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his voice is obvious. But Rashi’s quiet presence
has spoken much louder over the centuries
than Ibn Ezra’s noise. 

The commentators in The Commentators’
Bible wrote in Hebrew about a Hebrew text; I
had to insinuate myself in such a way that the
commentator could write in English about a
text his readers would primarily encounter in
English translation.

With regard to the Torah itself, the way to
make the translation vanish was, paradoxically,
to make it more visible. This I did by including
two English translations, rather than one, and
by having the commentators criticize one or
both translations when necessary. This forces
readers to be aware that it’s the Hebrew text
that is Torah, not the English. (Visit shma.com
for an example.) 

Standing in between the readers and the
commentators is trickier. It involves a certain
amount of mimicry and quite a lot of chutzpah.
As the English-language literary agent of Nah-
manides, I have often had to tell him, “Inter-
esting! But the readers I’m introducing to you
aren’t ready to learn that.” The commentators
in The Commentators’ Bible, therefore, are not
the commentators themselves — they are
being impersonated by me, just as Cervantes
was impersonated by Edith Grossman.

Stated baldly, this sounds outrageous. So
it’s worth remembering that the prophets,
too, (according to Ibn Ezra and Abarbanel)
were not simply channeling God’s message,
but rather impersonating Him. The medium
shapes the message, and that is as true for
Torah as for anything else.
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