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MACCA BE A N  MA RTY RD OMS: VE R S IONS  A ND  VA RI ET IE S

I t  i s , comparat ively speaking, not that  hard to track the Nachleben of 

the Maccabean mar tyrdoms. It  i s  a  l i t t le  more di f f icult  to deter mine 

whether we actually  have the or ig ina l  text. For  discuss ion, I  am 

designat ing the much-discussed Chapter s  6 and 7 of  Second 

Maccabees, and the entirety  of  Four th Maccabees, as  joint  “ index 

cases,” or or ig inal  ver s ions. 

The mar tyr s, Eleazar and the mother and her seven sons, are 

remembered and honored in both Judaism and Chr ist ianity. In  a 

number of  branches  of  Chr ist ianity they have their  own Feast  Day, 

generally  on August  1st. In Judaism, they are often remembered with 

a  folk tale about Hannah and her seven sons, told (now) on 

Hanukkah. The Jews of  Kurdistan, however, tel l  two folk  tales  about 

Lael  Huza and her seven sons on the l i t t le-known fast  day Tisha  B’Av, 

in midsummer, as  collected by Yona Sabar. i  

Once again, i t  i s  comparat ively  speaking not  too hard to track the 

Nachleben  of  the Maccabean mar trydoms, or to des ignate the f ir st 
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cases. What is  di f f icult  i s  to f ind an organiz ing pr inciple with  which 

to speak of  them in any individual  or comparat ive sense. That  is, we 

have a  col lect ion of  phenomena. We have a  topic to d iscuss, 

Nachleben, the a fterl i fe  of  known texts. We lack a  cr it ical  dimension 

with which to examine our col lect ion in more than descr ipt ive ter ms. 

We could, of  cour se, examine the development of  a  concept, such as 

resurrect ion, for the var iat ions in treatment of  the concept by 

di f ferent  ver sions throughout the year s—except that  not  a l l  o f  the 

ver s ions even speak of  resurrect ion.

As one approach to the cr it ical  considerat ion of  the a fter texts  of  the 

Maccabean mar trydoms, Rober t Doran has  treated four  of  the 

ver s ions synoptica l ly. Two we know from the Greek, Second and 

Four th Maccabees, and two are early  Rabbinic  ver sions. One is  f rom 

the Tractate Gitt in in the Talmud Bavl i , the Babylonian Talmud; the 

second is  from Pesikta de Rav Kahana. He f inds  that, in  folklore 

ter ms, i t  i s  the ver sion in Pes ikta de Rav Kahana that  provides  a 

shor t, core ver s ion of  the story, making the latest  histor ic  ver s ion 

the ger m or seed of  the other s. 

Doran’s work stands in contrast  to the vast  l i terature that  compares 
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the mar tyrdom account in Second Maccabees  only  with the account in 

Four th Maccabees. Ar t ic les  in th is  l i terature frequently  venture an 

opinion as to whether one or both accounts  in Greek—Second 

Maccabees and Four th Maccabees—are  der ived from a much longer 

h istory, no longer extant, by Jason of  Cyrene. Opinions, and 

arguments, are divided; the l i terature is  summar ized excel lently  in 

Jan van Henten’s  1996 book The Maccabean Mar tyr s  a s  Saviour s  o f  the  

Jewish  People : A  Study of  Second and Four th  Maccabee s. Van Henten 

concludes that  Second Maccabees  is  a  hi story in i ts  own r ight and 

treats i t  such, on the bas is  that  we lack any por t ion of  the longer 

work of  Jason of  Cyrene (56).

This quest ion, of  relat ionship to an hypothet ical  histor ical 

antecedent, i s  but one of  several  points  that have been argued over 

the last  150 year s. Other tradit ional  cr i t ica l  quest ions include 

provenance, rhetor ical  s tyle, for mal  l i terary construct ion, and 

h istor ici ty. Histor ic ity fa i ls , however, as a  cr i t ica l  dimension for  the 

considerat ion of  the Nachleben  of  a  text, as, presumably  only  the 

index case of  the earl iest  text  can relate to an hi stor ic  antecedent. 

Rhetor ical  s tyle  e ither remains  constant, or, in the case of  the 
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Maccabean mar tyrdoms, var ies  wildly  (and widely), so much so that 

i t  becomes a  descr ipt ive ter m, rather than a  dimension for 

meaningful  compar ison and contrast.

These quest ions, of  provenance, rhetor ical  s ty le, for mal l i terary 

qual i t ies, and h istor ici ty, become matter s  of  descr ipt ion, labels, 

rather  than matter s  of  cr it ical  inquiry, as  we approach the 

prol i ferat ion of  ver s ions shown on your handout and seek to make 

some sense of  them. 

For a  general  conceptual  dimension that  ser ves  the purpose of 

cr it ical  di scuss ion of  texts  in the afterl i fe  of  the Maccabean 

mar tyrdoms, I  have in mind the technical  phrase “degrees  of 

freedom,” adopted and adapted from stat is t ics, as  a  dimension for 

cr it ical  examinat ion of  these texts. Of cour se, to use the phrase for 

th is  purpose i s  to misuse the stat is t ical  ter m, or to use i t  in a  way 

unrelated to i ts  meaning in stat is t ics. What I  hope to  indicate is  the 

var iat ions  in the l i terary freedom taken throughout the afterl i fe  of 

the Maccabean mar tyrdoms. The result ing knowledge stems from 

compar ison among several  texts, against  the index, or  init ia l , text. In 

the use of  compar isons among the texts, assess ing l i terary degrees of 
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f reedom is  s imi lar  to synoptic  treatment of  texts.  

In the interests  of  t ime, I  wil l  (hope to)  discuss  only  f ive ver s ions of 

the Maccabean mar tyrdoms beyond the init ia l  pa ir, Or igen’s 

Exhor tat ion  to  Mar tyrdom, and four  Syr iac  ver s ions. 

Regarding l i terary deg rees  of  freedom as  the dimension of  s tr ict 

ver sus loose dependence on a pr ior text, known—or unknown but 

hypothes ized—we have one example of  c lose dependence. Or igen’s 

(ca. 185–254 C.E.)  Exhor tat ion  to  Mar tyrdom, essential ly  copies  the 

embedded accounts  of  the mar tyrdom of Eleazar and the seven sons 

of  one mother from Second Maccabees, adding a  few phrases  of 

Chr ist ian clar i f icat ions. Or igen had a  sense of  Second Maccabees  as 

scr ipture, as  he concludes his  account of  the mar tyrdoms of  Eleazar 

and of  the seven sons of  one mother with these words: “ I  th ink i t 

extremely useful  for what  l ies  ahead to tel l  the story I  have 

summar ized from Scr ipture” (Or igen , ET by Rowan A. Greer, 59).

Or igen’s  shows a comparat ive lack of  any degrees  of  freedom in  his 

Exhor tat ion  to  Mar tyrdom. 

In Syr iac, the subset  of  texts  of  the Maccabean mar tyrdoms consists 
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of  four very di f ferent  texts. We f ind these texts in a  cur ious 

nineteenth century book ca l led The Four th  Book o f  Maccabee s  and 

Kindred Document s, Fir st  Edited on Manuscr ipt  Author ity by Rober t  L. 

Bensly. Wil l iam E. Bar nes  edited the volume posthumously, and 

provided translat ions  to Bensly’s  edited texts  for four of  the “k indred 

documents.” i i

 Al l  of  the “kindred documents” di f fer from each other  and from the 

Greek ver s ions. Bar nes, however, thought that  one text  paraphrased 

Four th Maccabees. 

Al l  four texts  are in “Syr iac  Syr iac.” That  is , they are in idiomatic 

Syr iac. One is  an anonymous memra , a  ser mon of  678 l ines  in poetry, 

rare because i t  rhymes throughout, and is  not  as  s tr ict ly isosyllabic  as 

most  Syr iac  poetry. I  have been refer r ing to this  p iece as  Syr iac 

Maccabees for reasons related to my disser tat ion. Another Syr iac  text 

in the Bensly  and Bar nes  volume is  an anonymous discourse  that 

Bar nes  (and perhaps Bensly)  identi f ied as  Jewish with transparent 

Chr ist ianiz ing. At f i r st  this  anonymous discour se g ives the name 

Maryam to the mother, but  then cal ls  her Shamoni in al l  that  fo l lows, 
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adding the honor if ic  Mar tha to Shamoni in the ending. The 

anonymous discour se is  a  rhetor ical  tour-de-force that  makes the 

mother of  the seven sons the central  character, and omits  the 

scr ibe/pr iest  Eleazar. 

The third of  the “kindred documents” consi sts, in two separate 

ver s ions, of  a  ser mon of  Mar Severus, the s ixth century (†  538) 

Bishop of  Antioch. Both Sever us and the author of  the anonymous 

discour se do not  l inger on the tor tures, poss ibly  a  s ign that  tor ture is 

not  pract iced at  the t ime these works were composed. 

The four th of  the Bensly-Bar nes texts i s  a  Madrasha (a  midrashic 

poem) by Ephrem, the celebrated four th century Syr iac  poet. Bar nes 

noted that  every one of  these, as  wel l  as  Four th Maccabees, refer s  to 

i tsel f  as  an “occas ional” piece, a  poem, a  poet ic  memra, a  discour se, or 

a  ser mon pronounced on the occas ion of  a  commemorat ion of  the 

Maccabean mar tyr s. 

 The next most  s imi lar  pair  of  texts  af ter Exhor tat ion to Mar tyrdom 

and Second Maccabees—which we might  say  share 1 or 2 deg rees  of 

freedom—is the long ser monic poem, a  memra, in Syr iac  in the Bensly 

and Bar nes  col lect ion. It  i s  now (mis)ter med Syr iac Maccabees, or 
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Syr iacMacc. The close s imi lar ity  involves  the nar rative march of 

tor tures  of  the seven sons, which i s  a lmost  identical  to that of  Four th 

Maccabees. The diss imilar ity involves style, with Syr iac  Maccabees 

por traying the central  contest  between mar tyr and Antiochus in the 

style  of  an epic, while Four th Maccabees  i s  an epideict ic  orat ion. The 

two ver s ions share the er ror that  ter ms Antiochus the Four th as  the 

son of  Seleucus the Four th, instead of  his  brother. Also, both ver s ions 

include the mar tyrdom of Eleazar, together with the seven sons. 

The di f ferences  are s ignif icant, however. In Second Maccabees 

we read that  Eleazar  is  a  grammateus, “ teacher, scholar, scr ibe.” In 

Syr iac  Maccabees, the ter m that descr ibes  Eleazar i s  “pr iest.” Four th 

Maccabees descr ibes  h im as  both a  pr iest  and a scr ibe. In addit ion, 

the mar tyrology of  Eleazar  diverges, between the Greek Second 

Maccabees and Syr iac Macc. I t  i s  di f f icult  to discover by compar ison 

with Four th Maccabees, because al l  the elements of  Syr iac  Macc’s 

account of  Eleazar’s mar tyrdom are present  in Four th Maccabees, as 

are al l  the har monized elements  of  Second Maccabees. To underl ine 

th is  point, Four th Maccabees  knows and har monizes  both the epitome 

that  i s  Second Maccabees, and the di f ferent  account that  would be the 
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unknown Vorlage  of  Syr iac  Maccabees. 

The shor ter Greek ver s ion embedded in Second Maccabees  g ive the 

mother a  speech to  al l  of  her sons at  the end, when they are dead; 

Syr iac  Macc, in contrast, has the mother  speak to each son before h is 

tor ture and death. She exhor ts each to death in this  world that  wil l 

c la im an instant  inher itance of  g lory in resurrection in the world to 

come. Four th Maccabees  mentions that  the mother is  speaking to 

each son before h is  tr ia l , but  only provides  the l i s tener/reader with 

her  speeches at  the end, when they are almost  a l l  dead, as  in Second 

Maccabees. Thus, once aga in, Four th Maccabees  har monizes  between 

the Vorlage  of  Syr iac  Macc and the shor t  Greek ver sion of  Second 

Maccabees. 

Another example of  har monizat ion of  Syr iac Macc and Second 

Maccabees appl ies  to the early  appearance of  Antiochus; in Second 

Maccabees, Antiochus does not  appear at  the mar tyrdom of Eleazar—

here there is  no cour t  scene or  inquis i t ion, with  Antiochus on the 

bema, or elevated plat for m. In the Syr iac  memra, however, the two 

accounts, that  of  Eleazar and that  of  Mar tha Shamoni  and her seven 

sons, combine into the two mar tyr inter rogat ions that take place in 
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front  of  Antiochus. This  unif icat ion occur s  a lso in the Greek Four th 

Maccabees; both ver s ions take advantage of  the uni ty  of  place and 

presence of  Antiochus the tyrant. By i tsel f, this  unity of  sett ing is  not 

har monizat ion. When considered in the l ight of  other c lear instances 

of  har monizat ion by the author/redactor  of  Four th Maccabees, then 

the unif icat ion of  the two stor ies, that  of  Eleazar, and that  of  Mar tha 

Shamoni and her seven sons, appear s  to have been adapted from the 

same source as  that  used by the author/redactor of  Syr iac  Maccabees. 

Needs an ending beyond  “This  i s  enough: let’s  discuss.”

[ the following ending was inser ted on 11/19/2002]

At t imes we may not be interested in c lose compar ison of  outly ing 

texts  with the earl iest  avai lable  ver sions. We may want instead to 

assess  the implicat ions of  compared ver s ions within a  language and 

l i terature, or within par t icular t ime per iods. Such a  compar ison 

would be l ikely to f ind two or  three pieces  each at  g reater l i terary 

degrees  of  freedom from the ear l iest  avai lable  text  or texts. In ter ms 

of  the four Syr iac  pieces, the three remaining texts  vary in the way 

they deal  with the tor tures  of  the mar tyr s. Two are separated by 200 

year s;
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Ephrem omits Eleazar, a l ludes  to  the tor tures  of  the seven sons, and 

omits  detai l s. Severus, 200 year s  later, retained Eleazar and 

condensed the account of  tor tures  of  the sons to three unnamed 

sons-- in the ET publ ished by Bensly  and Bar nes. In between the two, 

the anonymous discour se abbreviates  each of  the tor tures.

This treatment in the Syr iac ver s ions cal l s  to mind the rabbinic 

midrashim in Lamentat ions Rabbah/Eikha Rabbat i, and in the 

Babylonian Talmud, Tractate Gitt in. In these ver s ions, the tor tures 

are miss ing, the t ime is  that  of  the Destr uct ion of  the Temple, the 

tyrant  i s  Caesar, and the speeches  are reduced to Bibl ical  ver ses. I t 

has  even been argued that  these are not  ver s ions of  the Maccabean 

mar tyrdoms.

However, the inter mediate development of  texts  in  Syr iac  would 

seem to show that everything is  subject  to  al terat ion in the retel l ings, 

except the constant  of  the mother and her  seven sons. I  have heard 

tel l, and not  been able to f ind, a  ta le from the Nor thwest  of  India of 

seven mar tyred brother s, unusual  because mar tyrdom is  not  a  usual 

practice. But  the hear say

omits  even the mother, the Syr iac Mar tha  Shamoni.
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The freedom to drop components  of  the story suggests  the 

interest ing quest ion, "How do we know it  i s  s t i l l  the story of  the 

Maccabean mar tyr s?"

We've lost  character s--Mar tha Shamoni (or whatever her  name may 

be--Hannah or Lei l  Husa  or Salomona are a  few) and Eleazar. We have 

lost  the Central  Narrat ive of  Tor ture. Some ver s ions lack much 

reference to resurrect ion. Other s  add Stoic  polemic in the style of 

the Second Sophist ic , Norden's  Asianic  Style. A number of  the 

ver s ions, whatever the sty le, war n against  worship of  idols.

One implicat ion of  examinat ion of  the ver s ions and var iet ies  of  the 

Maccabean mar tyrdoms is  that the study of  the early Greek ver s ions 

can be enhanced by compar ison with  later ver s ions, e ither to buttress 

an argument, or to contrast later developments  with  earl ier v iews.

//end//

The fol lowing paragraphs have been deleted—my paper  is  now 10 

pages, a lthough I  could go to 11 or 12, as  I  have th ir ty minutes—

double the pages  for the est imated t ime. 
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Recently Bowersock (1995) has  resurrected Campenhausen’s 

argument from 1936 that  the mar tyrdoms did not  exist  as  par t  of 

e ither Jason’s  h istory or his  epitomizer’s Second Maccabees, but  were 

“dropped in” later. To this  argument, though not  to Bowersock, van 

Henten has  careful ly  detai led the l i terary  elements  of  Second 

Maccabees, and i ts  mar tyr accounts, that  argue for the mar tyrdoms 

being an intr ins ic  par t  of  Second Maccabees. 

The Second and Four th Books of  Maccabees  (the Greek ver s ions) 

exist  in Syr iac  translat ion in the 7a1 M S , a  complete H B/OT  M S  from 

the Ambrosian Library in Milan, which ser ves as  the reference text 

for the Leiden Peshitta, the early  Syr iac  translat ion of  the HB/OT. 

We f ind the Syr iac  translat ion of  the four th book of  Maccabees

Antiochus and the mar tyr s  speak in d ialogue; Mar tha Shamoni speaks 

to her sons, but  not  to Antiochus. The sons speak to Antiochus, but 

not  to their  mother.

14



i  Yona  Sabar’s  two ar t i c le s  on  Kurd i s t an i  Jewish  women’s  t a les. One  i s  in  the  Aramaic  and 

Aramaeans  vo lume that  Mic hael  Sokolo f f  ed i ted, one  i s  in  repr int .

i i  That  i s , four  that  have  been  “eng l i shed” and  co l lec ted  in  the  Rober t  Bens ly  and  Wi l l i am 

E. Bar nes  vo lume The  Fou r th  Book  o f  Maccab ee s  and  Kind red  Documen t s  i n  Sy r i a c , Fir s t  Ed i ted 

on  Manuscr ip t  Author i ty  by  the  Late  Rober t  L. Bens ly,Addit ional  ed i t ing  and  t rans lat ion 

by  Wil l i am E. Bar nes. (Shor tened  to  Bens ly-Bar nes )  I  would  note  that  the  vo lume prov ides 

the  Syr i ac  t rans lat ion  o f  a  ser mon on  the  Maccabees  by  Gregor y  Nazi anzen, not  inc luded 

in  th i s  ana lys i s. The ser mon i s  wi thout  t rans l at ion, a s  Bar nes  notes  they  are  ava i lable  in 

Greek, in  PGM. Al so  inc luded  i s  a  second ver s ion  o f  the  ser mon by  Mar  Sever us, a l though 

on ly  one i s  t r ans l a ted.


