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The Outer and Inner Giants according to the Jewish Tradition

Etsuko KATSUMATA
School of Theology, Doshisha University

Abstract

The Giants in the Hebrew Bible have inspired Jewish imaginations throughout
history. This study examines later Jewish references to the Giants, using the three
marginalities framework in which the biblical Giants are found: (1) between deities and
humans; (2) between Israel and its surrounding territories; and (3) between the living
and dead realms.

We examine the First Book of Enoch and the Book of Jubilee from Pseudograph
literature in the second temple era (around 3c.—2c. B.C.). In the literature, Giants
are regarded as a hybrid existence between the heavenly deity and the human, in the
marginality (1) mentioned above. Floods were thought to be caused by Giant’ violent
behaviors. These works of literature focused only on Nephilim and no other gigantic
figure in the Bible. In contrast, the Targum (Aramaic Targum) (around 2nd c. A.D.)
attempted to unify the various terms of Giants in the Hebrew Bible, such as Nephilim
and Rephaim. By way of consistent translation of these various Giants into the same
term gibaraya as human physical Giants, Targum seemed to place biblical Giants in the
same dimension of gibaraya as human beings and in the marginality (2). Rabbinical
interpretation and medieval commentators also treated Giants in the same way. In the
Kabbalistic tradition, we find that three biblical marginalities were integrated, creating a
new image of Giants: a hybrid of human and deity, who were related to the neighboring
tribes, and were violent but rather feeble beings in the underworld.

Next, we deal with Golem, the clay doll created by rabbis. While Biblical Giants
were found outside Israel, Golem was made inside Judaism. In the Bible, Golem
signifies a fetus. However, in the rabbinic literature, Golem means differently in the
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legal and non-legal discussions. In legal discussion, Golem connotes materials before
coming into shape. In the non-legal genre Aggadah, Golem is depicted as fool, as well
as being taught everything by the Creator; that is, Golem has ambivalent aspects—
nothing but almighty. In the Kabbalah’s center text Zohar, we observe Nephilim and
Golem meeting at a cross point. Such a cross point might prepare the Golem in the
Prague that went out of human control and collapsed in the end.

Notably, while in contemporary European surroundings or in the Islamic
world, unique depictions of Giants were developed as other papers in these present
proceedings show, Judaism did not present realistic interests toward Giants in the
Bible. This is probably because Jewish people themselves were regarded as something
marginal in the European community, and they showed no more interest in marginal
existence. Kabbalistic traditions might alter their inner Giant (signified by Golem)
by integrating it with the three marginalities framework and combining Golem and

Nephilim.

Keywords
Gibaraya, Nephilim, Rephaim, Golem, marginality
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