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ABSTRACT

I intend in this research to trace the story of the death of Rabbi Akiva
as a folk hero in Hebrew literature through the ages. The oldest texts that
mention Rabbi Akiva are found in the ancient Talmudim and Midrashim, and

they seem to already have started to take shape in his time or close to the time

561

6356 ;43 /0y 07N NHPT, 0PN D

NON )M MDD DX TINY W DY IMNT HX DY DX0NA JPNT D) XD DTN IWIN
APNNN TONN2 NN XNIMNY 95,13 IPNN DY IDINNN X NN I2THY

302



of his death. As is true for the other Rabbinic sages, these texts are also
scattered throughout these sources and are not organized in a continuous way
which would give the reader a fuller picture of his character although
biographies and biographers existed during this period in the geo-political area

to which Israel belonged — the Roman Empire.

I have found that many of the legends about Rabbi Akiva are actually
“foundation legends” reflecting the establishment of cultural institutions which
influenced later generations no less than contemporary generations. | am of the
opinion that the story of a hero’s death has a central influence on the way it is
perceived by society, and that the story of Rabbi Akiva’s death specifically was

and is central to the culture of the Jewish people.

The Story of Rabbi Akiva’'s Death in Ancient Times

It is commonly held today by researchers that the ancient texts
mentioning the death of Rabbi Akiva do not precede the fourth century AD.
Since the time of his death, which was around 135 AD, these texts have
undergone a process of formation. The creators of these texts had a familiar
conception of leadership from the Bible. This was the “tri-leadership” concept
of king-priest-prophet. Biblical criticism has found on more than one occasion
that this presentation of leadership does not fit historical facts, since it was

created by the biblical scribes for their own purposes.

Leadership in Rabbi Akiva’s time was molded according to this model,

with Bar Kochba at his side as the parallel of the king and Elazar Hamoda’i
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who was identified with Elazar Hacohen, appearing on coins from the days of
Bar Kochba. It appears that Rabbi Akiva is the parallel of a prophet. I am not
claiming that Rabbi Akiva was indeed a prophet, rather that he fulfilled the
prophet’s functions in this tri-leadership. The status of the sages rises in Rabbi
Akiva’s time. As the prophet, the sage does not inherit his position or his role,
and his mission is determined only according to his personality. In addition, the
sage is even higher than the prophet is since the prophet serves as a channel for

the words of the Lord, over which he has no control, while the sage is creative.

The three leaders of this period died unnatural and especially violent
deaths. The crisis that followed the distancing of the redemption and the deaths
of the three leaders led to extensive preoccupation with the story of the death of
Rabbi Akiva. Perhaps this was due to the fact that he was the last of the leaders
to remain alive so that the people hung their hopes on him after losing all other
hopes for redemption. Perhaps such preoccupation was due to the fact that
Rabbi Akiva lived to such an old age, and so to speak signaled to the people his
fortitude in facing afflictions of time and place. But when this steadfastness
failed, disappointment grew among the people and the story of his death

became a source to which they turned in times of suffering.

The creators of the story of his death did so from the perspective of one
who already knew how things happened and what the results were. This
knowledge had significant implications on the way in which they chose to
describe his death. In other words, although the stories were intended to be

historical descriptions, they used entirely literary tools.
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The oldest sources which connected Rabbi Akiva to the Bar Kochba
revolt were individual texts and there is no agreement amongst the researchers
regarding the extent of Rabbi Akiva’s involvement in the revolt. Opinions
range from those who see him as the organizer and initiator of the revolt who
acts extensively in and out of Israel in order to recruit people and resources for
himself, to those who see his involvement merely in his refusal to give in to
Hadrian’s decrees and saw Bar Kochba as a messiah after recognizing his
marvelous physical strength. However these should be seen in their context:
they appear as part of the argument between sages regarding the nature of the
Messiah. Rabbi Akiva sees the Messiah as an earthly being whose role is
military and political in restoring independence to the Jewish people. This
opposes the opinion that Bar Tortah represents, according to which the Messiah
has to come from the House of David, a spiritual futuristic figure that will

miraculously change reality.

Another indirect tradition connecting Rabbi Akiva to the Bar Kochba
revolt is found in the context of a discussion about the length of the exile and
the coming of the redemption. It seems to me that there is more of a reflection
here of Rabbi Akiva the mystic than Rabbi Akiva the warrior and rebel. One
should remember that Rabbi Akiva lived to a ripe old age, even if we don’t

accept the fact that he lived to be 120 years old.

Rabbi Akiva’s death is connected to the deaths of the Ten Martyrs, and
created an unprecedented religious problem: obeying all the commandments

and studying the Torah cause suffering and death. A new interpretation was
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needed for the whole theory of retribution and this interpretation was found in
Rabbi Akiva’s Midrash of the phrase 17111321 *2® 1. This is my God, and | will

beautify Him (Exod. 15:2).

Some schlars see this Midrash not as a reflection of events rather of a
cultural process: by means of the Midrash Rabbi Akiva makes a connection
between the first redemption, the exodus from Egypt and the future
redemption. He offers a new and revolutionary meaning to suffering — suffering
and subsequent death are the extreme expressions of the believer’s love for
God. Without this interpretation, many people might believe that there is a
disconnection between them and God, and to conclude that the promise
between them doesn’t exist. The result of such a conclusion leads to destruction
of the nation. The motive for creating the Midrash is not merely for study
purposes, or for the purpose of delving into the theory of suffering, but rather
the strong wish for redemption, a wish which is Messianic and is undoubtedly

created due to actual reality.

Some may see the death of Rabbi Akiva in the name of studying of the
Torah as a provocation against foreign rule or as a sign of rebellion again such
rule. I believe that there is a continuation of his perception of the importance of
studying the Torah. He thereby continues the perception of Rabban Yochanan
Ben Zakai, who understands that the nation can continue to exist without
Jerusalem, but without studying the Torah, the nation can’t exist as a distinct
group. Modern researchers claim that both these two traditions, those of Rabbi

Akiva and Rabban Yochanan Ben Zakai, were created during the same period,
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the fourth century AD. | am of the opinion that they should be connected to the
trend that raises the status of the sages in the leadership hierarchy of the Jewish
nation of that time. | see the traditions which tell of the travels of Rabbi Akiva
throughout the Roman Empire not as trips for the recruitment of people and
resources for the rebellion, but rather as the laying down of the leadership of
the arch-Israeli leadership of the sages, where the spiritual center in Israel
weakened compared to the Babylonian center. Through the fate of a single
person, these trips reflect the overall historical-cultural process of the
relationship between Israel and the Diaspora, a process that has stimulated

fundamental arguments to this day. In this respect they are foundation legends.

The story of the death of Rabbi Akiva in “Yerushalmi Brachot” 9:14
and in Bavli Brachot 61b tells of his death in “One”. The typical elements of
martyrological stories are found in this story and the great effect he had on the
martyrs in the times of the Crusades is known. This story is therefore a

foundation legend.

The sources offer additional reasons for the death of Rabbi Akiva,
according to which he sinned and his death by suffering was a consequent

punishment.

Another explanation is that Rabbi Akiva died as a result of his extreme
righteousness, in order to prevent his remaining on earth during times of even
greater suffering. Some may conclude from this source that Rabbi Akiva found

his death even before Bar Kochba’s failed rebellion.
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The Story of Rabbi Akiva's Death in the Middle Ages

The Jews in the Middle Ages understood that their suffering stemmed
from the sins of the generations before them, since they could not point to any
specific sin for which they deserved to suffer. In addition, in the chronicles and
piyutim they wrote they emphasized the righteousness of the murdered victims
and the babes who certainly did no wrong. They explained their failures during
their physical confrontations with the rioters using the expression “causes of
evil”, an expression which appears in the context of the fall of Jerusalem in the

days of the great revolt and the fall of Beitar.

In this variation the story makes a connection between the legendary
adaptation of the sacrifice of Isaac and the Talmudic traditions of the Ten
Martyrs. A foundation was laid for Medieval Jewish martyrology. In addition,
this is a work having an eschatological perspective for their present deaths are

atonement for past sins and there is a promise of a future redemption.

They chose Rabbi Akiva as a representative model for themselves and
one who is a source of authority for them because he was versed in halacha,
because of the things he set as absolute conditions, because he was connected
with Moshe as one who deserves to receive the Torah and as a prototype of the
prophets. They also found that his period was similar to theirs with regard to
the threat to the survival of the community. These are in addition to the

arguments with the Christians in justifying martyrdom.

I have hitherto shown the references to the character of Rabbi Akiva
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which is nourished by tradition and by the world of Jewish-Israeli beliefs and
opinions. Following is an account of how Rabbi Akiva’s image was formed

according to the model of the cultural heroes in other cultures.

Researchers have come to the conclusion that the hero is admired for
his behavior during times of trial. He becomes a uniting symbol which
represents the society and his importance is important in periods in which
society’s survival is endangered. If we add to this the fact that the story of a
hero’s death affects the way he is perceived as a hero in a major way, then we
get the answer to the question why the story of Rabbi Akiva’s death was told
more than any other event in anyone’s life among the sages of the Mishna and

the Talmud.

The choice in the way the story is told shows the narrators’ attitude to
him in general and to his death in particular. We may define these stories as
historical legends since they include elements of time, place and familiar
characters. It has been made clear that the more central the character is in
society, the more elements it “annexes” from the universal paradigm of the

hero and the more stories there are about him..

Society tends to immortalize the hero by means of defined time and
place. Rabbi Akiva is generally mentioned on Lag Ba’omer, although the date
of his death, according to one of the sources, is the Day of Atonement. In fact
he is mentioned in the prayers for the Day of Atonement. | believe that Lag
Ba’omer was chosen for its connection with natural phenomena which are

typical of the season of the year during which it falls and with the work in the
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fields which is carried out and because no weddings are held during this period

of the year.

The hero’s place of burial is the natural and logical place for
immortalizing him. Ancient sources mention Ceasaria as the place of Rabbi
Akiva’s death and Antipatris in Ceasaria as his place of burial or by confusing
this name, in a cave. Despite these specific marks, starting from the 13"
century, people indicate a high place in Tiberias as his place of burial.
Archeologists point to certain places as possible places of his burial. Some
specifically point to a topographically high place. In this way archeologists
apply the cultural principles of the burial site of a hero as being a high place as
Lord Raglan shows in his paradigm of a hero’s life. Lag Ba’omer has become a
day on which people go up to that place in Tiberias in order to immortalize
Rabbi Akiva. His wife Rachel’s place of burial is also thought to be in Tiberias,

once again according to medieval tradition.

The hero’s personality is seen in the perspective of time and its actions.
Most important changes are appreciated after their results and the effects of the
hero’s actions are felt. Add to these the wish to glorify it, due to the wish to
strengthen and establish the changes that it has brought about. In the case of
Rabbi Akiva there is a change in the status of the sage, and at a further stage in
the understanding of central concepts about the Jewish people - martyrdom, the
theory of retribution, redemption and the nature of the Messiah. So we may
assume that already in his time the character was starting to be molded as a

cultural hero, certainly by those who supported the changes he made and so as
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to quieten opposing factors or at least to argue with them. In this sense we may
see these stories as part of an argument whose other side it is not always easy to

find clearly.

The hero must possess qualities and behaviors that stimulate the
imaginations of the public to create stories about him. Despite the changing and
coloring of the character, his existence is believed exactly as he is described in
the stories. At this stage deeds are attributed to him and features that match his
character, even if they are not true to reality. On the other hand, inappropriate
facts and features are suppressed. A stereotype is created: the hero is better than
other people, possesses super-human qualities and society identifies with him.
This characteristic exists in tragic heroes too. Perhaps it is easiest for

playwrights, authors and poets to use such characters in their works.

Two different approaches place Rabbi Akiva in his time: the one in the
Babylonian Talmud which despises rebellion and the other in the Jerusalem
Talmud which does not hesitate to deliver Rabbi Akiva’s words as saying that

Bar Kochba was a Messiah.

Another important quality of the image of the hero is his ability to
cross the inter-generational boundary and to perceived as a symbol in later

generations.

The hero’s last words before dying are very important since they are
taken as a last will to future generations. In Rabbi Akiva’s case, great
importance is placed on the tradition which states that his last words were

“Hear O Israel!” since these words are associated with the last words of
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martyrs in later generations. Significant too is the way in which they

interpreted the actual deed of martyrdom.

In medieval chronicles we find descriptions of Jews who died as
martyrs whilst saying the last words associated with Rabbi Akiva at the time of
his death and making clear references to him. However there is a distinct
difference: Rabbi Akiva was executed, while they committed suicide or even
killed others, including women and children, and so doing they considered
themselves perpetuators of Rabbi Akiva’s way. This is a significant change in
Jewish martyrology. It seems as though they based their actions on the story of
Masada as it appears in the Book of Yossippon and on the story of the mother
and martyred sons as it appears there and in older texts. The same applies for
the story of the suicides of the priests during the destruction of the second

Temple, although in this case they were not being forced to abandon their faith.

The Jews of the Rhinelands during the Crusades may have received
this interpretation of martyrdom from the variation of the story of the sacrifice,
in which Isaac was slaughtered on the altar. They learned about themselves
from this interpretation and perhaps hoped that they, like Isaac would
eventually be resurrected. Perhaps there are Christian influences here as they
interpreted the status of God’s servant in Isaiah 52-53. Some people disagree to
this, claiming that Christian martyrology forbade suicide or homicide. Yuval
interprets the behavior of the Jews during the Crusades as a protest against the
way God led the world, protest which led him finally to rule justice in his

world.
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Some people connect the story of the sacrifice with the Paschal
Sacrifice, the date of the ancient Israeli New Year, the New Year of the
Shepherds. Others connect it with the New Year and the Day of Atonement.
According to one tradition, Rabbi Akiva indeed died on the Day of

Atonement..

During the Middle Ages Jews added to the story of the sacrifice the
story of Rabbi Akiva’s death and so created a chain of martyrological stories
which are an account of different periods in the history of the Jewish people.
These stories became thicker and thicker with the various layers that were
added to them throughout the ages. The collective historic memory of the
society is formed in the same way. Sages understood the uniting force of this
mechanism and spread the stories throughout all the levels of society, not only
to the scholars. And indeed, in the earliest chronicle of the Crusades, the
memory of Rabbi Akiva is bound side by side with the Sacrifice, the Mother
and her Sons and the other martyrs. So the transfiguration of the death of Rabbi
Akiva is actually a story of the incarnation of the history of Jewish martyrology

through the generations.

The story of the death of Rabbi Akiva could have influenced the
behavior of Jews not only for the above reasons, but also because it was
connected to the Roman Empire, Edom, which is reinterpreted as the
Christianity of the Crusader period. All of these are expressed in these
chronicles and poems whose authors found expression for their suffering in the

sources not only using stylistic-intertextual means but through awareness that
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they are in fact a link in a long chain of identical links and the behavior of

former generations serve as a behavioral model for them.

Once this form of martyrdom was accepted, an entire ritual developed
which included all the preparations and the things the martyr should say and do
during the last moments of his life. The generation of the first Crusade regarded
Rabbi Akiva and his friends as a myth that demands actions of his followers.
And so traditions more literary than historical become a central motive for
concret actions in the actual present and become a fundamental question of life

and death in the most basic sense.

The Story of Rabbi Akiva's Death in Modern Literature

The historical play is chronologically the first genre written by modern
Hebrew playwrights. This genre enabled a link between the society’s past and
its present. In the following paragraph | base myself on three plays in which
Rabbi Akiva is the main or central hero — the plays of Landa, Tchernikovsky

and Vilikovsky.

Each society creates for itself its own ways of describing the past,
through historical awareness and knowledge. This understanding of the past is
not necessarily a result of scientific examination and so it is passed on through
the generations as that society’s cultural legacy. It is obvious that such a “folk
history” brings back from the past those values that suit that society’s present
ideals and they depict the future as a return to the past. Plays serve as an

efficient medium for transferring a message to a wide public, because they
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appeal to the senses and their appearance before an audience creates group

dynamics which the playwright can manipulate according to his views.

The choice of Hebrew for writing the plays also constitutes an
idealogical message owing to the close connection between national awakening
and the awakening of the language of that nation. This should be seen on the
background of national revival in Europe together with anti-Semitic events
which sped up the process and the Enlightenment and urbanization processes
which caused vast changes in European Jewish society. The similarity between
the folk hero and martyr and between the tragic hero facilitated the taking of
such a character from the past and changing it to become a character in a
historical play. Some of the modern playwrights specifically admit to their

national and didactic intentions.

A phenomenon which appears time and again in modern works is the
avoidance of description of the death of Rabbi Akiva in plays, novels or stories,
in the very places whether we would expect to find him. At this point of my
research | include these works too for the reason that the very absence of his
death story in them places deserves special study. However, reference is made
to his death in these works, and it is possible that the creators took into account
that their intended audience could manage very well with mere references in
their understanding of the writer’s intention. Perhaps there were aesthetic
considerations, or appliance with the dictates of the classic tragedy in which
death on stage was not shown. In addition, in classic culture, exile was

considered no less of a punishment than death, for example in Oedipus. My
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opinion is that for at least some of the writers an equally significant
consideration was that they wanted to see their heroes as winners and not as
losers. Another possibility was that the intended audience may have included
some of the younger generation, and that their feelings could have been hurt by

showing death on stage.

Playwrights continue presenting the tri-leadership. Among the three of
them Bar Kochba failed, not having been aware of the plots being devised
around him. His failure was also a result of the unequal balance of few against

many.

Playwrights change certain details, omit and add others, or change their
contexts so as to suit the sources to their views. The fact that the sources are
scattered and not organized into a tractate enables the later creators to devise

any contexts they wish for various legends.

The works reflect the Zionist ideology which rejected death in the
Diaspora even if it is accompanied by heroic behavior. Such death is perceived
as pointless as against death in the Land of Israel. This may be the reason why
modern writers turn to the ancient sources and ignore those of the Middle Ages.
The events are retold using their own knowledge of the continuation of the
history of the Jewish nation, and so they are able to end the plays on an
optimistic note despite the known outcome of the revolt. This once again
expresses the “folk history” of the Jewish people. This is true for the scope of
the revolt: historians indicate a limited scope whilst modern literary works

describe it as having encompassed the whole country.
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Rabbi Akiva is associated with the revolt in novels as well as in the
plays. Once again revolt is the center of the work and anything that happens to
the heroes happens in this context. In this chapter | address the novel by
Opatosho “The Last Revolt” and on the novel “Rabbi Akiva” by Rosenberg.
Rosenberg directly declares that his contemporaries who materialize the ideas
of Zionism are actually continuing the generation of Rabbi Akiva. He parallels
the Nazi’s deeds with those of the Romans and Bar Kochba’s revolt to the
uprising of the Warsaw Ghetto. He describes Rabbi Akiva’s death explicitly
making use of the sources. He presents the unnatural events as legends told by
his admirers because of their relationship with him and his contribution to
society. He ascribes to Rabbi Akiva disappointment with Bar Kochba and his
dependence on strength as against the centrality of studying the Torah.
Similarly, the shepherd aspect of Rabbi Akiva’s personality is emphasized in

meeting with the ideal of the Zionistic movement.

Opatosho does not mention the death of Rabbi Akiva at all although
the novel ends in the failure of the revolt and the death of Bar Kochba. The
name of the novel, “The Last Revolt” apparently reflects the folk history which
claims that the establishment of the State of Israel was the first attempt at

independence since the time of the Bar Kochba revolt.

Various adaptions of the tale of Rabbi Akiva also appear in collections
of legends. Some of these collections devote the whole collection to legends
about Rabbi Akiva, while others have collections of legends about various

people and subjects.
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Even when it is not specifically stated, it is obvious that some of these
collections are specifically intended for youth. The story of the death of Rabbi
Akiva has two opposing directions: one is educational and the other attempts to
subdue it as much as possible, | believe, with the aim of not exposing the

young readers to the shock.

In other collections the story of Rabbi Akiva’s death is highly detailed
and includes many references from the Talmudim and Midrashim. Unnatural
events in the story are told as miracles that happened, as things that are taken
for granted or as a metaphor for reality. Some of them may have accepted the
theory prevalent amongst educators that children should not be offered stories
that are not reasonable and oppose reality. However, they don’t lay aside the
legends, and thereby they subconsciously sustain the universal model

requirements of the hero’s life.

In both plays and novels there are references to Moses creating an
indirect comparison between Exodus and the authors’ present: their period is
one of movement towards redemption, and even if the redeemer himself does
not actually see the results of his endeavors, these results still exist. The stories
of Moses and of Rabbi Akiva both constitute a reflection of the fate of the

whole society and therefore there is potential for identification with the heroes.
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