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Abstract of Thesis

For centuries people from different nations have speculated about the
ultimate fate and whereabouts of the Ten Lost Tribes of Israel. As a result it has
become a myth with universal appeal that has been recruited for a variety of causes,
and even a myth that has the power to persuade people to create a past which has little
or no bearing on the objective reality. It has travelled effortless through time and
transcended national, cultural, and religious boundaries. The myth originated in a
terse report of seven repetitive biblical verses and soon grew into a vast literary
corpus. Nevertheless, the structure of the myth is such that it can be moulded
according to the needs and aspirations of the user.

Through a three-pronged methodology it was established that the myth of the
Lost Tribes is an essential feature of Jewish-Christian deliverance discourse from
biblical times until the present day. Firstly a number of representative sources and
groups ranging from biblical times until today were chosen. Each of these sources
enhanced the myth in their own way. A number of them were exclusively Jewish in
nature, others were wholly Christian, several were shared between the two, and a few
were deemed to be neither Christian nor Jewish. The periodization of these sources
has been in centuries rather than in decades. One chapter is devoted to each period
and contains a number of sources or groups. Secondly, the development and the use
of the motifs that support the discourse were charted to discover whether a change in
discourse participants influenced not only the quantity of the muotifs but also the
motifs themselves. Thirdly, the growth of the myth was tracked and the role of any

embellishments discussed.
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INTRODUCTION

We seek him here, we seek him there,
Those Frenchies seek him everywhere.
Is he in heaven?--Is he in hell?

That demmed, elusive Pimpernel.

Sir Percy Blakeney'
In approximately 722 B.C., when the Northern Kingdom of Israel fell victim to
Assyrian expansion policies, ten of the original twelve tribes of Israel were sent into
exile. Exiling the inhabitants of conquered nations was a common policy of the time

and the exile of Israel was no exception.”

Yet, these tribes seem to have walked from
conventional history into a world of myth and legend. The main reason for this is that
biblical prophecies maintain that, at some point in the future, the Ten Tribes will be
reunited with the House of Judah in the Land of their Fathers and that this will be a
precursor to the Messianic age. Jews and later others came to believe that, therefore, the
tribes had not disappeared and assimilated with their neighbours in exile but that they
were merely lost or hidden in some remote part of the world. Just like ‘those Frenchies’
were seeking the elusive Scarlet Pimpernel ‘everywhere’ in the time of the French
Revolution, so people throughout the ages and until the present day have been looking
for the elusive Ten Lost Tribes everywhere. Despite the fact that every aspect of the

epistemology of the Ten Lost Tribes resembles a quagmire, the fate and indeed the very

existence of the Ten Tribes has been a continuing source of speculation and concern to

Blakeney John, 4 Gay Adventurer, John Long: London, [n.d. but after 1935],

pp. 141-199.

N. Sacher Fox, “Assyrian Exile”, in R.J. Zwi Werblowsky and Geoffrey Wigoder,
eds., The Oxford Dictionary of the Jewish Religion, Oxford University Press: New
York, 1997, pp. 75-76.

Oded Bustenay, Mass Deportations and Deportees in the Neo-Assyrian Empire,
Ludwig Reichert Verlag: Wiesbaden, 1979.

Malamat Abraham, ‘Exile, Assyrian’ in Encyclopaedia Judaica, editor-in-chief
Fred Skolnik, 2™ edn (2007), 22 vols, Thomson Gale in association with Keter
Publishing House: Detroit and Jerusalem, 2007, VI, pp. 607-608.




people of different backgrounds. The quest for the Lost Ten Tribes has been as
enduring as the search for the Ark of the Covenant, the Man in the Iron Mask or the
Holy Grail.

Often the subject is dismissed outright because so many untenable theories
about their whereabouts have been proposed. Indeed, there is scarcely a people in the
world that has not, at some point in time, been identified with this fabulous ancestry or
even identified itself with one or more of the Lost Tribes.” The various theories have
been suggested in part by people who sought to solve a variety of historical problems by
such identification, and in part by those motivated either by religious or political zeal.
Even though the essential elements of the myth remained the same, one finds that the
level of interest in the Lost Tribes fluctuated between periods of great popular
excitement and periods where little obvious interest was shown.”

Notwithstanding a certain commonality with similar quests, mentioned above,
this myth is different inasmuch as the usual national, cultural, religious and temporal
borders are all transcended. It is not as structured and culture-specific as one might

expect from a myth; it has elements of both a myth and a legend; and its roots are

The Indians of North and South America have on numerous occasions been
identified as descendants of the Lost Tribes by e.g. Petrus Martyr Anglerius
(1457-1526) in his De Orbe Novo Decades , Gilbert Génebrard (1535-1597) in his
Chronographiae, Menasseh ben Israel (1604-1657) in his Hope of Israel, Lord
Kingsborough (1795-1837) in his Antiquities of Mexico, and many more. Ashahel
Grant published in 1841 his book The Nestorians or the Lost Tribes. The
Falashas of Ethiopia were declared to be of the Tribe of Dan by the Chief
Rabbinate of Israel (1973 and 1985). Tudor Parfitt, in Journey to the Vanished
City, the Search for a Lost Tribe of Israel, wrote about the Lemba of Zimbabwe
and Vendaland in South Africa who identified themselves with the Lost Tribes.
The British Israelites believe that the British people are from the Tribe of
Ephraim.

Some well-documented peaks of interest are the appearance of Eldad ha-Dani in
the ninth century, the appearance of David Reuveni in the early sixteenth century,
the writing of The Hope of Israel by Menasseh ben Israel in the seventeenth
century, the Jewish Indian and Anglo-Israelite theories of the eighteenth and
nineteenth century, and indeed the present day ingathering of ‘lost’ Jews into the

state of Israel by organisations such as Amishav and Shavei Israel.
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historical. In a recent article Stanford M. Lyman recognized all these elements and
called it a mytho-historical legend.” It is, perhaps, the very combination of these
different genres and their characteristics that give this myth its universal appeal and its
power to persuade so many people over so many centuries.’

These three genres have been used by people throughout the ages to describe,
to elucidate, and generally to teach their descendants what they saw around them before
science advanced.” Identification of the various characteristics of these genres may
ultimately be the only way to solve some of the epistemological problems one
encounters in research about the Lost Ten Tribes of Isracl. Gerald J. Larson explained
that a ‘myth articulates the basic self understanding of a people’.® Over the centuries

the myth of the Lost Ten Tribes has given people, among many other things, the

opportunity, to search for and define their origins; to crystallize their identity; to

> Lyman Stanford M., ‘The Lost Tribes of Israel as a Problem in History and

Sociology’, International Journal of Politics, Culture and Society 12/1 (1998), 7-
42 (p. 7).
Tudor Parfitt wrote that the myth has ‘allowed itself — volunteered itself — to be
recruited to all sorts of causes, in every continent and just about every country’ in
The Lost Tribes of Israel: The History of a Myth, Phoenix: London 2003, p. 2.
Carl G. Jung disagreed that a myth was used this way. He wrote that ‘myths
never were and never are made consciously, they arise from man’s unconscious.
This is the reason for the sometimes miraculous similarity or identity of myth-
forms among races that have been separated from each other in space ever since
time began. [...] It is not possible to suppose that myths were created merely in
order to explain meteorological or astronomical processes; they are, in the first
instance, manifestations of unconscious impulses, comparable to dreams’ (7The
Collective Works of C.G Jung, 20 vols, Routledge & Kegan Paul: London, 1953-
1979, IV (1961), Freud and Psychoanalysis, p. 210.). Tieme. van Dijk on the
other hand thinks that although myths were used to explain what man saw around
them, scientific texts attempt to do the same and the difference between the two
genres is not as fundamental as some people think. (Dijk van Tieme, Blijmoedige
Beschouwingen over Taal, Tijd en Mythen, Nodus Publikationen: Miinster, 2001,
pp. 163-166.)
®  Larson Gerald J., ‘Introduction: The Study of Mythology and Comparative
Mythology’ , in Myth in Indo-European Antiquity, ed. by Larson Gerald J.,
University of California Press: Berkeley, Los Angeles and London 1974, p. 1.




understand the world around them and it has given hope for a brighter future. In other
words the myth has, indeed, been a tool for acquiring a self understanding.

The historical element of this myth is very important because it counter
balances, as it were, the mythical side. Although myth and history are closely related, it
seems that man is suspicious of myth and reveres history as the truth. History is thought
of as eternal whereas a myth can die. In addition to that, calling something a myth
immediately attaches a derogatory meaning to it whereas calling something historical
adds weight to the statement. Moreover, myth and history are related because there is
myth in history and there is history in myth. This is manifested in the myth of the Lost
Tribes, too, providing one accepts the Bible or at least parts of it as a historical
document.’ Aside from the legitimacy, the historical element also provided the myth
with its mythic event (the exile), the mythic content (the promise of a future return), the
mythic theme (lost-found theme).

The legendary element has defined time in the myth. William Bascom
explained that legends are ‘set in a period considered less remote, when the world was
much as it is today’.'° He continues by quoting the eminent folklorist Sir James Frazer
who proposed to define legends as:

[...] Traditions, whether oral or written, which relate the fortunes of

real people in the past, or which describe events, not necessarily human, that
are said to have occurred at real places. Such legends contain a mixture of

Besides the ambiguous promises of the biblical prophecies there is little clear
archaeological evidence of the continued existence of the Lost Tribes. Assyriology
provides a snippet of evidence inasmuch as individuals with Hebrew names served
in the Assyrian army. See Tadmor Haim, ‘The Period of the First Temple, the
Babylonian Exile and the Restoration’, in A4 History of the Jewish People, ed. by
Haim H. Ben-Sasson, Weidenfeld and Nicolson: London, 1976, p. 138.

Bascom William, ‘The Forms of Folklore: Prose Narratives’, in Sacred Narrative:
Readings in the Theory of Myth, ed. by Allen Dundes, University of California Press:

Berkeley, Los Angeles and London 1984, p. 9.
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truth and falsehood, for were they wholly true, they would not be legends
but histories.!!

Aside from the temporal element it has also provided the myth with the means
to become multi-religious because legends have peculiarities of their own. If they are
transmitted orally, they remain subject to arbitrary changes and additions by each
successive narrator. That would allow, for example, a Christian narrator to take a
Jewish legend, author it slightly differently, put the emphasis, for example, somewhere
else and thus transform it into a Judeo-Christian legend. If the myths/legends are in
written form, they are usually the result of a long process of mutation.

The one thing that is difficult, perhaps, to explain is the multi-national or
universal appeal of the Lost Tribe myth. A solution perhaps can be found in the field of
psychology. Carl G. Jung (1875-1961) wrote:

A more or less superficial layer of the unconscious is undoubtedly
personal. I call it the personal unconscious. But this personal unconscious
rests upon a deeper layer, which does not derive from personal experience
and is not a personal acquisition but is inborn. This deeper layer I call the
collective unconscious. 1 have chosen the term “collective” because this
part of the unconscious is not individual but universal; in contrast to the
personal psyche, it has contents and modes of behaviour that are more or
less the same everywhere and in all individvals. It is, in other words,
identical in all men and thus constitutes a common psychic substrate of a
suprapersonal nature which is present in every one of us. [...] The contents
of the personal unconscious are chiefly feeling-toned complexes, as they are
called; they constitute the personal and private side of psychic life. The
contents of the collective unconscious, on the other hand, are known as
archetypes.'*

Thus according to Jung, there are certain archetypes or motifs that are a part of
our unconscious, which when changed into conscious formulae express themselves in

the great universal myths. In addition to many other motifs, two very powerful and

1" Bascom William, ‘The Forms of Folklore: Prose Narratives’, p. 26.

12 The Collective Works of C.G Jung, 2nd edn, 20 vols, Routledge & Kegan Paul:
London, 1959, IX part 1, The Archetypes and the Collective Unconscious, 3-4.
Jung Carl G., Memories, Dreams, Reflections, recorded and edited by Aniela

Jaffé, Fontana Press: London 1995,
11




universal motifs are intricately woven into the very essence of the myth of the Lost
Tribes viz. the lost-found motif (parallel to the dying and rising again motif) and the
separation (mainly by water) motif."> These two motifs often find expression through
religion and myth. For example Paradise was lost to Adam and Eve because of
disobedience but a paradisiacal state can be found again, through righteous, behaviour
in the World to Come. Another example is an Islamic legend that Moses lost a fish and
found in its stead Khidr, the teacher of wisdom.'* Similarly, the young Jesus was lost to
his parents, when they went back to Jerusalem, they found him teaching wisdom in the
Temple. Job is a prime example, he lost everything but as a reward for his continuing
righteousness, he was compensated with even greater riches. From these examples we
can learn that generally speaking, whatever replaces that which was lost is better than
what was previously available or known.

The same underlying message can be found in the Lost Tribe lore. The
inhabitants of the Northern Kingdom of Israel that were led into exile were, according
to the Bible, idolatrous and generally sinful. As a result, the power of God had been
withdrawn from them which resulted in weakness and ultimately exile. The prophecies
that describe the time when they will be found/ return, describe a time when that divine
power will once again be with them and make them strong and powerful. However, the
message runs deeper and this can be deduced from the number of tribes that comprised
the Northern Kingdom and their appellation. The Ten Tribes were often collectively
referred to as the Tribe of Ephraim. Ephraim was of course the younger son of Joseph
and his non-Jewish Egyptian wife Asenath. Joseph, although favoured by Jacob was

but the eleventh son and as such he was not very high up in the family hierarchy. He

* " For an extensive discussion of these motifs see The Collective Works of C.G Jung,

V (1956), Symbols of Transformation: An Analysis of the Prelude to a case of

Schizophrenia, 343-357.

See http://ccminc.faithweb.com/iqra/articles/92 Imusa.html (accessed April 2002)
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was lost to Jacob when his brothers sold him but when the family was reunited Joseph
was, according to Genesis 41:43, ‘ruler over all the land of Egypt’. Later we see that
Joseph’s place in the hierarchy increases in importance when his sons Ephraim and
Menasseh are given the birthright because Reuben, the eldest son of Jacob defiled his
father’s bed."” This in turn led to each of them being regarded as a tribe of Israel even
though they were born outside the Land of Israel to a foreign mother. If as Jung
proposed, these archetypes or motifs are, indeed, part of our collective unconscious,
then it should not be surprising that this myth is universal. It would explain why people
want to be identified with this ancestry or identify other people as members of that
community because it would fulfil many of humanity’s basic needs such as identity,
security, hope, power, salvation and many more. In a uniquely Jewish context the myth
could perhaps be interpreted as a longing to bring back into the fold those who are lost
through assimilation, acculturation and (forced) conversion.

As mentioned earlier many untenable theories regarding the whereabouts of the
Lost Tribes have been proposed. Nonetheless scholars have also researched the subject
and two recent projects are an article that presents a sociological interpretation of the
myth of the Lost Tribes'® and an article and a book that show that the myth is a vital
feature of the colonial discourse'’. This dissertation will show that the myth of the Ten
Lost Tribes of Israel is also an essential feature of Jewish-Christian deliverance
discourse from biblical times until the present day. It will be shown that throughout the

discourse, the Lost Ten Tribes are either the deliverers — political as well as religious —

> I Chronicles 5:1

16 Lyman Stamford M., ‘The Lost Tribes of Israel as a Problem in History and
Sociology’, International Journal of Politics, Culture and Society 12/1 (1998), 7-
42

7" Parfitt Tudor, The Lost Tribes of Israel:The History of a Myth, Phoenix: London,
2003, p. 1.
Parfitt Tudor, ‘Hebrew in Colonial Discourse’ Journal of Modern Jewish Studies

2/2 (2003), 159-173.
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or an inimical force that will fight against deliverance. Their existence and more
importantly their return can be part of a religious belief where e.g. it will herald
Messianic deliverance or in modern times, where being a member of the Lost Tribes is
seen as potentially bringing deliverance from an undesirable socio-economic status.
The development and use of the supporting motifs, found in Ten Lost Tribes literature,
will also be examined in order to establish whether or not the motifs change when, for
example, the discourse participants -the addressees, the producers, or the interpreters —
change. Some attention will also be paid to the development of the myth itself within
the discourse, any embellishments will be charted
There are certain necessary restrictions on the scope of this dissertation
inasmuch as it is impossible to discuss all the material ever written on the Lost Tribes.
A representative selection of sources has been made that have enhanced the myth, A
periodization has perforce been in centuries rather than in decades. Research has been
limited to Jews and Christians as they were the principal groups interested in the Lost
Tribes. The thesis has been divided in:
1. Earliest sources
2. Middle Ages
3. Early modern times
4. Modern times
In each of these periods a number of sources are analysed. These sources were
chosen because they aroused the greatest interest or contributed in a major way to the
development of the myth and therefore the discourse.
In the chapter on the earliest sources the Bible, the Talmud, the Midrash, the
Apocrypha and the Pseudoepigrapha, Josephus’ writings, and the writings of the Church
Fathers are discussed. The Bible, of course, provided the world with the foundation of

this myth because of its terseness, ambiguity, and prophecies regarding the gathering of

Israel.

14




In the chapter on the Middle Ages attention is focused on early travel literature
in the form of Sepher Eldad which is the story of a rather perplexing ninth-century Jew
called Eldad ha-Dani and the traveller Benjamin of Tudela and his Sepher ha-Massaoth.
Two Christian sources, Mandeville’s Travels and Prester John are also discussed.

In the chapter dealing with the sources of the early modemn times, two
examples of late travel literature are analysed. First Sippur David Reuveni, the so-called
diary of the adventurer David Reuveni who aroused Messianic hopes in the first half of
the sixteenth century. Secondly, Spes Israelis, Menasseh ben Israel’s book describing
the reported discovery of the Lost Tribes in South America.

The chapter on modern times will focus on two contemporary groups that have
taken on the identity of Israel viz. The British Israelites and the Church of Jesus Christ
of Latter-Day Saints also known by their nickname Mormons. In addition to that a brief
overview of modern Judaizing groups will be given. Here the Bnei Menashe, a
Judaizing group from northeast India will be discussed in some detail because they were
recently recognised as descendants from the Tribe of Menasseh.

Notwithstanding the fact that Muslim sources fall outside the scope of this
dissertation it should be mentioned that Islam, too, has an interest in the Lost Tribes.
Particularly worth mentioning in the context of this thesis is the Ahmadiyyah Muslim
Community, for example. With more than ten million members they see themselves as
the most dynamic denomination of Islam in modern history. Their beliefs with regard
to the Lost Tribes are quite defined if somewhat unorthodox. In common with other
Muslims, the Ahmadiyyah Community believes that Jesus, a righteous prophet, did not
die on the cross but that He was merely unconscious when taken down. His followers

nursed Him back to health and as part of His mission He travelled to the Ten Tribes in

15




the East. There He lived to a ripe old age, died and was buried in Kashmir.'® This idea
was first voiced in Hazrat Mirza Ghulam Ahmad’s book Jesus in India (1899) where he
explained in the second chapter that Jesus came to Punjab and met the Ten Tribes, most
of whom were Buddhists while some were idolaters. He brought them back on the right

path and taught them to believe in a future prophet i.e. Muhammad. '’

18
19

See http://www.alislam.org

See http://www.alislam.org/library/books/jesus-in-india/intro.html.
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CHAPTER 1: EARLIEST SOURCES

When tracing the development and use of a myth it is important to scrutinize
the original source, if any, and any texts on the topic written around the same time. The
sources considered in this chapter originated nearest to the time when the Ten Tribes
seemingly walked out of history.

Examination of these sources opens the way to answer a number of vital
questions concerning the development and use of the myth. This chapter secks to
investigate whether these sources report the disappearance of the Ten Tribes merely as a
fact or whether they are already starting to embroider on the subject or whether they
merely encourage embellishments. If there are embellishments, did these contribute to
the process whereby the Lost Tribes transformed from a nation-state that was exiled to
Assyria, into a group of people perceived as instrumental in either a temporal or a
spiritual deliverance by both Christian and Jew? Are there any motifs that support them
in this role and if so, do they remain the same or change with time, place and

circumstance?

a. The Bible

The Bible forms the foundation of the myth of the Ten Lost Tribes. This is not
surprising given that the Old Testament is in part a history of the people of Isracl. What
is interesting, however, is that the account of the Assyrian exile is quite terse. It may be
that the authors of the Bible did not feel that it was necessary to expound at length on
this topic or perhaps that there were other texts no longer extant, which dealt
exhaustively with this issue. On the other hand, it may very well be that the issue was

so commonplace, so banal that it did not need any more explanation. Whatever the case

17




may be, one needs to examine whether the terseness and resulting vagueness gave an
opportunity for a myth to be born. The texts in the Old Testament can more or less be
divided into three categories:

1. Prophecies about the exile.?°

2. Reports on the actual exile by the Assyrians.
3. Prophecies about the restoration.

As far as the prophecies about the exile are concerned, one finds that the Bible
sees exile, whether it be the Assyrian or Babylonian, as a punishment for idolatry and
disobedience to the God of Israel.?! It takes little notice of imperialism or local politics
although occasionally, in other verses, references are made to non-payment of taxes that
angered the foreign overlords. Overall the Old Testament sees exile purely and simply
as a consequence of disobedience whereby the God of Israel made use of another nation
to carry out this punishment.

With regard to the specific reports on the Assyrian exile, it is curious how
utterly succinct the Bible is. It devotes merely seven verses to it. In addition to this
economy of words, these verses are repetitive and the content reveals little. We read:

II Kings 15:29
In the days of Pekah king of Israel came Tiglathpileser king of
Assyria, and took [jon, and Abelbethmaachah, and Janoah, and Kedesh, and

Hazor, and Gilead, and Galilee, all the land of Naphtali, and carried them
captive to Assyria.

I Kings 17:5-6

Then the king of Assyria came up throughout all the land, and went up
to Samaria, and besieged it three years. In the ninth year of Hoshea the king
of Assyria took Samaria, and carried Israel away into Assyria, and placed

20 In these verses there is not always a distinction between the House of Israel and

the House of Judah.

Some examples applying to the people of Israel in general are Leviticus 26:33;
Deuteronomy 8:19-20; Joshua 23:15-16. An example applying to the northern
kingdom only is I Kings 14:14-16.
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them in Halah and in Habor [by] the river of Gozan, and in the cities of the
Medes.

II Kings 18:9-11

And it came to pass in the fourth year of King Hezekiah, which [was]
the seventh year of Hoshea son of Elah king of Israel, [that] Shalmaneser
king of Assyria came up against Samaria, and besieged it. And at the end of
three years they took it: [even] in the sixth year of Hezekiah, that [is] the
ninth year of Hoshea king of Israel, Samaria was taken. And the king of
Assyria did carry away Israel unto Assyria, and put them in Halah and in
Habor [by] the river of Gozan, and in the cities of the Medes:

I Chronicles 5:26

And the God of Israel stirred up the spirit of Pul, king of Assyria, and
the spirit of Tilgathpilneser king of Assyria, and he carried them away, even
the Reubenites, and the Gadites, and the half tribe of Manasseh, and brought
them unto Halah, and Habor, and Hara, and to the river Gozan, unto this
day.

In summary, the only information found in the Bible is that the deportation
took place in two stages. First, the Assyrian king besieged Samaria and after three
years, it fell and was conquered. Secondly, the Assyrian king deported the population to
Halah and Habor by the river of Gozan and in the cities of the Medes.

The Bible does not describe their new habitat, neither do we find any
information about how many of the captives survived the trek or indeed how many
went.” 1t is relatively easy to justify this radical literary economy. If one accepts the
Bible and particularly the Old Testament as the history of the victor or the survivor, in

this case Judah, it should not be surprising that the Bible pays little attention to the fate

of the Ten Tribes after their deportation. The Ten Tribes seceded more than two

22 Sargon’s ‘Display Inscription’ claims that he removed 27290 people, see Ancient

Near Eastern Texts Relating to the Old Testament, ed. by James B. Pritchard, 3rd
edn, Princeton University Press: Princeton, 1969, pp. 284-287. Sargon II claimed
the victory but II Kings 18:9-11 which describes the fall and deportation credits it
to Sargon’s predecessor Shalmaneser V. Material about the various arguments
can be found in Gray John, I & II Kings: A Commentary, 2™ fully rev. edn, SCM
Press: London, 1970, pp. 60-62.
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centuries before the final demise of the Northern Kingdom at the hands of the Assyrians
and their deportation transformed this secession into a separation. Another reason might
be that the authors of the Bible did not have easy access to information about the exiles.
On the other hand one could also argue that the Bible did not have to elaborate. People
knew who was taken into exile by the Assyrians and they knew where they went
because I Chronicles 5:26, in addition to giving the locations, also notes ‘unto this day’.
Moreover, the deportation of conquered nations was a well-know feature in the history
of the ancient world*> No doubt, it caused unrest and fear in neighbouring nations.
Some vassal states such as the House of Judah were quickly reminded that it was
perhaps better to pay the required taxes but essentially it was a normal result of warfare.
The deportees were used for purposes of colonisation of frontier areas or for slave
labour. In addition to all this, the demographic movement caused by the deportation of
Israel by the Assyrians was not particularly major.

As far as the amount of people deported is concerned, the Bible at first glance
gives the impression that every single person in the Northern kingdom, not killed during
the siege, was deported by the time Samaria was conquered. Not anywhere in those
seven verses does it give an impression that maybe only certain layers of the society
were deported. This nonetheless seems to be the more likely thing to have happened
and there is a consensus among most modern scholars that this was the case.

Furthermore, the Bible itself seems to indicate that it was a partial rather than a

2 Deportations of conquered nations were a measure to subdue these nations but

also a policy of protection for the conquering nation in the longer term. By
putting people in an environment they do not know well they are less likely to
rebel as they do not have the benefit of topical knowledge which the enemy has
not got.
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complete deportation. Take, for example, II Chronicles 30:1-6, II Chronicles 34:21 or II
Chronicles 35:18. In these verses, members of the Northern Ten Tribes join the House
of Judah in their religious ceremonies subsequent to the reported deportation of the
northern tribes.”* Whereas the Bible does not further elaborate on who was deported
and who stayed, modern scholars have written extensively on the subject. It is possible
to divide the scholarly view of the phenomenon of the Lost Tribes of Israel into four
categories with some scholars accepting more than one line of thought. The four
categories are:
1. The Ten Tribes assimilated into the surrounding populations -either with
the Assyrians or with the foreigners placed in Samaria.
2. The Ten Tribes merged with Judah -some of them went over to live with
Judah when the kingdom of Israel was destroyed and its people deported
in 722 B.C. and some of the descendants of the Ten Tribes joined Judah
when it was deported to Babylon in 586 B.C.

3. The Ten Tribes left no trace.
4. The Ten Tribes were never lost. -

If one takes a closer look at the first category, we see that many of its
supporters think that not the entire population that made up the Ten Tribes or the
kingdom of Israel was deported. Some suggest that only those classes of society which
were useful to the Assyrians were deported and that the rest stayed in the territory of
Israel under Assyrian rule. They all, however, agree that the Israelites did not remain a
distinct group of people. They were absorbed either in the populations of the
surrounding communities in Mesopotamia or they merged with the foreigners brought
into Samaria by the Assyrians.

We read in the Encyclopeedia Britannica:

2 Another example is I Chronicles 9:1-3.
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In 721 B.C. the Assyrians destroyed the northern kingdom and
deported the more prosperous Israelites to Assyria (II Kings 17:6). Most of
the population remained in Israel. Those who were removed and those who
remained were eventually absorbed by other populations; they were not lost,
nor did they survive as a distinct ethnic group.”

Martin Noth in his book The History of Israel is of the same opinion, he writes:

The kingdom of Israel thereby ceased to exist, once and for all. Once
again the upper class was deported, this time to Mesopotamia and Media, as
stated in 2 Kings xvii, 6; and there it no doubt suffered the fate of most of
the deported upper classes, of being gradually absorbed into the numerically
much greater indigenous population. A foreign upper class was introduced
into the new province of Samaria [...]. These foreign elements brought their
own way of life and above all their own religions with them (cf. 2 Kings
xvii, 29-31), but with the passage of time they too were absorbed in the
Israelite population left behind.?

Richard Coggins, a Christian biblical scholar, writes:

Much that has been written about the supposed ‘ten lost tribes’ can be
dismissed to the realm of fantasy, and we may certainly suppose that in both
Israel and Judah the majority of the inhabitants continued to lead their lives
in their native places; the means for mass deportation which have formed an
appalling part of the technical apparatus of twentieth-century dictatorships
were not available in the ancient world.?’

Whereas the former scholars put their emphasis on the fact that not the entire

population was deported, Paul Goodman®® and Henry H. Milman stress the fact that the

Israelites were absorbed by their Assyrian captors and the surrounding nations. Milman

explains that this was due to the deportation policies of the Assyrians, he writes: ‘It was

the policy of the Assyrian monarchs to transplant the inhabitants of the conquered
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Angus I.B. in Encyclopedia Britannica, Volume 22 p. 429.

Noth Martin, The History of Israel, 2nd edn, Adam & Charles Black: London,
1960, p. 262.

Coggins Richard J., ‘The Origins of the Jewish Diaspora’, in The World of Ancient
Israel: Sociological, Anthropological and Political Perspectives, ed. by Ronald E.
Clements, Cambridge University Press: Cambridge, 1991, pp. 163-181 (p. 164).
Goodman Paul, History of the Jews, rev. and enlarged edn, J.M. Dent and Sons:
London, 1939,
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provinces on their borders, to the inland districts of their empire. Thus they occupied

their outposts with those on whose fidelity they might rely [...]."*

Other scholars agree to an assimilation process but reject the notion of
assimilation into the nations of Mesopotamia. This group is best represented by
William Rosenau. In his article, Rosenau puts forwards the idea that the Ten Tribes are
to be found absorbed together with the Tribes of Judah and Benjamin in modern Jewry.

He says: “The Ten Tribes were doomed neither to assimilation by the Assyrians nor to

unrecognizable dispersion throughout other climes.”*°

In contrast to those who assume that there was an assimilation process, there
are others who propose that the Ten Tribes left no trace and that therefore all theories
about them and their abode are speculation. Foremost in this group is the Encyclopaedia
Judaica:

The kingdom of Israel [...] fell in 722 B.C.E. and its inhabitants were
exiled to "Halah and Habor by the river Gozan, and in the cities of the
Medes" (Il Kings 17:6 and 18:11 [...]); but in general it can be said that they
disappeared from the stage of history. However, the parallel passage in I
Chronicles 5:26 to the effect that the ten tribes were there "unto this day"
and the prophecies of Isaiah (11:11), Jeremiah (38:8), and above all Ezekiel
(37:19-24) kept alive the belief that they had maintained a separate existence
and that the time would come when they would be rejoined with their
brethren, the descendants of the Exile of Judah to Babylon. Their place in
history, however, is substituted by legend, and the legend of the Ten Lost
Tr}iPes is one of the most fascinating and persistent in Judaism and beyond
it.

»  Milman Henry H., The History of the Jews, 2nd edn, 3 vols, John Murray: London

1830, 1, p. 306.
3 Rosenau William, ‘Ezekiel 37:15-28: What Happened to the Ten Tribes’, in
Hebrew Union College Jubilee Volume (1875-1925), ed. by David Philipson and
Others, Ktav Publishing House: New York, 1968, pp. 79-88 (p. 80).
Rabinowitz Louis 1., ‘Ten Lost Tribes’, in Encyclopaedia Judaica vol.19 pp. 639-
640 (p. 639).
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With this, A. van Deursen agrees** In Waar Zijn de Verstrooide Stammen

Israéls Gebleven? he presents a range of earlier suggestions and then concludes that
historically we have no proof at all of the continual existence of the Ten Tribes. An
example of the fourth category is Allen H. Godbey who is intensely opposed to any
attempt to locate the Ten Tribes.*®> Although he has ideas in common with the previous
authors, he says generally that one does not have to invent theories about the Lost Tribes
of Israel because they were never lost. One by one, he tries to invalidate claims by non-
scholars who supposedly found the Lost Tribes somewhere. According to him the
amount of people deported by Sargon from Samaria was relatively small, and in
addition it was not only a deportation of Jews. An ancient custom was that the victor
took from vanquished populations, made them slaves and either took these unfortunate
souls with them or sold them. Among the wars that Israel lost and where deportation
occurred are:

1. Wars with Damascus (II Kings 13:1-8), this led to the dispersion of

Israelite captives in the Aramaean lands.
2. Sennacherib’s deportation.
3. Nebuchadnezzar’s deportation.

4. Psamtik I and II deportations, which placed large bodies of Jews at the
Nubian frontier.

Furthermore the fact that for example the Tribes of Naphtali, Dan, Asher and
Zebulon are reported to be living in a certain place and that there are people all over the
world who have Semitic customs proves nothing about the Ten Tribes. It only proves

that there has been a very strong Jewish presence at that particular place and that the

32 Deursen van A., Waar Zijn de Verstrooide Stammen Israéls Gebleven?, ].H. Kok:

Kampen 1939. (Dutch)
Godbey Allen H., The Lost Tribes of Israel: Suggestions Towards Rewriting
Hebrew History, Duke University Press, Durham 1930.
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people having these customs are possibly descendants of early converts to Judaism who
kept these traditions alive, while slowly forgetting their meaning. Godbey concludes by
saying that ‘the egotism of modern western Gentile ignorance invented the theory of the
lost tribes”®*, and ‘the deportees of the ten tribes are in all fairness to be viewed like
deportees of the south, simply Jews of the Dispersion, retaining their faith, active in
spreading it, often the nucleus of an early Christian church’.*

Apart from those whose ideas only fit into one category, there are those whose
assumptions on the subject may be classified into more than one category. There are
those who agree with the idea that not all were deported and that there was an
assimilation process; however, they also allow for assimilation with Judah. Among
them, the main difference is the time at which they think some of the Israelites joined
Judah, Haim H. Ben Sasson writes in his history:

It may be assumed that a part of the exiled tribes that still existed as a
separate and conscious group in the days of Jeremiah and Ezekiel (see
Jeremiah 31:8; and Ezekiel 37:19-22) subsequently joined the exiles from
Judah upon their return. The majority, however, were assimilated into the
surrounding Aramean population, thus sharing the fate of every ethnic

community displaced by the Assyrians and subjected to their policy of
enforced Assyrianization. >

3% Godbey Allen H., The Lost Tribes of Israel: Suggestions Towards Rewriting

Hebrew History, p. 684.

Godbey Allen H., The Lost Tribes of Israel: Suggestions Towards Rewriting

Hebrew History, p. 685.

3 4 History of the Jewish People, ed. by Haim H. Ben-Sasson, Weidenfeld and
Nicolson: London 1976, p. 138.
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Salo W. Baron”, and the unnamed entries in the Jidisches Lexicon,’® and in

The New Standard Jewish Encyclopedia® argue that the Israclites joined Judah upon the

latter’s arrival in Babylon and that they did not wait until the return to Jerusalem.

Semen M. Dubnov*’, on the other hand, suggests that a large part of the Israelites kept

true to their faith and national identity and joined Judah upon the Assyrian conquest but

before the kingdom of Judah itself was conquered and its population deported.

Hirsch Graetz would fit into the second and third category, in his history he

says the following®':

The kingdom of the Ten Tribes, or Israel, existed for two centuries and
a half, twenty kings ruled over it; but in one day it disappeared, leaving no
trace behind. [...] The country cast forth the Ten Tribes, as it had cast forth
the Canaanite tribes. Where did they remain? Cheats and dreamers have
claimed to be descended from them. A few of them, such as agriculturists,
vine-dressers, and shepherds, no doubt remained in the country, and others
from noble families, especially those from the borders of Judah, no doubt
took refuge in that country.

Some scholars are quite unique or perhaps somewhat unorthodox in their

opinion. J.J. Groen is an example of that when he states:

[...] a careful consideration of the facts does not sufficiently justify the
common assumption that the ten tribes did not return and were therefore
“lost”. It seems more probable that they partly remained in Israel, partly
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enlarged, 18 vols, Columbia University Press: New York 1952, I, 95.

Jiidisches Lexicon, Founded by G. Herlitz & B. Kirschner, 4 vols, Jiidischer
Verlag: Berlin, 1930, vol. IV/2 (S-Z), 625-627.

The New Standard Jewish Encyclopedia, ed.-in-chief Geoffrey Wigoder, 7th new
rev. edn, Facts On File: New York and Oxford 1992, p. 928.

Dubnov Semen M., Die Geschichte des jiidischen Volkes in Europa; von den
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returned from exile and partly stayed in their galuth where some conversion
into Jewry and mixture with Islamic groups may have taken place.*?

He continues by saying that ‘it is our hypothesis that the mass of the Sephardim
are genetically still a mixture of the ten tribes’.*’

After the terseness of the Bible about the deportation, it is interesting to see
how its tone changes when it conveys the message of the restoration prophecies. Upon
closer examination of these verses, the restoration of the House of Israel has certain

characteristics:

1. The restoration to the land of their fathers will take place either after the
house of Israel has repented or simultaneous with it.**

2. The restoration is always on a national and not an individual basis.*

3. Israel’s restoration will have an effect on the heathen.*®

5

The most important problem one encounters with the verses about the
restoration is the confusion about the subject of these prophecies. At times Judah and
Israel are addressed separately whereas in other verses one must conclude that there
seems no distinction between the two houses. This nomenclature is further complicated
by the fact that Israel is, at times, also referred to as Ephraim. Ephraim was essentially
only one of the Ten Tribes albeit the notorious jealous birthright tribe.*’” This leaves a

great opportunity for interpretation and imagination. Thus whereas the Old Testament

42 Groen J.J., ‘Historical and Genetic Studies on the Twelve Tribes of Israel and

their Relation to the Present Ethnic Composition of the Jewish People’, Jewish
Quarterly Review 58/1 (July 1967), 1-13 (p. 3).

Groen J.J., ‘Historical and Genetic Studies on the Twelve Tribes of Israel and
their Relation to the Present Ethnic Composition of the Jewish People’, p. 7.
Examples are found in Deuteronomy 30:1-3; Isaiah 27:11-13: Jeremiah 3:11-14
and 33:7-18; Ezekiel 11:14-20 and 37:11-28.

*  See for example Isaiah 11:11-16 and 27:11-13: Jeremiah 3:18 and 23:7-8; Ezekiel
11:14-20 and 37:11-28.

See for example Isaiah 49:6-12; Ezekiel 20:41-42 and 36:22-24 and 37:28.

See for example Judges 8:1, Judges 12:1 and II Samuel 19:41-43.

43

44

46
47

27




itself does not embroider upon the removal and further life of the Ten Tribes, its
conciseness, its choice of words and the relative vagueness of the restoration verses
certainly provide fertile ground for the development of a myth. Likewise, the many
motifs it employs provide an open invitation to elaborate and fantasize. The Old
Testament expends many verses on the prophecies about the exile. The aetiological
motif of sin and disobedience leading to exile is very strong. This motif is in a kind of
literary opposition to the leading Genesis motif whereby the land of Israel is given to the
patriarchs because of obedience. The motif of freedom to bondage can also be found.
Unlike the story of the Exodus where the Israclites were freed from Egypt representing
the bondage to freedom motif, the Assyrian exile is quite the opposite. As we have seen
with regard to the reports on the actual exile, the Old Testament could not be more terse.
It almost seems like it considers the actual exile a minor issue. Isracl had been warned
many times and much was written on the subject and the inevitable consequence of
disobedience was not worth expending too many words on. When it comes to the
restoration, it launches into vivid descriptions of God’s power and might. Prophetic
visions and words all describe how one day the Lord will restore the House of Israel to
all its might and glory as in the times of kings David and Solomon and what effect this
will have on the heathen nations among whom they live. With this renewed
proliferation, one finds an abundance of motifs such as the Theodocian motif where
God’s providence leads to the reversal of the freedom to bondage motif once more. The

time frame of this great gathering uses the End of Days motif. Where will they be
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gathered? Once again, the Genesis motif of the land given to the patriarchs is used with
the addition of the future king motif, where David is restored to his glory.*®

In summary one can conclude that the idea of deliverance is most certainly
present. In most prophecies, the House of Israel, meaning the Southern and Northern
Kingdoms, are delivered by the power of God, after they repent and remember the
commandments. They themselves do not bring deliverance to others. However, the Old
Testament, once again, leaves room for interpretation when, for example, we read in
Isaiah 49:6 ‘[...] I will also give thee for a light to the Gentiles, that thou mayest be my
salvation unto the end of the earth’.

In the New Testament, too, there is a very limited interest in the Lost Tribes.
Nevertheless, these limited references provided an excellent opportunity for later
generations to embellish the original information and to claim that the Ten Tribes
became or would become Christians. This tactic was especially used to agitate against
the Jews or to discourage them. The apostle Paul scems to indicate to King Agrippa that
it was promised that the twelve tribes one day would worship God (Jesus of Nazareth).*
Revelations 7 implies the same and James, a leader in the early Christian church,
addresses his letter ‘to the twelve tribes which are scattered abroad’. Some of the motifs
found here are again the End of Day motif, the dispersion and suffering motifs with a
positive conclusion. On the other hand, one has to wonder whether these verses do not

negate the ‘lostness’ of the Ten Tribes. Would Paul set himself up for Agrippa to

% See for example Ezekiel 39:25

¥ See Acts 26:6-7
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remind him that the Ten Tribes were lost or would James write intentionally to people
whose whereabouts were not known to him?

On the whole the Bible does not portray the Lost Tribes directly as a key to
either temporal or spiritual redemption of others. Unless one engages in serious biblical
exegesis, all references to their role in the redemption at the End of Days are indirect
and vague. It describes them as having sinned against the covenant the Lord made with
the whole House of Israel and having received their due punishment. However, it is
easy to see how the lack of information about their life in exile and vivid descriptions of
a future restoration have contributed not only to the birth of a myth but also the casting

of the Tribes as deliverers.

b. The Talmud®

After the Bible, the Talmud is the most important book for Judaism.’! Being a
repository of thousands of years of Jewish wisdom, it has shaped Jewish life and identity
like no other book has. It is considered, even today, as a guide to conduct. Such a
reservoir of wisdom it is, that it is also recognised as such by non-Jews. Unfortunately,

throughout history, this recognition often led those hostile to Judaism to revile, to

The Talmudic passages were found with the help of Yacov and Rachel Kozlovsky

in Jerusalem and through The Soncino Talmud CD Rom of the Judaic Classics
Library.

The Talmud’s claim to authority has not gone unchallenged. In the Middle Ages
the Karaite movement denied its authority and demanded a return to Scripture
alone. The early nineteenth century reformer Abraham Geiger, called the Talmud
an ‘ungainly colossus’ that prevented Jewish progress (Geiger Abraham, letter
dated 1831, trans.in Max Wiener, Abraham Geiger and Liberal Judaism: The
Challenge of the Nineteenth Century, trans. by Ernst J. Schlochauer,Hebrew
Union College Press, Cincinnati, 1981, p.100). Reform Judaism accepts the
Talmud as a human creation and as such its teachings are not considered binding.
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execrate and even consign to flames the books of the Talmud. Repeatedly the study of
the Talmud was prohibited in an attempt to crush a Jewish community.

In establishing what influence, if any, the Talmud has had on the development
of the Lost Tribe myth one must first and foremost bear in mind that the Mishna and the
Gemara are historically approximately five centuries removed from the disappearance of
the Ten Tribes. The mere mention of the Ten Tribes would, therefore, at the very least,
fuel the continuation of the myth. Whether surrounding circumstances, selective
memory, imagination, and perhaps even Messianism play a role remains to be deduced
from the text itself. Due to the very nature of the Talmud, it is not surprising to find
differences of opinion regarding the subjects discussed in it. The mystery of the Ten
Tribes is no exception.

Both the Babylonian and Jerusalem Talmud reflect on the geographical
information regarding the location of the original exile in the Bible. There are some
minor discrepancies between the two. Nonetheless, the passages in question indicate
that perhaps the Bible was right in its assumption that detailed geographical information
was superfluous. In these passages, there is no attempt at mythologizing the subject.
The identification was necessary in connection to the right procedure regarding betrothal
and the question of genealogy. In Yebamot 16b, R. Abba b. Kahana said:

And he put them in Halah and Habor, on the river of Gozan, and the
cities of the Medes; Halah is Halwan, and Habor is Hadyab, the river Gozan
is Ginzak and the cities of the Medes are Hamdan and its neighbouring

towns. Which are the neighbouring towns? -Samuel replied: Karak,
Moshki, Hidki and Dumkia.

In Kiddushin 72a, there is a difference of opinion and we read:

Now, he differs from R. Abba b. Kahana, who said: What is meant by,
[and the king of Assyria carried Israel away into Assyria,] and put them in
Halah and Habor, on the river of Gozan, and in the cities of the Medes?
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Halah is Hulwan; Habor is Adiabene; the river of Gozan is Ginzak; the cities
of the Medes are Hamadan and its environs; others state, Nahawand and its
environs. What are its environs? -Said Samuel: Karag, Moschi, Hidki and
Rumki.

From the above passages one can conclude that the rabbis knew about the
geography of the original exile inasmuch as they were able to clarify where these
biblical locations are. It may be deduced that they believed that the Ten Tribes were
thriving in the place of exile. These passages do not shed any light on the ultimate fate
of the Ten Tribes but further passages indicate that this confounded most of rabbis.
Great discussions are found about the reasons for the exile, their eventual return, and the
time of the return. The first reference to illustrate this can be found in Sabbath 147b
where it says:

R. Helbo said: The wine of Perugitha and the water of Diomsith cut

off the Ten Tribes from Israel. R. Eleazar b. *Arak visited that place. He
was attracted to them, and {in consequence] his learning vanished.

The Bible blames mainly idolatry for the exile although immorality and general
lewd behaviour are mentioned more than once. It is interesting that R. Helbo completely
disregards idolatry and emphasizes one of the secondary sins viz. drinking. According
to Helbo, drunkenness clouded their minds and by neglecting study, they lost faith,
which ultimately led to exile. This he substantiates by correlating the disappearance of
the Lost Tribes with the disappearance of the knowledge of R. ’Arak when the latter
apparently took a liking to these pleasures. Whereas the previous quotes merely
concerned themselves with geography, thereby perpetuating the belief in the continued
existence of the Ten Tribes as a body of people, here we see that the myth starts being
used. In this case, to teach a specific moral principle i.e. do not neglect study and faith

for the temporal pleasures of lewd behaviour. R. Helbo does not embroider on the
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subject but rather draws conclusions from the Bible and the experience of R. Eleazar
b.’Arak. As for the knowledge of ’Arak, this was restored after he abstained from
further drink and because the Rabbis prayed for him. This may or may not indicate that
the Ten Tribes would have a similar chance if they repented but it is not discussed any
further.

The next reference is found in Megillah 14b. R. Johanan claims that Jeremiah
was not involved in the case of "Hulda, a close relative of Jeremiah and a woman who
prophesied because at the time he was bringing back the Ten Tribes. He said:

Jeremiah was not there, as he had gone to bring back the Ten Tribes.
Whence do we know that they returned?- Because it is written, ‘For the
seller shall not return to that which is sold’>® Now is it possible that after

the Jubilee had ceased the prophet should prophesy that it will cease? The
fact is that it teaches that Jeremiah brought them back.

Arakhin 12b brings up the same point but this time with regards to the
calculation of the Jubilee year. Rashi elaborates on this by saying that a jubilee year was
to be kept only when all Israel was in the land and thus it ceased as soon as the tribes
across the Jordan were deported. Jeremiah then brought the tribes back in the
eighteenth year of King Josiah and upon their return the counting of the jubilee cycle
started again.

These passages strip the mythological side from the Ten Tribes and just use the
objective state and fate of the tribes to prove their point. If these passages are to be

believed, there are no Lost Tribes and there is no myth.

2 Ezekiel 7:13
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One finds the complete opposite in Sanhedrin 110b which is a debate between
the famous Rabbi Akiva and his opponent Rabbi Eliezer ben Hyrcanus.”> Rabbi Akiva
is of the opinion that they will never return to Palestine, not even in the days of the
Messiah, but that they may return to the future world providing they repent. As seen
from the same passage he is alone in this opinion. We read:

MISHNA. The Ten Tribes will not return [to Palestine], for it is said,
and cast them into another land, as is this day®*: just as the day goes and
does not teturn, so they too went and will not return: this is R. Akiba’s view.
R. Eliezer said: as this day -just as the day darkens and then becomes light
again so the Ten Tribes -even as it went dark for them, so will it become
light for them. GEMARA. Our Rabbis taught: the ten tribes have no portion
in the world to come,™ as it says, And the Lord rooted them out of their land
in anger, and in wrath, and in great indignation: And the Lord rooted them
out of their land, refers to this world; and cast them into another land -to the
world to come: this is R. Akiba’s view. R. Simeon b. Judah, of the Kefar of
Acco, said on R. Simeon’s authority: If their deeds are as this day’s, they
will not return; otherwise they shall. Rabbi said: They will enter the future
world, as it is said, [And it shall come to pass] in that day, that the great
trumpet shall be blown, [and they shall come which were ready to perish in
the land of Assyria, and the outcasts in the land of Egypt, and shall worship
the Lord in the holy mount of Jerusalem.>®

Rabbi Akiva’s opinion is interesting because the Bible states that one day, in
most cases the Messianic day, the Ten Tribes will be gathered too. He must have been

familiar with these verses. Nevertheless, he emphatically states the opposite. The

> The Halakha remains as Rabbi Eliezer’s opinion that the Ten Tribes will ultimately

return.

Taken from Deuteronomy 29:27

This is to be understood as the Messianic day not the Hereafter.

Isaiah 27:13 ‘the holy mount of Jerusalem’ is understood here to mean the future
world.
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question is why? A. Neubauer’’ and others®® after him plausibly propose that this could
be due to his belief that Bar-Kokhba was the Messiah. One of the characteristics of the
Messianic era is the gathering of all exiles. Bar Kokhba was clearly unable to fulfil this
task and Akiva’s solution was to eliminate this problem by stating that the Lost Tribes
would never return anyway. In this case, R. Akiva does not so much use the myth for
his own purposes or embellishes it to prove a point but rather, he denies it for his own
purposes.

The above passage does not mean that R. Akiva was not interested in the Lost
Tribes. He may have believed that they would not return but his other use of the Lost
Tribe enigma is interesting. In Sanhedrin 65b, he uses the legendary river Sambatyon >
behind which part of the Lost Tribes are said to be as a proof of the existence of the

Sabbath. It reads:

He replied: ‘I ask this: Who tells you that this day is the Sabbath?’- He
(Akiva) answered: ‘Let the river Sabbation prove it’; [...]

The Sambatyon is not mentioned anywhere else in the Babylonian Talmud. In

fact it is the first time that a written reference to this legendary river has been made in

7 Neubauer A, ‘Where are the Ten Tribes?’ in The Jewish Quarterly Review 1

(1889), 14-28; 95-114; 185-201; 408-423, (p. 21).

So for example Klausner Joseph, The Messianic Idea in Israel, The Macmillan
Company: New York, 1975, p. 474 and Weil Shalva., ‘Beyond the Sambatyon:
The Myth of the Ten Lost Tribes’ in Beyond the Sambatyon: The Myth of the Ten
Lost Tribes, Beth Hatefutsoth, The Museum of the Jewish Diaspora: Tel Aviv,
1991, 94-73 (p. 92).

Sivan G., ‘Sambatyon’ in The Oxford Dictionary of Jewish Religion, R.J.Zwi
Werblowsky and Geoffrey Wigoder, eds., Oxford University Press: New York,
1997, pp. 604-605.

Rothkoff Aaron, ‘Sambatyon’ in Encyclopaedia Judaica, vol 17, pp. 743-744.
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Jewish writings. Notwithstanding this, it seems plausible that the people were familiar
with it. Why else would Akiva use it in an argument?

In the Jerusalem Talmud, the Sambatyon is mentioned again and in addition to
that, there is some more information about the exile. In Sanhedrin 10:5 R. Berechiah
and R. Helbo, in the name of R. Samuel bar Nahman say:

The Israelites went into three different lands of exile, one beyond the

Sambatyon, one to Daphne at Antioch, and one on which the cloud
descended, and which cloud covered them.®

This is clearly embroidering upon the subject although there seems no
immediate purpose in this statement. Whatever its purpose may have been, this
information together with similar midrashim was often used in later stories about the
Ten Tribes.

In conclusion, one could say that the Talmud perpetuates the myth if for no
other reason than that it utilizes the Ten Tribes for various purposes. In some instances,
it employs the existence and location of the Ten Tribes as an aid to establishing correct
procedures (for example Yebamot 16b, Kiddushin 72a, and Arakhin 12b) and this it
does rather matter-of-factly. Elsewhere, it uses the myth as a teaching tool (for example
Sabbath 147b) and in these passages, there is room for imagination and a little
embroidery. However, the Talmud stays close to the biblical text and does not
embroider greatly on the subject. Biblical motifs are present yet the main use of the
enigma of the Lost Tribes is in accordance to the true nature of the Talmud. The fact

that it does not seem to have one definite purpose in using the myth may again be due to

80 Translation taken from: The Talmud of the Land of Israel, trans. by Jacob

Neusner, 35 vols, The University of Chicago Press: Chicago 1984.
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the nature of the Talmud. Nevertheless, within the body of the Talmud, there are
already instances in which individuals use the myth for their own purposes and there is
more information about the Ten Tribes than there is in the Bible, notably the existence
of the Sambatyon. Another point worth noting is that the continued existence of the Ten
Tribes is regarded as an incontrovertible fact. As in the Bible, the consensus seems to
be that the Ten Tribes will be delivered after a process of repentance but unlike the
Bible, the Talmud does not take up the veiled invitation of the Old Testament to start
connecting the Tribes to deliverance. It only implies that if they repent, perhaps they
return and as such, they are delivered.

c. Midrash

Despite historical, philosophical, and even theological challenges, the Bible, or
Tanakh, continues to exert an exceptional authority in Judaism. Nevertheless studying
scripture is inseparable from reading its interpretations. The Midrash derived from the
root darash (to inquire) denotes a literary corpus of rabbinic elaborations and
explanations of scripture and as such it is a theological reflection of the Jewish
imagination. The Bible often is concise and omits practical details of commandments or
rituals. Thus, one finds in the Ten Commandments that no work may be done on the
Sabbath but no details as to what constitutes work. In light of the fact that the Law
formed the backbone of the Jewish communities it was imperative to know what the
commandment really wanted to convey. The oral law of which the Midrash is a branch
fulfilled this role. Consequently, the Midrash, like the rest of the Oral Law, has very
early origins. There are two types of midrash, the halakhic and the aggadic midrash.

The halakhic midrash are the Rabbinic teachings on the Mosaic law. The aggadic
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midrash on the other hand is an amplification of the whole of the Old Testament and
mainly interprets the non-legal side. As might be expected, it is in the latter that we find
the majority of information about the Lost Tribes.

Although there is peripheral material about the Ten Tribes in more than one
midrashic text, there are three midrashim that specifically touch on the enigma of the
Lost Tribes. These are the Sifra, a tannaitic midrash on Leviticus, the Pesigta Rabbati,
a Palestinian midrash from the seventh century and the Midrash Rabbah, aggadic
midrashim to the Pentateuch and the Five Scrolls.

The Midrash Rabbah has the most references to the Lost Tribes with the other
two only referring to it once.

In the Sifra (Behukotai 8) we read:

And ye shall perish among the heathen, R. Akivah says: These are the
Ten Tribes which were exiled to Media. Others say: 4nd ye shall perish
among the heathen is an exile not a annihilation. One could also believe:
really perish. It is also stated and the land of your enemies shall eat you up,
this really means annihilation. What do I think is the meaning of And ye
shall perish among the heathen? WNot perished but rather exiled. A4nd they
that are left of you shall pine away in their iniquity. This does not mean that

they will just pine away but pine away because of their iniquity. And also

because of the iniquity of their fathers because of all that they shall pine

away.®!

As the Sifra is mainly a halakhic Midrash with only a small amount of aggadic
material it is perhaps surprising to see that it expands upon so controversial a subject as
the Ten Tribes. After all, it could have treated chapter 26 as pertaining to the whole

House of Israel. The reason might of course be that this Midrash was produced by the

81 Sifra: Halachischer Midrash zu Leviticus, trans. by Winter Jakob., Schriften der

Gesellschaft zur Forderung der Wissenschaft des Judentums, XLII, Stefan Munz
Judischer Buchverlag und Buchvertrieb: Breslau 1938.
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school of R. Akiva who himself had a rather outspoken opinion on the Ten Tribes. Not
betraying its halakhic nature, however, one observes that the discussion limits itself to
the meaning of words and that there is no room for fantasy or speculation. The Sifra
does not seem to have a specific purpose in expanding upon the subject. Nevertheless,
between the lines one can possibly detect a desire to assure the reader that this part of
Israel is not annihilated but merely exiled and that therefore its return is possible as was
prophesied. In that, it stays close to the biblical text and the biblical motif of the
punishment for Israel’s disobedience is exile not annihilation.

In the Pesiqta Rabbati, a midrash of a much later date, it is very different. We
read:

Redemption and comfort will come to Israel through the Messiah who
suffers in every generation for the sins of the generation. Ultimately he will
bring back those of the Ten Tribes who were banished and those who were
swallowed in the earth. The latter he will bring by means of underground
passageways to a place under the Mount of Olives in Jerusalem. God will

stand upon the mount, and it will cleave open for the exiles, and they will
come up out of it.%*

No biblical texts mentions that part of the Ten Tribes were swallowed up in the
earth.”® At first sight, it looks like a fanciful embellishment of biblical prophecies,
possibly created to cause maximum excitement. This, however, is not entirely the case.

For those well versed in scripture, certain elements will look familiar. The prophet

Zechariah describing the closing hours of the Battle of Armageddon says that when all

62 Pesikta Rabbati, trans. by Braude William G., Yale Judaica Series, XVIII, 2 vols,
Yale University Press: New haven and London 1968, Piska 31 p. 599.

See also Yalqut Shim oni to Isaiah 49.

This theory about the Ten Tribes living in the earth is not one that is common
among all the theories regarding the Lost Tribes. However, Orson Pratt, an
apostle for the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints also suggested such a
location in 1875. See Journal of Discourses Vol 18, (April 11 1875) p. 26.
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hope is lost for Israel, the Lord will come, the Mount of Olives will cleave open and
provide an escape route for the besieged of Jerusalem.** This event will also be the
beginning of the Messianic reign. The question is why did the writer of this Midrash so
cunningly twist the meaning of the text? If the Midrash was there to explain the
mysteries of scripture, these verses in the context of the whole Book of Zechariah were
in little need of explanation. Was it because the return of the Ten Tribes was becoming
part and parcel of the Messianic reign and a return such as this solved that problem?
Whatever the answer may be, one can but wonder about the similarities between this

and two other folk beliefs viz. hibbut ha-kever and gilgul %

Although the Pesigta does
not indicate that the Ten Tribes have to suffer, it is through underground passageways
they return to the Holy Land with the help of the Messiah. One of the ways to avoid
hibbut ha-kever was piety, which was not one of the strong points of the Ten Tribes
when they left the Holy Land. Did the Pesigta want to remind its readers what happens
to the wicked or just reassure them that although the Ten Tribes would return, as was
prophesied, they would not do so without due punishment. The one sure thing about
this section is that by the time the Pesigta Rabbati was compiled, fantasy and

speculation about the Lost Tribes were already rife. In addition, if the similarities with

hibbut ha-kever are intentional then again we see that the myth of the Ten Tribes was

8 Zechariah 14:3-5.

8 See Babylonian Talmud, Ketubot 111a
Parfitt Tudor, The Jews in Palestine 1800-1882, Royal Historical Society Studies
52, The Boydell Press: Woodbridge, 1987, p. 119.
Wilson John, The Lands of the Bible: Visited and Described in an Extensive
Journey Undertaken with Special Reference to the Promotion of Biblical Research
and the Advancement of Philanthropy, 2 vols, Edinburgh, 1847, 11, p. 613.
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used for the purposes of teaching certain principles, something that is also inherent in
the Talmud.

Teaching a principle using the Lost Tribe myth is recurrent in the Midrash
Rabbah. By virtue of the many references found in the Midrash Rabbah about the Ten
Tribes and through descriptions of the sins committed by them, it really impresses upon
the reader’s mind how evil and apostate these Ten Tribes were, and what the
consequence of such behaviour was. Notwithstanding the fact that it mainly
concentrates on the reasons for the exile, there is some information about the location of
the exile. It records that there were three exiles and that each group shall return as is
written in Isaiah 49:9. Lamentations Rabbah II, 9 reads:

R. Berekiah reported that R. Helbo said in the name of R. Samuel b.
Nahman: Three exiles were experienced by Israel: one to this side of the
River Sambatyon, one to Daphne of Antioch, and one when the cloud
descended upon them and covered them. When they return, they will return
from the three captivities. What is the reason? Saying to the prisoners: Go
forth (Isa. XLIX,9), this alludes to those who were exiled to this side of the
River Sambatyon; To them that are in darkness: Show yourselves (ib.), this
alludes to those upon whom the cloud descended to cover them; They shall
feed in the ways, and in all high hills shall be their pasture (ib.), this alludes
to those who were exiled to Daphne of Antioch.®

It expands only on one of those exiles by giving a description of the Sambatyon
as being a river which propels along its course stones thoughout the week but allows

them to rest on the Sabbath.’” Nowhere is there information about the actual habitat, the

customs and practices of the Lost Tribes. What it does say, however, is that none

% Sec also Numbers Rabbah XV, 25 and Genesis Rabbah LXXXIII, 6.

57 Genesis Rabbah XI, 5 and LXXIIJ, 6 and Lamentations Rabbah II, 9.
The Sambatyon is a mysterious river and its location not known. Both Josephus
(Jewish Wars 7.5.1) and Pliny (Nat. Hist. 31.11) mention this river albeit that they
differ in opinion as to when it flows and when not.
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remained in the Land of Israel. In Ecclesiastes Rabbah V, 22 it says that ‘The Ten
Tribes were exiled and none of them remained; the tribes of Judah and Benjamin were
exiled and some of them remained’. This idea seems to have been accepted by many of
the later authors of material on the Lost Tribes although, as seen earlier, modemn
scholars differ in their opinion. This is not an embellishment as the biblical texts
certainly give grounds for interpreting the event as a total exile.

Whereas the Talmud was more concerned about their return and only once
referred to a specific sin, the Midrash Rabbah catalogues their sins in great detail. In
Genesis Rabbah XXVIII, 5 it is written that the Ten Tribes behaved worse than the
generation of the flood. It reads:

[...] R. Abba b. Kahana said: The ten tribes did what was not done
even by the generation of the Flood. With reference to the generation of the
Flood, it is written, And every imagination of the thoughts of his heart was
only evil all day (Gen VI,5), whereas with reference to the ten tribes it is
written, Woe to them that devise iniquity and work evil upon their beds
(Micah IL1), implying, at night. And how do we know that they did so by
day too? Because it is stated, When the morning is light, they execute it
@(b.). [...]%

As in the Talmud, there is much ado about their wine consumption and how it
seduced the Ten Tribes from God, eventually leading to exile.® However, wine was not
their only sin. At times, the Midrash Rabbah is quite explicit about other
transgressions. In Numbers Rabbah [X, 7 it enters into great detail about immorality
such as ‘debauchery with married women’, ‘adultery’ and a general unwillingness to

bear the yoke of God and how all these evils led to exile as predicted in the Scripture. ™

% See also Leviticus Rabbah V, 3

% See Genesis Rabbah XXXVI, 4; Leviticus Rabbah V, 3; Esther Rabbah V, 1.

" See also Songs of Songs Rabbah I, 5; Exodus Rabbah XXX, 5 and Leviticus
Rabbah V, 3.
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Another reason for exile was idol worship as found in Lamentations Rabbah Prologue
XII. As to the question of whether or not the Midrash Rabbah embellishes the biblical
text, the answer could be affirmative and negative. Whereas all the sins it catalogues
are found in biblical descriptions about the Northern Kingdom, it does take the liberty to
mould them into a cause-consequence format. In addition, it adds some new
information about e.g. the three exiles and the description of the Sambatyon. This
information was perpetuated through the generations. One of the more entertaining
things it says about the Ten Tribes, showing its true character in full, is found in
Lamentations Rabbah Prologue VI where the Ten Tribes question God about the
fairness of their exile. It reads:
R. Abbahu, in the name of R. Jose b. Hanina, opened his discourse
with the text, Ephraim shall be desolate (Hos.V,9). When? ‘In the day of
rebuke (tokehah),” i.e. the day on which the Holy One, blessed be He, will
argue (hithwakkah) with them in judgement. You find that when the ten
tribes were exiled, Judah and Benjamin were not exiled; and the ten tribes
kept asking, ‘Why did He exile us and not them? Is it because they reside in
His Palace? Is there perhaps some favouritism here?” God forbid! There is
no favouritism here; but the reason is that they had not yet sinned. When
they did sin, He exiled them. Then the tribes exclaimed: ‘O our God, O our
God, O mighty One, O mighty One, O truthful One, O truthful One! Even

towards the Children of His house He displays no partiality.” Since they
sinned, they were exiled, [...].

This is sheer embellishment and a very liberal explanation of biblical texts.

Summarised, it is clear that the Midrash Rabbah offers very little new
information above and beyond the biblical text. What it does, however, is to shed a new
light on that information. It collects many biblical verses and transforms them into a
plausible story assigning blame and consequence as it sees fit in order to get its message
across. In some instances, it uses a healthy dose of fantasy but never is there so much

exaggeration that it gives the impression of complete fantasy as is seen so often in later
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sources. Its message, as in the Talmud, seems to be that it does not pay to transgress the
commandments of God and that the consequences are as prophesied in the Bible. At the
same time, it reassures the reader that all prophecies are going to be fulfilled including
the prophecies of mercy for scattered Israel no matter how awful the punishment that
precedes it. The Midrash, like the Bible and the Talmud does not assign the Ten Tribes
a specific role in the redemption of mankind but the idea that the Lost Ten Tribes are to
be redeemed by the Messiah becomes more pronounced especially in the Pesigta
Rabbati. The combination of repentance, mercy, redemption (by the Messiah), and
return certainly opened the door to new developments in the use and growth of the Lost
Tribe myth. It is easy to see how the idea that there is somewhere a group of people that
will reunite with the House of Judah when the Messiah comes gave rise to the idea that
the Lost Tribes form a potentially very strong (political) entity. It could also be that
these ideas were a reaction to the rise of Christianity, its anti-Semitism, and teachings of
supersession. Last but not least it may point to the problems associated with
assimilation which, in a Jewish context is very profound. This idea will be explored in

more depth later in this thesis.
d. The Apocrypha and the Pseudepigrapha

The Apocrypha and Pseudepigrapha are two groups of non-canonical Jewish
literature dating from about 300 B.C until A.D 120.”" Some of them are pertinent to this

thesis because they, like the Talmud, kept alive the belief in the continued existence of

" The Apocrypha are incorporated in the canon of the Roman Catholic and Greek

Orthodox churches.
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the Ten Tribes. In some cases, the material and assumptions found in these texts formed
the basis of later theories on the Lost Tribes.

The Book of Tobit, an apocryphal work originally composed in either Hebrew
or Aramaic, centres around the descendants of the Ten Tribes, apparently thriving in
Media and surrounding countries. Although the book opens as if it were an
autobiography with ‘I Tobit’, chronological mistakes and other inconsistencies betray
that it was not.”* In the opening verses of the book one meets Tobit, a descendant of the
tribe of Naphtali who has always been righteous. Even though the whole tribe started
sacrificing at the golden calf which Jeroboam made in Dan and generally became
apostate, Tobit ‘walked in the ways of truth’ and even continued to journey to Jerusalem
at the appointed times. Nevertheless, he was taken captive to Assyria with the rest of
the tribe. While in exile, he seems free to go to Nineveh and he finds favour in the eyes
of the king and becomes one of his purchasing agents, frequently travelling to Media to
buy things for the king. When Sennacherib comes to the throne, travelling to Media
becomes impossible and Tobit remains in the neighbourhood of Nineveh. During this
time, Tobit continues to do good deeds to his brethren. Particularly noted is his habit of
burying any of the children of Israel whom the king slew. This angered Sennacherib and
he wanted to execute Tobit. Tobit fled and all his worldly goods except his wife and
son arc confiscated. After a coup d’etat, Esarharddon ascends the throne and appoints

Ahikar, Tobit’s nephew, as his treasurer. Ahikar asks for Tobit to be reinstated as the

™2 For full discussion see The Apocrypha and Pseudepigrapha of the Old Testament

in English with introductions and critical and explanatory notes fo the several
books, ed. By Charles R.H., 2 vols, The Clarendon Press: Oxford 1913, I, 183-
184.
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king’s scribe. This is done and Tobit immediately resumes his charitable activities.
After returning from burying yet another abandoned corpse, he went to sleep in his
courtyard and while asleep bird droppings fell in his eyes and make him blind. In his
distress, Tobit begged the Lord to be allowed to die. He acknowledged that he and his
people were led captive because of disobedience and sin and asked the Lord to let him
die because of his sins and because of the sorrow he feels. At the same time Sarah,
daughter of Raguel in Ecbatana also requests from the Lord to be allowed to die because
all seven of her husbands died on their weddingnight, killed by a demon and she does
not want to be a liability to her father. The Lord hears both prayers and decides to send
the angel Raphael to take the blindness away from Tobit and to give Sarah a husband of
her own kin who will not succumb to the demon. Tobit suddenly remembers that he left
money with Gabael in Rages of Media and sends Tobias, his son, to retrieve it. Tobias
does not know the way and his father tells him to hire a guide. Raphael poses as guide
and the two set off. As they camp one night at the Tigris Tobias is bitten by a great fish
while washing his feet. The guide tells Tobias to catch a fish and preserve its heart,
liver and gall for medicament. Tobias ask what these organs are supposed to cure and
the guide tells him that the smoke of burning the heart and liver protects a man and wife
from an attack of a demon and the gall is a cure for a man with films over his eyes.
When they are nearing Media, Raphael suggests that they lodge in the house of Sarah’s
father, also of the tribe of Naphtali and that Tobias marries her as she is of his kin.
Tobias who is familiar with the seven dead grooms hesitates, not least because he is his
father’s only child. But Raphael reminds him of his father telling him to take a wife of

his own kin. He then tells Tobias to burn the heart and liver when they enter the bridal
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room and to pray to God for protection. Sarah’s father agrees for Tobias to marry Sarah.

Tobias does as he was counselled by Raphael and indeed in the morning both are alive
and a great wedding feast is spread. While the feast is in full swing, Raphael goes up to
Gabael to retrieve the money so as not to prolong their journey too much. Raphael
returns with the money and after the fourteen day wedding feast Tobias sets of home
with his wife and half of all the possessions of his father-in-law as a wedding gift.
When they near Nineveh, Raphael suggests that Tobias and he go ahead and prepare the
house for Sarah’s arrival. Upon his arrival, Tobias restores his father’s sight with the
gall of the fish and together with Tobias’ mother, they go and meet Sarah. When the
time comes to pay the guide, he reveals himself to be none other than Raphael, one of
the seven angels who carry up prayers to heaven. Soon after, the aging Tobit is on his
deathbed and he counsels Tobias to be righteous, to honour his mother and to leave
Nineveh after his parents’ death so as not to be destroyed with it. Tobias fulfils all his
father commanded him and lived to a ripe old age with his parents-in-law.

The author of the Book of Tobit gives a totally different picture of the captivity
in comparison to previous sources. First of all, there is more information about the life
in captivity. From the wedding gift, which Sarah’s father gives to Tobias and Sarah
upon their departure (Tobit 10:10) one would almost have to conclude that the captives
in Media were thriving. He also gives the impression that there is freedom of movement
between Media and other major cities such as Nineveh. One is left to wonder why he
did this. It could very well be that he merely wanted to encourage the Jews of the
Diaspora with good tidings about their brethren, something that must have been pleasant

for them to hear or perhaps he wanted to coax them into a more moral behaviour.
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Whatever his aims were, he was a master at combining traditional Jewish values with
pagan elements and prophetic elements. By combining all those elements, he created a
highly moral yet religious work, which in essence has a very positive message.
Although the biblical motif of exile because of disobedience to God is acknowledged in
Tobit’s prefatory prayer (Tobit 3:1-15) a lot more emphasis is laid on righteous
behaviour. A whole new motif is born in connection to the Lost Tribes i.e. that of
receiving rewards from God for pious acts, something the Bible does not attributes to
them. This text gives the impression that not all inhabitants of the Northern Kingdom
had abandoned the faith. This would explain the paradox found in the Bible where it
gives the distinct impression that all of Israel apostated and was led captive and yet in
other verses some members of the Ten Tribes are found worshipping in Jerusalem after
the captivity had taken place. On the other hand the Book of Tobit sees these righteous
people deported too which then again makes it virtually impossible to worship at
Jerusalem. It does therefore not solve that paradox but rather confuses it even more.
And what of Tobit’s counsel to his son to marry a kinswoman? As seen in the Talmud
genealogical purity was very important for the Jews in exile and the author of this book
again brings this precept to the foreground by letting a descendant of the Ten Tribes also
worry about that same issue. By bringing the people of the Assyrian exile to life and by
letting them worry about the same things as the exiles of Babylon he, as it were, unites
them, not in body but in spirit. He also put forward the suggestion that they were not
lost forever in iniquity and that the biblical prophecies about an eventual restoration

after repentance were not impossible.
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Similar ideas can be found in IV Ezra (or 2 Esdras). Of particular interest is the
sixth vision and its interpretation. In IV Ezra 13:39-47 it reads:

And whereas thou didst see that he summoned and gathered unto
himself another multitude which was peaceable- These are the ten tribes
which were led away captive out of their own land in the days of Josiah the
king, which (tribes) Shalmanassar the king of the Assyrians led away
captive; he carried them across the River, and (thus) they were transported
into another land. But they took this counsel among themselves, that they
would leave the multitude of the heathen, and go forth into a land further
distant, where the human race had never dwelt, there at least to keep their
statutes which they had not kept in their own land. And they entered by the
narrow passages of the river Euphrates. For the Most High then wrought
wonders for them, and stayed the springs of the River until they were passed
over. And through that country there was a great way to go (a journey) of a
year and a half; and that region was called Arzareth. There they have dwelt
until the last times; and now, when they are about to come again, the Most
High V\_gll again stay the springs of the River, that they may be able to pass
over.”

Although captivity is mentioned, the biblical motif of exile as the consequence
of disobedience has disappeared. Instead of the main biblical motif, several new ones
are introduced. Unlike the Book of Tobit, the Ten Tribes are described as having
repented in captivity and as being desirous to ‘keep their statutes which they had not
kept in their own land’. In the biblical prophecies it is frequently found that just prior to
the gathering the Tribes will once again turn their hearts to the Lord and as such the
repentance (and consequent mercy) motif would have struck a chord with readers. The
author then subtly introduces the motif of a vow of obedience by relating that they no
longer can stay amidst the heathens who do not adhere to these statutes and that

therefore ‘they took counsel among themselves, that they would leave the multitude of

" The Apocrypha and Pseudepigraphia of the Old Testament in English with

introductions and critical and explanatory notes to the several books, ed. By
Charles R.H., II, 618-619.
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the heathen, and go forth into a land further distant’. It is the Most High who stays the
springs of the river which otherwise cannot be crossed by mortals. Repentance, vows of
obedience, rivers that cannot be crossed by mortals and separation are very powerful
motifs, especially in the birthing process of a myth. Whereas the Talmud uses the
varying motifs, even that of the river that cannot be crossed by mere mortals in its brief
description of the Sambatyon, it does not built on it like IV Ezra does. In IV Ezra all the
motifs for a myth are present and interlinked. It is imprinted upon the reader’s mind that
after repentance and the vow of obedience on the part of the Tribes, it was God who
stayed the springs of the river. It is this divine power that makes it impossible for
mortals to cross it. By involving God, the separation motif comes out much better
because it attaches divine approval to this separation. Furthermore the words ‘there they
have dwelt until the last times; and now, when they are about to come again, the Most
High will again stay the springs of the River, that they may be able to pass over’ re-
emphasize that this separation can only be reversed with divine help. The description of
a peaceable multitude is probably due to the fact that the vision is set when the
Messianic era is about to start and thus this peaceable multitude are the descendants of
the Lost Tribes.

The pseudepigrapha are for the most part visionary books, attributed to the
ancients to give them credibility. The pseudepigraphists strongly believed in the
continuation of prophecy, something that was not accepted in their time. Through the
interpretation of prophecy, they believed they could foretell the future, hence the reason
that a lot of them deal with the Messianic era. We see this process in IV Ezra, where the

biblical element of the captivity and the prophecies regarding the gathering of Israel are
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moulded into one story that sounds very much like scripture yet in essence is very
removed from the original text. Nevertheless, the pseudepigraphist succeeded in his aim
to keep alive the belief in the continued existence of the Ten Tribes and his version of
events became the basis for many another theory on the Lost Tribes.

The Lost Tribes, again, are not specifically involved in an act of redemption but
slowly they are amassing the necessary qualities to take that role upon them. They are
thriving (Book of Tobir), they do good deeds for others who cannot help themselves
(Book of Tobif), they are a great multitude (IV Ezra), they have repented and are
righteous so God can once again be with them (IV Ezra). Very interesting is the fact
that by keeping the commandments they separated themselves from the rest of the
world. This was a deliberate act of separation, something they did themselves and it is
not the result of, for example, a divine intervention. This separation ensured their
purity, a very important issue for later generations of Jews.

e. Flavius Josephus

Flavius Josephus was born circa A.D. 38 as Yosef ben Mattityahu ha-Kohen.
Being of priestly descent, he was well educated and was well respected in the Jewish
community. In his youth, he associated briefly with the Essenes, for a time he was a
follower of Banus, an ascetic hermit, but finally joined the Pharisees. In A.D. 63, he
travelled for the first time to Rome to plead successfully with Nero (B.C. 38- A.D. 9) for
the release of some fellow priests. He was profoundly impressed with the Roman
Empire and returned to Judea convinced that the Jews stood no chance against the might
of Rome in a rebellion. His fellow Jews were not convinced and reluctantly Josephus

assumed command over a unit in the Galilee during the Great Revolt. After defeat and
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imprisonment, his association with the Roman Empire only became closer when he
befriended the future Emperor Vespasian (9-79) and his son Titus (39-81). He returned
to Judea with Titus and served as his advisor and interpreter. In this capacity, he tried,
in vain, to convince his fellow Jews to surrender Jerusalem and so save the city. When
in A.D. 70 Jerusalem was destroyed, Josephus returned to Rome with Titus and, on an
imperial pension, started writing. His works, which cannot always be implicitly trusted,
give a wealth of extra-biblical knowledge about the end of the Second Temple period.
Although he seemingly betrayed his own people by being in league with the Romans, he
actually tried to diminish anti-Jewish prejudice by writing The Antiquities of the Jews.
This book was written to teach non-Jews about the Jewish people, their heritage and
beliefs. It is in this book that one finds the Ten Tribes mentioned in various instances.
For the most part Josephus offers little new information. He merely collated biblical
information and other know historical facts into one readable story.”* It is often
subjective with an almost obvious pride in the achievements of Israel as a nation. At the
same time, one finds a bias against Jeroboam and the Northern Kingdom. So he
comments for example that the house of Jeroboam suffered the just punishment of his
impiety and of his wicked actions’.” He also shows that he does not believe that the Ten
Tribes would ever return. By emphasizing that no other people were placed in Judea
and Jerusalem whereas the Assyrians resettled the lands of the Ten Tribes with

Cutheans he paves the way for a later statement to that effect.”® While he describes how

™ Flavious Josephus, Antiquities of the Jews 8.7.5-8; 8.10.4; 8.11.4; 8.15.1,3; 9.14.1
in The Works of Josephus: Complete and Unabridged, trans. By William Whiston,
Hendrickson: Peabody Massachusetts, 1987.

Flavius Josephus, The Antiquities of the Jews 8.11.4

Flavius Josephus, Antiquities of the Jews 10.9.7
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Esdras and the Jews prepare to go back to Jerusalem he gives two interesting pieces of
information. He mentions that Esdras reads the epistle of the king to the Jews of
Babylon and that he also sends a copy to the Jews in Media, thereby implying that some
had left Babylon for Media where the Ten Tribes were supposed to be. Furthermore, he
says that the Jews of Media ‘were all greatly pleased’ and ‘many of them took their
effects with them, and came to Babylon, as very desirous of going down to Jerusalem’.
About the exiles from the Northern Kingdom, he says that ‘the entire body of the people
of Israel remained in that country’. He then explains that therefore ‘there are but two
tribes in Asia and Europe subject to the Romans, while the ten tribes are beyond the
Euphrates till now, and are an immense multitude, and not to be estimated by
numbers’.”” These words give the impression that he expects them to stay there for even
rebuilding Jerusalem could not convince them to go. The innumerable multitude is of
course also mentioned in /V Ezra although in the latter the time frame is the Messianic
age whereas Josephus claims that in his own time they were already a multitude. The
references of Josephus regarding the Ten Tribes are for the most part informative or
factual and generally devoid of any of the motifs hitherto seen. This is perhaps not
surprising as his intent was to write a history book which generally is full of dates and
facts.”® His only step into the realm of myth as far as the Ten Tribes are concerned is

found in The Wars of the Jews where he actually locates and describes the Sambatyon.
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Flavius Josephus, The Antiquities of the Jews 10.5.2
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Perhaps, one could read between the lines a warning to the Romans that although
they destroyed Jerusalem only a fraction of the People of Israel is under their
dominion and that the multitudes living beyond the Euphrates should not be
disregarded . The question is whether this is intentionally, given his admiration for
and adoption of all things Roman.

53




He describes how Titus Caesar encountered this river:

[...] in the middle between Arcea, belonging to Agrippa’s kingdom
and Raphanea. It hath somewhat very peculiar in it; for when it runs, its
current is strong, and has plenty of water; after which its springs fail for six
days together, and leave its channel dry, as any one may see; after which
days it runs on the seventh day as it did before, and as though it had
undergone no change at all; it hath also been observed this order perpetually

and exactly; whence it is that they call it the Sabbatic River, - that name
being taken from the sacred seventh day among the Jews.”

Aside from locating this mystical river there seems very little purpose in this
description. First of all he does not mention that the Ten Tribes or part thereof live
beyond this river which would of course clash with previous statement in his Anriguities
of the Jews. Secondly his description is diametrically opposed to all other descriptions
of the mythical river. The Sambatyon is supposed to run six days a week and rest on the
Sabbath, this in order to segregate the tribes who could not cross during the week and
would not cross on the Sabbath. As one of priestly descent one must wonder why he
was not familiar with the Talmudic literature and how he failed to see this contradiction.
Again, the lost-found motif usually associated with this river does not appear at all in
this book.

Overall, Josephus stands out in that he did not treat the subject of the Ten
Tribes as some muysterious subject nor did he attach any particular emotions to the
subject. Nevertheless he used the by then obsolete Israelite tribal system as a medium to
satisfy his own innate desire to find similarities between two ancient civilizations viz.
Rome and Jerusalem. Martin Goodman recently observed that these were only ‘surface

similarities’ and that in the first century A.D. ‘the structure of Jewish society was very

™ Flavius Josephus, The Wars of the Jews 7.5.1
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different from that of Rome’. Goodman notes that ‘the general decline in importance of
tribes may well be in part a result of conversions to Judaism over the centuries’ so
whereas ‘new Jews do not seem to have been assigned to any tribe’ new Roman citizens
were assigned to a Roman familia.®* In Josephus’ writings there is not anything new in
connection to redemption other than that the Tribes are without number. His sole aim
seems to write about the Jews and Israel and as such, the Ten Tribes are mentioned in
due course. Nevertheless, his writings, too, would have contributed to the development
and the belief in continued existence of the Lost Tribes and his description that they
were an innumerable multitude is a theme that is later firmly attached to the myth.

f. The Church Fathers®

The Church Fathers were the spiritual and doctrinal proponents of Christianity
during its first centuries. Although this title was at first reserved for bishops, in later
periods other ecclesiastical authorities were included. In order to be recognised as a
Church Father, a person had to fulfil strict criteria. The person had to be orthodox in his
attitude towards official Church doctrine, saintly in conduct, and hold a senior,
approbatory ecclesiastical position.

In the West, the patristic period ended in 636 with the death of Isidore of
Seville while in the Orient it ended in 749 with the death of John of Damascus.

Many of the Church Fathers, at some point in their lives, lived in Israel and

studied there under the tutelage of Jews. They knew Hebrew, were familiar with the

8 Goodman Martin, Rome and Jerusalem: The Clash of Ancient Civilizations, Allen

Lane (Penguin Books): London 2007, p. 220.
The writings of the Church Fathers used are found at http://www.ccel.org
(accessed 2002.)
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Aggadah, Halakhah and studied other Jewish sources. This knowledge on the whole
was, however, used in anti-Jewish polemics in varying degrees. Some, like Hippolytus
of Rome (1707- 2357), were virulent anti-semitic, others, like Clement of Alexandria
(1507-2157) and Origen (c. 185-254), used their knowledge of Judaism and Jewish
sources to defend Christianity and prove that it was the true religion. Very few, Jerome
(3477-419 or 420) is a notable exception, acknowledged their indebtedness to the Jews
and Judaism and did not engage in anti-Jewish polemics. As far as the Ten Tribes are
concerned one finds little interest in the whereabouts or their fate. Jerome, again, is an
exception when, in his commentary, he on Hosea 10:2 claims that the Ten Tribes will
never return.

The motifs seen until now are not really present. Occasionally, it is noted that
the Ten Tribes were wicked and that God was angry with them but these references arc
statements rather than a motif.

Considering the quantity of writings by the Church Fathers relatively little was
written on the Lost Tribes. They were not ignored however, and several texts offer
insight into the opinion of the Church Fathers regarding Lost Israel. There is some
indication that some of the Church Fathers contemplated the possibility that the Ten
Tribes had converted to Christianity. Later in Christian history this opinion becomes
more widely spread and in some cases is even used as an argument against the Jews.
We read:

To mention only a few things in the times of the kings, at the very
outset does not the change in the priesthood when Eli was rejected and
Samuel chosen, and in the kingdom when Saul was rejected and David
chosen, clearly predict the new priesthood and kingdom to come in our Lord
Jesus Christ, when the old, which was a shadow of the new, was rejected?

Did not David, when he ate the shew-bread, which it was not lawful for any
but the priests to eat, prefigure the union of the kingdom and priesthood in

56




one person, Jesus Christ? In the separation of the Ten Tribes from the
temple while two were left, is there not a figure of what the apostle asserts
of the whole nation: “A remnant is saved by the election of grace.”?**

Regarding their whereabouts some thought that the Ten Tribes were not in one
body somewhere but rather that they were scattered among the Parthians, Medes,
Indians, and Ethiopians and that they never returned to their native land.*> The fact that

the exile was not a total removal of the population is also considered with the suggestion

that some may still be in Samaria.®*

Other than that the Ten Tribes were sometimes used to illustrate chronology®
or as part of a historical overview®®. More often than not, however, they were used as
teaching examples. It is in these examples that a new motif, unity/disunity, is
developed. The Ten Tribes are used as an example in treaties and polemics warning
against schisms and divisions and the dire consequences. So in relation to the Schism of
Novation the following is said:

In fine, how inseparable is the sacrament of unity, and how hopeless
are they, and what excessive ruin they earn for themselves from the
indignation of God, who make a schism, and, forsaking their bishop, appoint
another false bishop for themselves without, -Holy Scripture declares in the
books of Kings; where ten tribes were divided from the tribe of Judah and
Benjamin, and, forsaking their king, appointed for themselves another one
without. It says, “And the Lord was very angry with all the seed of Israel,
and removed them away, and delivered them into the hand of spoilers, until
He had cast them out of His sight; for Israel was scattered from the house of
David, and they made themselves a king, Jeroboam the son of Nebat.” It
says that the Lord was very angry, and gave them up to perdition, because
they were scattered from unity, and had made another king for themselves.
And so great was the indignation of the Lord against those who had made

82 Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, Series I, Book XII.33

83 Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, Series II, Vol. XI, Book II, Chapter XI.

8 Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, Series II, Vol. XI, Book I, Chapter L.

% Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, Series I, Vol. II, Book XVIII, chapter 24.

8% For example Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, Series II, Vol. XI, Book I, Chapter
XLIL.
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the schism, that even when the man of God was sent to Jeroboam, to charge
upon him his sins, and predict the future vengeance, he was forbidden to eat
bread or to drink water with them. And when he did not observe this, and
took meat against the command of God, he was immediately smitten by the
majesty of the divine judgment, so that returning thence he was slain on the
way by the jaws of a lion which attacked him. And dares any one to say that
the saving water of baptism and heavenly grace can be in common with
schismatics, with whom neither earthly food nor worldly drink ought to be
in common? Moreover, the Lord satisfies us in His Gospel, and shows forth
a still greater light of intelligence, that the same persons who had then
divided themselves from the tribe of Judah and Benjamin, and forsaking
Jerusalem had seceded to Samaria, should be reckon among profane persons
and Gentiles. For when first He sent His disciples on the ministry of
salvation, He bade them, saying, “Go not into the way of the Gentiles, and
into any city of the Samaritans enter ye not.” Sending first to the Jews, He
commands the Gentiles as yet to be passed over; but by adding that even the
city of the Samaritans was to be omitted, where there were schismatics, He
shows that schismatics were to be put on the same level as Gentiles.*’

Cyprian in his Treatise on the Unity of the Church in A.D. 251 uses a
comparison between the robe of the prophet Abijah and the robe of Jesus to illustrate

and condemn schisms. He writes:

This sacrament of unity, this bond of a concord inseparably cohering,
is set forth where in the Gospel the coat of the Lord Jesus Christ is not at all
divided nor cut, but is received as an entire garment, and is possessed as an
uninjured and undivided robe by those who cast lots concerning Christ’s
garment, who should rather put on Christ. Holy Scripture speaks, saying,
“But of the coat, because it was not sewed, but woven from the top
throughout, they said one to another, Let us not rend it, but cast lots whose it
shall be.” That coat bore with it a unity that came down from the top, that
is, that came from heaven and the Father, which was not to be at all rent by
the receiver and the possessor, but without separation, we obtain a whole
and substantial entireness. He cannot possess the garment of Christ who
parts and divides the Church of Christ. On the other hand, again, when at
Solomon’s death his kingdom and people were divided, Abijah the prophet,
meeting Jeroboam the king in the field, divided his garment into twelve
sections, saying, “Take thee ten pieces; for thus saith the Lord, Behold, I
will rend the kingdom out of the hand of Solomon, and I will give ten
sceptres unto thee; and two sceptres shall be unto him for my servant
David’s sake, and for Jerusalem, the city which I have chosen to place my
name there.” As the twelve tribes of Israel were divided, the prophet Abijah

87 Ante-Nicene Fathers, Vol. V, Epistle LXXV.1.6
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rent his garment. But because Christ’s people cannot be rent, His robe,
woven and united throughout, is not divided by those who possess it;
undivided, united, connected, it shows the coherent concord of our people
who put on Christ. By the sacrament and sign of His garment, He has
declared the unity of the Church. **

In another text the Ten Tribes are used to illustrate a point of view. An
example is found in a discussion about the soul and whether it is called spirit.** In A.D.
426/7 a treatise on Free Will uses the rebellion of the Ten Tribes as an example. It is
stated that because Rehoboam used his free will and dealt harshly with the people
instead of listening to the senior advisors the Ten Tribes rebelled.”® In the same vein the
Ten Tribes are used to illustrate what harm bad counsellors can do.*!

In summary, the Church Fathers did not mythologise the Ten Tribes nor did
they embellish or acknowledge any fantastic stories they may have come across. As
said before, their thoughts on the conversion of the Ten Tribes to Christianity may well
have laid the foundations for later statements on this subject but even the possibility of
conversion did not seem to overexcite them. As behoves their station in the early
Christian Church their first concern was the Church and it seems that the Ten Tribes
were merely a tool of the trade. They were not seen as deliverers of any sort.

g. Conclusion
One thing is sure, one cannot, even in the early sources, pinpoint the exact time

where reality ended and fantasy began. Even though these early sources, in the main,

report historical information, it is obvious that ethical and religious issues are being
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attached to the Assyrian exile. To a certain extent a myth is born and ideas, hopes and
warnings are already related to it. Although there is not yet a definite purpose in
propagating the myth it is kept alive or highlighted as an illustration to a point of view
or as a warning against certain behaviour. The myth does not seem to have a direct
influence over the various communities yet. The only influence noteworthy is that for
the Jews it kept alive the hope for a future reunion and fulfilment of prophecies. It was
understood that the fulfilment of these prophecies could not be forced as at least part of
the tribes were in a mysterious, inaccessible place.

Because of the ambiguity of restoration prophecies we see that the earliest
sources lay the foundation for the Ten Tribes and their role as deliverers but nothing
concrete. In these sources, if there is redemption then the Ten Tribes are the ones that
are redeemed, they do not do the redeeming. It is hinted at that they are good people,
that they live somewhere in one body, that they are prosperous and that perhaps they
have converted to Christianity.

The motifs are fairly constant but some sources expand one motif whereas
another source may include a new one.

It is clear that in general people at this time had very little idea about the
whereabouts of the Ten Tribes. The things they did write down and the careful

embellishments formed a fertile foundation for further mythologizing.
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CHAPTER TWO: THE MIDDLE AGES AND THE

RENAISSANCE

The period of the Middle Ages has often been employed with great elasticity
especially regarding the start of this era. The Middle Ages, as a historical period, are
known for their many contrasts. On the one hand one finds an almost barbarian
violence, on the other hand one stands amazed at the work and desire for knowledge of,
for instance, monks and scholars.

Whereas the Middle Ages were a significant period for Christianity and Islam
with regards to their development and growth, one cannot really speak of medievalism
in Judaism. Judaism at the dawn of the Middle Ages, whenever that was, had already
evolved from the Israelite religion of the ancient days into the post-exilic Judasim that
was able to survive in the Diaspora.”> On the political front, there were not any
dramatic developments either. The position of the Jews in various Gentile communities
continued to be volatile because Jews remained without their own homeland, guests of
many nations.”

In spite of this absence of medievalism in Judaism itself, the Middle Ages had

a lasting effect on Jewish communities. The rapid expansion of Christianity and Islam

2 This does not mean that Jewish religious life could not be stormy, one only has to

think about the Karaite revolt but the basic Jewish doctrine as practiced in the
Diaspora was established.

In the seventh to eleventh century the Jewish leadership structure changed to a
centralized sort of government which, given the scale of dispersion of the Jewish
communities, lasted remarkably long. By the thirteenth century, after a period of
decline, this centralized leadership fell victim to individualistic tendencies within
the Jewish communities themselves because local leadership could deal more
effectively with the ever-changing local conditions.
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dramatically changed the position of the Jews. Whereas they had been the torchbearers
of ethical monotheism, they soon became the victim of a consistent policy of derogation
and humiliation.

With the Muslim conquest of the Persian Empire, the scattered Jewish
population was completely under the jurisdiction of other monotheists. This did not
improve the situation of the Jews and life under Christian and Muslim jurisdictions was
difficult and mercurial. Research about the discriminatory policies and Jewish medieval
life in general shows that in spite of great suffering and terrible persecutions, there were
also times of prosperity and success. The level of prosperity, success, humiliation, or
persecution was dependent on the attitude of their hosts. This difference in attitude
caused Jewish-Muslim and Jewish-Christian relations to follow different courses in the
Middle Ages. Mark R. Cohen, in one of his recent books, showed just how different
these courses were and how this affected the Jewish population. He concluded that ‘in
the lands of Christendom, relations, favourable in the early Middle Ages, deteriorated
beginning with the Crusades and especially in the thirteenth century, until one can speak
of a “persecuting society”.”* In countries under Muslim jurisdiction the situation was
different and Cohen showed that ‘Jews and Christians, though protected as dhimmis,
were considered infidels and suffered humiliation and contemptuous treatment [...].
Nonetheless, in day-to-day life, the Jews of Islam regularly crossed boundaries in the
hierarchy to participate —however temporarily and, at times, tenuously- as virtual equals

with Muslims of similar category’.”” It would be wrong to conclude that these different

% Cohen Mark R., Under Crescent & Cross: The Jews in the Middle Ages, Princeton
University Press: Princeton 1994, p. 195.
% Cohen Mark R., Under Crescent & Cross, p. 195.
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courses meant that life under Muslim jurisdiction was utopian and life under Christian
jurisdiction was one of relentless persecution and unmitigated sorrow. Maimonides
(1135-1204), for example, had a strong opinion about some of the persecution suffered
by the Jews under Islamic jurisdiction. It can be argued that his opinion was based on
his own experiences; nonetheless, it negates the idea of a Jewish utopia under Islam.”
Bernard Lewis concluded that there were several reasons for the relatively better
relationship between the Jews and the Muslims than between Jews and Christians. It
was partly due to the fact that ‘the Jews recognized Islam as a strict monotheism of the
same kind as their own’ and that ‘they had some doubts, which they shared with the
Muslims, about Christianity’. Another reason, according to Lewis, was that ‘in Islamic
society hostility to the Jew is non-theological’. It is neither related ‘to any specific
Islamic doctrine’ nor ‘to any specific circumstance in Islamic sacred history’. For
Christtans, however the hostility was theological. This added a ‘psychological
dimension that gives Christian anti-Semitism its unique and special character’.”’
Christian anti-Semitism was in the first instance rooted in the anger towards the Jews
for killing Christ but Christian Replacement Theology which claimed that its believers
were now the elect of God and constituted the true Israel also played a major role. In
addition to that, persecuting non-conforming religions is, according to Cohen, not
something specifically Christian or Islamic. All monotheistic religions in power have

felt it proper, if not obligatory to do so. Medieval Islam persecuted non-Muslims,

% See Stillman Norman A. The Jews of Arab Lands: A History and Source Book,

The Jewish Publication Society of America: Philadelphia 1979, p. 241.
Lewis Bernard, The Jews of Islam, Routledge & Kegan Paul: London, Melbourne
and Henley, 1984, pp. 84-85.
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Christianity persecuted Jews and Muslims and in the second century B.C., even Judaism
persecuted the pagan Idumeans.”®

Nonetheless, these external factors have determined the treatment and the
development of the medieval Jewish communities. The early Arab rulers, for example,
knew little about agriculture and imposed heavy taxes on infidel farmers. On the other
hand, they had a very positive attitude to urban life and trade.” Jews were not restricted
in their professions and were, therefore, well integrated in every sector of economic life.
Under Christian jurisdiction, the situation was different, The earliest Jewish settlers to
come to Christian Europe were merchants following the great East-West trading routes.
Early Christianity disapproved of the accumulation of wealth which was considered
coterminous with materialism and consequently a lack of spirituality.' Trade was
considered a profession where one simply bought an item and sold it to a third party for
a higher price, thus accumulating wealth without labour. The early Jewish merchants
coming to Christian Europe, therefore, encountered, in addition to theological disdain
(they were generally seen as the killers of Christ) also an ideological dislike.
Nonetheless, these same Jews performed vital commercial services, which nobody else

provided, and as a result, most local rulers were relatively tolerant of them. Merchants

brought other opportunities and soon Jews began to settle in Christian urban areas

% Cohen Mark R., Under Crescent & Cross, p. XIX.

?  Unlike in early Christianity, in Islam trade was not a sin. In the Koran there are
numerous examples of this attitude, see for example Sura 2:198.

See for example Jesus’ answer to the rich young man who asked what he needed
to do to follow Jesus. Jesus tells him to give all his goods to the poor and follow
him. The young man is not able to do that and Jesus then commented that it is
ecasier for a camel to pass through the eye of a needle than for the rich man to enter
the Kingdom of Heaven (Matthew 19:16-24).
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choosing professions such as blacksmiths, butchers, but also the more intellectual and
less physical professions such as medicine, pharmacology, banking, writing and the arts.
This was not because the Jews were averse to hard work but because intellectual
professions were favoured above raw physical labour. As the Middle Ages progressed
however, restrictions on urban professions for Jews increased as did their ability to live
where they wanted. Whereas they dominated all trade until about the tenth century,
soon city-states such as Venice, grew in importance and a Christian commercial class
emerged. This meant that the need for Jewish commerce decreased. Tolerance was
replaced by hatred and slowly Jews became increasingly vulnerable to medieval
violence culminating in expulsions and confiscations of all their worldly goods. In
places where they were (not yet) expelled, a plethora of restrictions soon confined them
to the least popular and often despised occupation of banker and moneylender.'”!
Oppression, hatred, severe persecution, an increasingly decline in standard of
living, and even the mass expulsions'® did not diminish a strong hope for redemption.
Throughout these calamitous times, Jews adhered to their religion and customs. They
were not deterred from developing an intellectual life and in some cases attained
financial success. In fact, when the Renaissance reached its peak the ability of the Jews
in turning a hated profession to their advantage often meant that they overcame the

perils of persecution. They contributed financially to mercantile fleets and to

%1 Tnitially this was an occupation no Christian could get involved in because usury

was seen as evil. This was based on Luke 6:35.

For more detail see also Cohen Mark R., Under Crescent & Cross, pp. 82-88
The papal bill of 30th November 1215, based on the fourth Lateran Council was
the start of Europe wide mass expulsions of the Jews. Only two countries,
Germany and Italy, never engaged in mass expulsions. This was not due to a
particular love for the Jews but rather because of their political structure.
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expeditions of naval discovery.'%® They found themselves elevated to treasurers and
other political offices'™ and many a Christian ruler became, albeit reluctantly,
dependant upon the J ews.®

Great were the discoveries of these famous fleets but these expeditions were
not the sole fountains of all new knowledge. In the early Middle Ages, long before
Christopher Columbus (1451-1500) and Vasco da Gama (1469-1524), to name but two,
lone merchants risked life and limb to explore early trading routes, others went out to
preach Christianity to the heathen, while some searched for Paradise, rumoured to be in
the east, and many took to the road as pilgrims.'” These people inspired others to do
better, to search for lands that were more distant and to trade products that were more
exotic. Stephen Greenblatt wrote that ‘the discourse of travel in the late Middle Ages
and the Renaissance is rarely if ever interesting at the level of sustained narrative and
teleological design, but gripping at the level of anecdote’.!”” In spite of the fact that his
book mainly deals with the discovery of the New World and Europe’s response to it, the
same can be said about the sources discussed in this chapter. Perhaps they could never

lay claim to the same fame as the travel reports of Christopher Columbus and others like

him but these travel stories, too, had an enduring influence on many aspects of medieval

103 Kayserling Meyer, Christoph Columbus und der Antheil der Juden an den

spanischen und portugiesischen Entdeckungen, Siegfried Cronbach: Berlin 1894.

Yitshaq Abravanel for example was treasurer to King Alfonso V of Portugal and

an influential minister at the court of Ferdinand and Isabella of Spain until the

time of the expulsion of the Jews from Spain.

Florence who had previously expelled the Jews invited the Jews back into the city

to set up loan banks.

Rome and Santiago de Compostela in Spain were favourites in the Middle Ages.

197 Greenblatt Stephen, Marvelous Possessions: The Wonder of the New World, The
Clarendon Press: Oxford, 1991, p. 2.
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life and thinking. Their names and journeys, too, were preserved, albeit in the dustier
pages of history.

This chapter explores what two early Jewish travel stories and two
contemporary Christian sources reveal about the Lost Tribes. In the last chapter it was
shown that there was not yet a definite purpose in propagating the myth but that it was
kept alive to illustrate, for example, a point of view or to warn against certain behaviour.
The myth also did not seem to have a direct influence over the various communities yet,
although for the Jews it kept alive the hope for a future reunion and fulfilment of
prophecies. It was understood that the fulfilment of these prophecies could not be
forced as at least part of the Lost Tribes were in a mysterious, inaccessible place. This
chapter discusses what has happened to that budding myth. Did increased travel cause
the demise of or enhance the myth and did the general purpose and use change? What
impact did these travel stories have on the Jewish and Christian communities? Did the
Jews continue to hope for a future reunion and a fulfilment of prophecies and if so, what
did Christians think about a unification of the Ancient House of Israel? Did these stories
contribute to an increased knowledge about the world and implied in this, did the
alleged locating of the Lost Tribes change the attitude towards salvation or were the Ten
Tribes perhaps given an active role in the redemption?

The two travel stories discussed in this chapter are The Story of Eldad the
Danite (9" century) and The Itinerary of Benjamin of Tudela (12" century). These
stories are defined and discussed as early travel literature as opposed to the travel stories

discussed in the next chapter, which are classified as late travel literature.
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a. The Story of Eldad the Danite'®

Over 1100 years have elapsed since Eldad ha-Dani appeared in Kairouan, in
what is now Tunisia.'” He stirred up the local Jewish community by claiming to be of
the Tribe of Dan, one of the Ten Lost Tribes of Israel. He impressed them with
remarkable tales about his travels and adventures prior to his arrival in Kairouan. He
continued to astonish them by unfurling before their eyes wondrous tales about the
Danites and the Tribes of Gad, Asher and Naphtali who all lived together. He also told
them about the Bnei Moshe, Levites, living near to his people but beyond the legendary
river Sambatyon.''?

His story, as it is presently available, can be divided into two parts. The first
part describes the life of these four tribes and their neighbours, the Bnei Moshe.
Included in this part is the history of how the four tribes came to Ethiopia and how they
came to live together. In the second part, one finds a series of ritual slaughtering laws

(shehitah halakhot), as allegedly practised by the four tribes. According to Eldad, these

198 As source material I have used the Hebrew texts as they appear in Epstein

Abraham, Eldad ha-Dani seine Berichte ueber die X Stamme und deren Ritus in
verschiedenen Versionen nach Handschriften und alten Drucken mit Einleitung
und Anmerkungen nebst einem Excurse uber die Falasha und deren gebrauche,
Ch. D. Lippe: Pressburg 1891. (Hebrew)

More will be said about the importance of Kairouan later in the chapter.

The legendary river which is unnavigable because on weekdays its strong current
carries along sand and stones. On the Sabbath it rests, hence its name Sambatyon.
Traditionally part of the Ten Lost Tribes were exiled behind it or in case of Eldad,
the Bnei Moshe. For more information see:

See Rothkoff Aaron, ‘Sambatyon’ in Encyclopaedia Judaica, vol 17, pp. 743-744
and Rappaport Samuel, ‘Sambatjon’ in Jiidisches Lexicon, Founded by Georg
Herlitz & Bruno Kirschner, 4 vols, Jiidischer Verlag: Berlin, 1930, IV/2, pp. 73-74
and Cowley A., ,Sambation’ in The Jewish Encyclopedia, New edn, 12 vols, Funk
and Wagnals: New York and London, 1925, X, pp. 681-683 and ‘Sambatyon’ in
The New Standard Jewish Encyclopedia, ed.-in-chief GeoffreyWigoder, 7th new
rev.edn, Facts On File: New York and Oxford 1992, p. 826.
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halakhot were, handed down to them by ‘Joshua who received them from Moses who
received them from God’. According to Eldad, the Tribe of Dan together with the other
three tribes formed an independent Jewish kingdom under the rule of King Addiel.'"
He informed them that the tribes led a nomadic life in the area of Havilah, the Land of
Gold, mentioned in Genesis 2:11.

At first glance, the story of Eldad looks like a golden find. This does not only
apply to people who desire to prove that the Ten Tribes still exist(ed) but it applies
equally to ethnographers, historians and the literary minded, to name but a few. He
seems to provide evidence that the Ten Tribes, or at least part of them, still existed as a
separate entity in the ninth century A.D. that, after a fashion, they stayed true to the
ancient Israelite faith but most importantly that they were independent and well to do.
Yet when one takes a closer look, cracks appear rapidly. These are not cracks only
brought to light by critical modern scholarship, it is clear that the Jewish population of
Kairouan also had concerns.

As far as modern scholarship is concerned, Eldad’s story has been the topic of
considerable research. A good deal of this research was done in the late nineteenth
century. These studies display a diversity in opinions about Eldad. A potential problem
with these studies is that often scholars based their opinions on part of the Eldad corpus,
be it his Halakhah or his Aggadic material rather than study it in its totality. Abraham

Epstein wrote a very detailed work on Eldad’s halakhot and concluded that it was

1 1n the different stories there are four different names for this king viz. Adiel,

Uziel, Uziel ben Malkiel and Uziel ben Michael.
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unlikely that Eldad came from Ethiopia .''> However, by basing his conclusions in the
main on the halakhic part of the Eldad corpus, his undoubtedly authorative research,
perhaps, gave Fldad more credence than he deserved. Others saw Eldad in a different
light. Adolph Jellinek thought that the Karaites used Eldad’s stories against traditional
Judaism. He writes: ‘“Wahrscheinlich wurden die Berichte Eldad’s von den Kardern
gegen die Tradition benutzt, indem sie geltend machten, dass halachische Differenzen
zwischen den 10 Stdmmen und den rabbanitischen Juden obwalten; daher R. Zemach in
seiner Antwort besonders die Tradition in Schutz nimmt.”'"® Simcha Pinsker thought
that Eldad actually was a Karaite himself who was sent to spread Karaite doctrines
among the Rabbanite Jews of the Maghreb and that therefore he invented his story in
order to hide his true purposes.'™ A. Neubauer and Hirsch Graetz shared this opinion,
Neubauer called Eldad ‘a cunning emissary of the Karaites’.''> Graetz went a bit further
and said he was a ‘proselytizer, a cunning man [...] who related wonderful adventures,
and made a great stir in his day. He belongs to a class of deceivers who have a pious end
in view, and who know how to profit by the credulity of the masses [...]"."'® Pinkus F.

Frankl called him a ‘rogue and a swindler’ and ‘devoid of any higher purpose’ who ‘had

12 Epstein Abraham, Eldad ha-Dani, Seine Berichte iiber die zehn Stiimme und deren

Ritus, Ch.D. Lippe: Pressburg 1891. (Hebrew) His conclusion on the Ethiopian
origins of Eldad can be found on pp. 3-12.

Jellinek Adolph, Bet ha-Midrasch, 6 vols, Friedrich Nies: Leipzig, 1853-1878, 11
(1853), p. XXIX.

Pinsker Simcha., Lickute Kadmoniot: Zur Geschichte des Karaismus und der
kardischen Literatur, printed by Adalbert della Torre: Vienna 1860, pp. 108-109.
(Hebrew)

15 Neubauer A., “Where are the Ten Tribes?’ in Jewish Quarterly Review 1 (1889),
14-28; 95-114; 185-201; 408-423, p. 110.

Graetz Hirch, History of the Jews from earliest Times to the Present Day, ed. and
in part translated by Loewy Bella, rev. edn., 5 vols, David Nutt: London 1891-
1892, I (1892) p. 186.
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no message for Judah and Benjamin, only lies’.!’” In recent years, interest in Eldad has
surfaced again but this time opinions are more cautious. Some focus on issues such as
the integrity of the material and a possible relationship to the material of Prester John.''®
Others deal with the more complex question of whether Eldad’s narrative contains any
authentic information concerning the Jews of Ethiopia. Edward Ullendorff and Charles
F. Beckingham do not think there is any authentic material concerning the Jews of
Ethiopia and call it ‘essentially a fanciful geographical narrative’.'’”” David Kessler
concurs and says that ‘there is nothing to show that Eldad had ever visited Ethiopia’.'*
Aaron Z. Aescholy does not think that there is any authentic material to be found
either.'! Having said that, Eldad’s story has a current somewhat unexpected

importance. The text contributed to the Sephardi Chief Rabbi of Israel, Ovadiah

Yosef’s decision to declare the Beta Israel to be Jews according to Halakhah and

"7 Frankl Pinkus F., ‘Neue Wahrnehmungen an Eldad Haddani, Jehuda ben Koreisch

und Saadia’, Monatsschrift fiir Geschichte und Wissenschaft des Judentums, 22

(1873), 481-496 (pp. 484-486).

See Wasserstein David J., ‘Eldad ha-Dani and Prester John’ Prester John, The

Mongols and The Ten Lost Tribes, ed. by Charles F. Beckingham and Bernard

Hamilton, Variorum: Aldershot, 1996, pp. 213-236.

Ullendorff Edward and Beckingham Charles F., The Hebrew Letters of Prester

John, Oxford University Press, Oxford: 1982, p. 153. Also in Ullendorff Edward,

Ethiopia and the Bible, Oxford University Press (published for the British

Academy), London 1968, pp. 25-26.

Kessler David, The Falashas; The Forgotten Jews of Ethiopia, George Allen &

Unwin: London 1982, p. 75.

121 Aescholy Aaron Z., The Book of the Falasha, Rubin Mass: Jerusalem 1943, p.
164. (Hebrew, quoted in Kaplan, The Beta Israel p. 178)
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descendants of the Lost Tribe of Dan.'??

This may or may not be acceptable for
religious purposes but for modern scholarship Eldad’s story and the other sources that
led to this decision appear to be ‘seriously deficient as a historical explanation of their
origins’.123 In the main, however, with the focus shifted from the contents, one sees
that opinions become less emotional. Nevertheless, as David .J. Wasserstein writes in
the conclusion of one of his recent articles on Eldad there are plenty of reasons ‘to
warrant a fresh enquiry into the Eldad material’.'**

As far as his North African audience, they certainly were interested, some were
even impressed and some were perhaps carried away in a tide of exuberance at Eldad’s
appearance and story. Nevertheless, there were concerns about it. Eventually they
consulted the head of the rabbinical Academy in Sura, in Babylon. This on its own was
not unusual because in the Geonic period and especially after the Muslim conquest it
was common practice for communities, distant from Babylon, to contact the ge ‘onim on
matters relating to Jewish law and observance. However, the case of Eldad was
somewhat different. First of all the questions raised were not so much an opinion on a

certain aspect of the Law and the observance thereof but rather a query regarding

variances in the Law. They reasoned that if God had inspired the laws of Eldad then

122 For the full text of Rabbi Ovadiah Yosef First Responsum (3" February 1973) and

Second Responsum (1% Shevat 5745 (1985)) regarding the Jewishness of the
Falashas see Corinaldi Michael, Jewish Identity, pp. 119-208. Rabbi Ovadiah
Yosef heavily relied on a response of the Radbaz who, according to Corinaldi
‘implicitly relied upon Eldad’s book and the responsum of Zemah Gaon in
deciding that “those who have come from the land of Cush are undoubtedly from
the tribe of Dan’(/dentity, Corinaldi Michael, p. 93).

Kaplan Steven., The Beta Israel (Falasha) in Ethiopia; From earliest Times to the
Twentieth Century, New York University Press, New York and London, 1992, pp.
24-26 (p. 26).

124 Wasserstein David J., Eldad ha-Dani and Prester John, p. 232
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surely they must be virtually identical to their own laws, yet they were not. This
puzzied them. They informed the Gaon that Eldad, from the Tribe of Dan, had
appeared; that he brought with him a set of laws, which were similar yet different from
the normative Halakhah, and asked what they were supposed to do about this situation.
The Gaon was very diplomatic in his answer pointing out that the possibility of different
traditions existed in the Diaspora. Concerns regarding different interpretations of the
same things he addressed by saying that also in the Talmud there were examples of
sages writing on the same subject yet having different interpretations. In doing so, the
Gaon covered himself for both eventualities of Eldad being a charlatan or a genuine
Danite. This shows that although there were concerns, even the most learned in
Judaism were not willing to dismiss Eldad’s story off hand.

Why were they not eager to reject Eldad outright? The answer seems twofold.
First, there was the nature of the message and what it would mean to the dispersed Jews.
Second, it was the place of Eldad’s appearance. Had he appeared in some backward,
rural village the impact of his coming would not have been so great. He might have
rallied the people more easily behind him, locally and might have been declared a
Messiah, as many before him and since, but he would not have reached the same fame
and aroused the same hopes. One can almost feel the incredulity that Eldad, if he were a
charlatan, would dare to enter Kairouan.

Eldad’s appearance was actually quite calculated. Kairouan was not some
remote backwater. Founded by Ugba ibn Nafi in AD 670, Kairouan, at the time of
Eldad’s arrival, was a leading economic and cultural centre in North Africa. Moshe Gil

wrote the following about it:
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This city was the metropolis of Ifrigiya, the main centre of the
Fatimids in the first generations of their rule before they transferred their
center to Egypt, and the Zirids, the local rulers, leaders of the Sanhajites. It
appears t}llzajt the city became a drawing point for Jewish immigrants from
Iraq[...].

The city was made up of a Jewish and Muslim population that lived together in
peace for most of the time.'*® The city thrived because North Africa was at the centre of
the North-South and East-West trading routes. It formed a bridge between Babylonia,
Palestine, and Egypt on the one hand and Spain, Sicily and Italy on the other hand. The
Jewish community in Kairouan was extraordinarily prosperous and although considered
dhimmi, they were generally well-treated second-class citizens. The Jews played an
important role in all parts of the economic life of Kairouan. They engaged in many
professions, in all sectors of the economy such as jewellers, inspectors of precious
metals, bankers, masons, blacksmiths, and shoemakers and dealt with Jew and Muslin
alike. There were also Jewish doctors, pharmacists, poets, and writers. They had
adopted Arabic and used it on a daily basis but they were also known to know languages
such as Latin, Greek, Persian, Spanish and Slavonic languages, all of which were useful
for trade. From Persia, for example, they imported rich coloured clothing and from
India, they bought spices. They exported precious metals. The knowledge and use of
all these languages did not mean that they neglected Hebrew and Aramaic. Arabic and

Judeo-Arabic were used for secular purposes, Hebrew, and Aramaic for prayers, rituals,

125 Gil Moshe, Jews in Islamic Countries in the Middle Ages, translated from Hebrew

by David Strassler, Brill: Leiden and Boston 2004, p. 172 section 118,

Jews and Muslims lived together in peace in Kairouan until the 11th Century
when it was made into a Muslim holy city and consequently forbidden for all non-
Muslims.
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and religious study. Consequently, the prophecies regarding an end of the exile and a
future independent Jewish kingdom were well know and longed for.

North Africa was not only economically central, for the Jews it was also a
social, religious, and scientific crossroads between the Land of Israel, the Arab Orient,
Spain, and Europe.'?’ In the ninth century, a firm connection was established between
the Kairouan community and the geonim of Sura and Pumbeditha.'*® Kairouan was the
intermediary between Palestine, Babylon, and Egypt, the centres of Hebrew and Jewish
studies, and the Maghrebi countries. It was in this area that the renaissance of the
Hebrew language began and that the so-called Golden Age began.

Of course, it would be interesting to discover whether Eldad was a charlatan,
an ideologist or whether there even was a historical person going by the name Eldad.
Unfortunately for the moment we know very little of Eldad’s origins and his motives.
At present, the only thing one can do is to establish the places where he did not come

from. He did not come from Palestine, Babylonia or Persia nor did he come from north-

127 One example is that in the tenth century, the great schools in Baghdad were in

need of money and the Jewish communities of Spain, Morocco, France, and
Kairouan were asked to contribute. Rather than sending each community’s
donation individually, Kairouan was appointed as the place to collect all the
donations and from there it went to Baghdad. See Goitein Shelomo D., 4
Mediterranean Society: The Jewish Communities of the Arab World as Portrayed
in the Documents of the Cairo Geniza, 5 vols, University of California Press:
Berkely 1967-1988, 11 (1971), p.11.

Most of our knowledge about contacts between Sura, Pumbeditha and the
Diaspora communities is derived from the Cairo Geniza. Shelomo D. Goitein
says the following about this: ‘“Moreover, the Geniza material enables to actually
follow up such relations between a yeshiva and local leaders during two or more
generations not only with regard to larger cities such as Old Cairo and Alexandria
in Egypt, Qayrawan in Tunisia, and Fez and Sijilmasa in Morocco, but also to
smaller towns, such as Gabes in Tunisia’. Goitein Shelomo D., A Mediterranean
Society, I1 (1971), p. 9.
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west Africa or Spain. In all these countries, the Jews were familiar with the Talmud, the
Aggadah and their language. It is most unlikely that he was a Danite from Kush because
there 1s no historical evidence that the Tribe of Dan ever left Israel pre-exile. Ethiopia,
as far as we know, has never harboured Jewish communities with a knowledge of
Hebrew or Aramaic with the exception of a small recent Yemenite Jewish community,
which established itself in Addis Ababa and other centres. For now all we have is
speculation and as Wasserstein writes : ‘Speculation placed Eldad’s origins in all the
usual places, just over the edge of the world which most people knew about, and
associated him with all those distant areas in which independent Jewish states with
powerful rulers were said to exist.’'? The only other straw to clutch on to is research by
modern scholars such as Ullendorff, and Beckingham who have suggested that there
may be an Arabic substratum in Eldad’s language thereby suggesting an indeterminate

Arabian origin.'*°

A. Epstein, of course, highlighted the Arabic origin of some of
Eldad’s vocabulary already in his work.'*! Another possibility is that Eldad never wrote

the story but that it was recorded by an Arabic speaking Jew, either a contemporary in

129 Wasserstein David J .» Eldad ha-Dani and Prester John, p. 215

130 Ullendorff Edward and Beckingham Charles F., The Hebrew Letters of Prester
John, p. 154,

Wasserstein David J., Eldad ha-Dani and Prester John, p. 225 note 20

Epstein Abraham, in an attempt to identify Eldad’s origins, gave a linguistic
analysis of Eldad’s language (pp. VIII-IXX). Although his study is not recent and
major advances have since been made in Hebrew historiography, anybody with a
modicum of knowledge of Semitic languages would tend to agree with most of his
observations. Of particular interest in Epstein’s analysis are the peculiar words
which at first seem Hebrew are actually derived of Arabic roots. Epstein
concluded that Eldad must, therefore, have known Arabic or even more likely
lived among Arabs. This notwithstanding Eldad’s insistence to the contrary and
the testimony of the people of Kairouan.
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Kairouan or someone else later in time.!*? If this is the case, the Arabic derivations can
be ascribed to the recorder, influenced by his mother tongue, rather then to Eldad.

Regardless of whom Eldad was, whether or not he was telling the truth or had
ulterior motives, the influence of the stories reverberated well after his time. Jews as
well as Christians seemed to have heard about him. Until a definite answer can be given
to the question who Eldad really was, one can really only look at the influence his
appearance and story had on the development of the myth of the Ten Lost Tribes.

From a literary point of view, it is difficult to fit Eldad into known literary
categories because there is something quintessentially metahistorical about him. So, for
example, his text is not really a diary, it is not a historical or religious work, it is not all
fantasy and the form does not completely comply with a travelogue. In fact, it has
something of all of the above. Max Schloessinger, in his work on the shehitah rituals of
Eldad, points out that one cannot really classify the material because of its ‘anomalous
character’."*?

The Story of Eldad has been preserved in many different versions. In some

cases there are only the letters to and from the Gaon, whether these are complete is

unknown. In other manuscripts, one finds only the slaughtering rituals or only the

132 Thave not found anyone suggesting this possibility but stand corrected if this has

been suggested before.

133 Schloessinger Max, The Ritual of Eldad Ha-Dani: Reconstructed and edited from
Manuscripts and a Genizah Fragment with Notes, an Introduction and an
Appendix on the Eldad Legends, Rudolf Haupt Verlach: Leipzig and New-York
1908, p. 2.
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story.'** Indeed, it would be fair to say that with regard to the Eldad material much
research is needed to establish what, if any, is genuine Eldad. The first printed edition
appeared in Mantua in A.D. 1480. Later editions show some differences because they
were based on different manuscripts.'>> Epstein collected six of these manuscripts and
published in 1891 his critical edition.'3¢

It is my own translation of the text of this edition that will be used in this
dissertation.

The information found in the Eldad corpus can be divided into subjects or
sections. Although there is no strict chronological sequence, it not being a diary, some
events clearly precede others. The first event is Eldad’s voyage to Kairouan. Having
already noted his wisdom in choosing to appear in Kairouan one cannot help but note
that from the start of his story hardly anything seems to be left to chance either. Eldad
gets down to the business of striking a chord with his audience at once. It was of course
very important to captivate his audience immediately and on a continual basis. The text
reads:

‘[...] and now we shall tell our brethren, the tribes of Jeshurun, about
the affair of Eldad ha-Dani who said all this, how his travels in all the
couniries were, that he was chosen from the tribe of Dan and that God

preformed a great miracle for him and saved him from many places and
many difficulties that befell him [...].”"*’

'** " One of the more recently published materials is a partial manuscript of Eldad was

published: Kupfer Franciszek and Strelcyn Stefan, ‘Un Nouveau Manuscrit
Concernant Eldad Haddani’, offprint from Rocznik Orientalistyczny 29 (1954),
pp. 125-141 with appendix (pp. 142-143) by Kazimierz Kwiatkowski.

Other manuscripts are from Constantinople, Venice, and Prague.

Epstein Abraham, Eldad ha-Dani, Seine Berichte tiber die zehn Stimme und
deren Ritus, Ch.D. Lippe: Pressburg 1891. (Hebrew)

137 Epstein Abraham, Eldad ha-Dani, pp. 22-23.
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Straight away one finds two very powerful motifs viz. an election motif and a
protection/divine intervention motif. Eldad’s use of these two motifs is neither
accidental nor is it a simple narration technique. In scripture, there are numerous
references to people chosen by God to do certain things at certain times. Frequently
these people were chosen for the salvation of Israel e.g. Moses and Cyrus the Great.
The people of Kairouan would have been familiar with this concept. It would also have
firmly established in their minds the connection between Eldad and redemption. The
same would be true for the protection/divine intervention motif. They would know that
God could do mighty miracles if He wanted to protect someone and that miracles were
not only for special occasions. Indeed miracles are very much a part of everyday
Judaism."’® Eldad used these motifs to give himself more credibility and to keep his
listeners keen. It is certainly not the last time we see the use of these motifs in the Eldad
corpus.

Having caught the attention of his audience he relates how he got to Kairouan.
This, as will be shown later, is a very important part of his attempt to persuade the
people of Kairouan that he is genuine. He set out from beyond the rivers of Kush
together with another Jew from the Tribe of Asher. They boarded a small boat with the
purpose of engaging in mercantile activities with the sailors. In the middle of the night,
God sent a very strong wind and the ship foundered. However, God did not leave them

to drown and Eldad and his companion managed to find and hold onto a plank. They

138 Rabbis, over the ages, have emphasised that man is surrounded at all times by

miracles. Not all miracles are supernatural events often they denote God’s
salvation in daily matters as in Eldad’s case. The concept is well described in the
Amidah prayer where it speaks of ‘the miracles that are daily with us- morning,
noon, and night’.
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drift in the water until the sea brought them to a people called ‘Romornos’. Eldad
describes them as tall, black, naked Kushites. He also told his audience that they are
cannibals and that they took them prisoner as soon as they came to their country.
Eldad’s companion apparently was healthy, fat, and pampered and they ate him.'*’
Eldad, who had been sick on the ship, was chained up until he, too, would fatten and
become healthy. In order to fatten him up they brought him all sorts of good but
prohibited foods. Eldad, however, stayed true to his beliefs and did not eat but hid the
food. When asked whether he had eaten, he lied and answered in the affirmative. He
stayed with them a long time until God performed a miracle for him insomuch that a
great army from another place came upon his captors. They plundered, killed some, and
took others prisoner, among the prisoners was Eldad. These barbarians were fire-

worshippers and Eldad stayed with them for four years.'*

Then one day they brought
him to the city of Azin.""' A merchant Jew from the Tribe of Issachar found him and
bought him for thirty-two pieces of gold. Eldad then returned with this man from
Issachar to the latter’s country.

This part has all the makings of a good story, shipwreck, cannibals, miraculous
rescue and above all a happy ending. Once again, the information seems well thought
out and aimed at creating credibility before revealing the core of the story. First of all,

he claims to come from beyond the rivers of Kush. This would most likely have

brought the Queen of Sheba, her wealth, power and relationship with Solomon, one of

139 This is based on Genesis 49:20 that reads: ‘Out of Asher his bread shall be fat,
and he shall yield royal dainties.’

In Epstein’s fifth manuscript, it is four days.

There are variations of the name of this place in the different versions. The city of
1¥%% was a Khazar city and is also mentioned by Benjamin of Tudela.
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the greatest kings in Israelite history, to the mind of his listeners. Not only may this
subconsciously have tipped the balance in favour of Eldad, it would probably also have
sown some seeds about riches, armies and independence which is a topic that reappears
later when he describes the lives of the four tribes in more detail. In doing so Eldad
touched a very sensitive subject and more importantly added to the myth. Eldad
continues by telling them that he was with a member of another of the Lost Tribes when
the ship foundered. Very conveniently, there are no witnesses as to where he came from
because only his friend, who later was eaten by cannibals, and Eldad himself survived.
The information on his sojourn with the cannibals is again interesting from a literary
point of view because in a relatively short piece we find four motifs, some recurring,
others new to the story. Earlier he intimated that he was chosen (election motif) to bring
good tidings to Judah and he reaffirms this here through a twofold rescue. Both these
rescues were through divine intervention (divine intervention/protection motif). Yet,
that is not enough, and subtly he adds the obedience-reward motif. At first, he was not
eaten because he is too skinny having been ill on the ship but he continues to be too thin
because he cannot eat their food. He describes this food as good but forbidden and this
obedience and the consequent skinniness result in his rescue before he becomes the
main dish. The last motif, the lost-found motif, is also slipped in without any fanfare.
The fire-worshippers sell him to a man from the Tribe of Issachar, another of the Lost
Tribes. By telling his audience that he was bought by a man from the Tribe of Issachar,
Fldad opens an opportunity to elaborate on some of the other Lost Tribes, viz. Issachar,
Zebulon, Reuben, Ephraim, half Manasseh and Simeon. The way he imparts this

information gives the whole story a degree of verisimilitude. For each of these tribes he

81




builds up a careful picture, a picture that is beautiful enough to stir the souls of his
listeners yet not too incredible.

The Tribe of Issachar, he said, lived in the mountains near the sea and they are
south of Media and Persia. Stressing how faithful they are, something they were not
before the exile, he tells the people of Kairouan that they fulfilled the verse: ‘This book
of the law shall not depart out of thy mouth’.'** They did not have the yoke of kingship
except the yoke of the Torah. Here we find the same repentance-mercy motif, which
can be found in IV Ezra. Somehow, somewhere and at some point in time, these tribes
became believers again and as a result they were as Eldad claims secure and calm and
neither Satan nor any evil spirit resided among them. Their territory extended ten days’
journey on every side. They had a lot of property, camels, donkeys, and servants but
they did not breed horses. They did not have any weapons except the ritual slaughter
knife. There was no oppression or robbery among them, and even when they found
something on the road, they did no take it. They had a judge whose name was
Nachshon.'”® They practised four ways of capital punishment viz. stoning, burning,
slaying and strangulation. This of course would strike a chord because these forms of
capital punishments are also mentioned in the Talmud. Their languages were Hebrew

and Persian.

42 This verse is Joshua 1:8 and it reads: “This book of the law shall not depart out of

thy mouth; but thou shalt meditate therein day and night, that thou mayest observe
to do according to all that is written therein: for then thou shalt make thy way
prosperous, and then thou shalt have good success.’

Tradition has it that Nachshon was the first person to cross the open Reed Sea
after Moses divided the waters. It is little details like this that make Eldad’s text
often seem so believable or treacherous depending on the point of view taken.
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Zebulon he placed in the mountains of Paran.'** They live on their own but
had contact with Issachar. They live in tents made of hair skins, which they got from
Armenia. They have travelled as far as the Euphrates and are merchants. They, too,
practised four ways of capital punishment and keep their own traditions.

The Tribe of Reuben, according to Eldad, lived behind the mountains of Paran.
Together these three tribes went to war and commit highway robbery and all their spoil
is divided between them. They spoke Hebrew and Persian. In the way of sacred books,
they had the Old Testament, the Mishna, the Talmud and the Hagaddah. This of course
is problematic as it suggests that they must have been in contact with Judah and
normative Judaism, which developed the Talmud, yet they are supposed to have been
lost. The Tribe of Ephraim and half Manasseh, according to Eldad, were located in
the mountains across from the city of Mecca. They were fierce and blunt, horse-owners
and highway robbers; they did not spare their enemies and had no other means of living
but spoil. They were warriors and one of them can be counted for a thousand. The
Tribe of Simeon and half the Tribe of Manasseh Eldad located in the land of the
Chaldees, six months distant, and they were the most numerous of all and they collected
taxes from twenty-five kingdoms.'*

So far, the information Eldad has provided would have sounded plausible to the

people of Kairouan. The tone is that of reporting facts and one would not necessarily

4" In all the manuscripts is written 1789 or 1%™. These are probably the mountains,

which the Persians called Parouta. Benjamin of Tudela mentions that in those
mountains and in the Zagros Mountains Jews were living,

In the text, he indeed reads o*7w> but in manuscript five reads 01737, in
manuscript four ™2, in four is also added o*7w1™ Pwnn.
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become overly suspicious. By clever use of motifs, he veiled some of the more
incredible parts.

At this point the audience, perhaps to his own surprise, is not yet running him
out of town and he can embark on his real story. This part could be divided into two
parts viz. the information he gives about the life and practices of the four tribes and his
story about the Benei Moshe. Whereas at first he emphasised how similar the Lost
Tribes really are with the House of Judah he now puts the spotlight on another favourite
of the Jews -tradition and in particular oral tradition. Eldad relates that it was handed
down that in the beginning; the Danites were tent-dwellers in the Land of Israel. In all
of Israel, there were no greater warriors and no greater soldiers. When Jeroboam, son of
Nebat, was Israel’s leader, he caused Israel to sin by worshipping two golden calves.
Then the (northern) tribes united and said: ‘rise, lets wage war with Rehoboam and
Jerusalem’. However, the Danites said to Jeroboam: ‘Why should we fight against our
brethren and with the sons of our lord David, King of Israel and Judah, Heaven forbid’?
At the same time, the Elders of Israel said: ‘In all of Israel there are no warriors like
unto the Danites’. Immediately they commanded the Danites: ‘rise and fight with
Judah’. The Danites, however, said: ‘By the head of Dan, our father, we do not wage
war with our brethren and we do not shed their blood’. Immediately the Danites threw
down their swords, lances and bows. They said to themselves: ‘we shall go now and
find us a camp and a place because if we wait until the end they will make us go away’.

They took courage and decided to go to Egypt and to lay it waste and kill all its
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inhabitants.'*® But their leaders said that it is written: ‘ye shall see them no more for
ever’ and they wondered how they would succeed. '*’ They said: ‘let’s go to Amalek, to
Edom or to Amon or Moab annihilate them and settle in their place’. Their leaders said:
‘it is written in the Torah that God, Blessed be His Name, withheld them from crossing
their borders’."*® In the end, they advised them to go to Egypt but not via the road,
which our Fathers took, not in order to lay waste but in order to go to the River Pison, to
Kush. And it came to pass that they came close to Egypt and all Egypt trembled and
they enquired whether we came in war or in peace? And the Danites said that they came
in peace. They told the Egyptians that they would pass through their country, to the
river Pison because there would be a place to stay. And it came to pass that they did not
believe the Danites and all Egypt stood on their guard-towers until the Danites passed
their country. When the Danites came to Kush they found it a good and fruitful land
rich in fields, vineyards, gardens and orchards. The locals could not prevent the Danites

to live with them because the land was taken by force. After the death of Sennacherib,

146 1t is interesting that Eldad seems to intimate here that military might is a good

thing, in a political sphere. That same might, however, is seen as not desirable in
a religious sphere especially if it means fighting co-religionists or in this case
Judah. Was he trying to temper the longing for military might among his listeners
by implying that the rewards of military might and strength are, in the end,
worldly rewards?

47 Exodus 14:13.

% This is based on Deuteronomy 2: 4-9.
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three other tribes, Naphtali, Gad, and Asher joined them.'*’ Every tribe fought the
Kushites three months per year and the spoils were for the tribe itself.

In this section of the story, we see that Eldad starts to insert more fantasy but is
still careful not to stray too far. He seems to be trying to hook his audience and
preparing them for more. It is interesting that he mentions that the whole story about the
Tribe of Dan is an oral tradition. Of course, the people of Kairouan were familiar with
the concept of oral traditions but this was different. It was not a religious oral tradition
but more a historical tradition and it feels as if he is covering his back. If it was found
out that his tales were less than accurate, he could always fall back on the concept of
tradition. Again, the obedience-reward motif is present when the Danites need to decide
where to go and how to get there. They consult and obey passages of scripture and their
reward is, like ancient Israel’s once was, a rich and fertile land. Through this, he kills
two birds with one stone because it shows that the Tribe of Dan adheres to scripture and
that, as in days gone by, God remembers and blesses those that obey. With this, he gave
hope to his listeners that God, as was prophesied in scripture, would remember those
who obey. Seemingly unimportant is his reference to Egypt trembling before the
Danites and the Danites crushing the Kushites. Yet it is an important point because
unobtrusively he introduces the concept that the tribes are mighty and powerful and that

nations tremble before them. What seems out of place in this section is his report as to
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The reason as to why at this time the three tribes join the Danites is preserved in
another manuscript. Here Eldad related that these three tribes first lived with
Issachar in Asia. After a while, the Tribes of Naphtali, Gad and Asher were
discriminated against because they were the descendants of Jacob and the
handmaids of either Leah or Rachel. In order to avoid war they left and joined
Dan.
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how the Tribes of Gad, Asher and Naphtali came to live with them after the death of
Sennacherib (705-681 B.C.). Sennacherib was the Assyrian king who, through divine

intervention failed to capture Jerusalem.'*®

If this defeat and his consequent murder had
had any impact on the exiles from Israel, one would assume that, given the opportunity,
they would have rebelled and returned home, not go off to yet another land.

Having brought together the four tribes, which are central to his story, he needs
to create a connection between these tribes and his listeners. Once again, one finds a
clever use of plausible information mingled with veiled fantasy and outright error. To
begin with, we have the religious practices of the tribes. Eldad relates that the tribes
have all of the Old Testament. He then narrows this statement by saying that they read
neither the Book of Esther, because they were not there during that miraculous event,
nor the Book of Lamentations so as not to become despondent. One might be forgiven
for thinking that this statement would immediately raise suspicions because these books
are so important in Judaism, as they are specific festival reading. Yet a casual listener
might not have noticed the contradiction because the emphasis is on the tribes having
the whole of the Old Testament. Furthermore, he gives a plausible reason for not
reading either books. In doing so, he deflects, at least in the first instance, any queries
as to how the tribes come to have these books, having lived in isolation from normative
Judaism. This is a beautiful example of Eldad’s mastery in story telling, he mixes half-

51

truths, which are not as damaging and noticeable as outright lies.'””’ To keep in line

with the time line of the tribes he has to say that the Books of Esther and Lamentations

130 I Kings 19:35, 37
51 This assuming that Eldad is a veritable story. To his listeners and many who came
after him it was of course taken as such.
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do not form part of the tribes’ liturgy since he told his audience that the tribes left the
main body of the Israelites before these events. Equally important though is having the
Old Testament because that is what set Jews apart from other religions. After all
Christians have added a Testament, Muslims have the Koran but Jews are the compilers
and protectors of the Old Testament. So by saying they do not read these books he gives
the impression to honour the time line and the fundamental principle of the importance
of scripture. Alternatively, based on his previous manipulation of scripture there could
be another reason for mentioning these books specifically. Both these stories are part of
the Hagiographa and in both of them, there is something useful to sustain Eldad’s story.
In Esther, the Jews take, with great success, matters in their own hands when threatened
with death. This is paralleled by the Tribe of Dan and later the other tribes who join the
Tribe of Dan. The book of Lamentations describes Jerusalem’s loneliness, God’s role in
her destruction, and the suffering of her inhabitants but all these negatives are negated
when the author’s despair turns to hope when he realises that repentance can bring
deliverance. These books of scripture give, as it were, credence to his story.

Next, he mentions their Talmud, which is written in poetic Hebrew. In it, there
are no comments of sages, but only the sayings of ‘Joshua who had it from the mouth of
Moses who heard it from God’. Again, in order to enhance his reputation as a man of
truth and to make a connection with his audience, for whom the Talmud was second
only to scripture, the tribes had to have a Talmud too. Questions come to mind
immediately concerning the contents and the language of this Talmud. As far as the
language is concerned, he is consistent in so far as Eldad claims that the four tribes

speak nothing but Hebrew so, consequently, their Talmud is in Hebrew. Concerning the
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lack of sayings of the sages, it is slightly more complicated. If he was referring to the
sayings of the sages in either the Babylonian Talmud or Jerusalem Talmud then, per
definition, they would not appear in his Talmud because there had been no contact
according to Eldad. If he was not referring to the known sages, one has to wonder why
he would call a book, containing only the sayings of Joshua, a Talmud. Whereas of
course the word falmud generally is understood as the Babylonian Talmud or the
Jerusalem Talmud, he could have taken the literal meaning of the word talmud viz.
teaching. His audience, familiar with the word, would probably have accepted that the
tribes had a book with the sayings of Joshua as their Talmud. Again, one finds a subtle
mixing of the credible and the implausible. This is also true of his story about the
judicial system of the tribes and in particular about the forms of capital punishment.
According to Eldad, the tribes practice four forms of capital punishment: stoning,
burning, slaying, and strangulation. In the Old Testament only stoning, burning (pre-
Sinaitic), and hanging as a non-Jewish punishment are mentioned. Stoning, burning,
slaying and strangulation, however are mentioned in the Talmud of which he claims

they have no knowledge.'*

The similarities, however, would have enhanced his
credibility and the minor discrepancies would, at least in the first instance, not have
been noticed.

With each part of his tale, he becomes more daring and the two most fantastic

parts of his story are the war practices of the tribes and his account of the Benei Moshe.

His tales about Israelites fighting and defending their territory would have sounded like
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Details on how these punishments should be executed and when a person deserves
them are found in Sanhedrin 52a-b and 53a.
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music to the Jews who were at the mercy of other nations, without a land to call their
own. Eldad does not disappoint them. First of all the tribes seem to be continuously at
war, each tribe doing a tour of duty lasting three months. At the end of the three
months, there is booty to be divided. When battle is imminent the skofar is blown and
thereupon the general and with him twenty thousand chariots and hundred thousand foot
soldiers set out. They carry with them a flag upon which the Shema Israel is written. It
seems a simple description but once again, there is more to it. In this description, he
effectively tells the people of Kairouan that the tribes are powerful and have a mighty
army, something he hinted at when he described Egypt trembling before the Danites.
He introduces a flag on which the Shema Israel is written, the Shema Israel, of course,
is a strong identity marker as these are the first and last words spoken by any observant
Jew each day. Furthermore, a flag is a very powerful symbol, it not only identifics the
combatants but it also facilitates the cohesiveness and pride of a group. Unity and pride
make a group strong and he wants to impress upon the people of Kairouan that the tribes
are strong. History has shown that the imperial aquila, the signa and vexilla of the
Roman legions on their own could make people run away in fear. The people of
Kairouan who were known to read Latin might have noticed that, consciously or
subconsciously.

The climax of the story must be his description of a group of people he calls the
Benei Moshe. It seems Eldad throws all caution in the wind and really goes to town.

The tale is fantastic yet the choice of images seems once again chosen carefully. The
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Benei Moshe are said to be Levites and they are encircled by the River Sambatyon.'>

Eldad relates to the people of Kairouan what he heard regarding the Benei Moshe from
the rabbis. This is yet another example of keeping his credibility up to par in a veiled
and maybe even underhand manner. These rabbis said that when Israel (Southern
Kingdom) was exiled to Babylon and they came by the rivers of Babylon the Levites

were faced with idolatry.'>

This was because the Babylonians asked them to sing like
they used to sing in the temple. The Levites, however, called them fools and lamented
that had they sung of every miracle that God did for them, they would not have been
exiled from their country but honour-to-honour and greatness to their greatness would
have been added. Bearing all this in mind, they had no intention to sing for idolators.'>
The result of this rebellion was that the Babylonians attacked them and killed a great
number of them. Although the Babylonians killed many of them, great was their joy
that they had not succumbed to idolatry, thereby fulfilling the words ‘they required of us
mirth’'>®. What did the remaining Levites do? They cut of their fingers so they could
not play their harps, and when the Babylonians required them to sing they would show
their cut of fingers and ask them how they were to sing with cut off fingers?'®’ When it
became night a cloud came down and covered them, their wives, their daughters, their

sons and God, in the appearance of a pillar of fire, carried them, and all night until

morning, he guided them and placed them on the coast. When the sun rose, the cloud
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It is interesting to note that Eldad places only these Bnei Moshe beyond the
Sambatyon and none of the other tribes.

'3 psalms 137:1

This is a very broad and cunning interpretation of Psalm 137 on the part of Eldad.
1% psalm 137:3.

This is a part of Psalm 137:4 that reads: ‘How shall we sing the Lord’s song in a
strange land?’
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and the pillar of fire disappeared and God extended before them a stream, which is
called Sambatyon, and He closed it around them so no man could pass to them. It
surrounded them in an area of three months’ travel each direction. The range of the
same river is two hundred ell and the river was full of sand and stones and the rolling of
the sand and the stones create a great noise, which can be heard half a day’s distant and
the sand and stones roll six days a week and on the Sabbath, it is still. From the
beginning of the Sabbath until the end of the Sabbath, a fire rises at the side of the
stream and the fire blazes, no man is able to come near the river, and the fire consumes
everything that grows around the river until the earth is consumed. The Benei Moshe
stay within the bounds of the river and they have not got any unclean caitle, no unclean
animals, no creeping things but they have sheep and cows. In their territory there are six
springs, each of them comes out in a pond, and with the water thereof, they irrigate their
lands. In that same pond, there are all kinds of fishes and near the springs and the pond,
all kinds of clean birds nest. In addition, they have all kinds of fruit and they sow and
harvest and if they sow one they harvest one hundred. They are believers, obeyers of the
Torah, readers of the Mishna and the Hagaddah, and they are wise, pious and holy and
they do not take a false oath. They live one hundred twenty years and a son does not die
during his father’s lifetime, they live to see three or four generations. They do not have
slaves and servants but build, plough and sow themselves. They do not lock their
houses at night and a little boy goes with the cattle a distance of several days and does
not have to fear robbers, wild animals, creeping animals, or villains. They do not have
to fear anything bad because they are holy. Because of this, God gave them all that they

have and chose them. Except for the four tribes, Dan, Naphtali, Gad, and Asher who
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live beyond the rivers of Kush, they do not see any other humans nor can any other man
see them. The Benei Moshe do not have anything unclean, no unclean birds, animals or
cattle and no flies, fleas, or lice, no foxes and no scorpions. Neither are there snakes or
dogs because all those were part of the idolatry, which they practised in Israel. They do
have sheep, cattle and birds, and their sheep give birth twice a year and their seed yields
twice a year. They sow and harvest and they have gardens, orchards, olives,
pomegranates, figs, and all kinds of pulses and melons, cucumbers, onions and garlic,
barley and wheat. Their Talmud is similar to the Talmud of the tribes. Their only
communication with the outside world is with the tribes. They meet with the tribes at a
place where they can see each other and they talk by shouting between them across the
river Sambatyon. They talk about what happens to us in the war, and they give an
account of what has befallen them. If they want to speak or do something important,
they send doves that are known among them and they write letters and attach these to
the wings or legs of the dove and those go and cross the river Sambatyon. They have
many precious stones, silver, and gold. They sow cotton, grow silkworms, and make
beautiful clothes without end. They have increased fivefold and are without number.

On the one hand, one finds in this section, as in previous part, literary tools
such as recurring motifs. On the other hand, this being the most daring part of his story,
he discusses with deliberate hyperbole, issues that are significant for the people of
Kairouan and so he firmly connects the Lost Tribes with redemption.

The recurring motifs are the election, repentance-mercy, protection/divine
intervention, and the lost-found motifs. Interestingly we also find both the biblical

aetiological and theodocian motifs, something that has not occurred before. The first
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one is found when he relates that the Levites knew that they were in exile because of
disobedience and idolatry. Up until this point, he has avoided apportioning either blame
or cause for the exile. He relates that the Danites left before the Assyrian exile in a clear
case of right and wrong. This, of course, is an entirely new information. Whereas the
Bible also states that the exile took part in stages, nowhere does it mention that the Tribe
of Dan left because of internal strife before the Assyrian exile. With regards to the other
tribes he also circumvented the blame and cause issue by only stating that they joined
the Danites after the death of Sennacherib. In the case of the Levites, however, we get
an indirect reference to the cause of the exile by eavesdropping, as it were, in their
conversations with the Babylonians. In this conversation, they admit, after a fashion,
that it was idolatry, which brought them to Babylon in the first place. The theodocian
motif is also found with regard to the Levites who, because of their stance against
idolatry, were covered in a cloud and taken to a new land. Again there are no references
in earlier sources that all or a part of the Levites were separated from the main body of
exiles.

Beyond that, a new element in his presentation tactic unfolds in this part of the
corpus. Before, he concentrated on credibility and similarities between his people and
normative Judaism. He did this by using familiar and recurring motifs. Now he seems
to feel secure enough to concentrate on stirring the hearts and souls of his listeners.
Taking a closer look at the subjects one can see that his focus is twofold. On the one
hand, he addresses issues specifically facing the Jewish community and on the other
hand, he incorporates knowledge that could be of interest to anybody. The exactness

with which he pinpoints Jewish issues betrays, yet again, that he was not as uninformed
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about the status of the Jews as he would like his audience to believe. The information
of general interest is confined to illustrating that the Benei Moshe were advanced for
their time. It is maybe this mixture of information that made the story popular well
beyond its time and caused it to be cited by Jews and non-Jews alike, each having their
own interpretations and reasons for believing in it.

Concerning specific Jewish issues, Eldad employed his usual strategy. He
subtly mentioned customs and practices, which highlight the similarities between the
Benei Moshe, the tribes and normative Judaism, but weaved ‘pleasing conceit’ into it.
The similarities are there for credibility and the ‘pleasing conceit’ function is to
highlight differences between the status of the Jews in the Diaspora and the
independence and wealth of Eldad’s people. What attracts immediate attention is his
detailed description of the Sambatyon and its function. As discussed in the previous
chapter, there is little reference to the Sambatyon in the earliest sources. The
Sambatyon is not mentioned in the Bible but references to it can be found in the Targum
Pseudo-Jonathan (Exodus 34:10), some of the Aggadic Midrashim and in both the
Babylonian and Jerusalem Talmud (Sanh. 65b and Sanh. 10:5). The Talmud is the first
to ascribe miraculous qualities to this river. Eldad takes all these shreds of information
and moulds it into one tale, which he presents as fact. He gives a precise location,
contrary to the inferences of known sources, and elaborates, in his usual fashion, on the
ascriptions of miraculous qualities, found in the Talmud. For good measure, he implies
that the Sambatyon functions as an eruv. By referring to these Rabbinic enactments
intended to promote the sanctity of the Sabbath in relation to a seemingly Sabbath

observing river he strengthens his tale and gives himself room to manoeuvre. Having
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established that the Sambatyon surrounds the Benei Moshe, according to his words, for
their own protection, he can now introduce several topics in relation to this that will stir
the hearts and souls of his audience and add credence to his story.

In a nonchalant way, he describes the size of the territory of the Benei Moshe,
three months’ travel in each direction, this in addition to a previous description of the
territory, the tribes call their own. Being independent, having access to, or owning vast
pieces of land was, of course, something only occurring in the dreams of most Jews.

More interesting, however, is his emphasis on the absence of unclean animals,
on the one hand and the purity and the holiness of the Benei Moshe on the other hand.
This is especially true if one looks at the work done by the distinguished anthropologist
Mary Douglas on the subject. When Eldad described the Benei Moshe as holy he used
the Hebrew root k-d-sh. Douglas in her book Purity and Danger discusses the meaning
of this root and concludes that, while ‘usually translated as Holy’, it ‘is based on the
idea of separation’.”® Indeed, the people of Isracl were separated from the rest of the
nations inasmuch as they had a covenant with God through Abraham while others did
not. In the preface to the 2002 edition of the book she furthermore confesses to ‘a major
mistake’ with regards to her original interpretation of the Jewish dietary laws, in
particular those referring to the question of clean and unclean animals. Instead of seeing
the prohibitions on unclean animals as based on abhorrence she now argues that they
‘are part of an elaborate intellectual structure of rules that mirror God’s covenant with

his people’. In other words ‘the people’s relationship to their flocks and herds is
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Douglas Mary, Purity and Danger: An Analysis of Concept of Pollution and
Taboo, 2002 edn, Routledge: London and New York, 2002, p. 10
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implicitly parallel to God’s covenanted relation to them’.'”  When Douglas’
interpretations are applied to Eldad’s description of the Benei Moshe, his message
reaches new heights with the introduction of the purity motif. The Benei Moshe are k-
d-sh, i.e God separated them with the creation of the Sambatyon and within the confines
of the Sambatyon there are no (halakhically) unclean animals i.e. no temptations to
break the covenant again. Observing the purity laws was of course a daily battle for the
Jews, living in Gentile countries but Eldad shows that observing these laws is
worthwhile through his descriptions of the wealth and health of the Benei Moshe.
Moreover he implies that perhaps the time has come that the House of Israel will be
united again. The Lost Tribes were exiled because they were no longer pure, much in
the same manner as a woman separates herself from the community, for example, after
childbirth. The woman returns when she has purified herself and thus his audience is
indirectly led to believe that just as it is written in the prophecies, the Lost Tribes have
remembered the Lord their God and are now in a pure state, ready to be reunited.

Other important issues he brings to their attention are political independence
and hand in hand with that military superiority and the merits of not wanting to conform
to the outside/non-Jewish standards and values and hand in hand with that the existence
of miracles. As far as the first one is concerned, it is a known fact that exile and the lack
of Jewish government was not an enviable position to be in. In Kairouan, the Jews were
generally treated well, they attained good positions, yet they still were under Muslim
rule and subject to their every whim. Eldad already told them that not only do the four

tribes live in an independent kingdom and that they are not subject to a Gentile nation

19 Douglas Mary, Purity and Danger, pp. xiii-xvi.
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and that rather than paying taxes, they collect tribute from subjected peoples. This on its
own is wonderful news but then in addition to that he goes one-step further than that
with regard to the Benei Moshe. These Levites are independent and self-governing but
do not have to fight to maintain this status. They enjoy independence through divine
protection behind the Sambatyon. This means the Lord has not completely abandoned
His people, an impression some Jews could easily have had when looking at the position
Diaspora Jews found themselves in. As far as the second issue is concerned, there was a
constant pressure on the Jews to conform to the standards and practices of the nations
among whom they lived and to stop being different. Eldad spoke words of
encouragement when he relates how Dan left the body of the Israelites when they felt
they had to compromise their standards. Their reward was glaringly obvious. The
Benei Moshe realised their sins of idolatry and were rather killed and/or mutilated than
obey their captors. Their divine reward surpasses imagination. Another subject dear to
the heart of the Jews was the gathering of Isracl which has to take place before the
coming of the Messiah. By virtue of the four tribes living together in close proximity of
the Benei Moshe he also suggests a partial gathering of Israel. The Eldad corpus, in
general, is not Messianic of a Messianic nature in the classic sense inasmuch as it does
not mention the Messiah or the Messianic era. Eldad himself was not declared a
Messiah or his forerunner, however, his insinuations that the tribes are more than ready
to be reunited with Judah give the story an interesting twist. The last point that would
stir the hearts of the Jews is the economic and social status of the Benei Moshe. As
mentioned before the Benei Moshe were said to be self-governing and independent. In

addition to that, they are wealthy. In Kairouan, the socio-economic status of the Jews
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was relatively good. For Eldad’s story to have an impact upon the people, the wealth
and social status of the Benei Moshe and the tribes had to be beyond imagination yet
again not too incredible. So we read that the Benei Moshe harvest twice a year. With
careful planning and irrigation, a field in a climate such as Kairouan could yield two
harvests too. In the same breath, he tells them that their small cattle have young twice a
year. The general impossibility of that will not be noticed immediately as there are
many animals that have young more than once a year. He said that the Benei Moshe
have no slaves and that all people are equal. He struck a chord, perhaps, by talking
about equality for all people because the Jews never were and never would be equal in
Kairouan. In the same vein, he mentions that the Benei Moshe have cotton and purple
died yarn. The Jews in Kairouan were particularly fond of coloured clothing, which
they had to import from Persia. The isolated Benei Moshe, blessed as they are have it
all,

As far as the items of general interest are concerned, two would arouse interest
even today viz. apparent progressive medical knowledge and the use and availability of
water in the desert. As far as the first is concerned, Kairouan was home to famous
doctors such as Isaac ben Solomon Israeli (c.855-c.955). Eldad says that the Benei
Moshe live lives of 100-120 years and that no child dies during his father’s life. In
those days, physicians were fighting infant mortality and the human lifespan was
considerably shorter. Again, Eldad does not claim to have a cure for mysterious
illnesses or a lack of physical and mental disabilities, the information is simple but it
would have interested educated people and added to Eldad’s credibility. As far as the

availability of water was concemned, this too must have interested the educated part of
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the population. Kairouan, often called The Gate to the Desert, and indeed lying at the
edge of the desert must have had its share of water shortages and other water-related
problems. Eldad relates that the Benei Moshe have the use of six springs in a relatively
small area. Was this proof that there was more water in the desert than the occasional
oasis?

The section on the Benei Moshe may well have swayed the richer and more
educated part of Kairouan’s Jewish community. This in turn could have led to the
consultation with the Gaon and have prevented Eldad being run out of town. Interest by
this layer of the community would also have prevented the poorer and less educated
section of the population to declare Eldad a Messiah.

Summarised, it is clear that the Story of Eldad offers a wealth of new
information, misinformation or fantasy, as the case may be, above and beyond the
carliest sources. With the exception of recurring themes and motifs it has little in
common with the earliest sources in general and the terse biblical verses in particular.
There is a very strong undercurrent that at least the Lost Tribes are ready for redemption
but they are not assigned a specific role by Eldad. Nevertheless judging by the detail of
the text one can safely assume that this was not a haphazardly composed work. Did
Eldad just have a fertile imagination or were there ulterior motives? Due to the scant
information about Eldad as a person, if ever he existed, it is nigh impossible to answer
that question and one can only guess. Did he tell the story for monetary gain? That does
not seem to be the case, at least there are no reports that he asked for money or was kept
in luxury as David ha-Reuveni centuries later did. There is of course no denying that

stories like these would do no harm to the interests of a wandering merchant. Similarly
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it seems improbable that he sought political power and through it a place in history. If
he did, he failed as his ultimate fate is also unknown and he kind of dropped out of
history, similarly to the Ten Tribes themselves many centuries before. Since there are
no obvious personal reasons for telling the story maybe he had a greater purpose viz.
bringing hope to his fellow Jews by bringing them news of a part of Israel living in
wealth and freedom. The Christian claim that Jewish independence had ceased with the
Roman destruction of the Second Temple in 70 A.D. would then be null and void.
Perhaps he wanted to keep the Muslims on their toes by letting up a balloon that there
were still some powerful Jewish polities within the borders of their empire. These could
conceivably become a future menace to Muslim hegemony. Lofty aims and personal
gain aside the story gives the impression that Eldad or the author of his story was an
ideologist, a fantasist, or perhaps even a likable rogue, it does not give the impression,
as some scholars have suggested, that he had malicious intend.

b. The Itinerary of Benjamin of Tudela

A few centuries after Eldad, in 1160, Rabbi Benjamin ben Jonah of Tudela set
out on a most remarkable journey lasting thirteen years (1160-c.1173). Benjamin
recorded his journey in what became known as The Itinerary of Benjamin of Tudela.
This literary travelogue is a narration of the author’s observations of places, people,
religious practices, forms of government, and a great many other things. Although his
main interest seemed to be the Jewish communities he visited on his way, he also gave a
valuable historical perspective on his time in general. A. Asher summarized it as
follows:

The whole work abounds in interesting, correct, and authentic
information on the state of the three quarters of the globe known at his time

and in consideration of these advantages, stands without a rival in the
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literary history of the Middle Ages. None of the productions of this period
are as free from fables and superstitions as the Itinerary of Rabbi Benjamin
of Tudela.'®®

Looking at the Itinerary in more detail it, indeed, becomes clear that he visited
the greater part of the then known world. He was not the first person to travel in the
area and he probably was not the first person to chronicle his journey but he was unique
inasmuch as his diary was preserved. In light of the extent of his travels and the
information he provided, one can perhaps call him the greatest of Jewish explorers of
his time. In his travels among other things, he allegedly visited or heard about long-lost
Jewish communities, including some of the Lost Tribes.

A potential problem with Benjamin ben Jonah of Tudela, as was the case with
FEldad, is that we do not really know who he was. There is no real biographical
information about Benjamin in either his diary or indeed in any other source. Benjamin
lived in the second half of the 12th century in Muslim Spain. His name would indicate
that he came from Tudela, a city in the Kingdom of Navarre in northern Spain. Whether
he was born there or somewhere else is unknown as is his date of birth. We only know
that he died in 1173, the year he returned from his journey. The Itinerary is his only
extant work. He was a contemporary of the great Jewish philosopher Moses
Maimonides (1135-1205). Consequently, he, too, would have been exposed to the
world of Arabic science and culture, and the traditional Jewish world in which the
Bible, the Talmud, and Midrash were studied extensively. This combination would

have been advantageous to him inasmuch as it would have enabled him to look beyond

10 The Itinerary of Benjamin of Tudela: Travels in the Middle Ages, Introductions by

Michael A. Signer (1983), Marcus N. Adler (1907), and A. Asher (1840), Joseph
Simon Publisher: Malibu, 1983, p. 52.
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the confines of his religion, and it may even have been the instigation for starting out on
his journey. At the same time, it may have hindered him inasmuch as the mid-twelfth
century was a period of cultural crisis for the Iberian Jews. The ongoing battle between
Cross and the Crescent had so far produced no victor but whatever the outcome, neither
party would be particularly well disposed towards the Jews. It is because of this
situation that many suggestions can and have been made as to why he set out on his
journey. Perhaps he hoped that by bringing proof of power and glory in biblical times,
he could make the situation of the Jews better. Perhaps he thought that by showing that
there were Jews everywhere and that they were not all subjugated to a foreign power the
victor would think twice about persecuting the Jews. Maybe he felt that there was a
necessity to make a record of the locations and achievements of the Diaspora to be used
when biblical prophecies would be fulfilled and Israel would be restored. Perhaps the
opposite is true and Benjamin foresaw great persecution and was as Marcus N. Adler
suggests, ‘finding out where his expatriated brethren might find an asylum’.'®" The
truth of the matter is that we will never know for sure because he did not state his aims
anywhere and so one suggestion is as good as the next. What we do know is that he was
not unique, record numbers of people, those who were simply restless, pilgrims, and
merchants alike all flocked to the roads, each with a dream to follow.

The language of the Itinerary poses no major problems. It is written in a rather
formal yet inelegant medieval Hebrew suffused with Arabic words. Unlike the Story of

Eldad ha-Dani, the Hebrew is clear and the Arabic words are easily recognised as such

because Benjamin had no reason nor did he make an effort to hide their origin. The
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Arabic traces in the language indicate that Benjamin knew Arabic and that it might even
have been his mother tongue. The Itinerary, like the Story of Eldad ha-Dani, was
received in many different ways. Some admirers of Benjamin have praised it far beyond
its real merit whereas others, sometimes for no apparent reason, have been critical of it.
Johann H. Hottinger for example wrote in 1656 that the story ‘is puffed up with Jewish
pride’, that its aim is ‘to deceive and mislead the ignorant’.'®® Rev. B. Gerrans regarded
some of the information found in Benjamin’s diary valuable but was critical of the book
in general. He wrote in 1783 that he thoroughly examined the book ‘in order to translate
it faithfully, and illustrate it accordingly’. It made him ‘discover so many gross Errors;
so many Fables and ridiculous Absurdities’ that he could not ‘comprehend why so many
respectable Men have paid so much Attention to so contemptible an Author’.'®?
Furthermore he did not believe that Benjamin actually visited these places because he
also writes: ‘The Public will be greatly surprised, if I attempt to prove, by Arguments
drawn from the Book itself, that this is nothing more than a pretended Tour. [...] But I
affirm that it will be no unreasonable Conjecture to suppose that he never left his native
Tudela, I cannot trust him out of Spain at any rate.’'®* Modern opinions of Benjamin
are less harsh and scholars are more likely to consider his merits. Cecil Roth wrote:
There is no general account of the Mediterranean world or of the
Middle East in this period which approaches that of Benjamin of Tudela in
importance, whether for Jewish or for general history. Most of his record is
concise and clear, presumably only a precis of the ampler material he

brought back with him. He indicates the distances between the various
towns he visited, tells who stood at the head of the Jewish communities, and
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Hottinger Johann H., Historiae Fcclesisiasticae Novi Testamenti, 10 vols,
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163 Gerrans B. Rev., Travels of Rabbi Benjamin, Son of Jonah, of Tudela, The author:
London 1783 pp. 7-8.

14 Gerrans B., Travels of Rabbi Benjamin, son of Jonah, of Tudela, pp. 8-9.
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who were the most notable scholars. He gives the number of Jews he found
in each place, [...]. He notes economic conditions, [...] speaking frequently
of the occupations of the Jews [...]. He was deeply interested in Jewish
scholarship, and his account of intellectual life in Provence and Baghdad is
of singular importance, as is his characterization of the organization of
synagogal life in Egypt. Sects, too, engage his attention, not only the
Samaritans in Palestine, but also the Karaites in Constantinople and a
heretical sect in Cyprus which he relates observed the Sabbath from dawn to
dawn. His characterizations of non-Jewish life are vivid, and sometimes
very important [...] he is said to be the first European of modern times to
mention China by the present name. The importance of the work can be
gauged from the fact that it has been translated into almost every language
of Europe.'®

Hirsch Graetz called him ‘a learned traveler [...] to whom, not alone Jewish
history, but also the general history of nations owes thanks for his interesting and
authentic information.”'®® Semen Dubnov called him a’ kiihne Forscher’ and observed
that ‘gleich allen mittelalterlichen Reisenden vermag auch er Wahrheit und Dichtung
nicht immer zu unterscheiden’.'®” Laurie Magnus called Benjamin’s record plain.'®®
Paul Johnson wrote that Benjamin was ‘an exceptionally observant Jewish traveler from

Spain — probably a gem-merchant’ and called the Itinerary ‘the most sensible, objective

165 Roth Cecil, ‘Benjamin (Ben Jonah) of Tudela’ in Encyclopaedia Judaica, vol 3,
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Graetz Hirsch., History of the Jews; From the Earliest times to the Present Day,
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and reliable of all travel books written duting the Middle Ages’.'® W. Bacher wrote
that Benjamin ‘possessed a clear insight into the conditions and history of the countries
he traversed’. He further described him as ‘an intelligent Spanish Jew’ whose ‘account
contains numerous valuable details of the political history and internal development of
countries and nations; and the history of commerce must always count Benjamin’s
itinerary as one of its earliest and most valued sources’. He conceded that the Itinerary
was ‘not altogether free from fiction’.'™

Generally speaking, the tinerary was well received by Jews and Christians and
this is manifested in the more than fifteen editions that appeared.'”’ It was first printed
in 1543 in Constantinople and after that, it appeared in many languages such as Latin,
English, French, German, Dutch, and Spanish.

What makes Benjamin’s Itinerary so interesting for research into the myth of
the Lost Tribes is that Benjamin was, surprisingly perhaps, not interested in the Lost
Tribes or the dissemination of the myth. Unlike Eldad’s story, which is devoted to the
Lost Tribes, Benjamin’s Itinerary merely contains references to some of the Lost Tribes.
These references are part of a wealth of geographical information and they are neither
more nor less prominent than any of the information on other Jewish communities.

Nevertheless, his work contributed to the continued life of the myth and gave rise to

later travellers bringing back tales, which either corroborate or embroider upon

169 Johnson Paul., 4 History of the Jews, Weidenfeld and Nicholson: London, 1987,
p. 169.

Bacher W., ‘Benjamin of Tudela’ in The Jewish Encyclopedia, vol 3, pp. 34-35.
For the different editions, see The Itinerary of Benjamin of Tudela, ed. by and
trans. By A. Asher, 2 vols, A. Asher: London and Berlin, 1840-1841, I, pp. 1-26.
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Benjamin’s information.'” This is not least so because what little he does say about the
Lost Tribes keeps alive some of the earlier mentioned motifs and ideas.

In the ltinerary, Benjamin takes the reader from city to city and the description
of each city can be divided into four parts. First, he describes that he travelled from city
X to city Y and he gives the distance between the two cities and the duration of the
journey. Secondly, he describes the geographical situation, which often includes
neighbouring cities and frequently an identification of the name with the biblical name
of that place. In the third part, he proceeds with a general description of the city, the
non-Jewish population, its buildings, form of government and any other pertinent
information. The fourth and most important part of his description of a place is a report
on the presence of a Jewish community in that place. If there is no Jewish community,
he just mentions that and moves on without mentioning any reasons. If there is a Jewish
community, he describes it in detail. First, he mentions the number of Jews living there.

Secondly, he writes about the different professions and the amount of people that
practice each profession. Thirdly, he mentions important scholars or other wise men in

the community. Fourthly, he describes their economic position and how they are treated

172 To name but a few these travellers included Abraham ha-Levi who in 1456 found

the Lost Tribes in Ethiopia. See Ya’ari Abraham, Sheluhei Eretz Yisrael: toldot
ha-shelihut meha-eretz la-golah me-hurban bayit sheni ‘ad ha-me’ah ha-tesha’
‘esreh, Mosad ha-Rav: Jerusalem, 1951, p. 144 and Gross Avraham, ‘The
Expulsion and the Search for the Ten Tribes’, Judaism, 41/2 (Spring 1992), 130-
147. Another traveller was Obadiah ben Abraham of Bertinoro, see Weil S.,
Beyond the Sambatyon: The Myth of the Ten Lost Tribes (exhibition catalogue),
Beth Hatefutsoth: Tel Aviv, 1991, p. 89. Kabbalist R. Abraham b. Eliezer ha-Levi
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Weil S., Beyond the Sambatyon, p. 89. Moses Bassola of Ancona, see Massot
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by their Gentile neighbours. Last but not least, he describes their political status. If the
Jewish community is independent, he enters into great and enthusiastic detail.

The four relevant cities or areas are Mount Gerizim, Chaibar, ’Amaria, and

173

Nisapur.”” Mount Gerizim is the dwelling place of the Samaritans. According to their

own tradition, the Samaritans are the descendants of that part of the Israelite population
that remained in the territory of what was formally known as the Northern Kingdom
after the deportation of the Ten Tribes by the Assyrians. Strictly speaking this would
make them part of the Ten Tribes but not part of the Ten Lost Tribes. The Bible, on the
other hand describes them as heathens from Mesopotamia, placed there by the Assyrians
to repopulate the depopulated Samaria.'”* Benjamin gives his opinion about them
unequivocally when he states:
They pretend to be of the tribe of Ephraim and are in possession of the
tomb of Joseph the righteous, the son of our father Ja’acob, upon whom be
peace, as is proved by the following passage of scripture ‘the bones of
Joseph, which the children of Israel brought up with them from Egypt, they
buried in Sh’khem.” The Samaritans do not possess the three letters 7 Hé, 13
Chet and v ‘Ajin; the Hé of the name of our father Abraham, and they have
no glory - the Cheth of the name of our father Jitschak, in consequence of

which they are devoid of piety, the ’Ajin of the name of Ja’acob, for they
want humility. Instead of these letters, they always put an Aleph, by which

'3 The excerpts about these four cities are translations from the Hebrew text as found

in The Itinerary of Benjamin of Tudela, ed. by and trans. by A. Asher, 2 vols, A.
Asher: London and Berlin, 1840-1841.
Mount Gerizim: English pp. 66-68; Hebrew pp. 32-34
Chaibar: English pp. 115-116; Hebrew p. 72
’Amaria: English pp. 121-122; Hebrew pp. 76-77
Nisapur: English pp. 129-130; Hebrew pp. 82-84
7 I Kings 17:24
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you may know that they are not of Jewish (sic.) origin, for they know the
law of Moshe, except these three letters.'’

The second area of interest is Chaibar and Benjamin writes:

The distance from Telmas to Chaibar is three days journey. It is
reported that these Jews are of the Tribes of Reuben, Gad and half the Tribe
of M’nashe, who were led away captives by Shalmanesser king of Ashur
and who repaired into these mountainous regions, where they erected the
above named large and strong cities. They carry on war with many
kingdoms and are not easily to be reached because of their situation, which
requires a march of eighteen days through uninhabited deserts and thus
renders them difficult of access. Chaibar is also a very large city and
contains among its fifty thousand jewish (sic) inhabitants many learned
scholars. The people of this city are valiant and engaged in wars with the
inhabitants of Mesopotamia, with those of the northern districts and with
those of Yemen, who live near them; the latter province borders on India.'”®

The third place is ’Amaria and Benjamin gives the following account:

Five days from thence to ’Amaria with five and twenty thousand Jews.
This congregation forms part of those, who live in the mountains of
Chaphton and which amount to more than one hundred, extending to the
frontiers of Media. These Jews are descendants of those, who were
originally led into captivity by king Shalmanesser, they speak the syriac
(sic.) language and among them are many excellent thalmudic (sic.)
scholars; they are neighbours to those of the city of ’Amaria, which is
situated within one days journey of the empire of Persia, the king of which
they obey and to whom they pay a tribute. This is collected by a deputy and
amounts here as well as in all mahomedan countries to one Amiri of gold -
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equal to one and one third golden Maravedi - for each male inhabitant of the
age of fifteen and upwards.'’’

The last place of interest is Nisapur. This is not a place Benjamin actually
visited but a place about which he heard. This is no cause for alarm as we see that in the
Itinerary, there are places he actually visited and there are places about which he only
heard. He reports the following:

To the mountains of Khazvin on the river Kizil Ozein, a journey of
eight and twenty days. Jews of those parts, who live in Persia at the present,
report that the cities of Nisapur are inhabited by four tribes of Israel, viz. the
tribe of Dan, that of S’bulan and that of Naphtali, being part of the first
exiles who were carried into captivity by Shalmanesser king of Ashur as
reported in scripture: he banish’d them to Lachlach and Chabor, the
mountains of Gozen, the mountains of Media. The extent of their country is
twenty days journey and they possess many towns and cities in the
mountains, the river Kizil Ozein makes their boundary on one side, and they
are subject to no nation, but are govern’d by their own prince, who bears the
name of Rabbi Joseph Amarkh’la Halevi. Some of these Jews are excellent
scholars, others carry on agriculture and a number of them are engaged in
war with the country of Cuth, by way of the desert. They are in alliance with
the Caphar Tarac or infidel Turcs (sic.), who adore the wind and live in the
desert. This is a nation, who eat no bread and drink no wine, but devour the
meat raw and quite unprepared; they have no noses, but draw breath through
two small holes and eat all sorts of meat, whether from clean or unclean
beasts, and they are on very friendly terms with the Jews.'”

On account of Benjamin’s seemingly factual descriptions and because of the
paucity of references to the Ten Tribes in the Itinerary, these four fragments of Ten
Tribe lore may seem incongruous. That is where the problem lies, they seem
incongruous and at the same time, in a curious sort of way they seem totally natural.

Why these two opposite impressions? Incongruous because Benjamin’s Itinerary is a

"7 The Itinerary of Rabbi Benjamin of Tudela, trans. and ed. by A. Asher, pp. 121-
122 (English) and pp. 76-77 (Hebrew).

Y8 The Itinerary of Rabbi Benjamin of Tudela, trans. and ed. by A. Asher, I, pp. 129-
130 (English) and pp. 82-84 (Hebrew). Although Benjamin wrote that there are
four tribes living in Nisapur, he only mentions three and mentions nothing about
the fourth tribe. The reasons for this omission are not clear.
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great geographical work and in science there is no room for lore. They seem natural
because Benjamin lived at a difficult time for the Jews and reports about the Lost Tribes
and their supposed might and riches were frequently related to the general level of
persecution of the Jews. These reports gave hope and not infrequently, they gave rise to
Messianic hopes and expectations.

Thus looking at it from both angles it appears that Benjamin was a master
manipulator. He appeased the more discerning reader through his choice of words and
quasi-scientific explanations yet gave enough insinuations for the less intellectually,
more romantically inclined. Let us first consider Benjamin’s word choice because
looking at the first three passages one after the other one cannot fail but notice an
ascending climax. When reporting on the Samaritans he uses the words hem omrim. A.
Asher chose to translate this as ‘they pretend’ and while there is nothing wrong as such
with this translation, one has to wonder whether he himself was not let by his own
preconceived ideas. The root amar in the first instance means to say, so by using this
verb, Benjamin distanced himself because they, i.e. the Samaritans, say that they are
from Ephraim. In the second passage he still makes use of the root amar but this time
he writes omrim benei adam in other words we are not dealing with a self- identification
but with others believing these people are of the tribes of Reuben, Gad and Manasseh.
The choice of verb, however, still gives Benjamin a measure of distance. When he gets
to "Amaria he obviously feels more comfortable with the facts because he states that
there are descendants of those whom Shalmanesser exiled in the first exile. As for

Nisapur, because he has not been there, only reports on what he has heard, and therefore
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theoretically cannot be held responsible, he throws all caution in the wind and indulges
in some myth propagation.

As for the quasi-scientific statements, the reader gets an explanation
concerning the enunciation of the Samaritans. When talking about Chaibar, a bit of
history is added reminding the reader that the exile took place in stages. When he gets
to Amaria the reader is confronted with linguistics. Last but not least, in the last
reference when he allows himself mythological freedom, the reader is cunningly regaled
by a mixture of lore, scripture, geography and anthropology. Even for the reader who
might not be jumping for joy at the idea of the Ten Tribes being found he covered
himself by implying in the last two references that because these tribes have been there
since the Assyrian exile, they are unlikely to move now.

In summary, notwithstanding Benjamin’s general disinterest in both the Ten
Lost Tribes and the propagation of the myth we see that by neither confirming nor
refuting earlier stories he contributed to the continuation of the myth and the excitement
surrounding it. One cannot class the [lfinerary in the same category as Sepher Eldad
because before us is perhaps one of the greatest geographical travelogues of that time. It
is, therefore, perhaps easier to overlook, as it were, some of the more fantastic elements.
Not least, because these very elements perfectly perpetuate the already known motifs.
Some of the well known but hard to incorporate motifs he incorporated by association.
A good example of this is his assertion that the Caphar Tarac —the people with whom
the tribes residing in Nisapur are in alliance with— drink no wine. For a person versed
in the Talmud this would ring a bell for in Sabbath 147b wine consumption is blamed

for the exile. Since the tribes are generally believed to have repented of their wicked
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way, it stands to reason that they would seek an alliance with people who would not
tempt them back into indulging in the cause of their fall.

The question now is why did he consciously or subconsciously propagate this
myth? There simply are no black and white answers to this question. Inasmuch as one
can only guess why he made the journey so one can go on speculating ad infinitum as to
why he added Ten Lost Tribe lore to the ltinerary. Some hypotheses regarding his
reasons were raised earlier and looking at these he succeeded. Only by writing his book,
he fulfilled the first aim as suggested above. By compiling his list of all the Jewish
communities and some of their history, he thus could prove to his contemporaries in
Europe —Jews, Christians, and Muslims alike— that the Jewish people still existed in
great numbers and that in some cases they were autonomous. The underlying warning
being that maybe one should think twice about continuing to persecute the Jews because
some of their powerful brethren may want to come and set the record straight. In doing
so he kept alive the idea of deliverance but only as an undercurrent. If he was collecting
evidence of locations and achievements of the Jewish people as a whole, he succeeded.
If this information was to be used when biblical prophecies regarding the gathering were
going to be fulfilled, he succeeded too because it is at least a half-decent census of the
Jews in the then know world. True, there were undoubtedly imperfections in this list as
Rev. B. Gerrans pointed out but one has to admit that the information, however
imperfect, is valuable for forming a picture of his time. In addition to that, with all our
modern technology, even a modern census of the United Kingdom alone is imperfect
and dependent upon the answers given by those being counted. Another possible

answer is that deep down Benjamin was a romantic. Add to that, the fact, that he was a
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member of a relentlessly persecuted group of people, he did neither more nor less than
countless before and even more after him did viz. keeping the myth of the Ten Lost
Tribes alive because it brought consolation to a persecuted people. After all this myth
purported that the Jews were not always the underdog and that in some countries they
lived comfortable and were even part of the governing body. Political power, of course,
can ultimately lead to an improvement of conditions. Thus the myth brought a hope of
deliverance. Yet another answer is that he may have been looking for potential places
for asylum for the Jewish people as Marcus N. Adler suggested. Perhaps he did and
used the ever-exciting Ten Tribe lore to attract attention to his /tinerary. One can go on

speculating ad infinitum.

c. Mandeville’s Travels

In Mandeville’s Travels the Ten Lost Tribes are identified with the inimical
forces of Gog and Magog that will fight against the righteous in the final battle for
deliverance at the End of Days.179 This source is significant because the negative image
it projects of the Ten Lost Tribes and their role when final deliverance is nigh. Whereas
the Lost Tribes are more often than not cast in a positive role in the End of Days, this
source paints a picture of conspiracy, betrayal, murder, and destruction. This image that
the Lost Tribes are either Gog and Magog or are in the same class as Gog and Magog is

largely the product of Christian prejudice. Together with the Prester John materials,

17 See Ezekiel 38-39 and Revelations 20
For more detailed information about Alexander’s Gate and the relationship
between Gog and Magog and the Ten Lost Tribes see Anderson Andrew R.,
Alexander’s Gate, Gog and Magog, and the Inclosed Nations, The Mediaeval
Academy of America: Cambridge Massachusetts, 1932. (especially chapter 3)
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discussed later in this chapter, Mandeville’s Travels is a good representation of
Christian use of and belief in the myth of the Ten Lost Tribes in the Middle Ages.
Although the Prester John material easily outrivaled Mandeville’s Travels as an example
of a common ground between Jewish and Christian myths and legends, the latter was
better known and became one of the most beloved tales in the Middle Ages. It was
translated into many languages and there are surviving manuscripts in German, Dutch,
French, Italian, English, Old Irish, Spanish, Latin, Danish and Czech.

Like a lot of medieval travel literature, the identity of the author is somewhat
obfuscated. Moreover, it is difficult to establish whether the author travelled where he
claimed to have been or for that matter, whether he travelled at all. Malcolm Letts
highlighted these problems when he wrote in Mandeville’s Travels that ‘there are a few
facts’ and “the rest is conjecture’.’®® The New Encyclopaedia Britannica takes this one
step further and labels the book as plagiarism. It states:

The tales are selections from the narratives of genuine travellers,
embellished with Mandeville’s additions and described as his own
adventures. The actual author of the tales remains as uncertain as the
existence of the English knight Sir John Mandeville himself. [...] It is not
certain whether the book’s true author ever travelled at all, since he selected
his materials almost entirely from the encyclopaedias and travel books

available to him, including those by William of Boldensele and Friar Odoric
of Pordenone.'®!

This may well be valid but as George Warner wrote there are extenuating
circumstances and one should ‘remember that in the Middle Ages, when one writer

copied another freely and without the least acknowledgement, such wholesale

180 1 etts Malcolm, Mandeville’s Travels: Texts and Translations, 2 vols, The Hakluyt

Society: London, 1953, I, p. xvii.

81 The New Encyclopaedia Britannica, vol. 7, p. 767.
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plagiarism was not regarded in the same light as it would now’.'¥%  Josephine W.

Bennett has an altogether different opinion and presents the work as ‘a romance of
travel’. She wrote that it ‘is a book important in the history of almost every literature of
Europe [...] It belongs to the history of imaginary and imaginative travel [...]". She
continues that Mandeville’s Travels ‘is a finished artistic composition, not a mere travel
book [...] Mandeville was not an explorer , but a popularizer; not the creator of a
dishonest travel-book, but an author of a romance of travel which belongs, primarily, to
the history of literature’.'® Michael C. Seymour is not flattering. He wrote that
‘Mandeville’s travels were written in French on the Continent possibly at Liege and
probably not by an Englishman, about 1357. Nothing else is known, and little more can
be inferred, about the immediate origins of the book’ and ‘none of the various attempts
to pierce the author’s anonymity [...] will bear critical examination’.'® Having said
that, he does not find it hard to understand that the book fascinated people because it
introduced the new wonders of the world in an ‘easily digestible form’ and ‘plentifully
supplied’ it ‘with fable’. This meant that ‘it satisfied without wearying both the seeker
» 185

of knowledge and the lover of marvels’. In answer to the question whether

Mandeville ever travelled, he wrote that it ‘is a compilation at second-hand of other

182 The Buke of John Maundeuill Being the Travels of Sir John Mandeville, Knight
(1322-1356), ed. by George F. Warner, Roxburghe Club: London 1889, p. xvi.

183 Bennett Josephine W., The Rediscovery of Sir John Mandeville, The Modern

Language Association of America: New York, 1954, pp. 1-19. For a similar

opinion see Moseley Charles W.R.D.,”The Metamorphoses of Sir John

Mandeville’ Yearbook of English Studies, 4 (1974), 5-25.

Mandeville’s Travels, ed. by Michael C. Seymour, The Clarendon Press: Oxford,

1967, p. xiii.

Mandeville’s Travels, p. xiii
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men’s travels and contains a sufficient number of inaccuracies and inconsistencies to
make it extremely improbable that its author ever left his native Europe’.'®
In the prologue to his work, the author identifies himself as follows:

[...] I John Mandeville, knight, thereof all I be unworthy, that was born
in England in the town of St. Albans, and passed the sea the year of our Lord
Jesu Christ 1332 on Michaelmas Day, and since hitherward have been long

time over the sea, and have seen and gone through many kingdoms, lands
and provinces and isles, [...] "*

From a scholarly point of view this is clearly not reliable information. Stephen
Greenblatt in his book Marvelous Possessions wrote that ‘the actual identity, the
training, the motives, even the nationality of the person who wrote Mandeville’s Travels
have become, under scholarly scrutiny, quite unclear’. He continues ‘Mandeville is
radically empty; his name is a textual effect, signalling only the absence of an authentic
traveller, an absence that now serves to call forth a compensatory faith in an anonymous
artist’. '*® Tudor Parfitt called Mandeville’s Travels ‘some kind of forgery, the reason
for which is not clear, written by someone who was not Sir John Mandeville’ [...] a
figment of some unknown genius’ literary imagination’.'® There is the suggestion that
Mandeville really was a nom de plume of a Jean de Bourgogne or Jean a la Barbe and of

course, there are suggestions that crime was involved.'”® Greenblatt summarised

186
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Mandeville’s Travels, p. xiv.

Letts Malcolm, Mandeville’s Travels, 1, p. 2.

Greenblatt Stephen, Marvelous Possessions: The Wonder of the New World,
Clarendon Press: Oxford 1991, p. 33-34.

'8 Pparfitt Tudor, The Lost Tribes of Israel: The History of a Myth, Weidenfeld &
Nicholson: London 2002, p. 12.

For more information as to the debate about the identity of Mandeville, see: Letts
Malcolm, Sir John Mandeville: The Man and his Book, The Batchworth Press,
London 1949 or Letts Malcolm, Mandeville’s Travels: Text and Translations, 2
vols, The Hakluyt Society, London 1953.
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Mandeville’s rise and fall writing that ‘as late as the sixteenth century he could be
praised [...] as a greater traveller than Marco Polo, Columbus, or Cortéz’, by the ‘early
seventeenth century Samuel Purchas could still write that Mandeville was the greatest
Asian traveller than ever the world had’, by ‘the early nineteenth century most of
Mandeville’s ‘facts’ about the world had been disclosed as fantasies, leaving only the

author himself as a reality; by the late nineteenth century that author too had been

disclosed as a fiction’. '*!

Mandeville mentions the Ten Lost Tribes when he tells of ‘lands and countries
and isles that are beyond the land of Cathay’. He writes:

In this same land are the hills of Caspian which men call Uber. And
among those hills are the Jews of the ten kindreds enclosed, which men call
Gog and Magog; and they may come out at no side. For king Alexander
chased them thither, for he wend (sic.) to have enclosed them there through
working of man; and, when he saw that he might not, he prayed to God that
he would fulfil (sic.) that he had begun. [...] God of his special grace heard
his prayer and closed the hills sammen [together], the which are so great and
so high that no man may pass them. And on the other side is the sea of
Caspian; but on that side may they not win out for this cause, for that sea
comes up out of the earth under the foresaid hills and runs on the ta [one]
side the country through a great desert and from thence it lasts to the land of
Persia. And if all it be called a sea, nevertheless it is none, but it is a lake,
the greatest in the world. And if all the folk that are enclosed there might,
and they would, pass over that sea by ship, never the latter they wot not
where they might arrive, and also they should not understand their language.
And ye shall understand that the Jews have now no land of their own to
dwell in in all the world, but only among these hills. And yet they pay
tribute therefore to the Queen of Amazon, and she gers to foresaid hills
wonder well kept, that they pass not out over them to their own country, the
which marches upon those hills. [...] And, if it happen that any of them pass
out, they can speak no language but Hebrew, ne they not speak with other
men when they come among them. And men in the country there near say
that in the time of Antichrist these Jews shall come out and do mickle harm
to Christian men. And therefore alll the Jews that live in divers parts of the
world learn for to speak Hebrew, for they trow that these Jews that are
enclosed among the hills shall come out and shall know them by their

1 Greenblatt Stephen, Marvelous Possessions, p. 30-32.
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speech that they are Jews as they are. And then shall they lead them into
Christendom for to destroy Christian men. For these Jews say they know by
their prophecies that the Jews that are closed among the hills shall come out
and Christian men shall be under them, as they have been under Christian
men. [...] In the time of the Antichrist a fox shall make his den in the same
place where king Alexander gert make the gates of those hills, when he
enclosed this foresaid folk. And so long shall this fox work in the earth that
at the last he shall come out among this folk; [...] And they [...] shall chase
him hither and thither; and [...] at the last they shall drive him to the hole
where he came out. And then shall they grave after him so long unto they
come to the gates that Alexander gert stop with great stones and cement, and
they shall break these gates and so shall they find the passage out. '*

Notwithstanding the commonalities between Mandeville, Eldad, and Benjamin
of Tudela, this text gives a new dimension to the myth with new motifs added to the
existing ones.

As discussed in chapter two of this dissertation early Christianity showed little
interest in the Ten Lost Tribes. Some Church Fathers toyed with the idea that the Ten
Tribes converted to Christianity, but the myth was mostly used for teaching purposes
and then in a very limited way. This attitude somewhat changed in the Middle Ages
when anti-Semitism was rife and the Ten Lost Tribes were, at it were divorced from
their common ancestry with the Jews and transformed into a potentially useful tool in
Christianity’s quest for dominion.

In his book, Mandeville demonstrates that in fourteenth-century Europe there
was a growing tendency towards open-mindedness, this was especially true for the East,

often regarded the place where Paradise was to be found. People like the Brahmins of

the Indus'®® and Tibetan cannibals'®, for example, he described in a very tolerant and

92 1 etts Malcolm, Mandeville's Travels, vol 1, pp. 184-186.
19 Letts Malcolm, Mandeville’s Travels, vol 1, p 204-206
194 Letts, Malcolm, Mandeville’s Travels, vol 1, p 218-219
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benevolent way. Striking is that this courtesy was not extended towards the Jews either

at home or in these faraway lands.'”

One could argue that he merely reflected the
feelings of his time, when Christian anti-Semitism was rife and that his remarks were
part of the wider discourse of medieval anti-Semitism . This argument is, perhaps,
strengthened by his reiteration of contemporary opinion that the destruction of the
Temple and the maltreatment of the Jews by Titus was because the Jews allegedly
murdered Christ.'”® Yet this would be too simplistic a picture for he accuses the Jews
and the Ten Tribes separately and together of wanting to destroy Christianity.
According to him, the Jews failed to poison all Christendom.'”” This accusation was
nothing new because in a period where the Black Death, a general lack of medical
knowledge, and poor hygiene struck down vast numbers of people, the Jews were often
accused of poisoning wells. His assertion, on the other hand, that the Ten Tribes had ill
intentions towards Christendom was less common. Unlike the New Testament and the
Apocrypha where a conversion to Christianity of the Ten Tribes is alluded to,
Mandeville states that at the coming of the Antichrist the Ten Tribes would combine
forces with the Diaspora Jews and destroy Christendom. In these relatively few words
one now finds an enmity motif, supplemented by a conspiracy motif —they would

recognise each other through the medium of the Hebrew language. Enmity and

conspiracy are very powerful motifs and would have caught the attention of the already

195 1t is interesting that when he describes Jerusalem and surroundings, Jews do not

make an appearance except when he wants to mention some evil deed they
allegedly did such as hiding the cross of Jesus under a rock. See Letts Malcolm,
Mandeville’s Travels, vol 1, pp. 52-70.

Letts Malcolm, Mandeville’s Travels, vol 1, p. 59

Y7 Letts Malcolm, Mandeville’s Travels, vol 1, p. 134
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suspicious Christians and their leaders. This in turn would easily instigate yet more
anti-Semitism in his and future times, especially considering how many people were
familiar with Mandeville’s Travels. How ironic then that the alleged future actions of
the Lost Tribes of Isracl would fuel more anti-Semitism.

This is, however, not where the story ends. The latent anti-Semitism found in
Mandeville’s Travels became a facilitator for the propagation of yet another motif and
more importantly for another usage of the myth of the Lost Tribes, namely Christian
Messianism. To understand this, one has to take a closer look at how Mandeville
introduced and identified the Ten Tribes. Almost at the beginning, he says that ‘among
those hills are the Jews of the ten kindreds enclosed, which men call Gog and Magog’.
Gog and Magog are the satanic powers mentioned in Ezekiel 38-39 who will be
defeated through the hand of the Lord at the time of the gathering of Israel. Revelation
20 takes up this Old Testament prophecy and describes how at the End of Days Satan
together with Gog and Magog will fight and lose one final battle with the Saints after
which the Saints shall live with Christ. In other words the finding of the Lost Tribes
suddenly became far more interesting for the Christian world than it had ever been
before as it would herald the return of the Messiah. For the Jews, who for the most part
also identified the return of the Lost Tribes with the End of Days as prophesied,
unfortunately this identification meant more persecution. Common ground was not
recognised for who wanted the Jews to form an alliance with Gog and Magog? Also, if
there really was a hostile group of Israelites somewhere far away maybe it would be a

good idea to reduce the numbers living on one’s doorstep.
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The motif, Mandeville introduced, is the motif of fear, fear for the Lost Tribes,
their power, and potential plans. He minimized this though by stating that ‘ye shall
understand that the Jews have now no land of their own to dwell in all the world, but
only among these hills. And yet they pay tribute therefore to the Queen of Amazon’,
something that is diametrically opposite to Eldad’s statements.

In addition to these new motifs, one finds a subtle reiteration of other known
motifs connected to this myth. In this relative short passage one finds for example the
bondage to freedom motif, the end of days motif, the separation motif which is
supported by the motif already found in the Midrash where the Ten Tribes have to travel
under the earth in order to leave their place of bondage which was a place that could not
be reached by mere mortals because of hills, water and stones. Conspicuous in its
absence are the theodocian and Genesis motifs.

d. Prester John

In 1145, Otto of Freising’s chronicle entitled De Duabus Civitatibus introduced
Prester John and his fabulous Christian Kingdom in the East to Europe. It was based on
a report about Prester John by Bishop Hugh of Gebal in Syria (modern Jubayl in
Lebanon).

Prester John was a legendary Christian ruler of the East and he became very
popular in medieval times when people thought of him as the hoped-for-ally against the
Muslims. In spite of years of intensive searching, geographical reassessments, and
letters, allegedly from Prester John, to several European rulers including Manuel I

Comnenus, Frederick I Barbarossa, the Holy Roman Emperor and the Byzantine
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emperor, nobody was ever able to locate Prester John and his fabulous kingdom. 198

This lack of concrete proof of the existence of Prester John and his lands did not
diminish the popularity of the legend because it had left too much of an imprint on the
European conscious just for the slate to be wiped clean, resulting in the legend having a
great influence on European thought and world perception throughout the Middle Ages.
The alleged vastness of his kingdom and the sheer riches found therein were enough to
stir the minds of even the dullest of people. At times, it was thought Prester John would
come to Europe’s aid in destroying Islam and at other times Paradise was believed to be
in his kingdom. He himself claimed that the Ten Lost Tribes resided in his kingdom.
Inasmuch as Eldad was primarily of Jewish interest, describing a powerful,
independent Jewish state, so Prester John’s Letter was primarily of interest to Christians,
describing a powerful non-European Christian kingdom. It was translated into many
languages. However inconceivable this may sound its Christian content did not
preclude the Jews from having an interest in the it, leaving posterity with Hebrew
versions of the Letter. Perhaps this came about because of information about the Lost
Tribes beyond the Sambatyon included in it. On the other hand, perhaps it was, as
Ullendorff and Beckingham suggest, an issue of popularity combined with an attempt at

damage limitation.'”’

98 In 1485, King Jo#o II of Portugal, for example, sent Jofio Perez of Covilio,

Abraham of Beja and Joseph Capatiero across Africa to investigate the lands of
the mythical Prester John.
These searches were not completely in vain because instead of Prester John
Western Europe made an acquaintance with a Christian Ethiopian Emperor who,
after 700 years of silence, began to communicate with Christian Europe.

199" Ullendorff Edward and Beckingham Charles F., The Hebrew Letters of Prester
John, p. 11.
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Even today this material keeps scholars occupied, not least because of the
similarities between the Prester John material and the Eldad ha-Dani corpus. At first
glance, it seems logical to assume that any duplicated material was Prester John copying

Eldad ha-Dani since the latter appeared a number of centuries earlier. That is, however,

not necessarily the case as is shown by D. J. Wasserstein.*”°

Taking a closer look at what he Prester John says about the Lost Tribes, we
find the following:

Between us and the Jews there runs a river full of precious stones and
it descends so quickly that nobody can cross it except on Saturday when it
stands still; and whatever it encounters, it carries into the Sandy Sea. We
have to protect this crossing, [...], so that if the great King of Israel would
come with his men, he could not get across with his Jews, who are twice as
numerous as the Christians, but not as the Saracens, for they hold two thirds
of the world. Know that the great king of Israel has under him three
hundred kings and four thousand princes, dukes, and counts, all of them
Jews and obedient to him. And if the Jews could cross this passage, all the
Christians and Saracens would be lost. On each Saturday we let some eight
hundred or thousand Jews come across for the purpose of trade. They do
not, however, enter our strongholds, but exchange the wares outside,
because we do not trust them. They buy exclusively with ingots of gold and
silver, for they do not have real money. After they have made their
purchases, they return home. [...] we have a city called the Great Orionde
which is the strongest most beautiful in the world. One of our kings guards
it and he collects tribute from the great King of Israel, for he owes us every
year two hundred horses loaded with precious stones, gold, and silver, [...]
Know that when we make war on them, we kill all those who happen to be
in our country and because of this they do not dare to stir, or attack us.
Notice2 glat the Jewish women are the most beautiful and passionate in the
world.

200 Wasserstein David J., ‘Eldad ha-Dani and Prester John’ in Prester John, The
Mongols and The Ten Lost Tribes, ed. by Charles F. Beckingham and Bernard
Hamilton, Variorum: Aldershot, 1996, pp. 213-236.

Slessarev Vsevolod, Prester John: The letter and the Legend, University of
Minnesota Press: Mineapolis 1959, pp. 73-74.
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