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Preface 

My interest in Midrash as a complex combination of 

theology, social concerns, historical reality and literary 

expression is much like the interest of an apprentice 

weaver in a beautiful tapestry. The study of the multi

tudinous dimensions of ts1e Midrash mirrors the apprentice• a 

fascination with how master weavers produced their works of 

art from a myriad of threads. Ultimately my own absorption 

in Midrash, like t hat of the apprentice weaver in how great 

tapestries are made, goes beyond the academic. To ~eave my 

own midrashic tapestry, my own holistic understanding of 

Judaism, is my goal. Both as an individual Jew ana as a 

rabbi , the ramifications of such an endeavor will last a 

lifetime. 

As a practical note, I should mention how I located 

the niidrasnic material I have utilizea in this thesis. dy 

trackins down midrashim connected with the Bibl i cal narra

tives of Jacob in r adan-aram and Moses in Midian verse by 

verse, I have undoubtedl}· come across the bul k of the rele 

van t midrashic material. I started, of course, witn tne 

locus classicus for each narrative, Bereshi t Rabbah and 

Shemot Rabbah. By using the critical apparati or cross ref

erences in these texts , more material was uncovered in other 

texts, where a gain critical apparati were consulted. In 

addition, I checke d several miorashic anthologies (i . e., 



The Legends of the~, by Louis Ginzberg, The Rabbinic 

Anthology, by Montefiore and Loew, Sefer ha-Aggadah, by 

Bialik and Ravnitaky, o,ar ha-Aggadah, by Moahe Groaa, 

Yalkut Eliezer, by Sussman Eliezer, and the index of the 

Soncino edition of Midrash Rabbah, by Judah Slotki) and 

verse indices (i.e., Torah Temiman 'al ijamesh ijumshei 
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Torah im ~amesh Megillot, by Barukh ha-Levi Epstein, Torah 

Shleim&h , by M. Kasher, and Sefer Torah ha-Ketuvah u'Meaora.h 

'al Torah, Nevi'im u'Ketuvim, by Aaron Hyman), and found in 

these volumes additional references, Lastly, whenever an 

individual midrashic text, whether in Hebrew or in transla

tion, had an index of topics or Biblical verses, these were 

also conaulted, An examination of concordances for several 

midraahic texts by H.J. Kaasovsky and A.M. Horovitz yielded 

no references not already discovered. 

I would now like to mention the help, direction and 

influence of several people which underlies whatever accom

plishment this thesis may represent. Its faults, of course, 

are entirely my own. Dr. Leonard s. Kravitz of the Hebrew 

Union Col 1.ege-Jewish Institute of Religion first instilled 

in me a love of Midrash and, in so doing, taught me that 

the study of Torah is indeed an immersion in "living waters." 

Dr. Norman Cohen has deelJened my understanding of Midrash 

as a priceless component of the literary heritage of Judaism. 

My study with him at HUC-JIR, both in class and in preparing 
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this thesis, exemplifies what I hope I can be to my atudenta 

as a teacher of ~udaism. Rabbi Cohen has become my •rabbi• 

in the truest, most classical sense. My advisor and teacher, 

Dr. Martin A. Cohen, has personally and professionally 

guided me in many ways. His practical advice in the art of 

theaia writing and research, as well as what I have learned 

from him in the area of historical methodology, have been of 

great assistance. I should also like to express my grati

tude to Ma. Ellen Frankel of Princeton University whose very 

apt stylistic suggestions have enhanced this thesis greatly. 

Most important of all, I thank my wife, Gail Berkeley, 

in the most profound way I can . Without her help, devotion, 

and support at every step of the way, the writing of this 

thesis would be unimaginable. To her I owe a debt of 

gratitude only our life together in the years to come can 

adequately express. 
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Introduction 

Students of Midrash have long viewed midrashic 

texts as naive documents, that is, as simple compendia of 

the opinions, beliefs, actions and traditions associated 

with the rabbis of the Tannaitic and Amoraic periods. Regu

larly we hear the claim that these texts, innocent of a 

sophisticated use of language or structure, exemplify a 

straightforward kind of reportage, one-dimensional and art

less. No leas a scholar than Shalom Spiegel1 unequivocally 

at.ates, 

While attempts were repeatedly made to systematize 
the halakah, or the law, no such efforts were made 
for the non-legal part1 of oral tradition, all the 
miscellany of literature known as haggadah •••• 
Even when the legends were assembled in special books, 
the principle of their arrangement was purely n~chani
cal: they were strung to the passage• of Scripture 
which they employed or elaborated. 

Thia statement reveals the literal-minded view of the struc

ture of midrashic texts held by many acholara. This literal

minded view equates the organization of the earliest texts 

into verse by verse commentaries upon the Biblical text ~ith 

their literary structure . Spiegel goes on to maintain t nat 

t ,1e independent tales which originally constituted the 

haggadot were thus broken up according to the Biblical 

verses they contained. He is not alone in believing that 

later collections of haggadot, using either homiletic or 



narrative forms, were secondary development• which recom

bined these mi.drashic snippets in ways consonant with their 

social function in the academy or synagogue. Here we find 

one uaumption which underlies the generally held view that 

midrashic texts are primarily valuable as historical or 

theological repositories, and not as literature . Aa 

accounts, sometimes more and sometimes less fantastic, 

midrashim are often said to contain the germ of historical 

truth or to embody a theological principle in an unsophisti

cated way. 

A second pillar of the literal view of mi.drashic 

structure derives from tl\e misconception that Jewish soci

ety in late antiquity and the Middle Ages was relatively 

untouched by the culture of surrounding societies. Many 

scholars regard Jewish exegesis in particular, and Jewish 

culture in general, as phenomena isolated from the non

Jewish cultural milieu. Flourishing in isolation, mid 

rashic texts exhibit a structure which is~ generis. 

Traditions or forms outside the Torah She-b'al Peh are not 

counted among the sources or influences which inform the 

Midrash. 

This approach to midrashic texts has been increas

ingly challenged by modern scholars . Thia challenge comes 

from two sides, namely, from a reassessment of the literary 

character of the Midraah and from a reassessment of the im

pact of external sources upon the compilers of midraahic 



t he structure of ruicirashic texts. Furt:1ermore, both 

a~t)roac,1es uisre9ara t he nybrici nature of tlle Midrash aa a 

uniesue literary genrE:! which nonetheless is not unaffecteci 

by external sources and literary conventions. Lach fuOClel 

focuses aclely on one set of interpretive princi~les an0 

tm1a excludes tue relevant insights attained by the otner 

approaci1. 

4 

'lhe work of Jc.,seph neinen,ann typifies the view of 

t-li<iraah as a literary genre. Heinemann l.Jelievea that a 

i)aradigmatic structure and editorial diction can be isolated 

in homiletic midraahic texts. The criteria uy which inui

viaual midrashic statements are chosen by tne eciitor , anci 

~1e s1ntactical links wi1ich express the conce~tual rela

tionshii,,S among these statements, constitute the t-aradi c;,

matic structure and diction. 'loc;,etner ti1ese cieterminanta 

of selection and S}'ntacticQl linkage effect a literary text 

unifieci t11ematically and stylistically. 9 heinen,ann ex

plains that sections of midrashiru which a re thematically ir

relevant were included by the editors Lecause they selected 

material uy pativah. In other words, a whole section oi 

material would Le includeu even if only a ~art of the sec

tion we re t :-ie1.1at1cally relevant. Otner micirashic state-

1;1ents which seem to be then1atically irrelevant are, accord

ing t o l,einen,ann, in fact not. kat,1er , tuere is a "dialec

tical" relationship among midrashic statements which 

accounts for their theiJatic unity. Relevant and apparently 
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irrelevant midrashic statements may relate to each other 

a.a thesis and antithesis, proposition and corollary, or 

even as the simple association of images or ideaa. In 

fact, Heinemann claims that, properly understood, miaraahic 

statements that do not appear to fit the overall theme of a 

midraah really underscore the essential unity of the text. 

Heinemann'& concep t of a thematic •dialectic• may 

cause u. to raise an important methodological question. 

Heinemann recognizes the need to account for literary unity 

in the Midrash, and tries to do so by considering the 

structural integration of disparate thematic elements. hCJw

ever, a •dialectic• or association of images or icieas is 

finally too amorphous a critical tool. The "dialectic" is 

in reality simply a suggestion of one theme by another, 

certainly too vague and subj ective a criterion to be of much 

hel~ to t ne critic. One would expect that any literary 

"dialectic" would inclucie such forms of literary related

ness as irony, metaphor, symbol, emblem, etc. Tnat here 

it does not demonstrates that Heinemann's view of midrasnic 

structure and language remains basically literal-minaed. 

Midrashic statements still have no referents beyond what 

they actually "say," that is, the theme which they express. 

The literary model advanced by heinemann occasions 

yet another metnodological ~roblem. Like the traditional 

students of Midrash, he creates a model which does not in

corporate the influence of non-Jewish source material and 



' 
literary forms upon rabbinic exegesis. Heinemann analyse■ 

midra■hic texts as though they existed in a cultural vacuum. 

Although the literary structure of the Midra■h may be unique, 

it is unlikely that it is sui generis and, therefore, that 

the question of external influence can be adequately treated 

by silence. As the work of scholars such as Noy, Daube, 

Fi■chel and Ginzburg has shown, it is crucial that any lite

rary model take cognizance of the relationship between mid

ra■hic text■, and external source material and literary con

ventions. 

We now turn to the work of Dov Noy which in many 

way■ exemplifies the approach of those scholars concerned 

with the impact of external literary sources upon the Mid

rash. Noy ha■ expended great effort in cataloguing many 

folk 100tifs and tale types which appear in talmudic and 

midraahic sources. He has also begun to trace the ways 

this folk material traveled to Palestine in the Tannaitic 

and Amoraic periods. 10 In doing this, Noy has adcpted the 

theoretical construct of general folklore with little or no 

qualification . He seems to ask no questions of the Midrash, 

as a repository of folk literature, which any folklorist 

would not ask of any body of folk literature. 

In relying upon formulations of the general func

tional characteristics of motifs and tale types to explain 

how folk material functions in midrashic texts, Noy has 

ignored the literary quality of the Midrash. He ha■ 
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performed an invaluable service in outlining the mode of 

tranamiaaion of folk material which surfaces in varioua 

midraahic statements. Neverthelesa, the fact that folk mate

rial appear• in midrashim which have undergone conscious 

editing implies that these post-Tannaitic document• en

capsulate oral literature in a strongly qualified form. 

That the Torah She-b'al Peh has been preaerved in written 

documents surely affects the structural function of any 

oral folk ■ources included in the Midraah, whatever their 

provenance. Furthermore, the linking of folk literature 

in the Midrash to Biblical verses and narratives shows a 

proce■s of adaptation which is both orally and textually 

directed. The literary qualification of oral tradition 

entailed in the existence of midrashic texts places rr~d

rashic composition outside the conventional limits of folk 

literature assumed by Noy . The work of Braude and Heine

mann, among others, describing the literary quality of 

midrashic texts, shows that the theoretical structural 

canons of outside literary models or sources cannot be 

applied to the Midrash without adaptation. Noy, like 

Heinemann, advances a model which is largely insensitive 

to the characteristics of Midrash unearthed by other models. 

Another drawback to Noy's approach to midrashic 

criticism is its literal-minded view of the internal struc

ture of the Midrash. He understands folk material imbeddeo 

in midrashic texts to be related primarily to motifs or 



tale types, that is, to theoretical constructs outside the 

text. Isolated midraahic statements which refer to motif• 

or tale types are not significant because of their rela

tionahip to the tonal quality or thematic development of 

their literary context, but because of their relationship 

outaide theoretical constructs. They are basically pre

aerved bita of folk literature. 

• 

It is apparent, then, that the problems entailed in 

Noy •• approach to midrashic criticism are the mirror image 

of those entailed in Heinemann's. whereas Heinemann ig

nores outside sources of material and outside literary 

models, Noy ignores the unique literary uses to which folk 

material is put in midraahic texts. Whereas Heinemann does 

not refer to literary theory in building his literary model, 

Noy relies altogether too much upon the general theory of 

folk literature to supply the functional context of the 

motifs and tale types he finds in rabbinic literature. 

These assessments of the work of Heinemann and Noy 

lead to a critical problem and challenge. Is it possible 

to formulate a critical approach to the study of Midraah 

which in~orporates both literary and folkloristic cate

gories? If a critical model is to do this, it must be based 

upon two assumptions : (1) Midrash is a literary genre which, 

like all literary genres, includes unique structural ele

ments as well as ones that are conunon to other genres; (2) 

Midrashic texts have drawn upon a variety of sources, both 



Jewiah and non-Jewish, which have undergone adaptation and 

structural integration in the editorial proceaa . A criti

cal approach based on these two assumptions will focua on 

the modes of literary relatedness by mean• of which the 

adaptation and structural integration of sources is 

effected. By •modes of literary relatedness• I mean the 

varioua ways in which structural elements in the Midraah 

refer both to each other and to the Biblical text, form

ing a unified whole within a particular text and among 

texta. The •modes of literary relatedness• include the 

basic critic al categoriea of literature and folk li tera

ture, as well as the particular ways, unique to Midrash, 

that these critical categorie~ are adapted and integrated. 

As points of departure in ·che development of such 
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a model, I have chosen to work with three approaches taken 

from other fields which can be adapted to the needs of 

midraahic criticism. The work of Claude Levi-Strauss, 

Vladimir Propp and Michael Ri ffaterre represent three modes 

of literary-structural analysis from which one can glean 

i mportant concepts applicable to the analysis of Midrash. 

Each ha£ the obvioua advantage of being germane to both 

literary and folkloristic textual criticism. In addition, 

each addresses the problems of the relation of sources to 

texts and the structure which underlies the integration of 

multifarious sources in a text. 

The critical model I will develop from the work of 
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Levi-Strauss, Propp and Riffaterre I will apply to two re

lated Biblical narratives: Jacob's stay with Laban in 

Padan-aram and Moses' star with Jethro in Midian. Each i• 

a narrative which concerns the motif of the shepherd. The 

sequence of events in one narrative parallels the aequence 

of events in the other. Both narratives are storiea, that 

ia, types of sustained narratives, and tales, that is, they 

contain the motifs and structural components which mark the 

folktale (the sustained nature of these narratives is too 

obvious to require detailed comment, the tale yualities, 

considerably more obscure, will be the subject of extended 

consideration). These two narratives were chosen, then, 

because their inherent qualities lend themselves quite 

readily to both literary and folkloristic analysis. They 

are tailor-naae for the kind of rnidrashic criticis~ I have 

projected. 

I should point out some important limitations I 

have made in determining the range of midrashic material 

I will consider in the course of this analysis. I have 

directed my attention to Palestinian Alioraic midrashira . 

This lin: tation gives the material ur.der consideration a 

cultural and historical integrity which conveniently 

allows for generalization. Cultural and geographical vari

ation in literary form or interpretive tradition has there

fore been eliminated as a factor to be taken into account 

by thus delimiting the rnidrashic material. This definable 
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framework on the level of culture corresponds to the choice 

of Biblical narratives on the level of literary genre. 



PA.RT I 

The Critical Problem of Literary Unity 
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In order to illustrate the need for a structural 

approach to midrasnic analysis which combines both lite

rary and folkloristic categories, it is first necessary to 

explore the nature of the critical problem faced by prior 

stud.ent.s of Midrash. In particular, one must concentrate 

upon the problem of literary unity in midrashic texts. 

While the problem of literary unity can be raised in 

examining the exegetical midrashim, it is in relation to 

the homiletic midrashim that the question embodies most of 

the anomalies that have plagued modern critics. 

Among those scholars who recognize the "literary" 

character of the homiletic midrashim, there is general 

agreement that a process of editing and combining of a 

variety of traditional sources underlies the texts. The 

work of the editor(s) consisted of the selection of sources 

and the linking of these sources through the use of various 

rhetorical devices and glosses. The extent of editorial 

creativi ty was minimal or, at best, secondary and deriva

tive. 

It is obvious that the selection of materials and 

their interweaving are the critical components of any lite

rary unity the texts demonstrate. A highly edited text, 
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then, is one in which the themes of the materials chosen 

have been skilfully integrated. This integration, achieved 

not only by a judicious selection but also by a harmonious 

stylistic linkage, is the basis of literary unity. A uni

fied text evinces a central theme and a consistent range of 

motifs and images. In addition, the rhetorical terms used 

by the editor(s) have dense, connotative meanings which 

lend a logically integrated structure Md development to 

the motifs and images. Joseph Heinemann and William Braude, 

who are among those scholars whose work has led to a re

evaluation of the literary character of the Midrash, base 

their cases in large measure upon the criteria of selection 

and stylistic linkage. 

Heinemann has argued that there is a definable 

paradigmatic structure evinced by the homiletic midrashim.
1 

One or more proems, which may be simple or complex, typi

cally open the homiletic midrash, ultimately arriving at 

a statement of the pericope. An explication of the peri

cope follows, constituting the body of the midrash. There 

is a peroration at the end of the homily. This paradigm 

is the )Utcome of an editorial process in which the edi

tor(s) select midrashic statements or bativot, only part 

of which may relate to the central theme of the midrash. 

The bativot are stitched together by rh•torical terms, each 

midrashic text having its own characteristic set. The cen

tral theme expressed in the bativot, reinforced by the 
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rhetorical links, effects a litera.rily unified text. 

Braude adds to Heinemann•s paradigm by maintaining that 

the rh~torical terms employed by the editors have a wider, 

more logically integrative function than is generally 
2 supposed. 

Other scholars, however, point to the large number 

of passages in most piskaot (chapter divisions) which seem 

to be thematically irrelevant as indications of a lack of 

unity in the homiletic midrashim. On this basis, for in

stance, A.Goldberg claims that the process of selection of 

material is essentially random. Moreover, he claims, the 

paradigm proposed by Heinemann is severely undercut by 

the many midrashim which lack one or another of its struc

tural elements, or re-arrange them. To simply call such 

texts "defective" is not, in his opinion, correct. Heine

mann•s belief that the thematic l ogic of the homiletic 

Midrash is primaril y "dialectic" or associative, rather 

than syllogistic, and that this "dialectic" accounts for 

many passages which appear to be thematically irre levant, 

equally comes under attack. 3 

It is clear that both parties to this dispute raise 

telling questions for the opposing point of view . It is 

ludicrous to claim that there is no significant degree of 

literary unity in many midrashic texts. It is equally far

fetched to suggest that the large number of midrashim 

which do not conform to any paradigm are simply "defective.• 
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The seeming impasse which marks the debate between 

Heinemann and Braude, on one side, and Goldberg, on the 

other, is rooted in two basic problems which have plagued 

those who argue for the literary unity of the homiletic 

midrasnim. One problem is their reliance upon one basic 

paradigm which is too inflexible. Any kind of paradig

matic analysis must either advance a model which itself 

accounts for variation, or must advance several different, 

albeit related, models. The inflexibility of Heinemann's 

proposed paradigm is the ground of much of Goldberg's 

criticism. 

A second problem which besets the paradigmatic 

approach outlined by Heinemann is its dependence upon theme 

as the primary determinant of literary unity . The juxta

position of thematically disparate midrashic statements 

necessarily implies that if a particular midrash is uni

fied, it is not theme which is the basis of unity. The 

"dialectical" or associative quality of midrashic unity of 

theme illustrates this point. This relationship of images 

and ideas must be grounded either in the subjective valu

ation o~ the critic or upon some system of conventions, 

known to the reader, which allows one image or idea to refer 

to another . Such a system of conventions, if it is to allow 

for r eference, must be coherent. It is this coherence among 

conventions, not the simple "association" of themes, which 

underlies literary unity. 
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Special attention must be paid to the one major 

attempt at presenting a "biblical/midrashic narrative• to 

date. In publishing his Legends of the Jews, 4 Louis Ginz

berg stated as his goal to 

••• gather from the original sources all Jewish 
legends, in so far as they refer to Biblical per
sonages and events, and reproduce them with th~ 
greatest attainable completeness and accuracy.5 

In presenting what he considered to be the •mainstream of 

Jewish thought and feeling," Ginzberg was interested in 

executing a straightforward, chronologically structured 

narrative . 6 Ginzberg freely admits that the sheer vol ume 

of the material under consideration, as well as the space 

limitations with which he had to contend, led to his rele

gating much material to the notes, or combining several 

sources into one "typical" legend. To further his goal of 

creating a "smooth• narrative, Ginzoerg decided to cite 

conflicting versions in different, "appropriate" places in 

the text. 

Such qualifications only mask the methodological 

difficulties which beset Ginzberg's use of the model of a 

chronological narrative. Two of the more crucial problems 

are conflicting points of view and chronological conflicts, 

both of which seriously impair the coherence of Ginzberg's 

narrative. Although such conflicts often overlap, two ex

amples, the primary quality of which correspond to the two 



conflicts cited, will suffice to show the nature of the 

methodological problem. 

18 

In recounting the miraculous events of Jacob•• 

journey from Canaan to Padan-aram, Ginzberg cites the tra

dition concerning Jacob's sleeping on the site of the 

Temple . One purpose of this nocturnal visit was God's de

sire to be revealed to the Patriarch. As noted in Bereshit 

Rabbah 68:10, such a revelation to one of God's chosen 

could only take place at night. 7 Somewhat later in the 

text, Ginzberg includes the legend, given in Bereshit 

Rabbah 74:6-7, that on those occasions when God needed to 

be revealed to the Gentiles, such theophanies took place 

at night, as was the case in Laban's dream. 8 Ginzberg 

states that the notion of divine revelation to the Jews 

taking place in the daytime and divine revelation to the 

Gentiles takinq place at night is the normative one. 9 This 

is a clear instance of two mutually exclusive traditions of 

interpretation becoming, in the context of one narrative, 

two conflicting points of view . Unless we have recourse to 

Henri Frankfort's concept of mythopoeic thought, whereby 

"primitive" humans could sustain opposing explanations of 

various phenomena simultaneously, then it is impossible to 

understand how both points of view on revelation can be 

parts of a unified narrative. 

An example o f chronological conflict can be found 

in two different accounts of Jethro's actions in giving his 
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daughter Zipporah to Moses in marriage. Ginzberg cites one 

legend fran Wa-Yosha' 42 and 43, which tells the story of 

how Moses gained Zipporah's hand by uprooting a magic rod 

growing in Jethro's garden, being thrown into a pit for hi• 

pains, and ultimately being saved by Zipporah's ingenious 

trick played upon her father. In this tale, Jethro places 

one condition upon the marriage between Moses and Zipporah : 

every other child must be brought up as an idol-worshipper.10 

Shortly thereafter, Ginzberg mentions the midrashim which 

tell us that, in gratefulness for Moses's saving of his 

daughters from the shepherds, Jethro gives his daughter 

Zipporah to the hero in marriage, but adjures Moses not to 

leave without permission, taking his wives and his posses-
11 sions as Jacob did to Laban. This legend, recounted in 

Shemot Rabbah 1.33 and Tanbuma Shemot 12, clearly embodies 

a point of view which conflicts with the first legend. 

However, a chronological conflict is also imbedded in this 

legend, for it implies that two different occurrences hap

pened to the same people in the same place at the same 

time. Such a situation is impossible in the context of 

what we wo•1ld normally understand as a sustained narrative . 

The two problems I have illustrated, namely con

flicting points of view and chronological conflicts, force 

us to conclude that a simple chronological narrative struc

ture is an inadequate model for midrashic criticism. Surely 

a coherent narrative has a consistent point of view and a 
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consistent time framework, or at least a consistent pattern 

of alternation of points of view and shifting of time frame

works. It is clear that the structure of the Midraah, and 

hence any criteria by which we determine its literary unity, 

are far more complex than a simple, sequential recitation 

of events. 

We begin to see that if there is a kind of unity in 

the homiletic midrashim it cannot be slavish mimicry of any 

inflexible paradigm or set of paradigms. Likewise, lite

rary unity in these texts cannot reside solely in an often 

loose and sometimes artificial thematic or narrative unity. 

Rather, literary unity must lie in a coherence of f~rm and 

content, that is, in a structure in which the formal quali

ties of thought (content, theme) and the conceptual quali

ties of form (metaphor, symbol, emblem, etc.) coincide and 

reinforce one another. An adequate critical model allows 

for a holistic comprehension of the literary phenomenon 

being examined. It is a grave error (unfortunately, one 

made by Heinemann) to regard form and content as something 

less than inextricably linked together and, on the deepest 

structural level, mutually revealing . 

In order to detail such a critical approach it is 

necessary to immerse ourselves in the theories of scholars 

such as Claude Levi-Strauss, Vladimir Propp and Michael 

Riffaterre . Although their theories concern different 

areas of interest and the models they present are unique, 
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each of these men has dealt with the question of the rela

tionship between form and content in literary texts from 

the standpoint of holistic structures. Their work, then, 

is a particularly well suited starting point in building a 

critical model for the study of Midrash. In outlining 

their theories , I will define those concepts which I have 

borrowed and shaped into a critical method of analysis, 

and situate them in the larger context of literary/struc

tural thought. 

Vladimir Propp was one of the originators of the 

so-callen •tormalist" school of literary criticism. 12 Al

though this Russian scholar's most influential book, 

Morphology of the Folktale, first appeared in 1928, it was 

not until 1958 that its impact was felt in Europe and 

America, when the English translation first appeared. 13 As 

the title of this book implies, Propp was chiefly interested 

in the "form" or "shape" of the folktale . Taking his cue 

from the biological sciences, Propp endeavored to create a 

system of classification for the folktale: 

Since the tale is exceptionally diverse, and evidently 
cannct be studied at once in its full extent, the 
material must be divided into sections, i.e., it must 
be classified. Correct classification is one of the 
first steps in a scientific description. The accuracy 
of all further study depends upon the accuracy of 
classification.14 

There were several important attempts at folktale 

classification before Propp's , though he found these systems 
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inadequate for the most part. The first attempt in the 

classification of the folktale was the division by "cate

gory," which is determined by the major focus of the story. 

w. Wundt, for example, proposed such categories as the 

mythological, fairy, biological, genealogical, joke and 

moral tale. Such as classification, according to Propp, 

is coarse and subjective. 15 

In its next stage of development, classification by 

"ccit.egory" was supplemented by a consideration of "theme" 

or "type," as in the system advanced by A. Aarne. Propp 

maintains that since many folktales exhibit more than one 

"therrie," this system of classification is both arbitrary 

d 
. 16 an 1.nexact. 

The third major criterion of classification was the 

' "motif." As defined by A.N. Veselovski, a "motif" is: 

• . . the simplest narrative unit •... The feature 
of a motif is its figurative, monomial schematism; 
such are those elements incapable of further decompo
sitioy which belongs to lower mythology and to the 
tale. 7 

Veselovskij implies that the relationship among "motif," 

"theme" and tale is much like the relationship among an 

a tom, a molecule and matter. As such, "motifs" are both 

logically unified and indissoluble, the most basic element 

of the tale. However, Propp demonstrates that "motifs" are 

not monomial, since many "motifs" can have the same function 

and one "motif" can have many functions. To carry the 
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figure further, atoms are themselves composed of ■ub-atomic 

particles and are found in many different combinations. 

Furthermore, Propp contends that since the sentence, the 

most basic logical component of a folktale, may contain one 

or more •motifs," it is possible to claim that the "motif" 

is either logically unified or indissoluble, but not both. 

Therefore, Propp claims that classification by •motif" is 

at least misleading and inexact. 18 

Propp's own system of classification has two funda

mental levels . The first level is modeled upon the system 

of classification used in the natural sciences, namely, a 

division according to "form." On this level, Propp dis

tinguishes between tales, fables, anecdotes, etc., as well 

as their various sub-classes. On the second level, each 

"form" is made up of a characteristic pattern, order or 

sequence of structural elements called "functions.• 

The qualities of these "functions" are grounded in 

the syntactic and grammatical structure of language. As 

Propp eloquently states: 

Is it possible to speak about the life of a language 
with~ut knowing anything about the parts of speech, 
i.e., about certain g roups of words arranged accord
ing to the laws of their changes? A living language 
is a concrete fact--grammar is its abstract sub
stratum. These substrata lie at the basis of a great 
many phenomena of life, and it is precisely to this 
that science turns its attention. Not a single con
crete fact can be explained without the study of 
these abstract bases.19 

In likening folk literature to a "living language," Propp 
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has given us a very important clue for unaerstanding his 

system of classification. A "form" is similar to a sen

tence in that both have a syntax. The syntax of a folk 

•form• is its arrangement of •functions" (functional pat

tern). The analogy between •form• and sentence also ex

tends to grammar . Just as a sentence has parts of speech 

with various inflections, so each "form" has • tunctions• 

which have various typical modes of expressions. The 

rules of syntax and grammar determine the structure of a 

sentence: functional patterns and the modes in which 

"functions• are expressed determine the structure of a 

" form." 

In Morphology of the Folktale, Propp outlines 

thirty-one •functions" which constitute the "form• of the 

fairy tale. 20 It is Propp's belief that the order of these 

"functions• never varies, although a particular tale may 

lack one or more of them. With the single exception of the 

functional pattern, there is no constant factor in the 

tale. Propp asserts that the details in which each •func

tion" are clothed and the identity of the dramatis personae 

who perform these "functions• are variables. These formal 

variables are important, however, in comparing parallel 

"functions" in two or more instances of a form, although 

not in defining "form" itself. The variation of character 

and descriptive detail in •functions" with identical struc

tural roles is called "transformation" of "functions." 
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It must be noted, however, that in each •form• 

every "function" has a range of typical modes. For ex

ample, the first "function• in Propp's list is "absenta

tion,• i.e., a member of a family leaves home. Thia may 

happen in one of three typical ways: an older familt mem

ber leaves, one or both parents die (an •intensive• mode), 

or a younger family member leaves. Although the identity 

of the family member, or how the family member leaves, may 

vary, the fact that •absentation• takes precedence over all 

other "functions," and that one of three modes of •absenta

tion• will be present, is constant. 

In comparing tales , the concept of "transformation• 

is most important. According to Propp, it signifies: (1) 

a character, animal or object can perform a variety of 

"functions• in different tales; (2) a character, animal or 

object can perform several different •functions" in the same 

tale; (3) disparate characters can perform the same "func

tion• in the same or different tales . Thus , Propp suggests 

that two or more tales may vary in the identity of their 

characters and in the details of their actions and yet have 

identical structures. By examining the sequence or pattern 

of functional elements we can determine whether or not a 

group of tales have equivalent "forms." At the same time, 

the exact ways particular tales have undergone transforma

tion can be delineated with great accu.racy. 

Two parts of Propp's system of classification for 



the fairy .:.ale are airectly relevant: to tne study of !!!.s,

rasn. 'l'J1ere is, first of all, an uncanny correlation be

twcon the functional elements in the fairy tale and in 

biblical narratives. At tne saine time, however, the 

"fwlctiuna" 1,Li.ssin'4 in t he biblical narratives are often 

filled in by the r-iiurash, thereby creating a full tale . 

Second, midraahim connecteu to "fw1ctions" .-resent in a 

biblical narrative may ~reseut an Ecl,aborotion of those 

"functions,• e.g., by includin~ ~ifferent details or 

aavancinc:, an alte rnative mo~~. Third, Prop~•s conce~ta 
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of "form" and "function" are hi~hly useful tools for iso

latin~ isomorphic Biblical narratives. Lastly, transforma

tion is a principle wilicn is necessary for tracing struc

t~rally related midraahim which uiffer only in aetail anu/ 

c,r cnaracter. 'l'his powerful conce}Jt allows us to see how 

structural lacunae in the liiblical narrative are fleshec.. 

out: by midrasnim which vary yreatly on the surface, but on 

a aeeper level are structurally iaentical . 

i-Jhile FrOt-P chose the natural sciences and t he rules 

u.c grammar anci syntax for his models, Claude Levi-Strauss 

oraws u~on ~sychoanalysis, linguistics, information theory 

~nd sen,iology for nis. Like Freud, Levi-Strauss has con

centrated upon a search for the universal significance of 

hwnan tnou~ht. Levi-Strauss has t.neorized about folk 

lit,.i!rature, customs and social organization in much the 

selllle way as Freud had about dreams. lioth men have regardea 
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their material as collections of cultural artifacts which 

preserve the structure of human tnought. Beneath the 

apparent confusion in dreams, says Freud, or in folk lit

erature, says Levi-Strauss, lies a deeper coherence, mean

ing and logic. By revealing the structure which informs 

the dream and the folk tale, both Freud and Levi-Strauss 

have attempted to discover a set of universal truths 

about human beings, their thoughts and their perceptions. 

Levi-Strauss has tried to reduce the multi-faceted surface 

reality of human cultural phenomena to its most funda

mental structures, rooted in the operation of the human 

brain : 

Marxism seemed to me to proceed in t he same way as 
geology and psychoanalysis ••.• All three showed 
that understanding consists in the reduction of one 
type of reality to another; that true reality is 
never the most obvious of realities ..•. In all 
these cases the problem is the same: the relation 

between reason and sense-perception . 21 

Levi-Strauss maintains that human thought has a 

tripartite structure which is ultimately based upon a bi

polar structure of sense perception. Levi-Strauss believes 

that the t'hysiological structure of the brain causes human 

being~ to perceive the natural world, composed of continu

ous phenomena, as discontinuous. The range of discontinu

ous categories into which our brains divide sense experi

ence is bounded by two opposite values (e .g ., •up• and 

"down" are opposite values in the range of vertical 
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positions of an object). He comments that thia "biparti

tion of the universe into two categories• is: 

association by contrariety which is a universal 
feature of human thinking, so that we think by pairs 
of contraries, upwards and downwards, strong and 
weak, black and white.22 

In quoting this statement of Emil Durkheim's with approval, 

Levi-Strauss adds that the brain always strives to resolve 

such opposition by finding an intermediate value in the 

range. The resulting tripartite structure that the brain 

creates in mediating between the opposite values of the 

range is reproduced in the cultural products of human 

thought. Such a resolution of bipolar experience, or 

"how to make opposition, instead of being an obstacle to 

integration, serve rather to produce it," is the goal of 

all cultural products, including folk literature. 23 The 

meaning of all manifestations of human thought exhibits 

this tripartite structure. 

A short consideration of the relationship of light 

to the color spectrum will illustrate this principle of 
24 

the tripartite structure of human thought. While light 

is a cont4nuous natural phenomenon, the brain perceives 

light as distinct colors. These colors (discontinuous 

values) form a spectrum in which red and green are oppo

site values. The intermediate value in the range which re

solves the tension between red and green is yellow. If we 

compare human perception of the color spectrum to the 
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stop light, a~ultural product, it is clear that the atruc

tu.res are identical. The tripartite structure "opposite

intermediate-opposite• in the form of "red-yellow-green• 

underlies the meaning of the stop l ~ght, namely, "stop

caution-go.• The range of discontinuous opposites, bal

anced by intermediate values, is immense and includes many 

more complicated examples than this. Levi-Strauss be

lieves that in such cultural artifacts as folk tales this 

tripartite structure operates, although the number of 

variables (in the example given, color) is greater. Some 

examples of variables from fairy tales are age versus 

beauty (Snow White), biological parents verses step

parents (Cinderella), etc. 

Like Propp, Levi-Strauss owes a conceptual debt to 

t he study of language, though he utilizes language theory 

in a more sophisticated way. Propp builds upon the common

place distinction between grammar and syntax. Levi-Strauss 

extends the categories of S. Jakobson's theory of language 

formation to the structure of human thought in general and 

hence to the products of human thought. 

Jaxobson's theory of language formation is based on 

the binary relationship between hard and soft consonants, 

and high energy and low energy vowels. Although the range 

of consonantal and vowel sounds is continuous, it is none

theless perceived to be discontinuous. Thus, the ability 

to learn the basic sounds of language is inherent in the 
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structure of the brain. The same tripartite relationship 

described above is at work here . Jakobson suggests that 

two •vocalic triangles,• one for vowels and one for conso

nants, are basic to all languages. An undifferentiated 

consonant is split into an "opposite-intermediate-opposite• 

range (•p•-•k•-•t•); an undifferentiated vowel is similarly 

split ("u•-•a•-•i•). The consonant •k• and the vowel •a• 

mediate between •p•;•t• and •u•/"i" respectively. The two 

•vocalic triangles• correspond to each other in the follow

ing way: •p"/"u"-"k"/"a"-"t"/"i". 

Linguistic theory forms the conceptual bridge be

tween Levi-Strauss'& beliefs concerning the structure of 

human perception and the structure of the cultural products 

of human thought. We have already seen that the brain per

ceives and categorizes natural phenomena as tripartite 

bundles of discrete units. We know that the perceived 

structure of natural phenomena is replicated in human ex

pressions and shapes their meaning . It is now also clear 

that the range of consonants and vowels is the result of 

the action of the human brain on undifferentiated conso

nantal and vowel sounds based upon the binary oppositions 

r.ard/soft and high energy/ low energy. Similarly, Levi

Strauss believP.s that all cultural artifacts have a re

lated structure (although the number of binary relation

ships is often larger than two). In this way, all ex

pressions of the human brain exhibit the same fundamental 
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structure, namely, the structure of language. The degree 

to which they are closer to one of the two opposing polea, 

or to the intermediate value (i.e., the undifferentiated 

phenomenon), reflects the degree and kind of •elaboration• 

(the operation of culture on the undifferentiated phenomen.on) 

of which cultural products are the result. In effect, every 

cultural product is an instance of a language . 

The third element in Levi-Strauss's system derives 

from semiology and information theory. 25 These disciplines 

are concerned with the ways that signs and combinations of 

signs communicate information. In fact, they are expan

sions of language theory, and thus relate to any system of 

communicative signs. 

Levi-Strauss distinguishes between a "signal," a 

kind of trigger mechanism to which all animals respond, and 

a •sign," to which only human beings respond. These "signs" 

are the basic constituents of language. Levi-Strauss fur

ther distinguishes between "language• and "speech." The 

former is a total system of words, conventions and usages 

which exist as a give.n for individual speakers; the latter 

is the seLection made by an individua l speaker from the 

"language.• The English language is a "language• in this 

sense; the sentence "I go to the store" is speech. These 

somewhat conventional definitions of •language• and •speech• 

are widened by Levi-Strauss in important and fascinating 

ways. 
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"Language• also refers generally to any class, sub

class or group of "signs,• both verbal and non-verbal, 

which are related by virtue of their common function or 

meaning. Such "systems• include food, clothing, kinship 

relationships , etc., and their various sub-classes (i.e., 

kinds of food, clothing, kinship relationships, etc.). 

Selections made from these "systems" are called "syntagma.• 

A particular meal is a •syntagm• while kinds of food, from 

which a selection was made, constitute a "system." Levi

Strauss clearly means that both verbal and non-verbal 

•speech" is governed by rules of syntax, so that sequences 

of individual "signs• can be interpreted and can give in

formation. In this way we understand that any cultural 

product can be •read" in two ways : as "metaphorsH o r as 

"paradigms," i.e., in terms of the range of classes, sub

classes and groups from which the components of the cul

tural products are chosen, and as "metonymy" or "syntagm," 

i.e., the meaningful juxtaposition of such selections in a 

patt ern, order or sequence. 

Several concepts in Levi-Strauss's system are highly 

suggestive for midrashic analysis. The binary structure 

of human thought and perception, and the transference of 

this structure to cultural products (including literature), 

relate directly to the organization of themes in midrashim. 

Levi-Strauss has put forward a model for the logical struc

ture of cultural artifacts which Heinemann tried to explain 
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by his notion of a thematic "dialectic.• In addition, Levi

Strauss•e discussion of metaphoric and metonymic language 

"systems," and their relationship to cultural artifacts, 

adds a deeper dimension to Propp's treatment of functional 

elements. Using Levi-Straussian terms, Propp has dealt 

only with the metonymic level, the level of syntax, juxta

position, etc. In contrast, Levi-Strause allows us to look 

at the metaphoric aspects of literary structure; that is, 

what Propp calls "transformation" (i.e., the alteration of 

detail in functionally equivalent elements), Levi-~trauss 

has correctly recognized as a second aspect of structural 

unity. The process of selection as well as the process of 

juxtaposition contributes toward the structure of a cultural 

artifact. In the case of a midrashic text, this structure 

is called "literary unity." Finally, Levi-Strauas's the

ories invite us to view Midrash as an attempt, revealed 

in the very literary structure of the midrashim, to resolve 

a large set of fundamental antinomies posed by theology, 

11istory and society. In this connection, Levi-Strauss 

has written: 

The purpose of myth is to provide a logical model 
c~pable of overcoming a contradiction (an impossible 
achievement if, as it happens, the contradiction is 
real) •••• The inability to connect two kinds of 
relationships is overcome (or rather replaced) by the 
assertion that the contradictory relationships are 
iaentical inasmuch as they are both self-contradictory 
in a similar way.26 

Michael Riffaterre is one of the contemporary critics 
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who have adapted Levi-Strauss's structuralist categories 

to literary analysis. In an essay entitled "The Stylistic 

Approach to Literary History ,"27 Riffaterre has advanced 

several ideas which may be effectively applied to the 

study of midrashic texts. 

Riffaterre views a literary text as the intersection 

of several sets of complementary forces. These forces 

fonn a kind of grid in relation to which a text is "situ

ated" or "located," that is, becomes related to other 

texts. One of the most important of these forces the 

chronological determinant of a text. There is a diachronic 

•1exicon• (in Levi-Strausaian terms, a "language") inher

ited by the writer, and a synchronic "lexicon• in use among 

the writer's contemporaries. These two "lexicons" (sets of 

words, conventions, usages, etc . ) qualify each other in the 

act of composition. In this way both tradition and taste, 

past and present, determine the structural options available 

to an author. 

How the diachronic and synchronic "lexicons" are 

used and combined in a text, that is, which of these struc

tural options have been chosen and which have not been 

chosen, is the deepest level of literary structure (this 

mode of selection is called by Levi-Strauss "speech"). 

Literary structure is determined not only by what an author 

includes, but also by what he or she excludes , in making a 

selection among the set of words, conventions and usages 

presented by the diachronic and synchronic "lexicons." 



Literary unity is not based simply upon adherence to or 

deviation from a paradigm or model of a genre, but alao 

upon the presence or absence of a logical pattern under

lying the lexical choices made by the author. Riffater:re 

implies that literary unity is grounded in a significant 

pattern of both adherence to and deviation from generic 

paradigms or models. Riffaterre's very flexible model of 

unity appears in stark contrast to the inflexible , and 

therefore limited, model proposed by Heinemann. 

l5 

Riffaterre further adapts Levi-Strauss's c ategories 

of •metonymy• and •metaphor• to literary analysis. In 

describing the roles of these concepts, Riffaterre main

tains that each word in a text is potentially both meta

phoric and metonymic. A word (or phrase) may be part of 

a "descriptive system" explicitly stated in the text (i . e., 

a "metaphor•) and/or a word (or phrase) may be a "kernel 

word," that is, a "characteristic lexical or syntactic 

component" which can identify a whole •descriptive system." 

As Riffaterre says: 

Even before being encoded within a tex t, words exist 
in our minds only in groups, in remarkably rigid 
associative sequences : nouns habitually go with 
adjectives or verbs that explicitly actualize their 
implicit semantic features. Entire sentences become 
cliches because they contain a stylistic feature 
that is deemed worth preserving . Finally, larger 
groups develop what may be called descriptive systems: 
they are built of nouns, adjectives, ready-made sen
tences, cliches; stereotyped figures, arranged around 
a kernel word that fits a mental model o f the reality 
represented by that word •.•. So well constructed 

• 



are these aystema that mention of one characteria
tic lexical or syntactic component is usually enough 
to identify the whole and can indeed be substituted 
for the whole.28 

l6 

As was the case with diachronic and synohronic 

"lexicons,• "metaphor• and "metonymy• are forces of the 

grid or axis in relation to which a literary text is 

located and its structure determined. The meaning of words 

in a text is fixed in two ways: from what "descriptive 

system• {in Levi-Straussian terms, "language•) they derive, 

and by their syntactical relation to other words in the 

text. When the "metaphoric" and "metonymic" dimensions 

of a text, in each of its functional elements, form a co

i1erent pattern, the text is said to have a unified the

matic structure. 

Several of Riffaterre's ideas are helpful in anal

yzing midrashic texts . Perhaps r.10st i mportant of these 

ideas is that expressions such as"~ ha-ma•aseh," "ro'eh 

ne'eman" and "zechut ~• are "kernel words" which relate 

to complex "descriptive systems." These "descriptive sys

tems" form a large part of what we might call the interpre

tive trad.tion of the Midrash. Secondly, in understanding 

the importance of t he author's (or editor's) selection from 

both diachronic and synchronic lexicons, we are able to 

add another criterion of literary unity in the Midrash. 

From these brief outlines of the systems developed 

by Propp, Levi-Strauss and Riffaterre, important concepts 
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for the analysis of Midrash have been isolated. These 

concepts apply to midrashic criticism on three basic 

levels of textual analysis. First, we may use these con

cepts to examine the surface structure of midrashim and 

their structural relationship to the Biblical narrative to 

which they are attached. Second, we may apply these ideas 

to the structural relationships among different •biblical/ 

midrashic narratives," that is, to different integral 

narratives composed of Biblical tales or stories and their 

corresponding midrashim. Third (and this applies specif

ically to Levi-Strauss' s theories and elements of Riffa

terre 's), we may use these concepts to uncover the deepest 

level of rabbinic thought which is embodied in the struc

ture of the •biblical/ midrashic narrative," especially 

pointing toward the types of resolutions of basic antino

mies which the Midrash strives to achieve. 

These three levels of analysis form the backbone 

o f the model of analysis I will pursue in the rest of this 

wo rk. I have chosen to concentrate upon the first level 

o f analysis, leaving the second and third levels for future 

projects. In considering the "biblical/midrashic narra

tives" of Moses in r,;idian and Jacob in Padan-aram, I hope 

that the fruitfulness of this sty l e of criticism will be 

demonstrated. 



PART II 

A. Analysis of the Biblical Narratives 
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My suggestion that Propp's concept of "form• is a 

useful model in midrashic analysis is made with full cog

nizance of the hybrid nature of midrashic texts. Midrash 

is not an independent literary phenomenon; rather, it 

exists in a complex structure which includes not only 

midrashim but also the Biblical verses to which they are 

attached. This statement holds true even when we consider 

the possibility that the midrashim were not actually asso

ciated with their corresponding Biblical material in the 

original manuscripts. Even if Biblical verses appeared 

together with their exegesis only as a result of later 

editing, a mental association between the two has to be 

considered implicit. As early as the pre-literary stage 

of their development, midrashim were part of a biblical/ 

miarashic narrative in the widest sense implied by the 

term "narrative." In other words, Midrash functioned as 

part of a two-termed, complex structure of Biblical and 

exegetical prose. Thus, in applying Propp's concept of 

"form" to the Midrash, we are speaking of the pattern or 

order of "functions" (formal elements) which constitute 

the biblical/midrashic narrative, and not the Biblical 

narrative alone. 

It is understood, then, that the biblical/midrashic 
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narrative (i.e . , the Biblical narrative plus the range of 

midrashim connected with it) forms an overarching structure 

for the Biblical story/ tale . The nature of this structure 

is determined by the relationship among the "functions" 

found in both the Biblical and midrashic material. Several 

logical possibilities present themselves. First, the mid

rashic material may supply "functions" missing in the Bib

lical narrative. Second, the midrashic material may elab

orate "functions" already present in the Biblical narrative. 

This may be done by "transforming• the details of the "func

tion," thereby retaining the same functional "sub-class, • 

or by proposing a midraah which fits an entirely different 

functional "sub-class. • 

By analyzing the "functions" manifested in each of 

t he two biblical/ midrashic narratives under consideration, 

that is , whether or not the Midrash in fact supplies missing 

"functions," elaborates functional "sub-classes," and/ or 

proposes alternative functional "sub-classes," one can 

ascertain the degree to which Propp's model is appropriate 

t o midrashic analysis . Furtilermore, an ap~lication of 

Propp' s conce pt of "form• to the biblical/ midrashic narra

tive will reveal the degree to which this model does not 

coincide with the full range of structural relationships 

between midrashim and the aiblical text. If a high level of 

correlati on between "form• and the "functions• embedded i n 

~~e biblical/ midrashic narrative is found, the structural 



relationship• between the two which do not fit Prop~•• 

model will embody significant divergences in which the 

unique qualities of the Midrash are manifested. Theae 

unique qualities will represent the Jewish adaptation of 

the folk literature •form" to the exegetical needa of the 

literary-oral genre Midrash. 

,1 

The application of the concept of "form• to Midrash 

necessarily involves two steps. The first step must be an 

examination and listing of the •functions• present in each 

of the Biblical narratives. The second step is a rehearsal 

of the midraahim connected with these narratives and an ex

~lanation of how they fit into the ~attern of "functions• 

there. A detailed attempt at the former will constitute 

t he remainder of this section. 

Propp lists thirty-one functions in his analysis of 

the "form• of the fairy tale in the third chapter of Mor

~hology of the Folktale. In reproducing his rubrics below, 

the only modification made has been to eliminate some of the 

"sub-classes• which are germane to the fairy tale alone. 

1. •Absentation• of a family member 
a. an older memter 
b . death of parent(s); intensive form 
c . a younger member 

2. "Interdiction• addressed to the hero 
a. a simple interdiction 
b, an order or suggestion; inverted form 

3. "Violation• of tne "interdiction• (and the 
entrance of the "villain 11 ) 

4. "Reconnaissance" by the •villain" 
a. questions or agents of the villain, to 

l~cate victim, precious object, etc. 
b. questions by victim of villain; inverted 

form 



S. •Delivery• of information 
a. villain receives answer 
b. victim receives answer 

6. •Trickery• by •villain• (in disguise) 
a. persuasion 
b. magic 
c. other means 

7. •complicity• by victim in the deception 
a. hero i• persuaded 
b . hero react■ mechanically to magic 

8 . •villainy" ia perpetrated upon family member 
a. villain abduct• someone 
b. villain seizes magical agent or helper, 

or precious object 
c. villain plunders in various forms 
d. villain causes bodily harm 
e. villain creates disappearance 
f. villain demands or entices victim 
g. villain expels someone 
h. villain casts a spell 
i. villain effects a substitution 
j. villain orders or commits murder 
k. villain enpriaons someone 
l. villain threatens matrimony 
m. villain threatens cannibalism 
n. villain torments 
o . villain declare• war 

8a. "Lack" or desire of a family member results 
a. a bride 
b. a magical agent 
c. a wondrous object 
d. a specific form (e . g., object containing 

what is lacked, etc.) 
e. a rationalized form (e.g., money) 

9. "Mediation• of lack or misfortune to the hero, 
resulting in a command or request that he go 
a. call for help, hero dispatched 
b. hero dispatched directly 
c. hero allowed to depart from home 
d. misfortune or lack announced 
e. banished hero taken away from home 
f, condemned hero secretly freed 
g. lament sung 
("a"-"d" refer to seeker hero; "e"-"g" refer to 
victim hero) 

10. •aeginning counteraction" of seeker hero 
11. "Departure• of hero (and the entrance of the 

"donor") 
12. "The first function of ~1e donor" 

a. donor tests, hero 
b. donor greets and interrogates hero 
c. dying or dead person requests a service 



d. priaoner beg• freedom 
e. mercy requeated of hero 
f, diaputan~• requeat diviaion of property 
g . other requeata 
h. hoatile creature attempt• to deat.roy the hero 
i . hoatile creature fight• the hero 
j. hero offered magical agent in exchange 

13. •Tha hero'• reaction• 
a. hero doea or doea not pass teat 
b. hero doe• or doe• not anawer greeting 
c. hero doea or does not render aervice 
d, hero fr••• captive 
•· hero •how• mercy 
f. hero makes apportionment and reconcile• dia-

putanta (or deceive• them) 
g. hero performs other aervice 
h . hero uaea hi• enemy'• tactic• to eave hiiuelf 
i. hero doea or doea not beat hi• foe 
j. hero agree• to exchange and uaea magical 

agent againat the offerer 
14. •Proviaion or receipt of magical agent•1 

a. direct tranafer 
b. agent pointed out 
c. agent prei>ar•d 
d. agent aold and bought 
e. agent acquired by chance 
f. agent audclenly appears 
g. agent ingeated 
h. agent aeiaed 
i. charajtera place themselves at hero's dis

poaal 
15. •spatial tranaference between two kingdoms, 

guidance• related to hero's aearch 
a. via air 
b. via ground or water 
c. hero ia led 
d. route i• shown 
e . stationary means (e.g . , atairs) 
f. follow• (bloody) tracks 

16. "Struggle" between "hero" and "villain" 
•· in open combat 
b. in a competition 

17. •ar~nding, marking• of the hero (in battle) 
a, on body 
b . receipt of token (e.g., ring, towel) 

18 . "Victory• over •villain" 
a. in 0E-9n combat 
b . in competition 
c. killed in preliminary fight 
d . baniahed directly 



19 . Misfortune or lack i s rectified by acquisition 
of object of search 
a. by force or cleverness 
b. by rapid actions of several persona 
c. by enticement 
d. by direct result of preceding action• 
e. by uae of magical agent 
f. object is caught 
g. by breaking a spell 
h. a dead person ia rev ived 
i. a captive is freed 
j. by the same means aa a magical agent 

20. •Return• of the hero 
21. •Pursuit, chase• of the •hero • by the •villain• 

a . by flight 
b . demands guilty person 
c. pursues by transformati on into animal• 
d. pursues by transformation into alluring 

object in hero's path 
e. by eating hero 
f . by killing hero 

22. •Rescue• of the hero from pursuit 
a. by flight (or speedy escape) 
b. places obstacles in pursuer's path 
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c. hero becomes unrecognizable by transformati on 
into objects, etc. 

d. hero hides or is hidden 
e. hero avoids temptations 
f. hero avoids being eaten 
g. hero is saved from murderous attempt 

23 . •unrecognized arrival• of the hero 
a . arrival home (usually as artisan, etc. ) 
b . arrival at king's court (often as a cook, 

groom, etc.) 
24. •unfounded clai ms• made by false hero 

a. brothers, etc. 
b. a general, a water-carrier, etc. 

25. •oifficult task• is proposed to "hero" 
a. ordeal by eating 
b. ordeal by fire 
c . riddle guessing, etc . 
d. ordeal by choice 
e. test of strength, courage, skill, or endurance 
f . tests of supply and manufacture 

26. •solution" of task 
a. correspond exactly to the task 

27. •Recognition• of the hero 
a. b y mark o r brand 
b , by possession of a token 
c. by performance of a task 
d. after a long separation by relatives 
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28. •Exposure• of the false hero 
a. result of unsuccessful completion of a task 
b. telling of a story which expose■ the villain 

by hie reactions 
c. similar exposure by singing a song 

29. •Transfigu.ration• of the hero 
a. by magical action of a helper 
b. hero builds a palace 
c. hero dona new clothes 
d. achieved by deception 

30. •Punishment• of the •villain• 
a. various means (e.g., shot, banished, dragged 

by horse, commits suicide, etc.) 
b. magnanimous pardon; inverted form3 

31. •wedding• of the •hero• (and ascension to the 
throne) 
a. bride and kingdom given immediately 
b. half of kingdom given, second half given 

upon death of parents 
c. if bride ia not a princess, no kingdom is 

given 
d. sometimes kingdom is only reward 
e . sometimes compensation other than kingdom 

is given (e.g., money) 

One need add only one qualification to Propp's sug

gested •form.• The list of •functions• is not simply a 

taxonomy, but also a narrative order of •functions" which 

develop sequentially. Prop~ points out that many tales end 

with •function• 22, the •rescue• of the hero from pursuit. 4 

The further resolution of the tale, i.e., the hero's 

arrival at home, marriage, etc., may take place at this 

t,X)int. However, in many other tales this is not the case. 

A second act of villainy may occur, usually parallel to the 

first, a lthough sometimes not . In either case, the •func

tions• appropriate to acts of villainy are repeated. 

"Functions• 24-30 grow out of the second act of villainy. 

Thus, Propp claims that one tale may contain two or more 
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"IQOvea,• each of which corresponds to a villainous act. 5 In 

a tale of two or more "moves," we can distinguish a aeries 

of tales which have been combined. A new "move" repr•••nta 

both a continuation of the first tale (and its •function•"> 

and the introduction of a new tale. In this way it ia pos

sible to separate two or more tales within a larger tale . 

The concept of "move• is especially relevant to Biblical 

narrative• which often are, as we shall see, an inter

weaving of many different tales into a single, chronologi

cal account. 

We are now prepared to consider the "forms" present 

in the Biblical narrative• concerning Moses in Midian and 

Jacob in Padan-aram. We shall proceed to compare the 

"functions" (hereafter abbreviated F.) and their "sub

claaaea• (hereafter abbreviated sc.) listed by Propp with 

the narrative elements in each of these Biblical narratives. 

Jacob in Padan-aram: Gen. 28:l to 32:1 (Tale I) 

Thia tale , which is actually a part of the story of 

Jacob's career, begins with the departure of this patriarch 

f rom Canaan in search of a wife. The preliminary "func

tions" (namely, F. 1, absentation, F. 2, interdiction, and 

F. 3, violation of interdiction) are missing from the main 

body of this tale (Gen. 28:1-32:1), but are nonetheless 

the impetus for Jacob's search. In Gen. 28:1-2 we find the 

imminent death of Isaac, Jacob's father, as well as his 

interdiction against marrying a Canaanite women and his 



order to marry a kinswoman. The former exemplifies F. l, 

sc. b. the absentation of a family member in the form of 

the death of a parent; the latter is an instance of both 

F. 2, sc. a (a simple interdiction) and F. 2, sc. b (the 

inverted form of an order or suggestion). Thus, both ab

sentation and interdiction underly Jacob's journey to 

Padan-aram in search of a bride, which can now be seen as 

a fulfillment of Isaac's order (F. 3, violation of the 

interdiction in the inverted form of the performance of 

an order--both order and interdiction are found in Gen . 

28:1). In this connection, it is important to note that 

the story of Jacob's dream at Beth-el, in which he ~aw 

angels ascending and descending a ladder to heaven, and 

his wrestling match with an angel, is an interjection of a 

separate tale into the one concerning Jacob's journey to 

Padan-aram in search of a wife, related to the inter

weaving of tales in the process of Biblical redaction. 

Gen. 29:1, which repeats the fact of Jacob's leaving his 

home in Canaan, is thus a narrative gloss made necessary 

by the interjection of the tale concerning Jacob's dream. 

J ~cob's arrival at the well and his ensuing conver

sation with the shepherds (Gen. 29:2-9) gives an example of 

F. 4, reconnaissance by the villain. Information about 

Laban's whereabouts, elicited by Jacob ' s questions, can be 

seen as sc . b, the inverted form of the interrogation of 

the villain by the victim, when we recognize that the 



shepherd• are aimply •transformations• of Laban and hi■ 

sona . Furthermore, information about Jacob'• preaence ia 

relayed to Laban, the villain, by Rachel who, a■ the ahep

herd of her father's flocks, is his agent (Gen. 29:12) . 

Thia element of the narrative represents F. 4, ac. a , the 

eliciting of information about the victim by the villain or 

the villain'• agents. 

Gen . 29:15-30 recount• Jacob's marriage to both 

Leah and Rachel. It is Laban'• deception of Jacob which 

result■ in his marriage to the older sister. Although 

Laban seemingly agreea to Jacob'• request for permission to 

marry Rachel, the Biblical narrative makes it clear that 

Laban never intended to have Rachel marri ed before her 

older sister, Leah. When Jacob charges Laban with having 

•beguiled• him (Gen. 29:25) , Laban responds that it is the 

custom of his land to give the older daughter in marriage 

before the younger (Gen. 29 : 26) . When Jacob offers to 

serve Laban for aeven years in order to gain Rachel's hand, 

Laban apparently agrees, saying •1t is better that I give 

her to thee, than that I should give her to another man: 

s tay with .ne• (Gen. 29:19) . Here is an example of F. 6, 

s c. a, trickery by the villain by means of persuasion. Gen. 

29 : 19, which informs us that the seven years he served 

Laban seemed "but a few days,• indicates Jacob's unwitting 

~articipation in Laban's trick (F. 7, ac. a, the complicity 

of the victim is gained by the villain's persuasion). 
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Furthermore, Gen. 29:15-30 also contains an act of 

villainy (F. 8) which leads to a lack (F. Sa). By aub

atitutin~ one daughter for another, Laban not only tricks 

JacuL but alao coerces him to serve another seven years for 

Rachel 's hand. This instance of F. 8, sc. i (an act of 

villainy by means of substitution) is a villainous act be

cause it leads to Jacob's essential enslavement to his 

uncle (F. 8a, sc. e, lack of a rationalized form, i.e., 

freedom). As a result of Laban's substitution of Leah for 

Rachel, the lack of a bride, specifically Rachel, is estab

lished (F. 8a, ec. a). The meciiation of this lack by 

announcement (F . 9, sc. d) is found in Gen. 29:25, where it 

is stated that in the morning Jacob discovered that it was 

Lea,1 and not Rachel who had been b rought into his tent. 

'l'hat the mediation of the lack of a bride (Rachel) is 

announced ia implied by the use of the world "behold. " 

The next instance of a "function" occurs in Gen. 

30:25, 26. Jacob's request for permission to leave is the 

beginning counteraction of the hero (F. 10). All the in

tervening material is another interjection which is irrel

evant to the tale of Jacob's search for a wife. Although 

not in the form of a tale, this material strongly echoes 

etiolo~ical folk literature connected with the provenance 

and significance of names in "tribal" history. Again, we 

see the process of Biblical redaction at work, an operation 

which breaks up the pattern of individual "functions" in a 



tale with other folk material. 

Laban is reluctant to grant Jacob permiaaion to 

leave his service. Jacob plays on thia reluctance, baaed 

on Laban's greed, by making a counter-proposal: he will 

accept aa wagea all the speckled goats in Laban'• flock. 

In thia account of Jacob's deception of Laban (Jacob will 

use peeled rod• to induce the birth of apeckled kioa) in 

Gen. 30: 32ff., we find an inverted form of F. 11, the de

parture of the hero. Gen. 30 : 36 informs ua that Laban 

leaves Jacob. The patriarch's plan ia, of cou.rae, a con

tinuation of the beginning counteraction of the hero. 
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The first "function" of the donor is found in Gen. 

31:14-16, where Rachel and Leah ~uestion Jacob concerning 

the prospect of returning to Canaan. This greeting and 

interrogation of the hero (F. 12, sc. b) is followed by an 

implied exchange of a magical agent between Rachel and 

Jacob (F. 12, sc. j): Rachel ■teals her father's t'rafim 

in order to neutralize the danger that Laban will be able 

to repossess his daughters or the flocks acquired by Jacob 

wnen they flee (Gen. 31:16) . While there is no direct 

textual evidence that Jacob responded to his wives' greet

ing and interrogation, or agreed to the exchange of the 

magical agent (F. 13, sc. band sc. j), nis pre~arations 

for leaving and the flight itself imply as much (Gen. 31: 

17, 18). Rachel's theft of the t'rafim in Gen . 31:19 

cr:-1,, sc. h, the provision or receipt of a magical agent 
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by seizure), immediately following the greeting and inter

rogation of the hero in Gen. 31:14-16, lends credence to 

th& supposition that an exchange of a magical agent is sup

pressed in the Biblical narrative. 

Jacob'• flight from Padan-a.ram to Canaan, that ia, 

from Laban's realm to the land of his father Isaac, ia evi

dence of the spatial transference of the hero between two 

kingdoms (F. 15). We note that the mention of camel• in 

Gen. 31:18 and of Jacob's traversing a river in Gen. 31:21 

indicate spatial transference by ground or water (F. 15, 

SC. b) • 

A struggle between the hero and the villain, the 

branding of the hero in battle, and the victory of the hero 

over the villain (F. 16, F. 17 and F. 18) are missing from 

the oiblical narrative . However, the reference in Gen. 31: 

20 to Jacob's outwitting of Laban in his secret flight may 

indicate that some combat or competition between the two 

(sc. a and ac. b of the above "functions") may have been 

suppressed in the text. 

The rectification of the lack by acquisition of the 

object of search, specifically as a result of preceding 

actious (F. 19, sc. d), is effected in Gen. 3l:18ff., as 

is the return of the hero (F. 20). That is, in fleeing 

from Padan-aram (with the t'rafim) Jacob secures his pos

session of the object of his search, namely a bride, gains 

his freedom, and begins his journey home. It become• clear 

' 
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that •functions• 16, 17 and 18 were auppreaaed in the Bib

lical text in favor of a conflation of the spatial tran■-

ference of the hero (F. 15) and the return of the hero 

(F. 20), both of which occur in Gen. 31:18ff. 

Gen. 31:23 recounts Laban's pursuit of hia aon-in

law, ending at Mt. Gil'ad. Thia pursuit of the hero by 

the villain by means of flight (F. 21, sc. a) ia followed 

in Gen. 31:24 by the mention of God'a revelation to Laban 

in a dream. In prohibiting Laban from harming Jacob in 

any way, God effects Jacob'• rescue (F. 23). It i■ si~

nificant that thi• theophanoua intervention has no parallel 

among the ••ub-claaaea• listed under •function• 23. Here 

we have an example of a theological adaptation of the "form• 

suggested by Propp, resulting from God's role as a redeemer 

and actor in history. 

With the advent of Laban's pursuit of Jacob and tne 

subsequent rescue (or salvation) of the hero, this tale be

gins a second •move.• Although we find no evidence of the 

unrecognized arrival of the hero (F. 23) , we do find that 

Laban makes unfounded claims (F. 24) in Gen. 31:26-30. 

Laban accuses Jacob of cheating him, of carrying away his 

daug~tera, of fleeing secretly, and of stealing his house

hold gods. That Laban performs a role usually associated 

with a false hero exemplifies the process of •transforma

tion,• that is, one character fulfilling more tilan one role 

in a tale (Laban, of course, is also the villain). However, 

' 



Laban's charge■ do not relate directly to the incorrect 

attribution of the hero's acts to a fal,e hero. Rather, 

they are the villain ' s charges that the hero is guilty. 

Thia might well con■titute a "sub-class• not li■ted by 

Propp. 
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It is necessary to point out that Gen. 3lil-2 con

tain• a similar charge made by Jacob'• cou■ins, Laban'• 

son■• Thia passage underscores the relationahip between 

Laban's charge■ and "function• 24, in that "sub-clasa" a, 

of "function• 24, concerns unfounded claims made by the 

brothers of the hero. Gen. 31:37 implies that Laban's 

sons were referred to as Jacou'a brothers. 

If both Gen. 31:26-30 and 31:1-2 are instances of 

unfounded claims, then the Biblical text presents what 

seems to be a confused sequence of "functions.• It is 

impossible to rule out deviation from the "form" described 

by Propp aa a reason for this confusion. However, the 

repetition of t.~is "function• leads to the possibility 

that the original order of "functions• in this tale may 

nave been modified in the course of redaction. It is very 

likely that two versions of the same tale have been com

bined: one version in which unfounded claims are made by 

Laban, and one in which unfounded claims are made by Laban's 

sons. In t he interweaving of these two possible versions, 

both sets of details ndght well have been retained. 

In Gen. 31:22ff. there is an example of "function• 
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25, the propoaition of a difficult taak for the hero, in 

an inverted form. Jacob suggests to Laban that he aearch 

the camp for the misaing t'rafim. This ordeal or teat 

doe• not precisely fit any of Propp's •aub-claase•• (e.g., 

ordeals by eating, fire or choice, etc.), although it may 

be related to riddle guessing (F. 25, sc. c). A riddle 

may be regarded as a verbal search (for a correct answer), 

or a search as a phyaical manifestation of a riddle (the 

object is parallel to tile anawer). Rachel'• hiding of 

the t'rafim and Laban's subsequent inability to find them 

constitute an inverted form of the aolution of the task 

(F. 26), which corresponds exactly to the task itsel f . 

Continuing the inverted form, Laban's failure im~lies 

Jacob'• succeaa, thus illustrating the recognition of the 

hero. In other worda, Jacob is proven to be the true hero 

when Laban's unsuccessful search reveals him to be the 

false hero . This, then, is an inverted form of "function• 

27, •aub-claas• c, the recognition of the hero by his suc

cessful completion of a taak. 

According to Gen. 31:36, ~acob and Laban •strove" 

with each other. Here, again, we find evidence of the 

Biblical narrative's deviation from Propp's outline of the 

•torm• of the tale. This conclusion is based upon the 

similarity between this action and the struggle between the 

hero and the villain in open combat (F. 16, sc. a). We 

note that such a battle might more logically have occurred 
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earlier in the narrative, namely, precisely at the place 

where we would have expected F. 16, F. 17 and F. 18 (the 

struggle "functions") , but where the■e "functions• are, in 

fact, abaent. Jacob's statement in Gen. 31:36ff., which 

includes hi• own righteous actions and Laban's tre■pa••e• 

after an introductory comment that Jacob was angry and 

fought with hi• uncle, implies that he won a struggle with 

Laban (P. 18, sc. a). It is once more necesaary to con

sider the effect of redaction upon the •form• of the Bib

lical tale. 

Jacob's rather lengthy recitation of the history of 

his relations with Laban corresponds with F. 28, sc. b, 

the exposure of a false hero by telling a story. The 

false hero is exposed by his reaction to the story in 

this "sub-class.• Laban's reaction to Jacob's recitation 

in Gen. 31:43-44, when h.e states falsely that Jacob's 

flocks and wives belong to him and proposes that a covenant 

be made, conforms well with this characteristic. 

We note the absence of F. 29, the transfiguration 

(i.e., symbolic change of status) of the hero, except in 

what is possibly a form related to "sub-class" b. Jacob 

does not build a palace, but he and his "brothera• do 

erect a pillar of stones (Gen. 31:45-46). The building of 

this mound of stones as a "witness" between Jacob ano 

Laban signals the punishment of the villain in the inverted 

form of a magnanimous p~rdon (F. 30, sc . b). 

' 
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Gen. 31:49-54 indicates that by means of vows, 

sacrifices and the breaking of bread a reconciliation be

tween Jacob and Laban is reached. The effect of thia 

resolution is a separation of the two }:)rotagonists involv

ing the adjudication of their property claims: Gen. 31:52 

and 32:l signify that Jacob and Laban's separation includes 

the proviaion that neither will trespass u~on the territory 

of the other. The Biblical text evinces a form of recon

ciliation which is wider than, but related to, the wedding 

of the hero and ascension to the throne (F. 31). Since 

neither Leah nor Rachel is a princess, no kin~dom is given. 

Jacob does, however, acquire an inviolate territory, and 

~~e communal meal, etc., echoes a wedding feast. 

Our analyais of the tale of Jacob in Padan-ararn has 

shown that there is a high degree of coincidence between 

the "functions• listed by Propp and the elements of this 

Biblical narrative. Three important structural deviations 

from this "form• have also been revealed. First, some mate

rial not directly relevant to the tale is interspersed 

~~ong the "functions" present in the Biblical narrative. 

Second, to some degree the Biblical text contains the repe

tition or improper ordering of "functions." It is probable 

that both of these characteristics of Biblical tales are 

the result of the combination of many sources in the re

dactorial process . Third, and perhaps most s ignificant, 

the Biblical narrative introduces new "sub-classes" the 
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importance of which is connected to central theological 

principles . 

~ in Midian: Ex. 1 : 6-18:27 (Tale II) 

The tale of Moses in Midian presents far greater 

difficulties than did the tale of Jacob in Padan-aram. 
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The latter, as I have shown, is a rather straightforward 

example of the "form• of the tale advanced by Propp. The 

former, however, is not. Even a cursory examination of 

Ex. li6-18:27 reveals the complex nature of t:.~is narra

tive. We find that the Biblical redactors have interwoven 

larger and smaller portions of many tales into a single 

story, many of which have no connection to the tale under 

consideration here. As a result, it is very difficult to 

recover any of the original tales intact. 

To illustrate the problem, let us consider the 

basic movements of characters in Propp's model tale. As 

Propp points out, not all tales include the preliminary 

"functions• of absentation, interdiction, violation, re

connaissance , delivery of information, trickery and com

plicity. Tr.us, the most fundamental movements of a tale 

are those which involve the hero: departure, spatial 

transference and return. The basic construction of the 

tale, then, revolves around the hero's leaving and return

ing to his home. Moses has no less than three "homes•: 

those of-his biological parents, Pharoah and Jethro. No 

matter which of these "homes• we choose as the central 
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locus of the action, none is both the starting point and 

end point of the tale. In all three cases, the action 

starts in one p l ace and ends in another. 

This fact, among others, makes it impossible to 

escape the conclusion that many tales, some starting and 

culminating in each of Moses's three homes, underlie the 

Biblical text as it has been transmitted. Furthermore, 

a corollary to this conclusion is equally unavoidable: 
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in tne redactional process of combining these many tales 

into one coherent narrative, various parts of the origi

nal tales were either suppressed or re-ordered. It is 

obvious that if we look for a single tale which corre

sponds to the "form" described by Propp our search will 

e nd in utter failure. Rather, it is necessary to examine 

Ex. 1:16-18:27 very carefully, isolating all the "func

tional elements" one by one. The result of such an under

taking will be a group of more or less complete patterns 

of "functional elements," related to the "form" advanced 

by Propp. 

Two of these partial or incomplete patterns of 

"functional elements" relate to the story of Moses's rela

tions with Jethro and his stay in the land of Midian. 

Tale A centers upon Moses ' s home in Pharoah's palace. It 

concerns the journey of the hero (identified by gloss with 

Moses) to a far-off land (namely, Midian) to find a wife 

and the hero's return to his home. The locus of tale Bis 

Moses's home in Midian, where he is a shepherd for his 
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fatner-in-law Jethro. An act of villainy has taken place 

and Moses is called upon to help. The tale concerns tne 

efforts of this hero to fre~ hi~ captive family (tne 

Israelites). We will now consider the details of tnese two 

tales more closely. 

Tale A: Moses•s search for a oride 

This tale begins witn the death of Joseph who, as 

heaa of the Hebrew clan, is Moses ' s "father." Ex. 1:6 ex

presses the absentation of a par ent who dies (F. l, sc. b). 

Ex. 1:7-2:10 includes material not germane to Tale A, but 

rather to tales concerning Moses's birth. In Ex. 2:11 we 

are informed that Moses is now grown and that ne goes to 

the Israelite camp. The text does not refer to F. 2 

tllrougn F. 7 . However , the inclusion of the fact that 

Moses has become an adult might indicate that the Biblical 

narrative has suppressed an interdiction and violation, or 

order and fulfillment of the order (F. 2, sc. a, F. 3, sc . 

a ; F. 2, sc. b, F. 3, sc. b) similar to that imp lied in 

the Jacob tale, namely, a suggestion or order to embark 

upon a sear~h for a wife. If so, this order , as well as 

Moses's reaction to it, has been suppressed. 

The evidence of a "function" in Tale A is contained 

in Ex. 2:11, where reference to Moses's encounter with the 

igyptian who is striking a Hebrew is made. This act of 

villainy, accomplisned by the infliction of bodily harm by 

a villain, corresponds to F. 8, sc . d. Wnen Moses murders 
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the taskmaster, as Ex. 2:12 tells us, the beginning coun

teraction of the hero has occurred (F. 10). There is no 

direct statement of how the dastardly act of the Egyptian 

was mediated to Moses (F. 9), unless we take his own obser

vation as a •sub-class• of mediation not listed by Propp. 

It is also possible that a call for help, leading to the 

dispatch of the hero, has been suppressed (sc. a). 

Ex . 2 : 13-15 represents the departure of the hero 

(F. 11). Pharoah's knowledge of his murder of the task

master induces Moses to flee. Reconnaissance by the vil

lain (F . 4) and delivery of information (F. 5) are strongly 

implied in these verses, once ,,,e recognize that both the 

Hebrews who fight with each other and rebuke Moses occupy 

the s tructural position of the agents of the villain. The 

words of one of the fighting Hebrews leads Moses to under

stand that Pharoah must know about his murder of the task

master. In conjunction with the statement that Pharoah 

"neard• about Moses's actions, it is strongly implied that 

the two Hebrews were involved in the delivery of the informa

tion as Pharoah's agents. 

Moses comes upon a well in the land of Midian and 

tnere meets the daughters of Jethro . We may construe the 

incident at the well as containing the set of donor •func

tions• (F. 12, F . 13 and F . 14). Ex. 2:16-17, in which 

Moses responds to the attack of the shepherds upon the 

seven sisters by routing these evil-doers, embodies an 
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i 1111,1lied request for aici (F. 12, sc. g) anci Moses'• rencier-

-in g of tue necessary service (F. 13, sc. g). For his 

efforts, Ex. 2:21 tells us, Moses receives Zipporah aa a 

wife . Here, Zipporah 's role is t hat of a magical agent 

and Jethro's that of a donor . This conclusion is supported 

Ly the continuation of Tale A in Lx. 4:18-26 (the theo1,>hany 

at Horeb belongs to another tale) . This incident, in 

_.whicn Zipporah saves a beleaguered Moses by executing an act 

of circumcision, follows Moses's departure from Midian on 

a journey back to Egy?t (F . 15, sc. L, the s~atial trans

ference of tae hero between two realms by ground or water). 

At tacked by a supernatural Leins, Moses is involved in a 

s truggle in open combat (F. 16, sc. a) in which he (or h is 

son, as a surrogate) is branded (F . 17, sc. a) and from 

which he emerges victorious (F . 18, sc. a) througn z i..,

;,orau's concerted action ("A bloody bridegroom t hou art, 

because of t.~e circumcision"). We learn that only now is 

:toses' s marriage to Zipporah made final and secure. Thus, 

Ex . 4:26 is an example of t he rectification of a lack or 

misfortune by acquisition of the object of search, a bride, 

..J'/ r:1eans o f t he action of a magical agent, i.e. , Zip1,,orah 

herself (F. 19, sc . e). 

It is i mportant to note tnat Ex. 4:20 states that 

:lo};es and his family left Midian to return to t he hero's 

<lome in Egyp t . Thus the incident of circwncision in LX. 

4:24-26 occurs on the way to Egy~t. Therefore we may 
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conclude that Ex. 4:24-26 embodies an assimilation of the 

struggle •functions• (F. 16, struggle, F. 17, branding, and 

F. 18, victory) and the return "functions" (F. 20, return, 

F. 21, pursuit, and F. 22, rescue of the hero) . In other 

words, Ex. 4:20 illustrates both the spatial transference 

of the hero between two realms (Midian and Egypt, F. 15) 

and the return of the hero to his home (F . 20); furthennore, 

Ex. 4:21-26, the attack by a supernatural being and the 

subsequent circumcision by Zipporah, combines both struggle 

and return "functions" (F. 16, F. 17, F. 18, F. 21, F . 22), 

so that the pursuit (F. 21) of Moses precedes his struggle 

(F. 16) with the supernatural being, branding by means of 

circumcision (F. 17), and victory over (F. 18) and rescue 

from (F. 22) the other-worldly attacker. 

The next section of the Tale A narrative, Ex. 4:27-

31, contains a scene of resolution analogous to the wedding 

of the hero and his ascension to the throne (F . 31) in 

Pro~p•s list. While there is no indication of an actual 

wedding, nonetheless the Meeting with Aaron and the elders 

retains the s tructural qualities of a wedding feast, espe

cially in so far as Moses is recognized as leader of the 

Hebrews (parallel to the coronation of the hero). We can 

surmise that Moses 's return to his home, accompanied by his 

assumption of the role of king, originally ended Tale A, 

but that in t .he process of redaction this element of Tale A 

was suppressed in favor of the scene of resolution in Ex. 
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4:27-31. The reason for this suppression is clear: Ex. 

4:27-31 forms a narrative link between Tale A (Moses in 

search of a bride) and Tale B (Moses, the shepherd, who be

comes redeemer of his people). That Tale A and Tale B co

incide at this juncture of the Biblical narrative is sup

ported by the fact that in Ex. 5:1 we find that Moses has 

returned to Egypt to confront Pharoah with God's demand to 

free the Israelite people. A justifiable conclusion, then, 

is that the material pertaining to Tale A which has been 

included in the Biblical narrative ends with Ex. 4:26 . 

Thus, Tale A is a one •move" tale, consonant with Propp's 

observation that many tales end with the hero's return . 

Tale B: Moses the shepherd saves the Israelites 

This tale begins with an absentation (F. 1, sc. b), 

i.e., the death of Joseph, as did Tale A. There is no in

terdiction (F. 2) or violation (F. 3) . however, Ex. 1: 

9-11 states that, in consultation with his advisers, 

Pharoah decides to "deal wisely" with the Israelites and to 

enslave them. In noting the spectacular growth of the He

brews and the possibility that they might join Egypt's 

enemies in the event of war , the text intimates that re

connaissance (F. 4) by means of questions of the villain 

(Pharoah vis-a-vis his counsellors) has taken place (sc. a). 

Moreover, Pharoah ' s conclus ion about the numerical increase 

and possible intentions of the Israelites must be based 

upon delivery of information, that is , answers to his 
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questions (F. 5, sc. a). In determining to "deal wisely" 

with the Hebrews, the narrative undoubtedly refers to but 

does not specify the details of an act of trickery (F. 6, 

sc. undetermined). The absence of Hebrew opposition to en

slavement indicates their complicity (F. 7) in Pharoah's 

trick. These machinations result in an act of villainy, 

namely , the enslavement of Moses's family, the Israelites 

(F. 8, sc. k). There is, of course, a concomitant lack, 

namely, freedom (F. 8a, sc. e, a rationalized entity). 

Tale B continues in Ex. 3 : 1, where we see the hero, 

Moses, caring for his father-in-law's flocks, blissfully 

ignorant of the misfortune which has befallen his family . 

The ensuing section of the narrative, Ex. 3:2-4:17, ful

fills several "functions .• First, 3:7-10 evidences the 

"mediation" of the lack or misfortune to the hero by means 

of God 's relaying the Israelites' call for help to Moses , 

and by God's dispatching Moses to Egypt (F. 9 , sc. a). 

There is also an assimilation of the donor "functions" 

(F. 12, F. 13 and F. 14). In Ex. 3 :2, the appearance of 

God's angel in the burning bush, we see the e ntrance of 

the donor (F. 11), although the departure of the hero is 

absent (almost certainly due to the assimilation of "func

tions" in this passage). God's greeting and Moses's 

decorous answer in Ex. 3:4, as well as God 's request that 

Moses r e move his shoes and the latter's positive response 

in Ex. 3:5, illustrate the donor "functions" (F. 12 and 
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F. 13, sc. band gin both--greeting to the hero and hi■ 

answer, and request made of the hero and his response). 

God, as donor, provides Moses with a magic rod with which 

to effect the release of the enslaved Israelites (F. 14, 

sc. a, magical powers are directly transferred) in Ex. 

4:2ff. An additional instance of provision, pointing 

toward the coalescence of two variant tales, occurs in Ex. 

4:27, which states that God puts Aaron at Moses's disposal 

as a spokesman (F. 14, sc. 1). 

A spatial transference of the hero between the 

realms of Jethro and Pharoah occurs in Ex. 4:29-S:l (F. 15, 

sc. b). The prolonged combat between Moses and Pharoah, 

first in demonstrations of magical powers, and second in 

Moses's bringing about the ten plagues as God's agent, 

exemplifies the three struggle •functions.• The escalating 

battle of wills in the incident of the ten plagues (i.e . , 

God's and Pharoah's) is evidence of a struggle between hero 

and villain (F. 16). That God acts through the agency of 

the hero (Moses) is certainly a very significant adapta

tion of Propp's theory of •form" in Biblical literature. 

Similarly, Pharoah's initial dismissal of the God of Israel 

(Ex. 5:2) and his ultimate acknowledgment of Israel's deity 

after the tenth plague (Ex. 12 : JOff.) is a Biblical adapta

tion of the branding (i.e. , the recognition) of the hero 

(F. 17) . Lastly, a parallel adaptation of the victory of 

the hero over the villain (F. 18) can be found in Pharoah's 
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capitulation to God's power and his release of the Hebrew 

slaves (Ex. l2:30ff.). As a direct result of God's vic

tory over Pharoah in the incident of the ten plagues, the 

lack of freedom is rectified (F. 19, sc. d). As in th~ 

story of Jacob and Laban (Tale I), theological parameters, 

especially salvation and redemption, cause major modifica

tions of the •form• proposed by Propp. In Tale B, the 

principle of God the Redeemer leads to the hero's becoming 

an agent of the real hero, namely, God. 

We then find the return of the hero to his home in 

Midian (F. 20). There are two separate instances of pur

suit (F. 21) and rescue (F. 22). The first, of course, is 

Pharoah's chasing the Israelites to the Red Sea and their 

salvation by God by means of the parting of the waters, 

executed through Moses's agency (the raising of the rod, 

etc.). The second is Amalek's attack upon the Israelites 

and their salvation by means of the repulsion of this 

attack, again by God through the agency of Moses (and 

Joshua). As Propp maintains, repeated pursuits usually 

have parallel patterns of events. Both pursuits in Tale B 

involve attacks from the rear, Moses's raising of his hands 

and the magical rod, the utter destruction of the villain, 

etc. 

Tale Bends with a resolution in Midian (Ex. 18: 

1-12, 27). As before, the elements of this resolution, e.g., 

making sacrifices, a colM\unal meal, etc., recall the 



67 

structure of a wedding feast. Jethro's acknowledgment of 

Moses's God parallels the hero's ascension to the throne 

(especially if we bear in mind the modification of "form" 

by the principle of agency would necessarily imply the en

thronement, not of Moses, but of God). The departure of 

Jethro denotes the end of Tale B, j ust as the departure of 

Laban ended Tale I. 

Tales A and B (together, Tale II, the story of 

Moses in Midian), like the story of Jacob in Padan-aram 

(Tale I), coincide to a large degree with the "form" sug

gested by Propp for the folk tale. We again find that the 

process of redaction led to the interjection of material 

no t directly relevant to either tale. In Tale B, though, 

some of this material was legal rather than simply folk

loristic (e.g., the laws of the Passover sacrifices and 

the first born, etc.). We note an adaptation of "form" 

grounded in theological principles similar to in Tale I. 

In Tale B the principle of redemption is widened in its 

structural ramifications, so that divine intervention 

(Laban's dream, for example) is manifested as the divine 

agency of the hero. God is the final hero of the tale. 

It is possible to extend our discussion of the 

application of Propp's concept of "form" to isolate a sec

ond level tale which results from the combination of Tale 

A and Tale B. A second level tale is one which does not 

necessarily correspond to the "form" outlined by Propp, 



I 

68 

but which: (l) includes many of the appropriate "function■," 

and (2) parallels the motifs and sequence of events in 

other tales, as they are presented in the redacted Biblical 

narrative. Tale I~ the story o f Moses in Midian (i.e., the 

combination of Tale A and Tale B) does not correspond to the 

pattern of "functions" advanced by Propp, although many of 

t .he "functions" are included in these constituent tales. 

In comparing Tale II with Tale I (which does conform to 

Propp's pattern of "functions" to a great extent) , we find 

t .hat many major motifs, as well as the sequence of events, 

in these two tales are parallel. Thus, a second leve l tale, 

which deviates from the pattern of "fu.nctions" proposed by 

Propp (chiefly in the fact that it does not start and end 

in the same location), emerges from the combination of Tale 

A and Tale B. In fact, the comoination of these two tales 

is one element of the larger redaction and inten:eaving o f 

many tales and other material from which Ex. 1:6-18:27 was 

composed. 

The importance of the second level tale for mid

rashic analysis is that the originators and editors of the 

Midrash were not privy to the original tales which underlie 

Ex. 1 :6-18:27 or Gen. 28:1-32:1, but to their redacted 

form in a chronological narrative structure. The rabbis 

did not possess individual tales, but the Biblical story of 

the careers of Moses and Jacob. Thus, they could have 

abstracted (ana compared) only parallel narratives or 

' 
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sections of narratives, based upon their parallel sequence 

of events and motifs. An examination of Tale I and Tale II 

(Tale A and Tale B combined) is most revealing in this re

gard: 

A list of parallel narrative sections 
In""the tales of Jacob in Padan-aram, 

Moses 1.n Miaian 

Tale I 

1. (inaninent) death of 
Isaac 

2. Jacob ordered to 
search for a bride 

3. Jacob leaves Canaan 
and comes to a well 

4. Jacob meets Rachel at 
well, performs service 

5. Rachel brings report 
to Laban 

6, Jacob comes to Laban 

7. Laban "gives• Rachel 
to Jacob in exchange 
for work 

8 . Jacob tends Laban's 
flocks 

a . Ja~ob fulfills 
service, is 
tricked 

b. Jacob must serve 
Laban again 

9. Laban does not grant 
Jacob's request to 
leave 

c . Jacob works for 
wages when Laban 
leaves 

Tale II 

1. death of Joseph 

2 . Moses grows up, kills 
taskmaster, must leave 

3. Moses leaves Egypt and 
comes to a well 

4. Moses meets Zipporah at 
well, performs service 

5. Zipporah brings r eport 
to Jethro 

6. Moses comes to Jethro 

7. Jethro gives Zipporah to 
Moses as bride 

8 . Moses tends Jethro's 
flocks 

9 . Jethro grants Moses's 
request to leave 
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d. Jacob tricks 
Laban by placing 
rods before sheep 

e. Laban's sons make 
charges; Laban is 
displeased 

10. God orders Jacob to 
return to Canaan 

f. Rachel steals 
t'rafim 

11. Jacob takes family, 
flocks, flees 

12. Laban pursues Jacob 

13. Jacob saved by God's 
intervention via 
dream 

14. Laban cannot find 
t'rafim, he and Jacob 
fight 

15. Laban and Jacob swear 
by their own gods 

16. Jacob makes sacri
fices to God 

17. Jacob makes corrmunal 
meal 

18. Laban departs 

70 

10 . God orders Moses to re
turn to Egypt 

11. Moses takes family, 
flocks, returns 

12. Moses attacked on the way 

13. Moses saved by Zipporah 

14. Moses and Pharoah com
pete (plagues) 

A. Moses and Israelites 
flee 

B. Pharoah pursues 

C. Egyptians defeated, 
Israelites saved at 
sea 

D. Israelites attacked 
by Amalek 

E. Amalek defeated 

F. Moses returns to Midian 

15. Jethro acknowledges suprem
acy of Moses's god 

16. Jethro makes sacrifices 
to God 

17. Jethro makes cormnunal 
meal 

18. Jethro departs 

' 
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Tale I contains a total of twenty-four major struc

tural elements, as does Tale II. Of these structural ele

ments, eighteen are parallel. Six (a-fin Tale I and A-F 

in Tale II) are unique to each tale. Of these unique struc

tural elements, those in Tale II are the result of the com

bination of Tale A and Tale B; those in Tale I supply the 

act of villainy which would otherwise be missing in Tale I 

and which is found in Tale II, t2. Certainly the high de

gree of coincidence between the structural elements of Tale 

I and Tale II justifies our regarding them as distinct, 

coherent tales, as the ancient rabbis undoubtedly did . 

The notions of primary level tale (i.e., Propp's 

"form" ) and secondary level tale provide two constructs 

into which individual midrashim connected with a Biblical 

narrative may fit. As components of a biblical/midrashic 

narrative, midrashim may relate to the structural gaps or 

options presented by primary level tales (here, Tale I, 

Tale A and Tale B) ; they may also r e late to a comparison 

and/or contrast of parallel events and motifs in secondary 

level tales (here, Tale I and Tale II). A detailed treat

ment of these two modes of relatedness in biblical/midrashic 

tales follows. 
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We now turn our attention t o the 1uiaraahim con-

nected wit~1 'l'ale I and 'Iale II in oraer t o cietermine the 

structural r t! lations hip between t ht!se two halves the bib

lical/ midrashic narrativea unaer consideration. Five struc

tural roles present themselves a s logical iJOSsibilities: 

(1) a midrash may su~ply a biblical tale with 
missing *functions" 

(2) a midraah may e laborate upon a " function " 
already present in a biblical tale, by (a) 
altering or adding to tne aetails of the 
"sub-class" or "function, " or (b) prot?osins 
a different "•uh-class" 

(3) a midraah may fill in a chronological or 
narrative gap in a biblical tale 

(4 ) a rnidrash may e laborate upon "kernel words" 
or motifs in a biblical tale , by su~pl ying 
t he "descrieitive system," or may sim~ly 
&UPt?lY a "descriptive system" missin~ in one 
~aralle l tale but present in the other 

(5) a midras i1 may t,rovide (a) linguistic ccmn,ents 
and/or (o) narr ative links, t he purpose of 
which is tc, resolve difficulties posed by the 
narrative which resalt frc,m the interweavins 
of different source~ and the suppr~ssion of 
~arts of component tales 

:?.oles (1 ) and (2 ) relate i,,rimarilt, but not exclusively, t o 

primary leve l tales in the bi~lical narrative , while roles 

(3) and (4 ) are usually, but not always, linked to second 

leve l t a l es. Rol e (5) addresses itse lf to the structural 

.t-'r o!.;lems which stem from the i,)r oceas of redaction, in which 

' 
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many folk tales and ot~1er sources are woven together into a 

mere or less coherent chronological narrative. 

It shall be my pur~ose in this section of the thesis 

to give examples of midrashim associated with the tales of 

Jacob in Padan-ararn (Tale I) and Moses in Midian (Tale II) 

which fulfill one or another of these five structural roles. 

In doing this I shall deal first with Tale I and then Tale 

II, following the Biblical verses seriatim, that is, fol

lowin~ each tale from its beginning to its end. 

!ill!: Jacob in Padan-aram 

Gen. 29:1-10 

After awaking from his dream of the angels ascend

ing and descending on a ladder which reached to heaven, 

Jacob i s transE,l()rted to baran Ly the fantastic means of the 

contraction of the earth. 1 '.1.his rni<irash accords well witll 

t he st,iatial transference between two realms by stationary 

means (F. 15, sc. e). In giving the detail that the earth 

contracted, this miorash exemplifies role (2b), giving a 

different "sub-class" of the "function." 

Another midrasn ~rovides a narrative link between 

the two parts of the seemingly disjointed words of the 

shepiaerds and Jacob in Gen. 29: 6-9. 
2 

The information that 

Rac11el is api;roaching the well in Gen. 29: 9 makes a simi

lar mention of this information in Gen. 29:6, there con

nected wi to t ,1e shepherds' answer to Jacob's question con

cerning the well-being of Laban, quite superfluous. This 
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midraa» suggests that the shepherds' mention of Rachel, 

which otherwise disrupts t he narrative, implies that Rachel 

can supply Jacob with additional information about Laban. 

An instance of a linguistic exFlanation (Sa) occurs in a 

mid.rash concerning Jacob's ambiguous statement in Gen. 292 

7 (•Behold, it is yet hign day, neither is it time that the 

cattle should be gathered together ••• ") . 3 Hy changing 

Jacou's statement into a question, this source relates 

Jacob's words airectly to the answer given by the shepherds 

in Gen. 29: 8 . 

Gen. 29:11-14 

In Gen . 29:11 t he dible tells us that, upon seein~ 

Racnel, Jacob kissed her and began to cry. The Midrash 

gives several reasons for t his. One of them is t hat his 

awareness of the great chastity o f t he people o f the east 

since the days of the generation of the flood aroused 

JacoL's sense of s hame and caused him to cry. 4 It is inter

estin~ to note that this midrash has a double function in 

t hat it not only ex~lains why Jacou first kissed his cousin 

and then cried, Lut i t also ex~ands upon the specific ref

erence to the "land of the peoi-le of the east" in Gen . 29:1. 

•rhus , t his source exhibits two rol~s: linguistic comment 

(Sa) and narrative link (Sb ) . 

The Miarash also supplies an alternative metnod of 

reconnaissance by the villain (F. 4), an instance of role 

(Sb) , the giving of an alternative "sub-class• of a 
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"function." Rather than questioning of the villain or hie 

agent, an inverted form which locates the victim (F. 4, 

sc. b), as is indicated in the Biblical text, we find 

direct action by the villain in order to find precioua 

objects (P. 4, sc. a). This source implies that the object. 

of Laban's subsequent act of villainy is not Jacob alone , 

but also the patriarch's wealth. This midrash relates 

eaci1 of the separate actions enumerated in Gen. 29: 13 to 

Laban's search of Jacob 's person for the ~recioua objects 

he supposes Jacob has brought. Thus, Laban runs to meet 

~is nephew, embraces and kisses him, and brings him into 

nis house. Jacob responds to Laban's actions, according to 

anot.1er source, by recounting the story of his robber:1 en 

route by Eliphaz, which force<l him t o appear before Laban 

em~ty-handed, with "only worda."6 

Gen. 29:15-30 

Tue lack of a bride (F. 8a, sc. a), only imi-,lied in 

tne uiblical narrative itself, is made ex1-licit in anotuer 
. . h 7 miaras. Here is an illustration of how the Miarash sup-

r"l i es a "fu.1ction" missing in the Biblical tale, thereby 

f ulfillittg role (1). 

The Midrash tells us that Jacob knew of Laban's 

r eputation for deceit and, in order to insure that he would 

not ue tricked, Jacob worded his request for a bride very 

careful l y . 8 J'acob • s cautious and precise petition 

\ 
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conatitutes an elaborated type of complicity of the victim 

in the villain's deception (F. 7, sc. a) and thua fall• 

into the category of role (2a), by providing details of how 

Jacob came to be outwitted by Laban. 

We next encounter an oft-repeated midraah in the 

material related to Tale I. Many texts mention the con

tract between Laban and Rebekah, the terms of which indi

cated that Eaau waa to marry Leah and Jacob waa to marry 

Rachel. The prospect of marrying the evil Esau so dis

tressed Leah that she cried copioualy. According to these 

sources, it was because of her constant crying that Leah 

came to nave •weak eyea. • 9 This mi.drasb is yet another 

instance of the role of linguistic commentary (Sa). The 

need for thia explication of the phrase •weak eyes• is, 

perhaps, rooted in the suppression of a "descriptive sys

tem" in the Biblical text: •wea.~ eyes• is a "kernel word" 

which points to the purity of the person (or animal) to 

whom the adjective "rach" is a~plied: e.g., Gen. 18:7 

(?l~I c"' ",> 'i) ~j'·l); Gen. 33:13 {J''.')"l-"1\0:-.•.)'l"f' .:fl~): 
Deut . 28:54, 56(~,~ ??;\~"\:'\ .. ,u-e:,I l;,. 1'"'=' i·f ... i); II Sam. 

3:39 ( 7r,.~, .. ,.t ('') -'·.>,.:J\.I): and I Chron. 29:llP'':'"'-1 \?)\\~ ... 

1'"'11 "\ !J) . Thus, the midrashim which comment upon Leah's 

"weak eyes" present not only a linguistic co11111ent upon a 

problematic expression, but also expand upon a •kernel word" 

by supplying its descriptive system, thereby fulfilling role (4). 

Another group of sources recounts the details of 

I 
l 
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10 
Laban's trickery. This elaboration of an act of villainy 

achieved by means of ~ubstitution (F. 8, sc. i--the substi

tution of Leah for Rachel) is necessary in order to estab

lish the v i llainous quality of Laban's action. The effect 

of La.ban'• deception might otherwise be v i tiated by Gen. 

29:26, in whicn Laban gives the plausible explanation that 

it i■ the local custom to refrain from giving the younger 

daughter in marriage if the elder daughter is as yet unwed. 

The following passage from Bereshit Rabbah illustrates 

that the substitution effected by Laban was not, in fact, 

an altruistic deed. Rather, it was a reprehensible decep

tion whose sole purpose was to make more secure .Laban's 

new-found prosperity: 

: ~J''-" '"''' p,7,.;, ... J."- ~\....r~ 11r Jf,k•t 
p•,~11111 ~ .. ;\l ~ylc. ,·•'ti•"='· ,,.k "'i":l ''-J~ ):) !)'., 

)'?"'f ,r 'J~ 1 ;\,, ;\'r ~, "'"'~ l:>'\)..tJ .-,=s-a ;lJ l:C1l•~1 /P~ 

p·~, kbl -'"-;"-'•r >:\•I:\''> •,n,, lo.~l t.!,k I""-:> ol.Jhf ud,'. 
.,,. ~·?Y t\'t"h,.l&.J•ihk p.=.,c. •p• lb~t ,)., l,J~I •p •~ 1t.111f 

... ~r '.J-'l 

(BR, 70.19) 

The s ubstitution of Leah for Rachel had two intended ef

fec ts : first, Jacob will consent to serve Laban for seven 

~ore years, and second, the ade~uacy of ijaran's water au~ 

.-l y, the result of the blessing of Jacob's presence, will 

be maintained. 

Gen . 30:25-43 

'(;e find i n many texts the notion t hat Jacob only 
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waited for the birth of Joseph before setting into motion 

his plans for Laban's service. 11 Jacob had received a 

divine coll'.lllunication that only by the descendants of Rachel 

would Esau be defeated. We may conclude that in this case 

the Midraah ~rovides a parallel to Ex. 3:lff., in which 

the beginning counteraction of the hero (F. 10) is linked 

to divine revelation (God's charge to Moses at the bu.ming 

buah). In Gen. 30,25 no reason i• given for Jacob'• mak• 

ing the request to leave1 in Gen. 31:3 God's unembellished, 

direct command is the cause. T~e reason for Jacob's request 

coming after the birtn of Joseph intimates strongly that, 

like Moses, Jacob's return to his home will result in re

demption (through the agency of his t>rogeny). The recourse 

of the Midrash to the image of the shepherd and his flocks 

underscores this conclusion. The image of the flock in the 

proof text taken from Jeremiah 49:20, which undergirds the 

connecti on made in t he following example between God's 

command to return to Canaan and the role of the tribes 

~1ere , indicates the connection between the beginning 

counteraction of Jacob in Tale I and of Moses in Tale B: 

lt.~•c. ~c~ ~r!Jc. 1'•!) \~ ~l•yl fh" ;qf. ,,u .. ,., 
'\ ,,A, •·h~r, .,., ... "' ~1 -;\'.)a. •j\.\t,,r~'>'i' .. , ,,.., 

'7>h lc.'1' ,•ll. \s.•'•\ . .J'1IOH , .. ~ ,> \ lUH'- ,., IK> ~j•~ 

,,,-.3 t>l.,.ho• "t~ ,_•~':\ ~"" ~ ~:,~ :)l' l'> k,)\, ,..,>ct. a ,, . ..,.'f3 '"" ,u,;\ .. , . ...,.:\ ~•. ~"' 11iL.l.\ 

(BR, 73. 7) 

Suell a source exemplifies role (1), aince it s upplies a 

" function" missing or suppressed i n the Biblical narrative. 

\ 
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Laban's seeming lack of guile, as indicated in Gen. 

30:27 (when Laban acknowledges that his prosperity i• due 

to Jacob's presence), is in fact a manifestation of the 

greedy, evil nature of this villain, according to ■everal 
12 texts . Furthermore, other sources state that until Jacob 

came to stay with his uncle, Laban had no sona. 13 The ac

quisition of sons is, of course , a sign of wealth and fer

tility. It is interesting to note that in Midraah Hagadol 

a parallel is drawn between the effect of Moses's relation

ship with Jethro and Jacob's relationship with Laban in 

t nis regard: 

!J-l ,r?•, P":lt 'J~ ~--- JJ~" J1P rfrr;i, ~ .:p·,;.•1 ~1' .. "-> 
l;\:J'1'\ IC?JOJ~ ,,.,\ ~!>? ,~r;'I•;\ \,.';l ,r->~~ l!>'WI "}.'13 

,,.~& A'O.)J?j,\ 2.."'~...tJ \~S:)'l\. ~i'"''i~y ,a:_,~ \!\) 
~" ;\J'':l lr •)~~~I•;\ l'\\t. p~ -.,~r l•i\ H'1 .2 ii '..) > '\ ,. .. :J'" ~ 

'il> ... ~" r\L T111..•I • j'!>'\ ~;i,,, •lli 1••?'li ~~ _Jk :\~h l,> 
I·;\ -~ ~._,,,ic. 'Qi ,rf()~:,• ~w-..b, ~~~!1'·~·~, ~~~J->.>c... ,.,., 

·~"-~J>IJ!P --,~~ J'lM 1~'~ '~ ,~~ ':~ ,~ ~~~;i,tl~~_;J 
~H &J'1" !l'i' ~ (MtiG I, 542, Gen . ~O: 2 7) 

This midrash is a case of the elaboration of a "sub-class, " 

role (2a) . An additional function, embodied in the com

; arison of Moses and Jacob, is the provision of an absent 

motif in one of two parallel narratives, role (4). 

Elsewhere we learn that, in fixing the terms of his 

nephew's hire, Laban saw in Jacob's suggestion concerning 

u1e division of the flocks an attempted trick befitting 

his own deceitful nature. 14 In this text there is a 

fascinating • p lay" upon Laban's words: 

' 

I 



(~ I, s,,, Gen. 30:3,) 

In addition to the help of the malachai ha-shareit in 
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increasing the size of Jacob's flock, we learn in several 

sources that Jacob's profit was clearly juat recompense for 

ttis uncle'• trickery. Although Laban in fact changed tne 

terms of Jacob's wages many times, the size and quality of 

Jacob's flocks continued to grow.15 Not only was Jacob's 

success des~ite Laban's underhanded plans attributed to 

angelic intervention, but the Midrash also relates it to 

the principle of middah k'neged middah: 

"')?'~' "'~,.<;~:\?""'a C\ll~ ., .,~ ,~, I, I;\ ,11-~ '\,.lc.•f 
/)'"" .. ;\')Q." '?'t'~ ;\ •., ~r· Pl·~"' r~r"'·"" 

' ? U'~ p•1-\, t ,01 tJlcl :, b, ,,."- \'.l n ~r I" 't"\ 1,a~ 
Jl~-i> ,~,. l'k '\ti l>~IH .J'"H .. ~ ~ -,..>~'4_rlc ~ ~h., I 

,) ) t."'l",I 
(BR, 73.9) 

Other sources relate that Jacob sold his sheep f or a good 

price , enriching him still more . 16 Furthermore, the Mia

r ash indicates that Jacob had no need to determine the 

bir t o o f the sheep by use of the peeled rods; his word 

alone would have made the exercise of such magical means 

unnecessary . 17 I n fact, the Mia rash maintains, considered 

in t ne light o f Laban's tampering wi th his wages, Jacob's 

. h . 18 reward was only what is due any rig teous man . 

The reason t he Midrash attempts to explain away 
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what is in the Biblical text a clea.r instance of deception 

on Jacob's part lies in the different natures of the folk 

tale and the biblical/midrashic narrative. In a tale the 

protagonist is simply a hero; in a biblical/midraahic 

narrative, the protagonist is not only a hero, but a para

digm. Jacob is a tzaddik and a patriarch and, hence, 

worthy of emulation. Jacob did not need to use magical 

rods; his word would have sufficed. The growth of Jacob's 

flocks was due, not to the success of a trick, but to the 

help of angels. Furthermore, as we have seen, important 

theological principles were grounded by the rabbis in the 

actions of such Biblical personages as Jacob. The Midrash 

therefore claims that Jacob's success was simply the work

i ng out of the principle of middah k 'neged middah. Thus, 

t he moral neutrality so characteristic of the folk tale is 

significantly circumscribed in the biblical/ midrashic 

narrative. The midrashic treatment of the a iblical account 

of Jacob's victory over Laban indicates how the demands of 

rabbinic theology led to structural modifications of the 

t ypical " form• displayed by folk tales, as described by 

Propp . These modifications constitute an important element 

of the uniquenes~ of the Midrasb as a genre . 

Gen. 31:1-22 

In this section of the 6iblical narrative we note 
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that the Midraah elaborates upon the "function•• of media

tion and beginning counteraction of the hero (F. 9 and 

F. 10). In several texts we find that God instructed Jacob 

to return to his home because: (1) his family and God 

awaited him; and (2) he was needed to sustain his family 

materially. 19 These sources disclose an example of role 

(2b), since they present an alternate lack or misfortune 

(F. 8a): namely, a rationalized form (ac. e--money) is 

needed at home. The divine command to return to Canaan 

l eads to J acot.'• dispatching of Uaphtali to Rachel and 

Lean. 20 Many texts mention that the consultation among 

Jacob , Rachel and Leah occurred in an open field, one of 

t ne laudable customs of the eastern peoples. 21 Each of 

these comments lJrovides new details to t he Liblical ac

count of Jacoc's beginning counteraction and therefore are 

evidence of role (2a), the alteration of detail in a "sub-

class " or "function ." 

~<Je next find a clear instance in which the Midrash 

supplies several "functions" which the Biblical text does 

not contain. lie have t-reviously noteci the suppression of 

ex~lici t refe rences to the donor "functions• (F. 12, F . 13 

and F. 14) in Tale I. In commenting upon Gen. 31:19, 

several midrashic texts tell us tilat Rachel stole her 

fa ther's t'rafim in order to prevent his finding out about 

t lle flight of J acob and his family. 22 The nature of the 

t 'rafim in these texts is clearly magical. Thus, in 



following the text taken from Midrash Tanou.ma, we find an 

unambiguous exam~le of the provision of a magical agent by 

seizure (F. 14, sc . h ): 

\?~ "'",.\\r. ,~. \t_';r.. •~-:> 0.1\l -' i'Jt -'•'~ .o •'..r·' ~ ~,, fl.,1 
"~ ,.,, r:'t. ,..,r ••o·~ \.~ v :"t1(". , . uli.3 I l!j?"I I•~ ,,., J."''? ~.-., ,._ 

p•\.~..,, .!r'~ ~'(,"\t,\ ,b-> p~~ 1"'-'?H \'«-t-1 J.:-' 13,,, ~""'" .,~.,,, ,1,tr , ..... , .. , ;,le"" ~·' pt, ?~ f\'3 " ·~\.:,\ A)•~ ~" .. ~ tr•~ 
_,.,~ \.1ar-1-,t'l .. "''"l? , r'~ I •h.:J,-.il ~, q;; ...r ~r .. rb t. ~If> ,¾ ,'.J ~ 

?~•~\- ,,~ "~1 -,•ay!\•:, "='"e_, "'"r~ P.,..., "'"~1!l \r"p,\h_rt.,.I 
' ~, v11t. :"~\: 

(Tan. va-yetze 12) 

The same deduction can Le drawn from the followin~ ~assa~e 

(Tar. I· to Gen. 31:19) 

In Gen. 31:17-21 the text expresses tne s~atial 

transference of the hero between two realms by ground anci 

water (F. 15, sc. b). The Midrash, however, presents an 

alternative "sub-class," namely, that Jacob is led to Mt. 

Gilead by a divine revelation. 23 This exam~le of the lead

ing of the hero between two realms (F. 15, sc. c) illus

trates role (2b), the 1Jrese ntation of an alternative "sub

class." We learn fror:1 t he same source that Laban finds 

out about Jacou's flight to Canaan from the ahe~herds, who 

re,i?ort t:1e dir:1inution of t he "'ell's water supp ly to him. 

A gat' in the Biblical text, n.:.melr, the way that Laban 

heard about Jacob's return to his home, is filled in by the 
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Midrash. Thia is a case of role (3), the filling-in of a 

narrative gap. 

Gen. 31:23-35 

The Midrash tells us that Jacob is saved from 

La.oan's murderous pursuit by the inter vention of an angel 

in a dream.
25 

Here, the Midrash elaborates upon the Bibli

cal account of tne µursuit of the hero (F. 21), an example 

of role (2a). This source lends credence to the judgment 

that the Biblical narrative has suppressed the "sub-class" 

of this "function , " namely pursuit of the hero by attempt

ing to kill him (F. 21, sc. f). We understand that the 

Midrash has picked Ut") the intimation of this suppressed 

"sub-class" in Gen. 31:29, where Laban says, "It is in the 

power of my hand to do you hurt. " We may infer yet 

another alternative "sub-class" for F. 21, the pursuit of 

the hero, namely, flight (sc . a), in another text which 

claims that Laban made the journey to Mt. Gilead in a frac

tion of the normal time. 26 

A fhenomenon related to F. 23, the rescue of the 

hero from pursuit, is recounted in another aource. 27 We 

are tolci that when Laban catches Ut- with the fleeing Jacob, 

he comes upon the ~atriarch in the act of f raying. In 

t his tradition we can discern another distinction between 

t he qualities of the folk tale and the biblical/midrashic 

narrative. In the former, rescue is never anything more 

t han ~hysical. In the latter, rescue may become salvation. 



Tl,e Hiarasil im~lies t!1at God intervened on Jacob's behalf 

because of his prayer: "3 
"'""'' 1-·"" \C1?,~_7-;'~~ ,,~~ 11,1 ;,'N"( •l;i"i'J" ~)1, 

":,\(f,"p1 ~kl ':\'.\'c.\. Pl1 •\s,a\ •1\~ 'l-6'i•·""'°? '1'-~ ~• "ti";-~ .. ;\lo,~ ,lj"'\l~ l:?"lh \\f\.1 1
S\ 1''\j' I" ')N',&.

? C I 1-4 ~,'Y • p-t 9:~~ '"' -;--~ ?~ "\\G i\, ,.\.::1 k.·f•~~ 
Q.' 'i' ~ ""( 
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(Tar. 1· to Gen. 31:23, 24) 

Tous, we are again leci to t.:1e conclusion that the biblical/ 

midrashic narrative contains a moral and theolo~ical com~

nent which is totally lacking in the simple tale. Again 

r~lated to salvation, tile princi~le of the efficacy of 

~rayer is e,q:,ressed here . God as an actor in hwnan afrairs 

who urings about salvation, ti1at is, the rescue of the 

hero, is an example of t he structural changes, unique to 

t ne Liblical/rni<irasnic narrative, which t.lle demands of 

r aboinic exegesis work upon the "form" of the folk tale . 

Several texts supply more details of Laban's 

i:;earcn of Jacot,'s carnt,1, as found in Gen. 31:26-35. One of 

tuese aetails is worthy of s.,>ecial mention. In dereshit 

Raobau we are informed tuat Laban is unable to find the 

t'rafim because they have ueen transformed miraculously 

into drinking vessels. ~·ie might well conclude that the 

Midrash provides a new "sub-class," namely the rescue of 

tJ11::: hero not l,y his transformation into various objects 

(F. 22, sc. c), Lut by the transformation of a magical 

asent into other objects . This is an example of role (2o), 

tae .i,,resenting of a different "sub-class" for a "function" 

already ~resent in the narrative. 
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Gen. 31:36-32:1 

We have previously noted the apparent ab■ence of a 

struggle between Jacob and Laban, except for a very indi

rect reference in Gen. 31:36. 1,e see that several mid

rashic texts contain adamant denials of th.e po■aibility 

that Jacob actually fought with his father-in-law. 30 How

ever, we find in the followin~ passage from Bereshit Rabbah 

t hat beneath the rabbis' denials lies the intimation that a 

tation of the moral neutrality of the folk tale and the 

he ro's actions in it. As a model Jacob simply cannot have 

fought with his father-in-law, however deceitful Laban was. 

We also find an additional example of the ~rinci~le 

of midda..~ k 'neged middah. In some sources the inherent 

i rony of this principle is heightened : not only do Laban's 

tricks hozeir uo, but Jacob's words, his only "gift,• un

wittingly cause the death of his beloved Rachel, when he 

say~ in Gen. 31:32, "With whomever you find your gods, let 

him not live.•31 Middah k'neged middah is an example of 
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what Riffaterre calls a "kernel word.• In the following 

examples this "kernel word" does not appear; rather, in it• 

place we find a characteristic descriptive complex. In 

three separate places in Bereshit Rabbah this descriptive 

complex is stated: 

•, '"'"°ft..)t' ...r""'-c :.r"-=>'-,. _rl 1f"..ru ''ti ~-- ,, •'\~"" .~ ~ 
,, "'J' h .... '7' ?1-C• ~ \7~ ;ustt =' ·.,~ ,.,..,, "i'-=t \:l "-"" \i. .. h 

f) .J~"°'~-Y ~~ l)',H';} ', 
1.a\c. r-->?'"' ~r ,~ "f'\1r1r.l ~•-,-t~ 

:\'\ t.Ytl ~9 J!J" I'"' 
(BR, 74.11) 

Pj" _j' "ll. "r -~·n;) .._,~\. 1•~"\ '? ~~ I:, •c'\.\ ~t\ _µ'"'t1 • .~\c.l 
"tilh ;\'';\ ?f1 ' ~·~~ ~ ~~ '.\';\e, Yi)1\ ,,1 f;'; ~?-"'\ ;\••h '.. ,,.k 

''i>\J':"I ,.:>•?~\ P'PH;.) ·""~ 0'\c. \:JM ~r ,~ ,·,-a,.r p•,.-H., ~~"~ \? 
j\"\q,,--f~\h~ I::)~ r\.. '\ti nj.l J''C..Y ..!S"~~,. y\. ?·'("~' 

_r (BR, 74.3) 
\n ~·.,'2, )?-1\ ,i\"\ ~ ~~, ;l"h 1

'\ h4 '\t'~P' 1~<;',fflt.1 1 
'""- eJn ~r p '¥1\.,.,~ P',."':> :\'H•"' , ? ';l'" :'\' ';'t ?,", r~ ~., 
' It\ P.)"_J'"''-y' ..Y"':>~t) _rk ~;\' ·~ 'J'~ ,~•?\d p•,IY.;) .,,,., 

j'\ ''-""',. _rl ~i l:!.l" rt 
(BR, 73.9) 

A similar descriptive complex is observed in Midrash 

Tan9uma,
32 

where oozeir bo is replaced by mithapach '!!.!,y: 

,,,~..,. p~\ .. _r-,e.,. f;\Jt r\~\.-_r,~"" j'°'\.>IL,i y\. ?,\h:\\ "? ~:\ p ·l>\i.l 
I" P-,,.;> ~·~,~ 7 P.!)\.,y,1."'( ~?'~ ,·~ ~~~~)~'Y~<c\. ,11\tc.1>"'- f\'~~ 

,,;\ P~ \•W ?c>':'._}'tJ ~•:\ ?") 1--.. ,.,. I" P'""'~ ,,.. ,,.\, \r."~ '"' )t"t "let.~ 
,., ;\""' ._ 1,,:.\ p•~v "u\c.• ';\, ~,A ''t' t:11i°•l ")\.)t. ~ ';\' P' 1\··t' ,,.~, 

~•~\1"'tP'1'V=' , ... , ~•,\~<;' J\''',Y~ I" \•'('1' ,&:\j'., ;'\•~ 1'l 
(!!!!,. va-Yetze 11) 

Laban's changin9 of Jacob's wages is an "emblem" whicn re

f ers to the principle of middah k'neged middah. This 

"kernel word," in its enblen~tic expression, is embodied in 
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a atylized linguistic form. We may, then, be ju■tified in 

concluding that this use of a descriptive complex in Tale I 

for middah k'neged middah is a case of role (4), that ia, 

the provision by the Midrash of a descriptive ayatem, aince 

it parallels its use in Ex. 18:11 where the principle ia 

explicitly atated by Jethro ("Now I know that the Lordi• 

greater than all goda: for in the thing wherein they (the 

Egyptian■) dealt proudly he was above them,• i.e., in pur

suing the Hebrews into the Red Sea, the Egyptians were 

drowned). 

The Midrash informs us that in his farewell, Laban's 

greed outweighed his love of family. 33 Just as moral con

straints are placed upon the midraahic interpretation of 

Jacob's actions, so here ti1e Midrash makes a moral ju<lgment 

concerning Laban's motives in leaving his offspring. Thia 

is but one example of the elimination of the tale's morally 

neutral view of the villain (or hero) from the biblical/ 

midrashic narrative. 

The slisht indication in Gen. 31:43 that Laban made 

unfounded claims (F. 24) is enhanced by a late source which 

specifically mentions the false claims made by Laban. 34 

According to this source, Jacob's prosperity came about be

cause Cod blessed him on Laban's account, rather than the 

reverse. This text coincides with role (1 ), that is, the 

supplying of a missing "function . " 

We have seen evidence of all five structural roles 
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in the midrashim attached to Tale I. Although we shall deal 

with roles (3), the filling in of narrative gaps, and <•>, 
the elaboration upon or supplying of "kernel words," motifs 

and "descriptive systems, in greater detail later on (in a 

aepara~e discussion of structural aspects of second level 

tales), we are right to conclude that the evidence adduced 

thus far tends to show the fruitfulness of a structural 

analyais of midrashic material. 

Tale II: Moses in Midian ---
Ex. 1:6-14 

We began the structural analysis of Tale II by 

noting that the death of Joseph fulfilled the first "func

tion" listed by Propp, namely absentation by means of 

the death of a ~arent. An alternative to this intensive 
35 

form is given in the Midrash. A tradition is recorded 

that certain preliminary events, which cul r:iinateci in the 

actual enslavement of the Israelites, began after the cieath 

of Jacob. This example of role (2a), altering the details 

of an already present "function," reveals the two distinct 

but parallel traditions which underlie the origin of t he 

Hebrew tribes: one, that the tribes are descended from 

Josepl'l: tr1c other , that the tribes are descended from Jacob . 

\ve may speculate that two tales, combined into one, under

lie the biblical/rnidrashic narrative. 

A late source which adds important details related 

to the adumbrated presence of F . 4, F. 5, F . 6 and F. 7 in 
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the Biblical text.
36 

Although we inferred reconnaiaaance 

and delivery from Ex. 1:9, this midrash makes theae •func

tions• explicit. We are told that Pharoah's counselor• and 

elders brought the information conceming the Israelites 

and asked Pharoah to devise a plan against them. Pharoah'• 

plan was, in fact, a trick, according to this source. By 

at firat paying the Hebrews for their work in building 

Pithom and Ramses, and by working along with the Hebrewa 

at the start, the Egyptians had hoped to dupe the Israel

ites into becoming their slaves. Gradually the Egyptians 

withdrew from the work and became the Hebrews' taskmasters, 

using force to keep the Hebrews working. Only the Levites 

were unafraid of the Egyptians and did not capitulate to 

their use of force. Furthermore, the "functions" of re

connaissance, delivery, trickery and complicity (F. 4, 

F. 5, F . 6 and F. 7), which are either absent or only in

directly expressed in the Biblical text, are clearly present 

in this source. This source exemplifies role (1) , that is, 

the supplying of a missing "function." A linguistic com

ment (Sa) is also included in this source. We are told 

that the Israelites called the Pharoah Malol maror because 

he made their lives bitter. 

Other sources state that Pharoah himself used per-
37 

suasion (F. 6, sc. a) to deceive the Israelites. His 

promise of rewards for their service, augmented by brutal 

opF,ress ion, ensured the Hebrews' meek complicity (F. 7, 



sc. a and ¥C. c), another case of role (1). By th••••

sources we are also informed that the Israelite•• aervitude 

(which included the iraposition of burdens which were in

appropriate to t .he physical capabilities of the bearer) re

sulted in no advantage to the Egyptians. In fact, we learn 

that the buildings upon which the Hebrews labored soon 

collapsed. When this occurred, many Israelites were killed. 

Thus, both Egyptians and Israelites, the former for their 

deception•, the latter for the i r complicity, received their 

juat deaaerta under the principle of middah k'neged middah. 

We may conclude that just as Laban's tricks sealed his fate 

and Jacob's Lash word• consigned Rachel to death, so were 

the Egyptian• and the Hebrews justly punished by their own 

o~Lions . We can see in this an example of role (4), that 

is, the uae of a descriptive system which points to a com

mon motif in these parallel Tales I and II. 

Ex. 2: 11-25 

Many sources attempt to determine Moses's age when 

he came upon the taskmaster in the Israelite camp. 38 The 

presumption of these texts, namely, that Moses was at the 

correct age for looking for a wife, is borne out in the 

fol lowing example's reference to wide-spread motif of the 
39 (usually seven) ages of "man•: 

,, c.,., =''o ~c, ' ) f?_ ,_lk. ~In' "\ 'lt.1 "4. e,,tJ'" t"" •11 ""bl 
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(SR, 1. 30) 

In the majority of sources, Moses is said to be twenty 

ld th f . d 1 1 . . 'O years o , e age or marriage, an ega rnaJor1ty. 

The absence of a clear interdiction addressed to 

the hero (F. 2) is rectified in a late source,'1 which 

tells the tale of Moses's career as king of the Ethiopi

ans. This story is interesting in its own right and will 

be dealt with in detail later. However, in the course of 

this tale, the missing interdiction is given. We are in

fo rmed that, although Moses was given the Ethiopian queen 

as his wife upon his elevation to the crown, he refrained 

from consumating the marriage because of the oaths of the 

land of Goshen is now more comprehensible, since there is 

a c lear motivation for this action. Moses went to the 

Israelite camp in order to find a wife. We may conclude 



that the foregoing passage is an instance of role (1), the 

supplying of a missing "function.• 

Many midraahim give accounts of Moaes'• varioua 

actions on behalf of his beleaguered people, 42 including 

hi• interceaaion with Pharoah to give the Iaraelite• one 

day of rest a week (which happened to be Shabbat). Nonethe

leaa, Mo••••• aojourn in Goshen ultimately led to his 

flight from Egypt and his coming to Midian. 

A story is told of Dathan, a Hebrew slave, who•• 

wife, Shelomith, waa ■educed by a taskmaster who tricked 
'3 her. The Egyptian, who spied Shelomith and determined a 

plan to gain her favors, sent Dathan out to work under co

ercion. The huaband meekly complied. The taskmaster then 

seduced the wife. When Dathan returned home , he questioned 

Shelomith and found out what had taken place. Once dis

covered, the taskrnaater began to beat Dathan at work. 

Moses was informed of all that had occurred by divine com

munication. In the absence of anyone else willing to de

fend Dathan, and with the approval of the angels and God 

(which overcame Moaes's understandable hesitancy), Moses 

killed the Egyptian. Thus far in the story, we have seen 

the following •functions•: reconnaissance by the villain 

to locate the victim, namely, Shelomith (F. 4) and a con

comitant delivery of information (F. 5); trickery by the 

villain, using coercion (F. 6) and the concomitant can

plicity by the victim, namely, Dathan•s going to work and 
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Shelomith'a unwitting submission to the Egyptian (F. 7), u 

well aa villainy perpetrated upon a family member, namely, 

the seduction (F. 8). 

MOses killed the taskmaster by use of the name of 

God. Thia may be seen as F. 10, the "beginning counter

action" of the hero. As such, it is no aurprise that 

Moaea'a action leada to his departure (F. 11). Mo•e••• 

departure is itself a s mall story which involves yet 

another inatance of F. 4-F. 8, also related in the above 

sourcea. 

The Hebrews Oathan and Abiram, like the other Is

raelites, were aware of Moses's murder of the taskmaster. 

Although Moaes adjures the Israelites to make no mention 

of his deed, in the course of their struggle, Dathan and 

ALirarn make Moses aware that his murder has become public 

knowledge. These two villains then 90 to Pharoah and i n

form him of Moses'a deed. This act led to Pharoah's 

attempt to kill Moses . Although Moses was condemned to 

death, he was saved by the intervention of the angel 

Michael, who caused some of the Egyptians to become blind, 

o t hers la"Tie, and still others dumb, so that Moses was able 

t o escape. This occurred, in fact, while these Egyptians 

were in the very act of decapitating Moses, who survived 

onl y because his neck miraculously became as hard as 

i vory . 44 In this story within a story, it is Moses who is 

the victim of Dathan and Abiram's reconnaissance and 



delivery of information to Pharoah, and the latter's ord.er 

for Moses's execution (F. 8, sc. j). The two short narra

tives which provide the motivation for Moses's flight (de

parture) from Egypt are clear instances of role (1), the 

supplying of a missing "function." 

A large gap in the Biblical narrative lies between 

Moses's departure and his arrival in Midian. The Miarash 

tries to fill in this lacuna, thus evincing the third 

role, namely, the filling-in of narrative gaps. A well

developed tale concerning how Moses came to be king of 

Ethiopia and the events of his reign in that African coun

try is an important case of this. As recounted in Yalkut 

Shimoni,
45 

the tale contains many of the "functions" 

listed by Propp: 

(l) "absentation"--Kikanos, the king, leaves on a 
military expedition, putting Balaam and his 
son in charge of the capital 

(2) "interdiction" (implied)--Balaam must rule 
fairly, in the king's interest , as his agent 

(3) "violation"--Balaam tries to take advantage of 
Kikanos' absence to usurp his rule 

(4) " reconnaissance"--missing 

( 5) "delivery"--missing 

(6) "trickery"--Balaam fortifies the city, partially 
with magical means, which deceives the king who 
thinks the fortifications are meant for the 
enemy 

(7) "complicity~--the capital's inhabitants par
ticipate in Salaam's plans to bar the king 



(8) •villainy•--ealaam has in effect declared war 
(sub-class •o"), which results in the death of 
the king and many of his soldier• 

( 8a) "lack"--Ethiopia is without its king 

(9) •mediation•--1ack of a king, and the military 
misfortune which awaits them, is announced by 
the Ethio~ians (sub-class •d•) 
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(Moses•• appearance in the Ethiopian camp du.ring the 
siege of the capital indicates that both •donor• and 
"hero" "functions" have been assimilated in the figure 
of Moses) 

(10) 

' (12) "beginning counteraction• and "first function of 
donor"--a request for the donation of property 
from each person 

(13) •the hero's reaction"--missing, due t o the assim
ilation of •functions• 

(14) "provision or receipt of magical agent"--Moaes 
instructs each person to find a young stork , 
train it like a hawk, starve it for three days, 
and then ride into battle holding it (sub-class 
"b," the magical agent is pointed out) 

(ll) 

' (15) "departure" and "spatial transference•--the 
soldiers must pass between two kingdoms or 
realms, i.e., city and forest, to procure the 
storks 

(16) "struggle "--there is an open combat be tween Moses 
and his army and Balaam, after the storks eat 
the serpents 

(17) "branding"--missins 

(18) •victory"--Balaam is defeated in Ofen combat and 
flies away magically, with his sons and brothers 

(19) "lack" is rectified--Moses is crowned king 

(20) "return"-a lack of conjugal attention leads the 
queen to persuade the people to install Monarchoa, 
Kikanos' son, aa king in Moses's place; the high 
regard of tile Ethio~ians for Moses causes them to 
dismiss him with honor; Moses leaves Ethiopia 
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This Midrash nas provided a full, one-move tale in 

order to fill a chronological gap in the Biblical narrative. 

This not only illuatrates the third structural possibility, 

but it is also apparent that the "form" of the fairy tale 

described by PrOFP may be fruitfully applied to •midrashic 

narrative" as well as "biblical/midrashic narrative." Fur

thermore, we note tne seeminyly unconscious repetition of 

motifs which appear in other Biblical narratives. For in

stance, the donation of jewelry, coins, earrings, etc. 

anticipates the similar action of t.i1e Israelites in making 

the golden calf, j ust as the Ethiopians' lack of a king 

mimics the Israelites' "lack" of a god. The storks, which 

consume Salaam's magical serpents, supply an ironic play 

against the ~uails which t he Israelites consume in the 

desert. The storks destroy two symbols of evil, the ser

pent and aalaam, the first directly, the second inairectly; 

the quails, a sign of God's power and beneficence, are not 

enough to persuade Israel to believe in God and do not thwart 

their sinful act of building the golden calf . Moreover, the 

eating of the quail does not prevent the destruction of two 

symbols o~ good, namely, ~1e two tablets of t he law. Suci1 

?arallels can be multiplied. The examples given, however, 

are enougn to indicate the allegorical quality of this and 

many other midrashim. The tale of Moses's career in Ethi

opia i s a fine example of the literary and structural uses 

to which secona level tales are sometimes put . In other 
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words, the chronological narrative of the golden calf, caa

posed of several key structural elements (events), is used 

as a series of motifs upon which an independent tal e de

pends for its full context. (This structural relationship 

of the Midrash, vis-a-vis second l evel tales, while impor

tant, is not as frequent as other usages which will be dis

cussed l ater in another section of this thesis.) 

Moses's flight from Egypt brings him to the land of 

Miuian, where we meet the characters Jethro and his seven 

daughters . Jethro was a priest whose growing disenchant-

ment with idol worship and whose effort s to disassociate 

himself from this practice led to a pronounced antipathy 

towards him t he part of the other Midianites, 
46 

so much on 

so that, in the absence of any sons, none would tend his 

flocks. This task was then left to Jethro ' s aaughters. 

ttence, the Midrash provides an elaboration of F. 11 (de

parture of the hero and entrance of the donor). The mid

rashim cited explain why Zipporah and her sisters appear at 

the well where Moses has stoi:-ped (role 2a , e laboration of a 

p resent "function" or "sub-classH). 

The unfriendly relations between J e thro and the 

other Midianites led to the harassment of his daught..ers by 

the shepherd wnom tney met at the ~ell. Moses not only 

saved Jethro's daughters from the murderous actions and 

licentious intentions of the shepherd , but he also watered 
47 cITl the flocks. The text of Shemot Rabbah below, for 
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example, indicates by its reference to the cries of the be

trothed maiden and to the psalmist, that Moses likewiae 

This is an example of the first structural possibility, 

namely the provision of a miss ing "func tion." 

In two sources the tradition is recorded that, in 

response to the thanks of the sisters, Moses redirects 

those thanks to the Egyptian whose murder impelled Moses 

to flee Egypt. 48 This midrash links the story of Moses's 

ki lling of the Egyptian and its midrashic material t o the 

biblical/midrashic narrative concerning Moses 's career in 

Midian. A narrative link (Sb) is provided which in part 

effect s the unity of the disparate elements of Tale II. 

Midrash wa-Yosha', which is cited by Ginzberg , con-

. . . . . h l 49 tains several crucial add1t1ons at this point 1n t eta e. 

First, a specific reference to the acquisition of a bride, 

Freviously mentioned as a lack (F. Ba) which motivated 

Moses's journey to Mi dian, is included. Second, it men

tions another sequence of "dcnor functions": Moses must 

pass a test in order to marry Zipporah. In the course of 

l ' " t,, 
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passing this test, Moses acquires both Zipporah and a 

"magic" rod created by God bein ha-sh'mashot. The test 

consists of uprooting the rod from the ground. The tale 

also contains an alternative spatial transference of the 

hero: when Moses asks Jethro for permission to marry Zip

porah, and Jethro demands that Moses bring him the magic 

rod, inscribed with the divine name, Moses must go out and 

look for it. The next part of the story, in which Jethro 

throws Moses into a_ pit only to be saved by Zipporah, will 

be dealt with in a later discussion of the major usages of 

second level tales. 

Several texts mention the pact between Moses and 

Jethro by which terms every other child born to Moses and 

Zipporah would be devoted to idol worship.
50 

When a 

second son was born, Moses proved reluctant to fulfill the 

agreement . Thus, he decided to leave his father-in-law's 

house. This alternative expression of F. 20, the return of 

the hero (role 2a, alteration of detail in a "sub- class" 

or "function'') also explains the problematic incident of 

Zipporah's circwncision of their son in Ex . 4:24-26. The 

Wa-Yosha' r.ext cited earlier states that on their way back 

to Egypt, Moses and his family were beset by Satan in the 

form of a serpent who, because the second son was not yet 

circumcised, proceeded to swallow Moses. Zipporah's circum

cision of the child caused the demon to disgorge Moses . 

Again, we find an example of role (2a), alteration of the 

j 
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details of a "sub-class," this time in connection with F. 21 

and F. 22, the pursuit and rescue of the hero. 

The portrayal of Jethro's reaction to the incident 

at the well in the Mi d rash underscores the centrality of 

Moses's search for a wife in Tale A. Various midrashim re-

cord Jethro's surprise at his daughters ' early return from 

the well.
51 

After greeting them, Jethro exhibits his eager

ness to have Moses as a son-in-law, indicating strongly 

that Moses may very well marry one of the seven sisters. 

Jethro then instructs Zipporah to bring Moses home to break 

bread with him.
52 

A highly illuminating passage from 

Shemot Rabbah indicates by its reference to Potiphar' s wife 

that t he communal meal shared by Moses and Jethro was a 

symbolic marriage contract (i.e., the symbolic exchange of 

property) : 53 

y~lc. lc.v lcAt 1t' ll
1\,:>_y\c. el' ~-r' ~ :i ,.r 

;l ~\1 I ~ tJ \c. k.~l" \to "\ ,.\"'"\ ph ~ y" ::>\, \ •\<l p.:, 1' 

~3., 1'" \,lk k.la -,t." ,ah~"' p\c. •~ \\' 
~ I (c:. ;'\ k ? n I ""\a.3.:) (,.., h~ ~, \a~ 

(SR, l. 32) 

This midr~sh contains a "kernel word," namely le9em, which, 

in its cnaracteristic context of a communal meal, is a part 

of the "descriptive system" of oaths or contracts, espe

cially relating to marriage. This illustration of role (4), 

the elaboration upon a "kernel word," is closely connected 

with a linguistic comment, r ole (Sa), namely, the general 
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meaning of the phrase va-yochal le~em (Ex. 2:20 and 18 : 12) 

as associated with relationships with women. A similar 

conrnent is made concerning the word va-yoel (Ex. 2:21) : 54 

""~" :,-<ltt.. 1'"' lc.~ ~H \'\~ \~ -tP~t. ,,.lk ... , ~c.,. (\c.,,t 
_..:, .. '?"J';• t, ~~ ~11 • I~ "'"le. (..,, ~ \.:l OJI" p~:')_,-4.; ~\..t. {\),, 

1' .it~ ,a(c ~t ~"'Mr' ~I"' \r 1~\ \(CJ \'..r!)? \?\ I, .1.V":> 
) '"~ '?" 1 ~,,~ y\c. ,~ w' '" "'f'? !l 1 •,a t ·~ :1c,\-, ~"-.;J''> fa 
~~\\•(I ~ ~Cdn ~" .?j'~ \~\~~~I•\\ Id IIN t'~ ••f ~?? -,.a\r. 
"~" ,,.~ ,~~':) ,,~, rn.: f\l•I' l:'~' 1)1\c:l rl .... r'"' ~w 11U h~ ~j 

.i)L3_j\.._yt.,~(•9-, ?'t' ''"J':'I ,lp? 
(SR, l.33f 

Here , several linguistic usages for this word are given, 

another instance of role (Sa). 

The composite nature of Tale II is strongly indi

cated at the e nd of the Wa-Yosha' text. According to this 

source, Moses did indeed return to Egypt. The ensuing con

frontation with Dathan and Abiram led directly to the 

hero 's return to Midian. There, he tended Jethro's flocks 

for a period of two years, until the time of the theophany 

at Horeb. Several crucial points are underscored by this 

text. First, we see clear evidence of a tale which ends 

with Moses's return to Egypt with a bride. Second, this 

return to Egypt is immediately connected with another tale, 

beginning with Moses's life as a shepherd and his encounter 

with God, which leads to h is mission of redemption. Thus, 

~e have additional evidence of the interweaving of Tales A 

and B. Furthern,ore, the abrupt transition between the end 

of £x . 2 and the beginning of Ex. 3, the "seam" linking 

Tales A and Bin the Biblical narrative, seems to constitute 
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a chronological gap (3) which the midrash tries to fill. 

Such points strengthen the position that a biblical/ mid

rashic narrative exists. 

Ex. 18:1-12, 2 7 

The Midrash presents several different traditions 

concern ing the meeting between Moses and Jethro upon the 

former's returning to the land of Miuian. What precisely 

Jethro "heard" (Ex. 18:1) not only provides his motivation 

in going out to meet Moses, but also seems to fill a chrono

logical gap in the Biblical text (3). We learn that Jethro 

decided to forsake idolatry when he heard about Amalek's de

feat, and thereupon left Midian for the camp of the Israel

ites.55 Other sources maintain that Jethro came to Moses 

after hearing of the parting o f the Red Sea, the giving of 

the Torah, and/or the defeat of Amalek. 56 

These texts have particular significance when we 

consider them in the context of the "form" of Tale a. We 

have recognized that the confrontation between Moses and 

Pharoah during the inciden t of the ten plagues fulfills the 

" s trugg le functions." Furthermore , the salvation of the 

Israelites at the Red Sea (the return of the hero) and 

the attack by Amalek (the pursuit of the hero) led to the 

homecoming of Moses. This arrival is not, however, unrec

ognized ("function" 23), nor are any unfounded claims 

("function" 24) exp ressed. On the contrary, it is Jethro 

who identifies h imself (Ex. 18:6). Moreover, Moses t e lls 
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the story of God's deliverance of Israel to Jethro, who 

acknowledges these well-founded clail\lS, Thia inversion of 

•function• is underscored in the Midrash. Several mid-

rashic passages emphasize Jethro's •conversion,• that is , 

his abandonment of "false claims• and his subsequent es

?Ousal of •true claims.• One example is the Shemot Rabbah 

text cited above, which places Jethro's •conversion• in 

wrought on Israel's behalf, including the exodus, the manna, 

the encounter with Amalek, etc., led Jethro to recognize 

the supremacy of the God of Israel. 57 Jethro's familiarity 

with other gods is emphasized in this passage from Mechilta 

d'Rabbi Ishmael which, in common with the other texts, is 

an example of (2a), the elaboration of a "function• : 

I· c.:>-1 , -. ,:. • o~e.t) G,. '~ Ci' 1 t ~ ..:.r, 3 • ~-. 

1'"r ~r~...r,. '"',.k, ,~ <;l, 4c. '..:> "'?'\?, \r ;,"''':') ~ 
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Y"'t' 0,.1 ,.s., t' o ~ • :'1 l p• .,.3,." "'') , r ~.:,, "->., . ..,. , A 

.,"~ 1:>\ p•-,3""6 ,oi\c. .)'t \c.h•-, ,:t~<.- \s.•3ln t•C.!)'C\ 

,~, '°'!Jn \t.f I.,,.,, ,01 -:,)k.:, ~.,,. ("":_r ='"' 'n «-,t'::> 
.,,.~ ~""' :,•<;w ')_J\.-\,C" /hl"I-:-. '°.,v- ;\"\~':\.,,~,. 
,~ ~~ ~'-..!J~ :'j''' "\"?'"\~ ';)'l\~ t,...,J, ,..~le,'\~, .. 

? h" pl <;~~"' > ,:,TZ•~ 4°"'\c..1 ~.,?> ?'~~k l'k. '-> ~-<'l' 
~ \ ~,,N ~•,J\,~ P'":'i<;~ "'~ P.:>'':\\I, -~ ., _r ... .alk. ~:'\ 

jtl'.a~\c..., 
(~, Yitro pp. 19,, 5) 

These texts coincide with the judgment that the biblical/ 

midrashic narrative contains an inverted type of F. 24, 

under whict1 lies the p resump tion of J ethro' a unfounded 

claims. 

Ti1ere are also s ources which accord with the con

clusion that the biblical/ midrashic narrative includes a 

new "sub-class" of F. 23 (the unrecognized arrival of t ne 

,1ero), beneat;1 whicn the unrecognized arrival of Moses can 

be discerned. l'ie reac. that Je t hro encounterea a t nick 

cloud encirclins the Israelite camp. Conse~uentlx ~etnro 

contacted Moses bl'· s hooting an arrow t o which a letter was 

a ttac,1ed into tJ1e cam1-. 58 This miclr as h makes it clear t,1at 

bot a Moses and Je tnro were in an important sense unrecognized . 

To the a bcwe e xamples c,f role (1), tile supi:,lying of 

missing "functions," we can add a case of " transformation" 

.._hicn exhibits an elaboration of a "function," i.e., role 

(2a). ~everal texts al lude to tne i mage of the Pharoah as 

a g r eat dragcn. 59 \·/hen W6 consider t nese sources in tne 

light of t he ti,idrash concerning Moses' s rescue from the 

j aws ~f Satan in t he form of a serpent by being circumcised, 
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we see that the demon who attacked Moses and Pharoah are 

aimply different •transformations" of the villain. Accord

ins to Propp, trickery by a villain (F. 6) ia usually con

nected with the villain'• being disguised. Since the de

ce~tion in Tale II is effected by Pharoah, it ia his mani

festation aa a serpent which ia his villain'• disguise. 

The Midraah tells us that Pharoah is in reality the ser

pent or dragon, the symbol of evil deception incarnate. 

Thia tradition equating Pharoah with the great dragon, 

then, ex~mplifiea the elaboration of a "function,• role 

(2a). 

These same sources inform us that Jethro maintains 

that the drowning of the Egyptians in t he sea was only just 

retribution. The tgyptiana, who had in fact ~lanned to 

drown the Israelites , illustrate in their death the prin

ciple of middah k'neged miadah, so ubiquitous in Tale A: 

h,,.,, ... 'N .. \ _:p••:, Iv.:,,& """ p ,"t''r- 'u ...... "-."\?,? ~ 
)'~ -,, t\c.~ p,,.3,. I?""', ~,.?t. ~(("'? 1,.,-. '1wt. ~\•? 

"'I ? '\? ':) "'I r&\~t, ,ol j' A:, ~;"\ N -f"'I ~ "' ?"l ~ \';) QC"\(., I 

'° ~•<vv h3 'IJ"-
<MRI, Yi tro p. 195) 

\-.e fine , t hen, that the punisrur.ent of villains in the Mid

rash evinces a pronounced moral tone. This phenon~non, 

quite unlike sir.1ilar structural elements in the simple 

tale, is based upon ci1e e levation of a "function," that ia , 

a structural element in a narrative, to a theological 

value. ,-le might conclude generally that certain paired 
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•functions,• which in the Midraah are linkeo to the action• 

of God or God's agents, are the roots of several central 

Jewish beliefs. In the midraahic context, struggle and 

victory culminate not simply in the ~uniahment of the 

villain, but in ~uniahment according to middah k'neged 

mi.dd&h, that ia, baaed upon a belief in sachar v'oneah. 

Similarly, return and pursuit do not merely culminate in a 

neutral sort of •rescue, • but in geulah (redemption) or 

yeah'u&h (salvation). 

That central theological principles grow out of 

formal elements in the tale is a conce~t which i• rein

forced by the inclusion in these texts of the traditions 

concerning the magical qualities of the manna and the well 

which God provides the Israelites, as well as Moses's ref

erence to the other six gifts which God will bestow upon 

the fiebrews : the land of Israel, the world to come, t;1e 

new world, the kingdom of David, the priesthood and the 

Levites. The eachatological content of this tradition is 

manifest . we are safe, I think, in saying that in addition 

to the moral parameters which the Midrash sets for tne 

Hform" described uy Prop~, there is also a set of more 

s~eculative or "theological" ~rinciples which are both 

structually related to this form and qualify it. 

We now turn to the end of Tale a, the communal meal 

shared by Jethro, Moses, Aaron and their families. Propp 

suggests that in an extended tale (that is, one which runs 
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through •function" 31), the last •function• is th• wedding 

of the hero, sometimes accompanied by his ascension to the 

throne. It is not surprising that the inverted narrative 

in Ex. 18:lff. describes a communal meal which, although 

related to thanking God for the deliverance of the 

Israelites, nonetheless contains all the structural trap

ping■ of a wedding. Ginzberg records a tradition pre

aerved by Josephus that tnis meal included •songs [of 

t..~ankagivin9]," •words of gratitude" and praise of Hosea's 

courage, •eulogies" [in the sense of •toaats"] to Israel, 

as well as general eating, drinking and merrymaking. 60 A 

further buttress for this interpretation is the midraah 

about the s 'udah given for the sages by Rabban Gamliel. 61 

Whatever grain of historical truth this midrash may con

tain, the use of the analogy between Abraham, Moses and the 

"shechinah,• who serve botn believers and idolators, and 

Rabban Gatnliel, who serves the sages, is clearly ironic. 

The use of the formula 'al abat kamah v'chamah, and the 

ascending order of the personages who serve (i.e., Gamliel, 

Abra.ham and "shechinah") and the descending order of those 

served (i.e., sages, angels/arabs, idolaters), point to the 

s'udah as an ironic emblem of the wedding feast. In this 

connection, we find supporting evidence in the use of 

r;ddles in what might well be a vestigial expression of the 

kinci of riddle competition whicl,, in folk literature, often 

accompanies the wedding meal. The element of competition 



ia found in the words of Rabbi Tzadok, whoae r i ddle con

atitutea an attempt at one-up-manahip. 
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(@, Yitro l, 195- 6} 

Other sources also i ndicate t he connection between t his 

cormnunal meal and a weddi ng feast . I n one mi d rash the 

phrase ~ lo veyochal lebem, alre ady linked with t he 

wedding o f Moaes and Zi pporah in Ex . 2 :20 , 21 , is j uxta

~osed wi th Ex. 18 : 12. 62 ~Jhen we cons i de r t he composite 

nature of Tal e II , and bear in mind that , with the exc e~

tion of Ex. 4 : 18-20 , 63 only materi a l f r om o t he r t a l es se~

aratea Ex. 2:22 from Ex . 18:lff., then the s uggestion tnat 

Ex. 18 : 2 is structurally related t o a wedding feast be

comes highly c r edible . This, t hen, i s a c as e of role ( 2a) , 

the elaboration of a "sub- class" o r "funct ion," name l y, 

F . 31 , the wedding of the he ro and his ascens ion t o t ne 

thr one . 

I! inc;eed we may view the rr.idras h in Mechilta 

d ' Rabbi Ishmael as embodying t he structur a l coun t e r part of 

a we dding f east, we also note t hat the t heme of God ' s 

bene fice nt r ule (in fe ediny the wor ld) relates directly to 
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the several adaptations of "form" caused by the needs of 

rabbinic theology. Final resolution (the point of F. 31 in 

Propp's theory of "form") is achieved in the recognition of 

God's kingship, and not ultimately in the rule of human 

beings, even Moses, Abraham and Gamliel. It is "shechinah" 

whose rule is most encompassing in this midrash. That 

such men are servants is an image which captures the 

essence of the structural change from hero to agent. In 

general we may say that the movement of the Midrash is 

toward a ~icture of God as the Hero. 

As was the case in our examination of Tal e I, we 

have found that the structure of Tale II agrees closely 

with the "form" outlined by Pro~p. Similarly, we have 

noted the r.~dification of the formal elements of folk lit

erature in ways made necessary by rabbinic theology . From 

this consideration of tne structural characteristics of 

~rirnarJ level tales we shall move on to a demonstration of 

the structural characteristics ~resent i n second level 

tales, ar.d ho.,_ the :•!idrash fits into t hese bii::;lical/rr,1.d-

rastic ~arratives. 
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PART II 

c. The Structural Roles of the Midrash 
in Second Level Tales 
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The obvious fact that the rabbis of the Tannaitic 

and Amoraic periods possessed, not a straightforward col

lection of tales, but a Biblical narrative in which many 

tales have been interwoven leads to sever al im~ortant con

clusions. The distinction between prin.ary and secondary 

level tales is paramoWlt among these. On the one hand , the 

Midraah fills tile gaps in the Biblical narrative, by sup

plying 1niasing "functions" or by elaborating present "func

tions," thus creating a biblical/ midrashic narrative 

which conforms to a great de~ree with the "form" of the 

tale. On the other hand, we also find parallel narratives 

which contain functi onal elements described by Propp, but 

which, because they combine parts of several tales, do not 

coincide with the "form" (the pattern of functional ele

ments) he describes. These parallel narratives , called 

"second level" tales, are the basis of rabbinic comparisons 

among Biblical figures and events. Com~arison is possible 

because "second level" tales contain the same range of 

"functions," even though the sequence of these "functions" 

may differ somewhat. It is possible , for example, to com

p~re similar events, motifs, themes and actions. 

A comparison of second level tales is the founda

tion of the systeffi of corres~ondences which underlies rab

binic comparison. The several types of correspondences 
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found in the Midrash include: (l) positive compari•on• of 

heroes; (2) negative comparisons of villains; (3) contrasts 

betwP.en heroes and villains; and (4) inclusion of a motif, 

event, theme or action absent in one second level tale but 

pre•ent in another, parallel second level tale to which 

the fir•t is compared. Selected examples of these four 

structural relationships follow. 

Several important correspondences in our two tales 

center around two parallel events: both Moses and Jacob 

come to a well where there is an incident involving shep

herds and where they meet their future brides . In two 

sources a comparison is drawn among Eliezer, Jacob, Moses 

and Saul, 1 each of whom meet young women at a well and 

later meet with success . \'ie also learn that Moses and 

Jacob were alike in that they both found their wives at a 

well. 2 In fact, the comparison extends to Isaac, and a 

late source contends that i n each case the well was the 
3 same one. 

This positive comparison of heroes is continued in 

vari ous traditions concerning the watering of flocks by 

;•loses ~d J acob. Several texts rr,ention t hat .Jacob 's 

presence resulted in a "blessing" of the waters of t he 

well, so that the prior shortage was corrected. 4 Si milar

lJ, some so~rces attribute a "blessing" of the waters of 

5 tne ·.-ell t o Moses. Two sources indicate that whereas 

J acob's presence caused the well to be filled to the br im, 
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Moaea'a presence only caused the water level to rise suffi

ciently for water to be drawn. 6 Another text gives the 

wbleaaing" of the waters an interesting twiat. 7 In an 

implied comparison with Jacob, whose wblesaingw of the 

waters benefited the residents of Padan-aram, Moaea 'a bless

ing of the waters (re Ex. 2 :19) has an eschatological end: 

~~~ _r\i~ :1
1

~ le?.!\ ~"''' ~-:, ,~ ... ~ .!J<' ·"~1 -:i (1 
~lk.-, Id:, lutt. H,.\ \.!J'.'J? (,(c. .,,.,,,, l\\c.3r>V> ':\,c.m 

p -:, ~ r., t_J,. l ~., ;:,'vi_,-;, C':, t. lJ' c.l&, ~., t. ;\ •\c. YU 

(Yalk. Shemot 169) 

The Midraah notes that both Laban and Jethro had 

flocks tended by their daughters. One group of texts con

tends that Laban's flocks had fallen prey to a disease, so 

that a small enough number of sheep remained that Rachel 

could handle them. 8 In addition, we l e arn that Laban had 

no sons until Jacob arrived. Though no disease had afflicted 

Jethro's flocks, many sourcea record the tradition that 

Jet hro's lack of sons resulted in his d aughters' haviny to 

tend the sheep. 9 In addition, because of J ethro' s renunci 

ation of idolatry , none of the l ocal shepherds would tend 

his flocks. There is an i mplie~ contrast Le tween the evil 

Laban and the righteous Jethro. The disease which ciecitHate d 

La.bar. 's sheep is , of course, a fonr. of punish:nent, while 

Jethro 's co~version brings upon him t he sufferings of the 

r i ghteo~s. P.ere we see an exam~le of a contrast between a 

:1e:-o a:-.c a ·al lair. , growing out of a common motif, nam(:l:,', 

~au;h ters who serve as s he~herds. 
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It is mentioned in other text• that, in qiving hie 

daughter Zipporah to Moses, Jethro charged hi• aon-in-law 

not to leave without permission, taking hia family and 

flocka, aa Jacob did. 10 It is often maintained that!!::. 

yoel (in Ex. 2 : 21) implied the oath Moaea took to raiae 

every other child as an idolator. 11 Clearly, theae text• 

aaawne that Jethro had not yet converted . Mo••••• oath 

cannot be understood otherwiae. The above contrast be

tween the villain Laban and the hero Jethro, in conjunction 

with these act■ of rather dubioua merit, raise■ the poaai

bility that there ia another, perhaps earlier, tradition 

which account• Jethro a villain. 

Indeed, we do find examples of Jethro•• villainy 

scattered throughout the Midrash. One such example is con

tained in the continuation of the story of Mose••• efforts 

to procure Zipporah aa a wife by uprooting the magic rod 

from Jethro's garden. 12 We are told that Jethro threw 

Mose• into a pi t hoping that he would die. Zipporah 

countered Jethro's trick by convincing her father to let 

her sister■ tend the flocks while she stayed at home. 

Secretly, she fed Moses for a period of seven years. When 

seven years had elapsed, Zipporah convinced Jethro of the 

evil of his act, saying that if the victim were still alive 

after seven years in the pit , he must be a truly pioua man. 

J ethro repents of his action and discovers Mose• alive i n 

the pit. Thereupon Jethro acknowledges the power and 

supremacy of God. 
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This midrash holds that Jethro waa, in fact,• vil

lain who ultimately repented of hia evil. It contain• very 

strong echoes of the travails of Joseph who, like Mo•••• 
was thrown into a pit to die, and of Jacob, who served 

Laban for seven years in order to marry Rachel. The latter 

echo is, of course, an ironic inversion: it is Zipporah 

who serves, taking care of Jethro's house and feeding Moses 

in the pit for seven years, in order to marry Moses. We 

can now properly appreciate the centrality of Jethro's con

version and why, in many ways, he is viewed as the para

digmatic convert in the Midrash. 13 From a structural point 

of view, conversion transformed the erstwhile priest of 

Midian from a villain into a hero. This is yet another 

case in which a theological or moral constraint has been 

placed upon the •form• of the tale, leading to important 

structural changes. 

We find several midrashim which tell us the sig

nificance of Zipporah's name. 14 Her alacrity in bringing 

Moses to Jethro and her quick-thinking and nimbleness in 

circumcising her son are given as examples of why Zipporah 

receiverl a name derived from the Hebrew word for "bird.• 

We also learn that Zipporah removed all the idols from her 

father's house and, thus, atoned for his sin of idolatry 

as does the sin-~ffering of a bird. Although the Biblical 

text contains no reference to this action on Zipporah's 

part, these rnidrashirn suggest a correspondence. between the 
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figure of Zi~porah ano the f igure of Rachel. They corre

spond to the latter's theft of Laban's t'rafim. Thi■ in

etance of the supplying of a missing event in one of two 

parallel •second level" tales is augmented by the nntion, 

enunciated in several sources, that Rachel's motive in 

stealing the t'rafim was to remove idolatry from ner father's 
15 

hou■e. The Midrash provides Tale II with a missing event: 

the removal of idols. It al■o provides Tale I with a m.i■■-

ing motif: the daughter's role in saving her father from 

idolatry (included in the midrashic interpretion of Zip

porah • ■ name) • 

The Midra■h is replete with comparisons between 

Jacob and Moses, many of which relate to their respective 

careers as shepherds. Indeed, the motif of tne faithful 

shepherd extends beyond Moses and Jacob. we read in some 

sources that the Messiah will be aided by a council of 

fourteen, including seven shepherds and seven princes (or 
16 "messiahs"). The seven shepherds will be Adam, Seth and 

Methuselah (on t,1e Messiah 's right), Abraham, Jacob and 

Moses (on the left), and David (the presioing officer) • 

Elsewhere the careers of both David and Moses as "faithful 

shepherds" are said to qualify them to lead the Israel

itea.17 Moaes's fitness for this role is proved by his 

concern for a sheep which strays from the flock in search 

o f water and is carried back, tired from its wanderings, by 

Moses. Both David and Moses take care that all their sheep 
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eat what i s i,1roper for tueir age and strength. Mo••••• 
intercession on i.Jehalf of tr.e Israelites , who sinned in 

their faahionin~ of the solde n calf, is recounted in aev

eral places in w;iich tne _,ra}·ers oi the patriarchs a.re i n-
11 

atrumental in forestalling t he vengeance of the angels. 

Here , although Moses remains t ,,e central figure in the 

atory, it is clear that Abraham, Isaac and Jacob are all 

related to I srael as a shepherd to his flock . While Mo••• 
and David are viewed by the Midraah as the •~aradigmatic• 

faithful ahepherds, nevertheless Jacob and the other 

patriarchs bask in t he reflected glow of this motif. 

The Midrash d.raws many parallels between Moses anci 

Jacob. The parting of the Red Sea, so central an event in 

i10ses'• career, is balanced by the tradition t hat, in his 

flight from his brother Esau, Jacob s plit the waters of the 
19 

Jordan. When we remember t hat t he parting of t he Red Sea 

occurs on Moses's return to Midian (in the context of Tale 

B, •functions• 20-22), it is especi ally i nteresting to note 

that another aource place• Jacob's s ~littinq of tile Jordan 

on his way home t o Canaan. 20 

Ginzberg cites a tale from Sefer Noah according to 

which the Book of Raziel was given to Noah by the anyel 

Ra phael, and thence ~asaed on to Shem, Abraham, Jacob , Levi, 

Moses, Joshua anci finally 8olomon . 21 This store of secret 

knowledge, which was made out of sapphires and encased in a 

golden container, was taken into the ark by Noah. According 
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to this text, this precious tome served the inhabitant.a of 

the ark as a clock, hel~ing them to distinguiah between 

day and night. As Ginzberg suggests, an otherwise obacure 

section of Bereshit Rabbah is illuminated by this tradi

tion, 22 raising the possibility that the notion that both 

Jacob and Moses possessed the Book of Raziel may be an old 

Another parallel between Jacob and Moses is that to 

both, God disclosed the future history of the world and of 

Israel. Jacob's famous dream of the ladder revealed to 

him the ascendancy and fall of the four great kingdoms. 23 

The giving of the Torah, the grandeur and destruction of 

tne Temple, and parts of the careers of Eli j ai1, Nebuchad

nezzar and Daniel were s inularly foretold. 24 God also gave 

t he land upon which Jacob slept to Israel, that is, the 

whole of Canaan, whicn had miraculously coalesced under the 

IJody of the patriarch . 25 In a similar vein, during its 

long discussion of Moses's intercession on behalf of Is

rael after tneir worship of the golden calf, 26 the Midrash 

tells us t hat Moses foresaw the giving of the Torah on Mt. 

Sinai. Other sources maintain that Moses was shown the 



land of Canaan and the territory of each tribe, the entire 

hiatory of tile land (including the war againat the Canaan

ites, and that against the Philistines, the reign of Kin9 

David, the building and destruction of the Temple, the 

future kings and prophets of Israel, and the apocalyptic 

wars of Gog and Magog), and the entire history of the 

world. 27 Furthermore, some texts connect these historical 

discloaures to the central theophanous eventa in Hosea's 

life: the burning bush, Sinai and Pisgah. 28 

In theae parallel motifs involving the granting of 

historical revelation to a hero by means of a theophanous 

experience (e.g., a dream) in a holy place, we find a con

sistent pattern of interpretation of similar events in t he 

lives of Moses and Jacob. Underlying this pattern of in

terpretation are structural correspondences, such as 

Jacob's dream and Moses's ecncounter with God at the burning 

bush. These structural correspondences clearly presume a 

comparis~n of second level tales by the rabbis. 

The motif of the "seven pious men" exemplifies t he 

im~ortance of second level tales in midrashic analysis. In 

several sources, 29 Moses argues on Israel's behalf, saying 

that I s rael ought to be ~ardoned on the principle of ten 

righteous men, first argued by A.oraham when God purposed 

to destroy Sodom and Gemorrah . Beneaththis parallel be

tween the sins of Sodom and Gemorrah and the sin of the 

golden calf lies the motif of the "seven pious men." In 
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naming tne ten righteous men, Moses mentions Aaron, Bleuar, 

Ithamar, Phinehas, Joshua, Caleb and himself, seven in 

total. When God presses him for ten, Moses names the three 

patriarchs. This breakdown into seven and three is based 

upon the •seven pious men" motif. Fo~ instance, in several 

places where the significance of the number "seven" is dia

cuaaed,30 we find that Adam, Noah, Enoch, Abraham, Isaac, 

Jacob and Levi are liste d a s the "seven Pious n~n." These 

sources also mention the "seven patri archs,• among whom is 

Moses. That Moses is a member of the t ribe of Levi cannot 

be discounted as a possible connection between the two 

lis ts. In another source, 31 the "seven patriarchs" are 

enumerated: Adam, Noah, ~hem, Job, Abraham, Isaac and 

Jacob. In describing Solomon's throne, another source also 

gives a l ist of the "seven pious men•: Konath, Amram, Moses , 

Aaron, Eldad, Medad and Hur. 32 It appears t hat the "seven 

pious r11en• and the "seven ?atriarchs" are to some degree 

interchangeable, s i nce several of the names are included on 

both lists. The or iginal midrash concerning t.~e "ten 

righteous men ," that is, seven rignteous men and three 

patriar chs, is bui lt upon this confusi on. 

The i mportance of this confluence of the motifs of 

the "ten r1<;1hteous men , " the "seven righteous men," and 

the "seven patriarchs " will become apparent when we con-

3i~er a ~other source which bears directly on and informs 

Tales I and II. 35 Here we read of five wicked and five 



pious men. The five wicked ones are Nimrod, Esau, Dathan 

and Abiram (counted together), Ahaz and Ahasueru■ • The 

five righteous ones are Abraham, Moses, Aaron, Hezekiah and 

Ezra. The natures of these ten are regarded as perpetually 

fixed. Those who are righteous can do no wrong; those who 

are wicked can do nothing right. This is, then, an ellip

tical statement of the theological or moral lirni tationa 

placed upon the morally neutral acts of villains and heroes 

by the Midrash noted earlier. If indeed the •seven patri

archs" and "seven righteous men" are similar or even iden

tical motifs, we may conclude that they embody similar 

limitations. Thus, it is now possible to explain why 

Dathan and Abiram, as well as Esau, are consistently under

stood as villains. Jacob and Moses, as two of the "seven 

righteous men• and Hseven patriarchs" are for the san~ 

reasons understood to be paradigmatic heroes, Concomi

tantly, because Jacob is a perpetual hero, and because 

there are no figures like Dathan and Abiram in Tale I, 

Laban must become a villain similar to the •five wicked 

men," while Jethro is free to be made into the paradig

matic c0nvert, that is a villain who is transformed into a 

nero. 
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In the foregoing sections of this thesis, I have 

demongtrat ed that Pr opp's theory of •form" and Riffaterre 'a 

concept of "descriptive system" can be useful models for 

midras~ic analysis. Our discussion of the oiblical/mid

raahic narratives concerninc; lloses in Midian and .Jacob in 

Padan-aran: has revealed that tnese tales corres~ond closely 

to the pattern of "functions" described by Propp and also 

contain key "descriptive sys tems" defined by Riffaterre . 

In this examination of the surface structure of Tale I and 

Ta l e II, we have discovered that the relationship between 

midrashim and the Biblical text as both primary and second

ary level t ales lends to biblical/rnidrashic narratives a 

forceful unity of structure. 

In applying t.,e first level o f the theoretical 

model of midrashic analysis developed in Part r, nowever, 

it has been shown that the divergences from Pro~p •s theory 

of "form" found in t!1e ~idrash and the Bible are highly 

significant. The significance of t hese divergences lies in 

the fact that they elucidate the various ways that each 

genre has ada~ted the "form" of folk literature to tne spe

cial needs of a unique genre . The theolosical system within 

which Miclrash functions, as well as the hybrid nature of 

:,:idrash as a l:.terary-oral literature, have wrought 
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structural modifications of the "form" of the folk tale. 

In this connection, an extension of the atyle of 

analysis used io conjunction with Tale I and Tale II to 

other biblical/midraahic narratives would prove most useful. 

'l'wo different tacks present themselves: (l) an examination 

of other tales concerning shepherds (e.g., David'• flight 

from Saul to the land of Moab), and (2) tales exhibiting 

completely different motifs (e.g., the relationship between 

fathers and sons, such as David and Solomon, the Patriarchs, 

etc., or the relationship between brotners, such as Moses 

and Aaron, Cain and Abel, Jacob and Esau, or even David and 

Jonathan, etc. ). Similarly, Tales I and II illustrate sub

motifs, apart from the central shepherd rrotif, which fall 

into t he second category: e . g ., wives whose salvific roles 

aid their husbands include such as Michal and Abigail, as 

well as Zipporah and Rachel; the relationships between sons

in-law and fathers-in-law includes not only Jacob and Laban 

and Moses and Jethro, but also Saul and David. All of 

these avenues, as well as many others, can be profi tably 

explored, 

l'lhile I do not claim that all midrashim fit the 

critical model I have proposed, nonetheless the style of 

analysis I have presented does add a new and valuable dimen

sion to our understanding of t he iiterary structure of mid

rashic texts , The adapted "form" of biblical/rnidrashic 

narratives stands outside individual midrashic texts as a 
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kind of unified super-structure. By a process of editorial 

selection, material included in midrashic texts was ab

stracted from this super-structure and gathered. Much like 

a catalyst which, when added to a chemical solution , results 

in a precipitant, the criteria of editorial selection, when 

applied to the range of interrelated biblical /midrashic 

narratives of the extra-textual super-structure, result in 

a residue of individual midrashim. Aa Riffaterre indicates, 

the method of selection, that is, the criteria according to 

which certain material is included and other material ex

clud.ed, is a basic element of literary unity in midraahic 

texts. 

In examining Tale I and Tale II, I have worked on 

the level of super-structure. Such an analysis of biblical/ 

midrashic narratives (which, when they include a signifi

cant, repetitive motif such as the faithful shepherd, are 

analogous to Riffaterre's "ciescriptive s ystems") is meth

odologically prior to an examinati on of the method of s e lec

tion e mployed by various editors in i nd ividual midrasnic 

texts. Importan t work can be done, then, in extending this 

and other analyses of biblical/midrashi c narratives to t he 

question of editorial selection. By determining the "lexi

con" (i.e., the range of "descriptive systems") available 

t o midrashic editors, and then fixing the criteria accord

ing to which these ed itors selected materi al for individual 

texts , the nature of literary unity in the Midrash can be 

defined ~ore a ccu rately. 
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A related kind of study would involve the u•e of 

•kemel words• in midrashic texts. As a shorthand way of 

referring to "descriptive systems," that is, as a JDaans of 

pointing toward various biblical/ midrashic narrative■, the 

uae of such terms points toward the unified, extra-textual 

auper-structure which underlies individual texts. Thua, 

their u■e constitutes a model of echoes or resonance• with

in the entire genre of Midrash which serves to link one 

text to another. The i mportance of the resonant quality of 

"kernel words" is that, in pointing to whole "descriptive 

systems," the use of such terms presumes the associative 

inclusion of material not actually present in a midrashic 

text. Without a knowledge of the role of "kernel words," 

many midraahim appear to be enigmatic or obscure . Further

more, many seemingly disconnected midrashir.t, in horr,i letic 

texts and elsewhere, acquire a new-found coherence when 

their relationship to "descriptive systems" i s understood. 

Treatments of such "kernel words" as "the merit of the 

fathers," "the king of kings," "a king who had a 

servant ••• ," "that very act" (referring to the golden 

calf), and "the giving of the Torah" will reveal much n,ate

rial whicn is part of a Midrash even though not expressly 

in~luded, and hence, a highe r degree of literary uni ty i~ 

micrashic texts than was heretofore thought, 

I n addition to examining biblical/midrashic narra

tives beside Tale I and Tale II, analyzing the criteria of 
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editoria l selection from t he "lexicon" composed of aucn 

•deacriptive systems , • a.nd describing t i1e role of •kernel 

words" in various texts, there are many queationa beyond 

the level of surface structure, whether within texts or 

among texts, that can be fruitfully scrutinized. Chief 

among these , perhaps, i s an ap~lication of Levi-Strausa ' s 

theory of ~~e bipolar structure of thought to individual 

midraahim. Uncovering the range of polar opposites in a 

Midraah and determining the ways an attempted resolution, 

baaed on intermedi ate values, i s presented, wi ll disclose 

the logical s tructure which is the deepest underpinning of 

literary structure in tne Midrasn . Such opposites as "the 

merit of the fathers" and "the meri ts of the children," 

"the quality of j ustice• and •the quality of comr,assion , " 

•acta" and "faith,• indeed, "emunah , " spring to mind as 

likely bipolar constructs aroWld which the logical structure 

of many midrashim revolves. In fact, as a more so~histi

cated and more precise systemic expr ession of what Heine

~ann cal l s a the~atic "dialectic," Levi-Strauss ' s model 

c an furni s h a hi~hly acute and sensitive t oo l for the under

standing of literary unity in the Midras h. 

In sugges ting these four possir.l e avenues fo r fur t her 

ap~licat1.on of t he model of midrashic c r iticism I have de

veloped 1.n Liis t hesis, I have pr esented only several of 

the ~any conceivable options . T;ie;;;e suggestions by no means 

are ex~austive. Nonetheless, they str ike me as the most 
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crucial, as well as the most likely to yield the most sig

nificant and provocative conclusions. The scholarly pur

suit of these suggestions will, in my opinion, lead to im

portant contributions to our understanding of Midraah, not 

only as a literary genre or mode of exegesis, but finally 

aa a precious form of Jewis h theological struggle and ulti

mate belief. 
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