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JONAH AND LEVIATHAN
Inner-Biblical Allusions and the Problem with Dragons

ScoTT B. NOEGEL, University of Washington

1. Jonah, the Fish, and Leviathan

The enormous creature that swallowed Jonah has long inspired the curi-
osity of exegetes. Jon 2:1 simply labels it a ‘7‘!'@ A7 “large fish,” but the con-
text suggests something much larger. Efforts to view the creature as rooted
in the natural world have resulted in mistranslating it as a “whale” or in
explaining it as a Mediterranean “white shark” (Carcharias vulgaris).' De-
spite these more recent efforts in credulity, the fantastic nature of the creature
has troubled interpreters since antiquity. Hence, the medieval Hebrew com-
mentaries, which variously propose to understand Jonah’s experience as a
miracle, allegory, or prophetic dream or vision.?

Of specific interest here are a number of traditions, found in Judaism and
Christianity, that permit a role in Jonah’s story for Leviathan, a creature not
mentioned in the biblical account. Representing Jewish tradition are Pirge
de-Rabbi Eleazer (ch. 10), Yalqut Shimoni, and two smaller midrashic texts
on Jonah.> Though each contains variations and elements not found in the
others, they collectively portray Leviathan as a threat to the fish that devours
Jonah. As the storyline goes: Jonah vows to descend to the depths, snag Le-
viathan with a fishhook (an exegetical nod to Job 40:25), and bring it up as a

! The translation “whale” appears in William Tyndale’s Bible of 1534 in reference to the
creature in Matt 12:40. However, in Jon 1:17 he renders it as “greate fyshe.” The bifurcated
reading was adopted by the King James Bible (1611). E.B. Pusey, The Minor Prophets with a
Commentary, Explanatory and Practical, and Introductions to the Several Books (Oxford: J.
H. and J. Parker, 1860), pp. 257-258, first proposed the “white shark,” citing a mariner’s report
from 1758 in which a man was devoured whole after falling overboard, but soon rescued. See
also P. Haupt, “Jonah’s Whale,” Proceedings of the American Philosophical Society 46 (1907),
pp. 151-164, who suggests a cachalot or sperm whale.

2 On the various approaches among the sages, see U. Simon, Jonah: The Traditional
Hebrew Text with the New JPS Translation (Philadelphia, PA: Jewish Publication Society,
1999), pp. XV-XXI.

3 All appear in Y.D. Eisenstein, Otzar Midrashim, Vol. 1 (New York: Nobel Offset Printers,
1915), pp. 217-222 (in Hebrew). The midrashic text from Prague contains materials not found
in Yalqut Shimoni including a discussion of special things that God made during creation. This
section constitutes a Hebrew translation of an Aramaic portion of the Zohar (section T7;'i|7’1),
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Figure 3. Catacomb of Ss. Peter and Marcellinus, Rome, 4th c. CE.

ABSTRACT

Early Christian depictions of Jonah's “fish” as a sea dragon have long
posed a problem for scholars. Some have explained it by pointing to the
Septuagint’s rendering of Jonah's “fish” as a xfjtog “sea creature.” Yet this
translation is itself problematic since it is completely out of step with treat-
ments of the term 37 “fish” elsewhere in the Bible. Others have opined the
influence of Jewish midrashic traditions in which Leviathan plays a role in
the Jonah story. However, said traditions cannot be dated before the 9" cen-
tury CE — more than half a millennium after the artistic evidence. A new
explanation offered here is that the Hebrew text of Jonah contains a number
of linguistic and thematic features that allude to “Leviathan traditions” as
found in several other biblical texts, and that these allusions encouraged the
early identification of the 27 as a sea monster. Thus, the article contributes
additional evidence for the allusive sophistication of Jonah. It concludes by
positing literary and theological reasons for the allusions.



