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they appear in this volume thoroughly revised, updated, and enriched with substantial 
additions. The careful arrangement of the precious material into a cohesive volume 
produces a truly pioneering work on Christian Graeco-Arabica. The study expertly 
guides the reader through the pivotal stages of the Arabic translations of the Church 
Fathers, making it an indispensable resource for scholars. Marking avenues for further 
research, the book convincingly demonstrates that the study of ecclesiastical translations 
has the potential to open new pathways for a historiographical recovery of the 
connections between the Greek and Syriac Patristic works and developments in Arabic 
Christian, Islamic, and Jewish thought in the Middle Ages. 
 
Tanja Werthmann           The Hebrew University of Jerusalem 

tanja.werthmann@mail.huji.ac.il 
 
 
Vered Lev Kenaan and Patricia A. Rosenmeyer (eds.), Classics Transformed in Jewish, 
Israeli, and Palestinian Receptions, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2025. 448 pp. 
ISBN: 9780198878964. 
 
The world thinks us pedants but the truth is we classicists are free spirits: nothing human 
is alien to us—art and literature, history and philosophy—we roam them all. Reception 
studies are to our liking, because they open up even more wings of the library. This 
sense of joyous open-endedness is repaid in this collection. It ranges widely across 
languages (not only Hebrew but also Yiddish—Shalev—and Arabic: Kenaan and 
Nubani, Aslah and Dorchin, and Behar). It studies professional classicists (Rosenmeyer, 
with an intriguing touch of the family memoir), quite a few translators (Kenaan, Shalev 
and Kenaan and Nubani, as already mentioned, and Dykman), editors (Cohen) and mid-
20th-century literary and critical theorists (Porter), including the usual suspects such as 
the Frankfurt school and their peers (Shahar) as well as Hannah Arendt (Leonard). Some 
constraints are necessary and the choice in this volume was to focus on literature. This 
study has ‘Israeli and Palestinian Receptions’ in its title, but it does not engage with the 
uses of classical archeology in Eretz Israel / Palestine. There will be time, and volumes, 
for that, too. 

This handsomely produced book is indeed a pleasure to hold and to read. Readers 
will find striking new facts and observations—I personally gained most from the notes 
on Arabic reception, with which I was less familiar. One should be impressed by the 
success of Lev Kenaan and Rosenmeyer, who assembled this lively, richly argued 
collection. It came out in 2025, and it represents a genuine Israeli-Palestinian 
collaboration, one that does not shy away from the deep questions of identity of Jews 
and Arabs. This, in and of itself, is an astonishing achievement. Among the many 
thought-provoking articles I recommend in particular the one by Goldhill. ‘Resisting 
Reception: The Treachery of the Self’ is a brilliant contribution, putting side by side 
Moses Finley and Pierre Vidal-Naquet via their respective introductions to Josephus. 
Within this comparative pair of monads, Goldhill reflects a broad of sweep modern 
Jewish cultural history with its politics of memory and assimilation. 

Goldhill’s article begins with some observations on the nature of reception studies, 
and they provoke me to add, now, a few observations of my own. I mentioned the joy of 

mailto:tanja.werthmann@mail.huji.ac.il
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the wide field of reception studies. Goldhill emphasizes, conversely, the anxiety 
underlying this type of scholarship. Reception studies, he points out, are motivated by 
our sense of loss. Marginalized, we try to remind everyone that we’re still here—a very 
Jewish experience, as Goldhill undoubtedly intended to imply. One thing I came to 
realize, reading through this collection, is that this anxious urge might, on occasion, end 
up blinkering us as scholars.  

To give an example: my specific topic is ancient science and Goldhill describes 
perfectly my own interest in reception in this capacity. One of the threads I follow is the 
contribution of the ancient tradition to the rise of modern science. I am interested in how 
authors such as Galileo and Newton engaged with the legacy of Greek mathematics, 
remaking it and along the way creating modern science. This study of reception is 
‘thick’: a substantial body of ancient texts, deeply influencing major modern authors. I 
am keen to write on this reception of ancient science, because I wish to stress that my 
subject matter is not some niche esoteric pursuit but engages, instead, with the route 
leading to modernity. The study of Classical reception often involves this kind of thick 
reception, from Italian Ciceronians to German philhellenes, always seeking (Goldhill 
would say: poignantly seeking, indeed slightly pathetically seeking) to show just how 
important our field is. And even those of us—so many!—who engage with reception 
studies so as to ‘decolonize Classics’, by uncovering its past use by ideologies of 
oppression, do so, after all, by emphasizing how important this use of Classics has been. 

Occasionally, classical reception was indeed thick. This was especially true in 
Europe from the Renaissance through the 19th century, and reception studies emerged 
primarily as the study of this era. More recently, we tend to cast our net even wider and 
we inevitably reach times and places where engagement with the classical past was rare. 
Our habit, however—to look for specimens of thick reception—remains in place. In this 
context, then, reception studies become focused, primarily, on those few actors who did 
engage intensively with Greco-Roman antiquity—we study, then, professors and 
translators. 

There are two problems with this blinkered tendency to focus, in your reception 
studies, just on the thick. The first is a certain loss of balance and context. It is indeed 
fascinating to learn about the translations of certain classical works into Hebrew, 
Yiddish and Arabic—fascinating precisely because of the idiosyncrasy of such 
translation projects. The fact is that translation from Latin was not a major aspect of 
modern Jewish culture. Dykman’s translation of the Aeneid is an extraordinary 
achievement, highly respected by Israeli Latinists, and also one that did not leave any 
appreciable marks on Israeli literature. To take the obvious contrast, Shlonsky’s 
translation of Eugene Onegin is a defining masterpiece of modern Hebrew poetry, so 
much so that later works reference it in significant ways. In short, the major intertext of 
Hebrew literature is found not in the ancient languages but in the modern European 
vernaculars and a study of classical reception in Hebrew that ignores this fact is, at the 
very least, misleading. Or consider one of the articles I found of most interest—Sebba-
Elran’s study of modern Jewish folktales of Alexander the Great. Sebba-Elran follows 
the fascinating detail of the transformations of the tales as they entered the Jewish world, 
and then as they became Israeli. Sebba-Elran mentions that her study is based on the 
fourteen folktales of this type found in the Israeli Folktales Archives—and notes in 
passing that the archives contain roughly 25,000 tales (p. 309). At the level of semiotic 
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analysis, there’s a lot one can get from a corpus of fourteen tales, but at the level of 
historical interpretation it is also important to note the absolute marginality of this 
narrative type within Israeli culture. (Interestingly, four of these folktales are Persian, 
three from Afghanistan, three from Iraq and one from Uzbekistan: one has the clear 
impression that the Alexander legend had a certain life for Jews in the Farsi world and 
its environs, and effectively for no other Jews). 

I think there is something we miss, further, when we just focus on the thick 
receptions and consider them apart from a wider context: namely, we miss the thin 
receptions. This is not a quantitative, but a qualitative difference. The thin reception of 
classical antiquity is not mediated by classical works at all. The most typical classical 
content, in this thin reception, are several key stories of Greek myth, remembered not 
through their context of transmission in the Greek and Latin literary canon but as brief 
meme-like flashes of imagery: Icarus, flying too close to the sun; Sisyphus, pushing the 
rock; Oedipus is remembered, but Oedipus Rex is not; the name ‘Homer’ is familiar, 
even the ‘Iliad’—as a metonym for Troy (a version of the tale that centers the Trojan 
Horse, Cassandra… but completely forgets about the wrath of Achilles). I say all of this 
not to make fun, or trivialize, such thin receptions. To the contrary, my point is that 
there’s a meaningful, stable cultural form which we can identify in many modern 
societies, which is very much worth the attention of scholarship. I believe it is this 
cultural form, mostly, that we find in the several studies collected in this volume, 
dedicated to classical reception among Israeli and Palestinian poets (we find, indeed, 
something similar with many other more recent poets who are noted as specimens of 
‘classical reception’—Ocean Vuong comes to mind). Nor should this observation, 
finally, take away from our sense of our worth as classicists. Our field, indeed, is present 
in contemporary societies almost entirely through such thin receptions. But those 
receptions are ubiquitous and in a sense almost unique. Is this like the European fairy 
tales? Everybody likes Cinderella—whose cultural presence is qualified, however, as it 
is somehow ‘Disney’s’, somehow a children’s thing. Biblical stories? But even they, it 
appears, are known today primarily by those who grew up in more religious 
communities. The classical legacy remains as the one deep font of memory, shared by 
all. Hence the joy of its study.  
 
Reviel Netz                 Stanford University 

netz@stanford.edu 

mailto:netz@stanford.edu

