
the influence of nineteenth- and twentieth-century European models of 
secular-democratic nationalism and techniques of mass mobilization? To 
my mind, one of the most significant contributions of Goodblatt’s book is 
that it helps establish a potential basis for comparison between ancient and 
modern forms of nationalism (as well as among various ancient manifes-
tations of nationalism). But to be effective, such a framework of analysis 
has to allow for change over time, for differences as well as similarities 
between the nationalisms of Shim’on bar Giora and David Ben-Gurion. 
Given the subtlety and meticulous attention to historical context with 
which Goodblatt approaches the evolution of Jewish culture and nation-
al consciousness over the course of the Second Temple era, there can be 
no doubt that he is in fact perfectly aware of the importance of histori-
cization. It’s just that the brief passage concluding his chapter on “Zion 
nationalism” needlessly opens his general thesis to a categorical dismissal 
by modernist critics—a dismissal that would in fact be unjustified. 

This criticism aside, David Goodblatt has written a masterful and of-
ten engrossing treatment of an all too neglected topic. The book stands 
as a major contribution not only to our understanding of ancient Jewish 
nationalism but to the field of nationalism studies as a whole.

Aviel Roshwald, Georgetown University

Renaissance England’s Chief Rabbi: John Selden
by Jason P. Rosenblatt. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006, ix + 314 pgs.

This book provides its readers with many important insights into the use 
of Hebraic materials in Renaissance England. Jason P. Rosenblatt focuses 
on John Selden’s research into rabbinic lore and its relevance to many 
of his somewhat less erudite, though often more famous, contemporar-
ies. This is primarily a brilliant analysis of the importance of Selden and 
the scope of his learning. It is likewise a majestic survey of classical, 
biblical, and rabbinic scholarship in works by Selden’s contemporaries: 
major poets such as William Shakespeare, Ben Jonson, John Milton, and 
Andrew Marvell as well as important scholars such as Hugo Grotius, 
Henry Stubbe, John Lightfoot, Henry More, Thomas Hobbes, and Isaac 
Newton. 
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The opening chapters explore the relevance of aspects of rabbinic 
contexts for understanding Shakespeare, Jonson, and Milton. With the 
discussion of Marvell, in the fifth chapter of the volume, Rosenblatt moves 
into a second section of the book, spanning its remaining seven chapters, 
where the relations between rabbinic scholarship, biblical interpretation 
and commentary, and legal issues in seventeenth-century England are 
explored. With regards to jurisprudence, we find biblical and Hebraic 
sources widely consulted on issues such as zealotry, proselytes, natu-
ral law, religious toleration, idolatry, blasphemy, and excommunication. 
Throughout the volume, Selden looms large as a giant in communication 
with the great (e.g., Jonson and Milton) or with intellectual pygmies who 
often stood on his shoulders without much acknowledgment.

The volume is primarily about Selden and his work, but it is likewise 
about the relevance of Hebraic scholarship for early modern England 
even before the appearance of its hero. Although most of the book’s chap-
ters center on one aspect or another of Selden’s work and influence, the 
long first chapter, “Hamlet, Henry, Epicoene, and Hebraica: Marriage 
Questions,” goes on for more than forty pages without mentioning him 
at all. Rosenblatt deals with the significance of talmudic issues for Henry 
VIII’s legal struggles for divorce. He likewise discusses Hamlet in terms 
of rabbinic discussions of levirate marriage and concludes with a Latin 
commendatory poem by Selden on the First Folio edition of Ben Jonson’s 
Works. Connecting all these is arcane, humanist learning with a clear em-
phasis on Hebraic scholarship and rabbinic studies. 

The second chapter, “Selden, Jonson, and the Rabbis on Cross-Dressing 
and Bisexual Gods,” is a good example of Selden’s use of “a Maimonidean 
hermeneutic” (p. 54) in interpreting biblical law. The issue concerns a 
passage from Deuteronomy that the King James translation renders “The 
woman shall not wear that which pertaineth unto a man, neither shall 
a man put on a woman’s garment: for all that do so are abomination 
unto the LORD thy God” (Deuteronomy 22:5). Ben Jonson wrote to 
Selden about the meaning of these words with concern for their signifi-
cance for the all-male English stage. Selden’s response (which appears in 
Rosenblatt’s volume as an appendix on pp. 279–289) cites Maimonides, 
who claimed that the verse in question is a condemnation of idolatrous 
cross-dressing practices in which men dressed as Venus and women as 
Mars. From this perspective, then, male impersonation of females in 
the early modern English theater was blameless, since it did not involve 
idolatry. Rosenblatt’s chapter treats the literary relations between Selden 
and Jonson and concludes with the relevance of Selden’s research to this 
and connected matters for Milton’s catalogue of pagan gods in book 1 of 
Paradise Lost.
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A great deal of attention is focused most elegantly throughout the 
book on John Milton. In chapter 3 (“Selden and Milton on Gods and 
Angels”), Rosenblatt shows how Milton made use of Selden’s scholarship 
but changed its tone from “sympathy and longing” for the classical gods 
and goddesses to “fierce denunciation of the pagan gods who incarnated 
the fallen angels” (p. 72). The book treats what Rosenblatt terms Selden’s 
“hermeneutic of inclusion,” which informs his “calm and tolerant histori-
cist approach to the potentially incendiary topic of idolatry” (p. 80). The 
details that follow with regard to the catalogue of fallen angels in book 1 
of Paradise Lost as well as Milton’s early “Ode on the Morning of Christ’s 
Nativity” comprise a subtle and innovative contribution to Milton schol-
arship as well as groundbreaking analysis of Selden’s Latin De Diis Syris, 
Milton’s long-acknowledged source. 

In chapter 4,  “Samson’s Sacrifice,” Rosenblatt makes use of Selden’s 
sympathetic reading of rabbinic views of the Noahide laws to construct 
a “Hebraic, monistic reading of Samson Agonistes” (p. 105). Rosenblatt 
shows how Selden’s “rabbinic sources… moderate scriptural severity” 
(p. 104) regarding the commandments to destroy the Canaanites on the 
basis of repentance and rejection of idolatry. Nevertheless, “the Philistines 
in Milton’s tragedy violate Noahide precepts” (p. 105), committing idola-
try and blasphemy, and thus cannot be considered innocent. The poem 
is “a heroic attempt to understand the Hebraic ethos on its own terms, 
as a means of living most fully according to the laws of one’s best nature” 
(p. 108). Rosenblatt deftly develops a discussion of Samson’s final act as 
“a sacrifice entirely sufficient” (p. 110) on the basis of a careful reading of 
details in Milton’s verse that allow him to fuel the raging contemporary 
debate about the critical significance of Samson’s final actions, in which 
he kills thousands of “innocent” Philistines. 

Students of Milton will find interesting discussions of both his poetry 
and his prose in the context Rosenblatt presents, and not only in the sec-
tions exclusively devoted to Milton. Thus, in chapter 6,  “Natural Law and 
Noahide Precepts: Grotius, Selden, Milton, and Barbeyrac,” Rosenblatt 
delivers insights that serve to explain shifts in Milton’s prose after 1642. 
Subsequent chapters also refer to Milton as they develop other aspects of 
Selden’s use of rabbinic materials.

The remaining chapters treat connections between Selden and various 
contemporaries as well as Restoration figures who referred to him post-
humously. Chapter 5, “Andrew Marvell, Samuel Parker, and the Rabbis on 
Zealots and Proselytes,” deals with the views of Henry Stubbe and the rel-
evance of Selden for the “intermittent but fierce talmudic exchanges” (p. 
112) between Parker and Marvell. Rosenblatt shows that both Parker and 
Marvell relied on the work of others for knowledge of Hebraic matters. 
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While Parker depended on Selden (with no explicit references), Marvell’s 
Hebraic comments seem to come from John Lightfoot. Rosenblatt 
speculates about the implications of this kind of unacknowledged inter-
textuality as he distinguishes between Parker’s views and Selden’s very 
different intentions in his scholarship. The final chapters address other 
aspects of Selden’s work, his acquaintances and readers. Issues such as 
religious toleration, idolatry, and excommunication receive close atten-
tion, as do additional readers who employed Selden’s learning, such as 
Henry Burton, Thomas Barlow, Nathanael Culverwel, Sir John Vaughan, 
Giambattista Vico, and Edward Stillingfleet.

Rosenblatt’s careful, even loving attention to detail is deep and exten-
sive. He clearly admires Selden’s command of Jewish materials regarded 
with suspicion if not contempt by so many seventeenth-century scholars. 
Rosenblatt points to Selden’s “religious sympathy,” a “simple comment 
on salvation… perhaps unique in mid-seventeenth-century England” 
(p. 166). The passage in question ponders, “why then should not that 
portion of happiness [by which Selden meant the world to come] still 
remain to them who do not believe in Christ, so they be morally good?” 
To this Rosenblatt adds a footnote about “the Georgetown University 
library’s copy of the 1892 edition” of Selden’s Table Talk, where a modern 
reader has scrawled “!?!” in the margin (p. 166 n. 23). The juxtaposition 
of Selden’s views on salvation for Jews with the incredulity of a twentieth-
century reader at Georgetown speaks volumes.

The gap between Selden and most other seventeenth-century readers 
with regard to the Jews helped to generate a number of political discus-
sions as well. Rosenblatt concentrates on Selden’s ideas, but these are, at 
times, juxtaposed with those of figures such as Hobbes or Grotius. Selden’s 
views on Hebraic law justifying acts of zealotry (Ius Zelotarum) appear in 
his De Jure (1640) and in the record of his conversations published post-
humously under the title Table Talk. He explains the importance of the 
law but likewise critiques its abuse by the later Hasmoneans. Rosenblatt 
shows how Hobbes responded to this material after 1650 when the po-
litical problem of violence against legitimate rulers had become “an 
incendiary topic.” For Hobbes, the issue was “an example not of ‘Private 
Zeale, but… Publique Condemnation” (p. 125).

Rosenblatt devotes an entire chapter to “Natural Law and Noahide 
Precepts.” The central theme here is “Selden’s identification of natural 
law with the rabbinic Noahide precepts and his immense elaboration of 
the scattered references to those laws in the work of his strong precursor, 
Grotius” (p. 141). It is important for Rosenblatt’s argument to assert that 
these laws, supposedly handed down by God to the sons of Noah, and 
thus legally binding upon all non-Israelites, are not mentioned in the text 
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of Genesis. Instead they are part of rabbinic commentary on that book. 
For Selden, such interpretation, whether by the classical rabbis of the 
Talmud or by medieval exegetes such as Maimonides, is of crucial impor-
tance. Here again we find what Rosenblatt terms Selden’s “hermeneutic 
of inclusion,” which this time calls for a recognition of the “continuities 
among the cultures of pagans, Jews, Muslims, and Christians” (p. 142). As 
opposed to most other seventeenth-century Christians, Selden was will-
ing to reject the certainties of Pauline theology in favor of complicated 
apparent contradictions.

Much of this material concerns the ways in which Jean Barbeyrac, 
Hugo Grotius’ eighteenth-century editor, attempted to dismiss rabbinic 
law in general even as he was forced to concede that postbiblical Jewish 
sources were of importance for Grotius and later for Selden. Barbeyrac 
makes extensive use of Selden in his commentary on Grotius. In doing so, 
he implicitly affirms that “the rabbinic Noahide precepts are a universal, 
perpetually binding law issuing from the will of God” (p. 147).

The title chosen by Rosenblatt for his book sets up an implicit met-
aphor for Selden’s role as both source and consultant in matters of 
rabbinic contexts and culture for his many readers. It would appear that 
Rosenblatt is suggesting that, for most of his contemporaries, Selden was 
the primary source of authoritative information about Hebraic materi-
als. Chapter after chapter we read of thinkers from various fields and of 
different statures, some most famous, others hardly known. These think-
ers rarely agreed with each other, but were of one mind about Selden’s 
great erudition. 

It might be said of Rosenblatt’s book that it imitates its subject mat-
ter: one must put together various citations about the joys of polysemous 
texts open to more than one reading or perspective. Like a poem, or the 
Midrash itself, Renaissance England’s Chief Rabbi requires its audience to 
participate in a reading experience that is not always straightforward. Just 
before the concluding chapter, Rosenblatt begins to sum up:

Many were sympathetic to [Selden’s] arguments, but all were pa-
tient readers of his published Latin works of rabbinic scholarship, 
in which he spoke his mind freely, although with a scholarly de-
tachment that often required them to draw their own inferences. In 
light of that dominant mood and of a scholarship so multifaceted 
that none of his readers could see him whole, any conclusions must 
inevitably be somewhat tentative and limited (p. 258).

These words are equally applicable to Rosenblatt’s study. Throughout, 
he cites passages Selden translated into Latin from the Aramaic of the 
Babylonian Talmud. In each case, the text and context are presented 
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clearly, yet the indeterminacy of the original is often disconcerting. In 
order to follow, Rosenblatt’s reader must struggle to read in a quasi-tal-
mudic manner, if only to savor the delights that were clearly available to 
both Selden and his interpreter. Rosenblatt’s book has as much to do with 
the various ways of understanding Selden’s rabbinic learning as it does 
with a method of discourse and investigation that poses many questions 
but leaves many, and perhaps most, answered largely by further complex-
ity. The result is a volume devoted to the insistent inclusion of rabbinic 
textuality in a masterful portrayal of Selden’s humanism.

Noam Flinker, University of Haifa
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