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Twelfth Century Literal Bible Commentaries: Comparing
Jewish and Christian

Devorah Schoenfeld*
Loyola University Chicago

Abstract
In the twelfth century, both Jewish and Christian Bible commentators began to emphasize literal, or
historical, or contextual, approaches to interpreting scripture. These commentators wrote predom-
inantly line-by-line commentaries that focused the reader’s attention on linguistic questions in the
biblical text. There was also a renewed interest in seeing the Bible in its own terms rather than
exclusively through the lens of earlier midrashic or patristic commentaries, although those
continued to play an important role. These developments happened at the same time for both
Christian and Jewish scholars, who were often in conversation with each other about how to
interpret the Bible.

In the twelfth century, both Jews and Christians began to read the Bible in new ways. While
the older approach was characterized by lengthy discussions of themes, the new approach
went line-by-line to eludicate the difficulties as they arise. The newer approach drew on
older traditions—the rabbinic and patristic tradition, respectively—but also left room for
innovation. Sometimes, this innovation was achieved by recombining pieces from patristic
or midrashic texts, other times, it was based on reading the text strictly within the context
of scripture—an approach that can be called literal, or contextual, or ‘the plain sense’. The
history of twelfth-century interpretation is the history of the development of this sense, in
both Jewish and Christian exegesis.1

Jewish scholarship in France only began to flourish in the twelfth century. Although Jews
had lived in France since at least Carolingian times,2 there is no record of Jewish scholarship
in France before the eleventh century.3 Records of Northern French Jewish biblical
interpretation are very sparse before the time of Rashi, with only fragmentary
commentaries by Rabbi Menahem ben Helbo (1015–1085) to help bridge the gap
between Sephardic Jewish learning and Jewish biblical interpretation in Northern France.
(Grossman 2000, p. 326–8, 331).
In the twelfth century, medieval Latin Christian biblical exegesis in Northern Europe also

underwent a renewal, with a new interest in line-by-line interpretation of the Bible. Biblical
interpretation had flourished during the Carolingian period through the tenth century but
there was little in the eleventh century. Beryl Smalley calls this time period a ‘dramatic pause’
in the history of biblical interpretation, and suggests that it was brought about by monastic
reformers who emphasized prayer at the expense of Bible study ( Q1Smalley 1964, p.44–45).
Smalley suggests that Fulbert of Chartres, based on his reputation as an educator, may have
produced a Bible commentary that has been lost, but no writings of his on scripture have
been preserved (Smalley 1964, p.47).
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Rashi and the Glossa Ordinaria: A Turning Point in Exegesis

In the beginning of the twelfth century, two major and influential Bible commentaries
were completed: the Glossa Ordinaria (generally known as the Gloss) and the commentary
of Rabbi Shlomo Yitzhaki (known by his initials as Rashi) on the Tanakh. Both were
standard texts for Bible study for at least two centuries after their composition. The two
commentaries are roughly contemporary and date from the late eleventh to early twelfth
centuries: Rashi died in 1106, and while the earliest Gloss manuscripts date from between
1120 and 1140,4 it seems to have had its origins with Anselm of Laon, who died in 1117.
The Gloss was the foundation of twelfth-century and thirteenth-century monastic and

cathedral education and the basis for supercommentaries (commentaries on his commentary)
through the end of the Middle Ages and was used as a standard Bible text from 1150 through
the eighteenth century (Smalley 1984, p.455, Frohlich and Gibson, 1992, p.ix). Volumes of
the Bible with the Gloss were more widely copied in the twelfth century than any other book,
and it remained in use through the Reformation (De Hamel 1984, p.xiii). The Gloss covers the
entire Bible, both Old and New Testaments. Like Rashi’s commentary, the Gloss is
constructed largely out of earlier exegesis. The Glossa Ordinaria is made up of two kinds of
glosses: marginal and interlinear. Marginal glosses tend to be direct quotes or paraphrases from
patristic or Carolingian exegesis, including Jerome, Bede, and Rabanus and Paschatus
Radbertus, as are many interlinear comments (Gibson 1992, p.viii-x).
The Gloss did not present itself as anything new or different, and it has been described as ‘a

work of consolidation’ and an anthology (Evans 1984, p.47, Swanson, 2001, p.166-7,
Smalley 1989, p.46-66). But by its particular combination or marginal interlinear glosses, it
builds something new out of the sources it cites. Gilbert Dahan has shown the importance
and influence of the innovative technique of interlinear glossing and examined how the
Gloss uses techniques associated with literal interpretation such as grammatical and textual
analysis. In his discussion of literal techniques of analysis (such as systematic grammatical
and linguistic analysis, rhetorical analysis, and the study of the style of each biblical book),
he observes the Gloss practicing these techniques (Dahan 1999, p. 124–8, 100, 246–52).
The Gloss is not primarily a literal commentary. In its anthologizing of patristic and

subsequent sources, it collected literal as well as non-literal comments. It does, however,
often make clear distinctions between them, labeling its comments as literal, historical,
anagogical, or tropological (Smith 2009, p.67). Further, the very layout of the Gloss focuses
the attention of the reader on the meaning of individual words. The nature of the gloss as a
composite commentary meant that the addition or subtraction of glosses in later manuscripts
could change the nature of the story it tells.5

Written at around the same time as the Gloss, Rashi’s commentary was the starting
point for all subsequent European Jewish exegesis through the Enlightenment. It exists
in more manuscripts than any other Jewish Bible commentary6 and was the first Hebrew
book to be printed (Grossman 1995, p.213). His commentaries seem to have covered the
entire Bible, although his commentaries on Ezra, Nehemiah, Chronicles, and the end of
Job (from 40:25) have been lost.7 Rashi’s commentary on the Bible shaped the subse-
quent history of twelfth-century Jewish biblical exegesis, to the point that for the rest
of the century, almost all European Jewish biblical exegesis responded in some way to
Rashi’s commentary, and he influenced many Christian exegetes as well. Most of his
comments quote or paraphrase midrashic or other Late Antique Jewish exegesis. Rashi,
however, is not merely a compiler; he adapts his sources to promote his own exegetical
agenda. The nature of this exegetical agenda is one of the major concerns of scholarship
on Rashi’s commentary.8
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Rashi has been associated with the trend of literal exegesis since the Middle Ages. For the
Christian thinkers Herbert of Bosham, Andrew of St. Victor, and Nicholas of Lyra, Rashi and
his students were a source (and an authority) for the literal sense of scripture (Goodwin 2006,
p.67-71, Berndt 2000, p.481, Halperin 1963, Klepper 2007). Jewish opinion was less uniform.
Rashi’s student and grandson Rashbam had a much more ambiguous opinion on the literality
of his grandfather’s exegesis: In his commentary on Genesis 37:1, Rashbam claims that Rashi
had attempted to compose a peshat commentary but did not entirely succeed. Debates about
the literality of Rashi’s commentary continue in contemporary scholarship. Sarah Kamin points
out that Rashi does not in fact use the term peshat, and that his peshuto shel mikra was different
from what later commentators understood as peshat. Rather than analyzing biblical language,
grammar, and syntax, literary composition and structure, as would be the case in a literal com-
mentary, she suggests that Rashi’s commentary was intended to integrate rabbinic expositions
and narratives with the biblical text. (Kamin, 1986 Q2, p.16)
Whether or not Rashi’s commentary was itself literal, it certainly functioned as a source of

inspiration for later Jewish Northern French Jewish (and some Christian) exegetes in their
investigation of the literal sense of scripture. The century following Rashi saw an explosion of
Bible and Talmud study in Northern France. As an example of the breadth of exegetical
creativity, AvrahamGrossmanmentions ten commentaries written during this century on the book
of Job alone (Grossman, 2000, p.348). Major Bible commentators from this subsequent period
included Rashbam (Rabbi Samuel ben Meir), Shemaiah, Joseph Kara, Eliezer of Beaugency, and
Joseph ben Isaac Bekhor Shor. Of these, Joseph Kara, Shemaiah, and Rashi’s grandson Rashbam
explicitly wrote their commentaries as a response to Rashi’s, and the others were also strongly
influenced by his exegesis (Grossman 2000, p.323, 356, 359, 363). Rashi’s students and descendants
and their school, then, were responsible for much of twelfth-century exegesis. Rashi stood at the
beginning of the expansion and development of Jewish biblical scholarship in France.

Twelfth-Century Commentators: The Literal and Historical Sense

The later twelfth century saw a substantive shift from commentaries like Rashi’s and the Glossa
Ordinatia that use midrashic and patristic commentaries alongside more innovative contextual
or literal interpretations to commentaries like that of Rashbam and Andrew of St. Victor that
separate the literal, contextual, or historical sense from other senses of scripture and comment
on them separately. These exegetes did not see their historical or literal interpretation as the only
possible interpretation of scripture, far from it, but they did see it as a way of reading the Bible that
could stand on its own.
These twelfth-century commentators often build their commentaries around that of Rashi

and the Glossa Ordinaria, taking them as starting points and developing their methods further.
The Psalms commentary of Gilbert of Poitiers (1075–1154), known as the media glosatura
because of its place between the Glossa Ordinaria and Peter Lombard, draws heavily on the
Gloss with the addition of some theological excursions in which Gilbert reaches back to patristic
sources. Gilbert’s commentary sometimes appears as an expanded, developed version of the
Glossa Ordinaria on Psalms, but as Theresa Gross-Diaz has shown, it is more likely that Gilbert
was himself involved in a later stage of the development of the Gloss, and that therefore, some of
the ideas in the Gloss originate with his commentary rather than vice versa (Gross-Diaz, 1996,
p.122-148). Gilbert’s main innovations were structural: He wrote his commentary in
continuous paragraphs rather than as comments attached to the biblical text, and he wrote
a prologue to the book introducing it from a literary perspective and describing its subject
matter, method of proceeding, purpose, title, type of prophecy, name, number, and order,
which is similar to how works of secular literature were introduced (Gross-Diaz, 1996, 76–79).

Biblical Interpretation in 11th and 12th-Century France 3
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Similarly, Rashbam, or Rabbi Samuel ben Meir (1085–1160), built his commentary on that
of Rashi, as he explicitly states in his comments on Exodus 21:1. In his commentary on Genesis
37:2, he sets out his distinction between literal and non-literal senses of scripture. The non-literal
level requires rabbinic exegesis, and it is this level which is legally binding. Literal exegesis,
though, is not bound by the rules of rabbinic exegesis and may even conflict with Jewish law.
For example, Exodus 13:9 states, ‘It should be for you a sign on your hand’. The traditional
exegesis of this verse is that it requires one to bind scriptural verses on one’s hand as tefilin.9

Rashbam writes, in his comments on that verse, ‘According to the depth of its literal meaning
it should be constantly for a reminder, as if it were written on your hand’. Rashbam interprets
‘on your hands’ as a metaphor for mindfulness. He is able to interpret against Jewish law because
for him, the words of the Bible have two distinct senses: the literal and the midrashic. One is still
obligated to wear tefilin, even if that is not the literal meaning of the verses that requires it.
Another innovation in the twelfth century approach to the literal sense was increased

attention to the question of how the books were written. Rashbam’s student Eliezer of
Beaugency went farther than any of his predecessors in identifying the role of the human
redactor in the composition of prophetic works. For example, in Eliezer’s commentary
on Ezekiel 1:1–4 identifies the narrator as the redactor who compiled Ezekiel’s words. This
is a radical departure from Rashi, who sees the narrator as Divine (Harris 2009, p.150).
For Hugh of St. Victor, a full understanding of the literal sense was an essential first step for

every student. His educational program began with memorization, then the use of liberal arts
to understand the historical sense, then allegorical and tropological readings based on the
foundation the student has established by study of the historical sense (Harkins 2009). Hugh
sets out his program in book 6 of his Didascalion: de studio legendi [Teaching: concerning the
study of reading]. A student should first read the books richest in history, such as Genesis,
Exodus, Joshua, the Gospels, and Acts, with an eye to history and geography. The student
may then progress to the study of doctrine through books such as the Epistles and the Apoc-
alypse, and finally proceed to the study of the foreshadowing of Christ in the Pentateuch,
Isaiah, Ezekiel, Job, Song of Songs, and Psalms. Hugh’s historical commentary, then, represents
only his first step. He keeps his literal commentary free from allegorical interpretation because
the two types of exegesis are appropriate for different kinds of students.
With Hugh of St. Victor, we see the beginning of another trend: increased attention to

the historical sense or reading the Bible as history. For Hugh of St. Victor, the historical
sense was not necessarily a record of actual history. Rather, it is the thing that the words
are describing. This is important for Hugh because it is this thing, that is described by the
words, that itself signifies Christ. Historia, for Hugh, was an investigation into the things
that the words on the text were describing, which was necessary prior to discovering their
role in salvation history (Coulter 2010, p.108–109). Hugh’s student Richard of St. Victor
(d. 1173) demonstrated this more abstract idea of the historical sense in his use of
mathematical analysis to explain the measurements of Ezekiel’s Temple in his literal
commentary on the vision in Ezekiel 40 (In visionem Ezechielis). This commentary, which
in its manuscript form included illustrations, uses geometry to make mathematical sense
of the Temple that Ezekiel saw in a vision (Cahn 1994, p.55–56).
Best known for his ‘Sentences’, Peter Lombard also wrote commentaries on the letters of Paul

that were primarily focused on setting them in their historical context (Colish 1992a). Paul’s
historical context, and the differences between Paul’s historical moment and Peter Lombard’s
own, even affected how Paul’s moral teachings were to be understood. For example, he writes
that Paul opposed marriage largely because he believed that the Second Coming was near.
Therefore, today, when it is clear that life is going on, Peter argues in his commentary on 1
Corinthians that we should consider marriage the normal state of life. Similarly, he saw Paul’s
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injunctions on women in 1 Corinthians and 1 Timothy to remain silent in Church as responding
to a particular historical situation and not as intended to give direction for the future (Colish
1992a). Peter Lombard’s Psalms commentary became known as the Magna glossatura and was
read along with the Glossa ordinaria and Gilbert of Poitiers’s Glossa media in schools, where it be-
came one of their most studied texts. It draws heavily on the Glossa ordinaria but supplements it
with lengthy prefaces and discussions on theological topics. Lombard’s primary goal is to use the
Psalms as a theological resource, but along the way, he uses his prologues to grapple with histor-
ical and literary questions. In his introduction, he connects the various Psalms with events in the
life of David in order to make sense of it as a unified book. He also raises textual questions, call-
ing into questions some of Jerome’s translations and the titles that he gives to various Psalms. Still,
his interpretation of Psalms is primarily theological and Christological, and he will often interpret
Psalms as referring not to the life of David but to the life of Christ (Colish 1992b, p.544-5).

Hebraism and Polemic

In the twelfth century, two contrasting trends emerged in the relationship between Jewish
and Christian commentaries. In the later twelfth century, some Christian exegetes began
to read Jewish exegesis, primarily from the school of Rashi. At the same time, some
commentaries began to take more polemical approaches, emphasizing interpretations that
more directly refuted the other religions’s teachings.
Hugh’s student Andrew of St. Victor (d. 1175) continued his emphasis on literal exegesis. The

content of his commentary is taken in large part from the Glossa Ordinaria or from Jerome.10 He
omitted comments that he considered too allegorical, and reformatted Jerome to make clear
what in the text Jerome was responding to with his comments (van Liere 2005, p.67). When
Jerome did not explain a passage to Andrew’s satisfaction, he turned to Jewish exegesis, and in
particular to the Northern French Jewish school of biblical interpretation. Andrew’s commentar-
ies show influences from Rashi, Joseph Kara, Rashbam, and Eliezer of Beaugency (van Liere
2005, p.68). He seemed to have learned about these ideas in conversation, rather than reading
them in the original Hebrew, and he may not have read Hebrew at all (van Liere 2005,
p.68). But his use of Jewish exegesis was innovative and original.
Michael Signer suggested that the Jewish influence on Andrew of St. Victor was less in

content than in method. Andrew’s idea of the literal sense, he suggests, is very close to
the Jewish idea of pshat, in that it is the most simple, straightforward meaning (Signer,
1993). As Fran van Liere writes, ‘If Hugh meant by literal mainly “historical”, Andrew
replaced it with “textual”’(van Liere, 2005, p.74). There are also striking parallels between
Hugh’s approach to the importance of the literal sense as a basis for the other senses of
scripture and Rashbam’s statement that it is important to understand the literal meaning
of the biblical text so that one can understand what the midrash does with it (Touitou,
2005, p.122).
Peter Comestor’s Historia Scholastica, an abridgment of and commentary on the entire Bible,

drew on patristic and medieval exegesis to retell the Bible as a continuous, readable story.11

He often incorporates comments that have parallels in midrashic or Jewish medieval texts. For
example, he adapts from Rashi the idea that the tree of knowledge in the Garden of Eden
was a fig tree.12 His sources for these ideas are most frequently either Josephus or Christian
Hebraists such as Jerome or Andrew of St. Victor, but there is some material that he seems to
have derived directly from conversations with Jewish scholars or converted Jews (Feldman
1993). Despite his use of Hebrew sources, Comestor’s commentary introduced new and
damaging anti-Jewish ideas into Christian exegesis. In his commentary on 2 Kings, he created
a narrative in which the lost Ten Tribes of Israel were imprisoned by Alexander the Great in
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order to protect humanity from their extreme wickedness and were the Gog and Magog of
apocalypric prophecy. (Gow, 1995 Q3, p. 37–44)
Rupert of Deutz’s commentary was one of the most explicitly polemical. His commen-

tary shows the workings of the Trinity through biblical history. God the Father was
manifest in the seven days of creation, God the Son in the time after the fall and before
the redemption, and the Holy Spirit after the incarnation. The rejection of the Jews is
repeated often in Rupert’s theological scheme, to the point that Van Engen describes it
as a ‘preoccupation’. (Van Engen, 1983, p. 242) In his commentaries on Genesis 8.26
and John 7:14, he describes Jews as enemies of the church and covered with blood from
the death of Christ.
Jewish anti-Christian polemic in the twelfth century was predominantly concerned with

refuting Christian readings of the Bible. Rashi wrote that one of his motivations for his
Psalms commentary was to refute Christological interpretations. He does not explicitly refute
Christian interpretations elsewhere in his commentary, and scholarly opinion is divided on if
he does so by implication. (For the debate, see Cohen 2008). Later commentaries such as
Rashbam and Bechor Shor explicitly refute Christian interpretations on the Pentateuch as
well, for example, interpreting the word ‘Shiloh’ in Genesis 49:10 as the Davidic kingdom,
in response to Christian exegesis that saw in it a reference to Christ.
Twelfth century French biblical interpretation was pivotal in shaping the way the Bible

was read in subsequent generations. Both Christian and Jewish interpreters developed new
literal, historical, and contextual approaches to the study of the Bible. This similarity did
not always lead to increased tolerance, and at times, it went alongside an increase in
polemic. It is possible that the shared language of the ‘plain’ sense of scripture made
Jewish–Christian debate both more possible and more necessary. When Jews read the
Torah which they can only interpret through the lens of the Midrash and Christians read
the Old Testament they can only understand in light of the New Testament, Jews and
Christians have no text in common and therefore nothing about which it is possible to
debate. The new emphasis on reading scripture outside its traditional commentaries
made interreligious conversation possible, but the nature of that conversation was not
always kind.
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Notes
*Correspondence address: Devorah Schoenfeld, Loyola University Chicago, Department of Theology, Crown Center for the
Humanities, 1032 W. Sheridan Rd. Chicago, IL 60660, USA. E-mal: dschoenfeld@luc.edu.

1 Jewish exegetes typically use the terms pshat or pshuto shel mikra. Pshat has been variously translated as literal,
contextual, or ‘the plain sense’ and is distinguished in Jewish exegesis from midrash and midrashic interpretations. Pshuto
shel Mikra, or ‘the pshat of the Biblical text’, is the phrase that Rashi uses to describe his method, Sarah Kamin’s (1986)
reading of the meaning of the roots (pst) and (drs) in rabbinic literature and in Rashi leads her to conclude that
peshuto shel miqra refers to the contextual meaning rather than the literal meaning. Christian exegetes writing in Latin
would use the terms sensus litteralis which they would distinguish from mystical or allegorical senses and later in the
fourteenth century also from the ‘carnal’ sense that George of Sienna ascribed to Jewish exegesis (Klepper 2008).
2 Evidence for this include the privileges and special court oath designed for Jews under Louis the Pious in the ninth
century. (Benbassa 1999, p.8–9. See also Bachrach 1977, chapters V and VI).
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3 Rashi wrote of his teacher Rabbi Yitzchak son of Rabbi Yehuda and mentions that there were ‘men of wisdom and
[great] deeds’ in the previous generation, but we do not know who these men are. (Grossman 1995, p.35).
4 Smith 141–145
5 See for example the third chapter of my book (Schoenfeld 2013) which shows how incorporation of Isidore’s com-
ments into the marginal Gloss on Genesis 22 made it a much more anti-Jewish interpretation. Similarly, LaVere (2009)
has shown that the addition of new glosses on the Song of Songs made it much more strongly emphasize preaching.
6 Deborah Abecassis lists 38 manuscripts of Rashi’s commentary on Genesis alone (Abecassis 1999, p.261–3).
7 The commentaries ascribed to him on these books are not his (Grossman 2000, p. 333).
8 For a survey of scholarship on Rashi, see Levy 1988. For a more recent bibliography, see Grossman 2006.
9 See, for example, the discussion in the Babylonian Talmud, Menahot 36b–37a, which derives specific laws of tefilin
from this verse.
10 Frans van Liere has shown that his commentary on the Heptateuch and on Samuel and Kings was excerpted from the
Glossa Ordinaria. (van Liere, 1995). His commentary on the prophets is largely based on Jerome excepted from the Glossa
Ordinaria. See van Liere, 2005, p. 63.
11 For an overview of both Peter Comestor’s influence and his sources, see Morey 1993.
12 This idea predates Rashi and is also found in the Babylonian Talmud, Tractate Sanhedrin, 70b.
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