduces
her request to a dispute over “alimony”,* but there is more to it: According to the
rabbinic discussion, Achsah questions the choice of her father and the ideal of
pure Torah scholarship by criticizing her husband Othniel. To the Bavli, however,
this is not acceptable: First of all, it is an attack on the central rabbinic ideal of
devotion to Torah and secondly, it might be seen as posing a threat to social

order: a woman should not be seen criticizing her husband. The “rabbinisation” of
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the biblical story through the shift of its setting from the occupation of the land to
the transmission of the oral law “automatically” reduces the space for a female
heroine: men study Torah, not women. Thus, the picture drawn in the Bavli is far
less positive and appealing than that in the Bible. I might tentatively formulate it
as follows: The biblical heroine Achsah is reduced in this reading of the Bavli

into a wrongfully complaining, demanding woman.
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Four asked indecently. Three were answered decently and one was answered
indecently. And these are Eliezer Abraham’s slave, Caleb, Saul and Jephthah.
[...] Caleb said: “I will give my daughter Achsah in marriage to the man who
attacks and captures Kiriath-Sepher” (Joshua 15:16). And had a slave captured
it, would he have given him his daughter? The Holy One blessed be He an-
swered him decently “Othniel the Kennizzite captured it” (Joshua 15:17)
(GenR 60:3; translation ILAN Taanit, 78-79.).

! Judges 1:14 Vulgata: quam pergentem in itinere monuit vir suus ut peteret
a patre suo agrum quae cum suspirasset sedens asino dixit ei Chaleb quid
habes; LXX: kat éyéveto v 1@ elomogevecOatl avtnV Kal EMéoeloev
AVTIV AlTNOAL TTAQA TOV TTATEOG AVTNG TOV AYQOV, KAl £yoyyvlev
Emavw oL vmoluylov kal ékpaéev amo Tov vroluyiov Eig ynv votov
exdédooat pe. katl elmev avtn XaAep Tl eotiv oot Stuttgarter Erkla-
rungsbibel to Joshua 15:18 and Judges 1:14 translates accordingly: ,,beredet er
sie, zu fordern®.

"2 Textus Graecus ex recensione Luciani; Joshua 15:18 kol éyéveto &V ¢
elomopevecOaL avTnv Kal ovveBovAevoato avtw Aéyovoa Altrjoopatl
TOV TTATEQA OV AYQOV: Kal €BON0OEV €K TOL OVOL. KAl elmev avTh
XaAeB Tt éotiv ooy,

3 NoLAN FEWELL, “Deconstructive Criticism,” 22; JOST, ,,Achsas Quellen,“
112.

" BUTLER, Joshua, 180.

! KLEIN, “Achsah: What Price this Prize?” 24.

' KNAUF, Josua, 141, 143.

"7 BUTLER, Joshua, 180; KLEIN, “Achsah: What Price this Prize?” 23-24.

' According to TgJon Achsah asks for an inheritance (Xn130nX). On the
question of inheritance law in connection with Achsah see FLEISHMAN, “A
daughter’s Demand”.

¥ KNAUF, Josua, 143.

2 BUTLER, Joshua, 189, he points to Deuteronomy 28:1-4.

*! Gesenius: Joshua 15:19 “thou gavest me” the suffix must be regarded as a
dative, although in such cases it may still be taken as an acc. (“to cause to re-
ceive”).

*2 JPS 1985 explains: as a dry land, that is, without a dowry.

» Accordingly: Tglon: *1nan RMAT PIRY MR ; LXX kai elmev avtg Adc
pot evAoyiav, Ott eic ynv Nayep dédwkdg pe: 00g pot v 'oAaOuav.
Kot £dwrev avt XaAef v F'oAaOuawy v avw kat v F'oAaOuawy

TV kdtw; Vulgata 19 at illa respondit da mihi benedictionem terram austra-
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lem et arentem dedisti mihi iunge et inriguam dedit itaque ei Chaleb inriguum
superius et inferius; Tur Sinai “In das Trockenland hast Du mich vergeben”.

** Accordingly: Butler, “because the land of the Negeb you have given me”
(BUTLER, Joshua, 177); Zunz “denn diirres Land hast Du mir gegeben”.

> Against Hertzberg who holds that the springs will belong to the tribe or
clan of Othniel: “Die Wasserstellen werden dem Besitz Othniels zugeschla-
gen” (HERTZBERG, Die Biicher Josua, Richter, Ruth, 98).

*® The translation of the Bavli is based on the Soncino Edition.
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*% See explanatory note 32 to bTem 16a in the Schottenstein Edition of Bavli
Temurah.

* Ms Vatikan 119.

3% Mss Vatikan 120 and 119 (119: 797).

T KLEIN, “Achsah,” 21.
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Tosafot to bTaan 4a: Three asked indecently — Eliezer, Shaul and Yephtah.
And if you say: why not count Caleb ben Yephuneh who said: “I will give my
daughter Achsah in marriage to the man who attacks and captures Kiriath-
Sepher.” (Joshua 15:16) [among them]? Why not refute as here: “It could have
been a mamzer or slave”? And to this it should be said: Because Caleb said
that [if] the Holy One blessed be He give him someone who could restore the
halakhot that had been forgotten during the mourning period over Moshe, than
“I will give him my daughter Achsah,” and some interpret that because of this
she was called Achsah, because whoever saw her was angry with his wife. And
this is certainly because of her extraordinary chastity that they saw in her. And
he relied on her merits, while his own merit ensured that she was coupled only
according to her deeds, as is found in Sotah: (daf b) that they only couple a
woman with a man according to his deeds (bSot 2a).
This commentary actually points to a quite different reading of the text: Ach-
sah helped to make possible the restoration of the law.

** RATNER, “Playing Fathers’ Games,” 154.
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3 Gesenius ni¥ to descend, to let oneself down, Judges 1:14, Joshua 15:18,
also used of inanimate things: Judges 4:21 X2 nixn1 ,,it went down into the
earth” (Hebrew and Chaldee Lexicon, 1846).
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¥ Ms Vatican 119.

%' Ms Vatican 120.

* Emendation follows Shitah Mekubezet § 10, Hagahot HaBach §4, Ha-

gahot Hagra § 3.
2 apn (RY HWN) 12 2°N02T TI0R KD ORTIRAT DA 1A wp 2w
2137 9mIo NraRD
3 KLEIN, “Achsah,” 18.
* Bavli Nedarim 50a; Bavli Ketubbot 62b.

*> RATNER, “Playing Fathers’ Games,” 164.
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