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Abraham Melamed here t races t he cont rast  of  ancient s wit h moderns
among Jewish scholars, t hrough numerous disput es in t he disciplines of
philosophy, law, medicine, geography, and hist oriography, from t he t ent h
t o t he eight eent h cent ury. The rhet orical device of  cont rast ing ancient s
and moderns t hrough t he met aphor in t he t it le generally appeared in
book prefaces, t o adjust  readers' respect  [End Page 1267] for t ext s and
aut hors. The general configurat ion of  t he argument s and t he hist orical
evolut ion of  t heir lit erary form const ant ly recall European hist ory of  t he
t opic, but  Melamed helpfully assembles a large range of  aut hors and
t ext s t hat  have rarely been t reat ed t oget her.

The numerous confront at ions bet ween aut horit ies and dissent ers
during t his long period produced various st ruct ures of  argument  and
many di:erent  met aphors. Some cont rast ed ancient s wit h moderns t o
claim absolut e superiorit y for t he ancient s, as in t he Talmudic
st at ement , "The f ingernail of  t he earlier generat ions is bet t er t han t he
whole body of  t he lat er generat ions." (Yoma, 9b) Ot her writ ers
exaggerat ed t heir inferiorit y t o t he ancient s as a polit e concession
before going on t o just ify t heir innovat ions. A>er defining t he problem
and it s t erms in Jewish scholarly life, st art ing from t he book of
Ecclesiast es and t he Talmud, Melamed deals in t he second chapt er wit h
Jewish scholars before Maimonides (1135-1204). The t hird and longest
chapt er considers Maimonides' direct  confront at ion of  t he problem of
aut horit y, which his influent ial legal and philosophical writ ings provoked.
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Inst ead of deferring t o t he most  ancient  aut horit ies, Maimonides
disqualif ied considerat ion of  any writ er's religious, nat ional, and hist orical
ident it y and endorsed t he st at ement , "Accept  t rut h from whoever says
it ."

The fourt h chapt er account s for philosophers a>er Maimonides, such
as Gersonides, Falaquera, Jewish Averroist s, and Isaac Abravanel. The f i>h
chapt er examines t he spread of t he problem and it s formulat ions in legal
discussion. Rabbi Isaiah of  Trani t he elder, a legal codifier from t he
t hirt eent h cent ury, int roduced among Jewish t hinkers a new met aphor
for ancient s and moderns. To just ify preferring t he t rut h of  a st at ement
t o t he aut horit y of  t he ancient  speaker, Isaiah cit es a st ory "from t he
great est  of  t he philosophers among t he nat ions, whom we can
recognize t o have been John of Salisbury, credit ing Bernard of  Chart res:
'The ancient s were wiser and knew more t han we, but  we just if iably
cont radict  t heir words in many places. How is t his possible? . . . Who sees
fart her, t he dwarf  or t he giant ? Obviously t he giant , whose eyes are
higher t han t he eyes of  t he dwarf. But  if  you seat  t he dwarf  on t he neck
of t he giant , who now sees fart her? . . . Thus we are dwarves sit t ing on
t he necks of  giant s, because we see t heir wisdom and add t o it ; from
t heir wisdom we have learned everyt hing we say, not  because we are
great er t han t hey.'" Lat er Hebrew writ ers t urned t he dwarf  int o a child or
monkey, t he neck became t he shoulder or back, and t he cont ribut ion of
t he moderns became, not  adding t o t he ancient s, but  st udying more
profoundly.

The f inal chapt er, "The Renaissance," connect s Jewish writ ers of  t he
sixt eent h t o t he eight eent h cent uries in t he disciplines of  Bible
comment ary, geography, Kabbalah, and philosophy t o t he reformulat ion
found in Chirurgia Magna (1363) of  t he French physician, Guy de Chauliac:
John of Salisbury's dwarves have t urned int o children, who have climbed
from t he giant 's shoulders t o his neck. Melamed at t ribut es t he
import ance of  Chauliac's book t o it s "popularit y," in our colloquial sense,
but  Jewish writ ers probably knew it  because so many of  t hem were
physicians.



Defending t he ancient s against  moderns became less import ant
among Jews, [End Page 1268] as among ot hers in Europe, when t he
areas of  conflict  changed t o empirical t opics. In considering t he discovery
of a "new world," for example, Azariah de' Rossi (d. 1575) argued
laboriously t hat  King Solomon's t rade wit h remot e count ries had
included t rade wit h America, so t hat  t he "new world" was...
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