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Philosophical, terminological and translation related issues were the topics of the first of four 
triennial conferences of the DFG funded long-term project “PESHAT in Context”, which 
researches the development of the premodern, scientific and philosophic Hebrew 
terminology. The “most conventional and least original starting point” (Reimund Leicht) for 
this developments were the efforts of Judah Ibn Tibbon of Granada, a physician, who left his 
Andalusian home for political reasons and settled in Provence and was not only called 
“Father of the translators” in a figurative senses, but also was indeed the biological founder 
of the influential Ibn Tibbon family of translators. 
 
As director of the “PESHAT in Context” research project, and host of the conference, 
GIUSEPPE VELTRI (Hamburg University) opened the conference with a lecture entitled 
“Toward a History of Hebrew Philosophical Dictionaries” pointing on a stepchild of the 
modern research. A side effect of the translation movement from Arabic to Hebrew was a 
development of lexicons of philosophical terms in Hebrew. They began to appear in the 13th 
century, when Samuel Ibn Tibbon in 1213 published his Perush ha-millot ha-zarot, i.e. 
“Explanation of obscure words” used in his translation of Moses Maimonides’ Dalālāt al-
Ḥā’irīn, Moreh ha-Nevukhim. Another famous example is the dictionary of Aristotelian 
philosophical terms, with Arabic and Hebrew equivalents, which Shem Tov ben Joseph Ibn 
Falaquera attached to his Sefer de‘ot ha-filosofim (“Book of the Opinions of the 
Philosophers”). Giuseppe Veltri called to mind the research efforts of 19th and 20th century 
scholars in the field of the history of the formation of Hebrew philosophic and scientific 
terminology, such as Austrian Orientalist Jacob Goldenthal who, in his Hebrew introduction 
to the commentary of Averroes on Aristotle’s Rhetoric (Leipzig 1842), gave a preliminary 
status quaestionis of medieval and modern concerns about philosophical terminology. Some 
decades later, in 1924 in the U.S., Israel Efros published his book entitled Philosophical 
Terms in the Moreh Nebukim, which is a modern dictionary of central terms in both Hebrew 
and Judeo-Arabic to the Guide of the Perplexed. It formed a basis for Jacob Klatzkin’s Otzar 
ha-munahim ha-filosofiyyim. Thesaurus philosophicus linguae hebraicae (Berlin, 1928–
1933), which remains unrivaled today.  
 
Giuseppe Veltri’s lecture was followed immediately by a presentation of the “PESHAT in 
Context” research project, and its database program by FLORIAN DUNKLAU (Hamburg 
University). Dunklau outlined the project’s goal, to create a 21st century web based 
continuation of Jacob Klatzkin’s Thesaurus and contextualize the Hebrew philosophic and 
scientific terminology from the 9th to the 16th century with quotations from both Hebrew texts 
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emerging in the 12th century and their original Arabic and Judeo-Arabic sources of Jewish 
philosophers, such as Sa’adia Gaon, Bahya Ibn Paquda, Solomon ibn Gabirol, and Moses 
Maimonides. In his talk he presented to the audience the central technical tool of the 
research project, the PESHAT database, which was developed by the HITeC e.V. IT 
association, at Hamburg University’s Department of Informatics. He gave detailed insights 
into the database’s structure and functionalities and pointed to feasible future extensions of 
the database. 
 
The keynote lecture was delivered by the project’s co-director REIMUND LEICHT (Hebrew 
University of Jerusalem). He gave an intellectual biography of Judah Ibn Tibbon, who is 
known as the father of the translation movement. Leicht called this reputation into question. 
He also argued that the way Ibn Tibbon presents himself, as a reluctant translator pushed 
into service by non-Arabic speakers who were desperate to peruse some of the Arabic works 
they had heard about. Instead, he was motivated by belief in the superiority of his 
Andalusian, Arabic education, and seemed to believe that the works with which he was 
familiar, but which were inaccessible to those in his new environment, would be of great 
value to the local community. His instructions to his son indicate that he may also have been 
motivated to translate by the need to earn a living. 
 
The morning of the conference’s second day was dedicated to two of Judah ibn Tibbon’s 
translations. First, GADI CHARLES WEBER (Hebrew University of Jerusalem), a Doctoral 
Fellow in the PESHAT project, held a lecture on Judah Ibn Tibbon’s translation of 
geometrical terms, focusing on the term ṣanawbar, which was rendered iṣṭrubol in the 
Emunot ve-Deot. He presented a detailed account of the state of current scholarship with 
regard to the question of the origin of the term. He argued that a hitherto overlooked medical 
text is likely to have been Ibn Tibbon’s source. By using iṣṭrubol, Ibn Tibbon, perhaps 
unwittingly, retained an ambiguity present in the original word, ṣanawbar. If he was uncertain 
as to the meaning, such ambiguity would have provided a refuge and is an advantage of the 
tendency to prefer particular terms in a target language to translate particular terms from the 
source.  
 
JOOST VAN DER LIJN (Utrecht University (emeritus)) gave an impressive lecture on the 
translation of Ethical terms in Bahya ibn Pakuda’s Ḥovot ha-Levavot (al-Hidāya `ilā farā’id al-
Qulūb). He illustrated the way in which terms originating in Sufi texts are employed in the 
Duties of the Heart, including tawḥīd, tawakkul, tawāḍuc, tawba, zuhd, and maḥabba. Terms 
that were not discussed in earlier studies are characterized by al-Qushayri (986-1072) in his 
“Risala” (Epistle on Sufism) as specific Sufi terms. The paper discussed how successfully 
Sufi connotations were translated into Hebrew and quantified the frequency of their use. 

DAVID LEMLER (Université de Strasbourg) explored Judah Ibn Tibbon’s use of the word mofet 
to translate the Arabic burhān, and the consequent use of the term in later Hebrew 
philosophy. In biblical Hebrew, mofet has a variety of meanings, all of which refer to 
something exceptional. Rabbinic literature retains this aspect, and mofet came to mean 
miracle. Lemler argued that a biblical phrase, ‘sign and miracle’, can explain ibn Tibbon’s 
choice, since it occurs as ayāt wa-burhān in Sa‘adia Gaon’s biblical translation. In later texts, 
mofet as rational proof was even contrasted with another biblical term for miracle, nes. In 
questions, the importance of historical development was pointed out. With the translation of 
Aristotle’s Organon, there was a need for a more precise terminology.  
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The afternoon session involved three talks. The first, by MICHAEL ENGEL, a Research 
Associate for PESHAT (Hamburg University), considered the development of aspects of 
Samuel Ibn Tibbon’s terminology. Beginning with a famous missive that the translator wrote 
to Maimonides, Engel discussed how Ibn Tibbon changed the term he used for divine 
providence from shemirah to hashgaḥah. However, he continued to use shemirah in certain 
instances throughout his independent works, even after making the switch. Engel argued that 
one must be very careful when drawing conceptual conclusions from such changes. There is 
evidence that Ibn Tibbon shows stylistic rather than philosophical development. He 
responded to questions about why Ibn Tibbon might have begun to use hashgaḥah and 
suggested that it may have been a more appropriate technical term.  
 
STEFAN GOLTZBERG (Free University of Brussels) focused on different terms used by Samuel 
Ibn Tibbon for writing. Against the background of legal philosophy, he distinguished writing a 
new work from setting preexisting ideas in writing. This distinction, he suggested, is 
displayed Samuel Ibn Tibbon’s translations of Maimonides, which he contrasted with 
identical terms that Maimonides employs in his Hebrew works. The conclusion to be drawn is 
that Maimonides created a legal fiction to explain that Judah the Prince, traditionally 
considered to be the writer of the Mishnah, was, rather, its collator, and that it was written 
down by his disciples.  
 
YEHUDA HALPER (Bar-Ilan University) considered the various ways in which Maimonides uses 
the term de‘ah in his Hebrew works, to refer to intellectual knowledge, opinions, or moral 
habits. Hebrew translators of the Guide, including Samuel ibn Tibbon and Judah al-Ḥarizi, 
sought to dispel some of this ambiguity by using the Hebrew term sekhel to mean ‘intellect’. 
Yet they did use de‘ot to translate the Arabic ’ārā’, ‘views’ or ‘opinions’. Probably because of 
Maimonides’ intellectual use of de‘ot in the Mishneh Torah, al-Ḥarizi only uses the term when 
it is clear that Maimonides has in mind true opinions; elsewhere he uses the terms sebarot or 
maḥashavot. Ibn Tibbon, however, almost always uses de‘ot for ‘opinions’. Maimonides 
himself recommended that Ibn Tibbon use the Hebrew term mada‘ot for ’ārā’, ‘opinions’. Ibn 
Tibbon’s reluctance to follow Maimonides underlines the importance of the term de‘ot for Ibn 
Tibbon’s understanding of Maimonides. By examining ibn Tibbon’s translations of certain 
chapters of the Guide in which de‘ot play a central role, Halper showed that in the translation 
of the Guide ibn Tibbon strives to preserve some of the range of meanings Maimonides 
assigned to de‘ot in the Mishneh Torah. In particular, Ibn Tibbon strives to preserve the 
possibility that opinions and moral habits (both called de‘ot) can lead to intellect. This 
conclusion is important for Maimonides’ conception of popular religion and for the possibility 
that true opinions can lead to intellect. In questions, it was suggested that Ibn Tibbon’s 
introduction to his translation of Maimonides’ Eight Chapters would be another valuable 
source for the argument.  
 
The conference’s final day began with a session that continued to focus mostly on Samuel 
Ibn Tibbon’s contributions. REBECCA KNELLER-ROWE (Jerusalem College) considered his 
interpretation of Ezekiel’s vision of the chariot which, in rabbinic literature, is considered to 
concern profound spiritual matters. Following Maimonides, Ibn Tibbon says that it represents 
Aristotelian cosmology. Kneller-Rowe delved into the criticisms that Ibn Tibbon’s 
interpretations received and showed that the terms keruv and ḥaya were interpreted in a 
wide variety of ways by medieval, rationalist exegetes.  
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DANIEL DAVIES (Hamburg University) examined Samuel ibn Tibbon’s distinction between 
‘secrets of the Torah’ and ‘secrets of faith’. Ibn Tibbon distinguishes them in order to explain 
what he perceives to be the purpose of certain chapters in Maimonides’ Guide. He argued 
that Ibn Tibbon probably used ‘secrets of the Torah’ to refer to biblical passages that 
Maimonides interprets allegorically and ‘secrets of faith’ to refer to theological doctrines.  
 
RESIANNE SMIDT VAN GELDER-FONTAINE (University Amsterdam) addressed questions of 
Tibbonite terminology in meteorological texts, and argued that there is in fact no single such 
body of terminology. She stressed that Aristotle’s Meteorology holds a particularly important 
place among the Hebrew translations since Maimonides hinted that it was important for 
understanding the creation story in Genesis. In his translation of the work, Samuel Ibn 
Tibbon departs from his father, Judah, by choosing different words for Arabic terms that 
Judah had translated previously or by inventing new terms. He even uses a variety of terms 
for single Arabic words. Samuel’s son, Moses, also forged his own path, choosing numerous 
terms that differed from his forebears. As well as problematizing the term ‘Tibbonite 
terminology’, Fontaine therefore presented evidence against the common claim that the ibn 
Tibbon family practiced a particularly literal form of translation, in which single Hebrew terms 
were chosen to render particular Arabic terms.  
 
YOAV MEYRAV (Tel Aviv University) explored certain aspects of the manuscript tradition of 
Moshe Ibn Tibbon's Hebrew translation of Themistius' Paraphrase of Aristotle's Metaphysics. 
It was made from Isḥāq ibn Ḥunayn's 9th Century Arabic translation of the now lost original 
Greek (mid-4th Century CE). The Arabic is partially extant. He showed that the manuscripts 
exhibit three layers of the translation and editorial process: a working copy (draft), a refined 
version, and a later light revision by a different author. Distinguishing between these stages 
of work offers a glimpse of the praxis, deliberations, and various terminological and stylistic 
considerations that came into play during the work on the translation, as well as a later 
critical approach toward the finished version of the translation that takes some liberties with 
the text. He discussed various examples of differences between the draft and the refined 
version, and showed what they can teach us about the translator’s work. This includes, for 
example, corrections of errors, taking decisions that were postponed to a later time, changing 
one's mind, and attempting to maintain terminological consistency. Meyrav also explained 
the history of Themistius' text and its role in the history of philosophy. 
 
MAURO ZONTA (Rome) presented a comparison between Hebrew philosophical terminology 
of the 13th century with Arabic and Latin. He argued that the relevant terms can be divided 
into three main groups. Some were coined in relation to their Arabic counterparts, either as 
loanwords, calques, or semantic calques. A few were influenced by Latin terms. Many were 
taken from Mishnaic or Talmudic Hebrew, without influence from another language. 
 
REIMUND LEICHT (Hebrew University of Jerusalem) considered the translation history of the 
Sefer ha-Kuzari. There are two known medieval translations of this book into Hebrew: the 
almost canonical translation by Judah Ibn Tibbon, and a largely lost one by the twelfth or 
thirteenth-century scholar Judah ben Isaac Cardenal. Attempts to establish a sound textual 
basis for the study of Judah Ibn Tibbon's terminology have yielded evidence for yet another 
version of the Sefer ha-Kuzari into Hebrew produced by Shemuel ben Judah of Marseille in 
1343. Leicht gave a preliminary survey of the new findings and discussed the implications for 
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a reconstruction of the textual history of the Hebrew translations of the Sefer ha-Kuzari. He 
argued that the accepted Ibn Tibbon version includes elements of the later translation by 
Shemuel ben Judah.  
 

GIOVANNI LICATA (University of Macerata) considered the use in Jewish Averroism of the 
term mitpalsef, which can be traced to Tibbonite translations. It is found, for example, in 
the Sefer ha-Kuzari (translated by Judah ben Saul Ibn Tibbon) and in the Hebrew 
translations of Averroes’ works, such as the Decisive Treatise, De Substantia 
Orbis, Commentary on Plato’s Republic. The term mitpalsef, mainly in its plural form, 
mitpalsefim, sometimes assumed a derogatory meaning in Medieval Jewish Philosophy. In 
the philosophical works of Elijah del Medigo, the mitpalsefim are those who fail to separate in 
their speculation the realm of philosophy from the realm of theology or biblical exegesis. 
The ‘Ezer ha-Dat of Isaac Polqar also contains a strong polemic against the mitpalsefim. 
Licata showed that thanks to the Hebrew translations of Averroes’ works, the 
term mitpalsefim became a polemic concept in the works of the Jewish Averroists. But the 
meaning of the term was not always identical. Overall, Licata argued, the sense given by any 
particular author depended on that author’s conception of the relationship between 
philosophy and religion. He was also able to show the links with the parallel meaning and 
use of the Latin term philosophantes, referring to a study of Étienne Gilson.  
 
The final session of the conference raised a number of discussion points. The importance of 
critical editions was discussed, but it was agreed that the current printed editions remain 
valuable. There was a suggestion that a handbook of translators would be useful. It could be 
informed by different disciplines, which could all aid our understanding of the translation 
movements in different ways. Extending such a study would allow us to compare different 
translation movements, and facilitate studies of various techniques in different contexts. It 
was also pointed out that the PESHAT database should be publicized widely, as it would aid 
scholarship in Jewish Studies generally. For example, the results would help the research of 
scholars of Kabbalah. 

 

Dr. Daniel Davies (Hamburg, April 2016) 


