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Jean-Léon Gérôme, The Snake Charmer, Sterling and Francine Clark Art Institute 
 
 
And these signs shall follow them that believe: In my name shall they cast out devils; they shall 
speak with new tongues. They shall take up serpents; and if they drink any deadly thing, it shall 
not hurt them; they shall lay hands on the sick, and they shall recover. 
 

Mark 16:17-18 
 
 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6gScBzmKXTE 

 
The Parable of the Snake Charmer in Deut. 

Rabba 7:10 and Gen.Rabba 19:10 
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Research Scholar, Department of Anthropology, Visva-Bharati University 
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The use of the parable of the snake charmer in Deut. Rabba 7:6 as well as Gen. Rabba 19:10 
explores the themes of predestination and freewill as well as the human part of the divine drama 
following revelation. On a closer look at the parable (Mashal) however, paradoxical themes 
emerge that question the very instability and in equity of the divine/human relationship that 
forms the basis of an implied protest. 
 

 



 4 

 
 
Commenting on the verse (Deut 29:3) 
 

 םִיַניֵעְו ,תַעַדָל בֵל םֶכָל הָוהְי ןַתָנ-ֹאלְו  ג
.הֶּזַה םֹוּיַה ,דַע ,ַעֹמְׁשִל םִיַנְזָאְו תֹואְרִל  

3 but the LORD hath not given you a heart to know, 
and eyes to see, and ears to hear, unto this day. 

 What is the meaning of תַעַדָל בֵל םֶכָל הָוהְי ןַתָנ-ֹאלְו,  
 
Rabbi Yitzchak stated, when the Israelites stood at Mt Sinai and responded (Ex 24:7) “whatever 
the Lord said we will do and we will obey” עָמְׁשִנְו הֶׂשֲעַנ הָוהְי רֶּבִּד-רֶׁשֲא לֹּכ ,ּורְמֹאּיַו . 
The Lord said to Moses (Deut 5:25) 
 

 הָאְרִיְל ,םֶהָל הֶז םָבָבְל הָיָהְו ןֵּתִי-יִמ  הכ
-לָּכ--יַתֹוְצִמ-לָּכ-תֶא רֹמְׁשִלְו יִתֹא

.םָלֹעְל ,םֶהיֵנְבִלְו םֶהָל בַטיִי ןַעַמְל  :םיִמָּיַה  

25 Oh that they had such a heart as this always, to fear 
Me, and keep all My commandments, that it might be 
well with them, and with their children forever! 

 
The Israelites heard (the conversation) and remained silent. 
 
Rabbi Yehudah ben Levi commented: To what may this be compared (Mashal)  
 
To a certain tough snake charmer who sighted a tough snake, and exclaimed “who is able to 
charm this snake?” They (who?) said to him “are you not the snake charmer! Surely it is all 
dependent upon you!” 
 
So too (Nimshal) the Lord told Moses יִמ   םֶהָל הֶז םָבָבְל הָיָהְו ןֵּתִי-
 

"Master of the Universe he Israelites should have respondedT  
You assure that our hearts thus remain 
 
 
The midrash is bothered by why only now did the Israelites have the “heart to know” and not 
earlier at Mt Sinai after the revelation. 
 
What took place then that only now is different? 
 
And we are invited into this dialogue between God and Moses after the revelation in which 
despite having protested obedience to the Law, God has doubts and expresses them to Moses 
albeit within earshot of the people. What is different then was their response: silence! 
Now however Moses sees their change of heart. 
Until “this day” they had remained silent in the face of God’s suspicion. Now however they are 
able to respond to the challenge of duplicity between mouth and heart, between profession and 
belief, with a belated “Master of the Universe 

nYou assure that our hearts thus remai  
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The change of heart has taken 40 years. The midrash is thus able to provide the back story for the 
delay and the final achievement of the “knowing heart” now the Lord does the knowing, i.e. he 
sees through the heart and finally the claim of obedience parallels the purity of heart. 
 
So why do we need the parable of the snake charmer? 
What does it add? 
Who is the snake in the parable?  
Obviously, God is the snake charmer…and the audience? 
 
 

 
 
 
The Maharzu identifies the hard-tough snake with the yetzer… 
So, the actors in the drama are  
 

 
 
 
 
 
In the parable (mashal) the snake charmer asks his question rhetorically “Who is able to charm 
this one!” expecting the audience to respond “you sir” as if to increase the dramatic tension of 
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the show, he forces them to acknowledge him as the greatest toughest snake charmer. He plays 
the audience like a great entertainer. Working on their fears and expectations his question adds to 
the dramatic tension. 
 
The explication (nimshal) implies that the absence of an audience response implies a lack of faith 
in the charmer. God asks םֶהָל הֶז םָבָבְל הָיָהְו ןֵּתִי-יִמ  
 

ak's homily the people are silenthRabbi YitzcIn  
(but failed to) edrespond "should have" But in Rabbi Yehuda Ben Levi's explication the people 

when overhearing God's complaint to Moses as to their sincerity with a "  
 
You assure that our hearts thus remain 
 

is thisWhat response  ? 
 
Surely it comes to respond to the original difficulty with the prooftext:  
 

 םִיַניֵעְו ,תַעַדָל בֵל םֶכָל הָוהְי ןַתָנ-ֹאלְו  ג
.הֶּזַה םֹוּיַה ,דַע ,ַעֹמְׁשִל םִיַנְזָאְו תֹואְרִל  

3 but the LORD hath not given you a heart to know, 
and eyes to see, and ears to hear, unto this day. 

“Until this day”  
What had not happened until this day? What heart failed to know? 
I think the implied parable suggests that until now the people were silent as to God’s confidence 
that their heart was in the same place as their professed obedience. However now they had 
received a heart of knowledge. The overt message is that they felt in their hearts what they had 
professed at Sinai. But on deeper reflection the parable tells us a paradoxical tale. Who has the 
power to charm the snake? To tame the yetzer? Only the snake charmer/God Himself. 
What they finally realized was that their silence 40 years earlier to eavesdropping on the divine 
conversation was the ambivalence as to their profession of faith in fact. Their silence was a tacit 
admission as to their duplicit split between their words and their hearts. 
 
And now some 40 years later, it is not as if they have had a sudden religious conversion, as if 
over the 40 years they became pious and frum, rather it is the holy Chutzpah to find their voice 
and respond…You are the snake charmer, only you can tame the snake,  
 
You assure that our hearts thus remain 
 
They found their voice “on this day” to respond and claim that the battle between obedience to 
Torah and the covenant versus the yetzer in the heart is a set up. 
This is the heart that knows, the humble heart, the fleshy wounded heart, the heart of darkness. 
 
 
It may be that the midrashist knew his audience who would immediately recall Psalm 58 

 יֵרְבֹּד ,ןֶטֶּבִמ ּועָּת    ;םֶחָרֵמ םיִעָׁשְר ּורֹז  ד
.בָזָכ  

4 The wicked are estranged from the womb; the speakers 
of lies go astray as soon as they are born. 
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-ֹומְּכ    ;ׁשָחָנ-תַמֲח תּומְדִּכ ,ֹומָל-תַמֲח  ה
.ֹונְזָא םֵטְאַי ,ׁשֵרֵח ןֶתֶפ  

5 Their venom is like the venom of a serpent; they are 
like the deaf asp that stoppeth her ear; 

 לֹוקְל ,עַמְׁשִי-ֹאל רֶׁשֲא  ו
.םָּכֻחְמ םיִרָבֲח רֵבֹוח    ;םיִׁשֲחַלְמ  

6 Which hearkeneth not to the voice of charmers, or of 
the most cunning binder of spells. 

 
Whereby the snake charmer has the wisdom to know which serpent is venomous and is not 
listened to by the wicked. He has the knowledge, but they refuse to hear him. 
 
In Genesis the snake charmer is used as a parable in the sin in the Garden of Eden: Gen Rabba 
19: 10 to the verse: 
 

 ;הָּתָא םֹריֵע יִּכ ,�ְל דיִּגִה יִמ--רֶמֹאּיַו  אי
-לָכֲא יִּתְלִבְל �יִתיִּוִצ רֶׁשֲא ,ץֵעָה-ןִמֲה

.ָּתְלָכָא--ּוּנֶּמִמ  

11 And He said: 'Who told thee that thou wast naked? 
Hast thou eaten of the tree, whereof I commanded thee 
that thou shouldest not eat?' 

 
 
 

אי ,ג תישארב ( ץֵעָה ןִמֲה הָּתָא םֹריֵע יִּכ �ְל דיִּגִה יִמ רֶמֹאּיַו  
הָרְמָא ,£ָּמִע הֶׂשֹוע ּהָלֲעַּב הַמ ּהָל הָרְמָא ,רָּבַח לֶׁש ֹוּתְׁשִא לֶצֵא הָסְנְכִּנֶׁש ץֶמֹח תֶלֶאֹוׁשְל יִוֵל יִּבַר רַמָא ,(  

הָרְמָא ,ָהיֶלָע יִנֵטיִלְׁשַמ ֹוניֵאֶׁש םיִּבַרְקַעְו םיִׁשָחְנ הָאֵלְמ איִהֶׁש ֹוז תיִבָחֵמ ץּוח ,יִּמִע הֶׂשֹוע אּוה בּוט לָּכ ּהָל  
ּהָדָי הָטיִׁשֹוה הָתְׂשָע הֶמ .ּהָל ּהָתֹוא ןֵּתִלְו תֶרֶחַא הָּׁשִא אָֹּׂשִל ׁשֵּקַבְמּו ,אּוה םָׁש ֹוּלֶׁש ןֹוקיִמְזּוק לָּכ ּהָל  
תיִבָח ּהָתֹואְּב אָּמֶׁש ּהָל רַמָא ,הָחוְוַצְמ ּהָלֹוק עַמָׁש ּהָלֲעַּב אָּבֶׁש ןָויֵּכ ,ּהָתֹוא תֹוכְׁשַנְמ ּוליִחְתִה ,ּהָכֹותְל  

וגו �יִתיִּוִצ רֶׁשֲא ץֵעָה ןִמֲה ןֹוׁשאִרָה םָדָאְל אּוה £ּורָּב ׁשֹודָּקַה רַמָא £ָּכ ,ְּתְעַגָנ '. 
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Rabbi Levi said 
 
God's question "Who told you that you are naked. . . "  may be compared to: A woman 
borrowing vinegar, who went in to the wife of a snake charmer and asked her, "How does your 
husband treat you?" "He treats me with every kindness", she replied, "save that he does not 
permit me to approach this cask which is full of serpents and scorpions." "It contains all his 
finery," said the other; "he wishes to marry another woman and give it to her." What did she do? 
She inserted her hand into it, and they began biting her. When her husband came, he heard her 
crying out (with pain). "Have you touched that cask?" he demanded. 
 
So too (nimshal) did the holy One blessed be He ask Adam (the first man) : 
“Hast thou eaten of the tree, whereof I commanded thee that thou shouldest not eat?” 
 
The parable speaks of an evil woman borrowing vinegar and in doing so sowing doubt in the 
mind of the snake charmer’s wife by suggesting her husband is unfaithful. She now doubt’s her 
husband and investigates the object which will provide the evidence of his lie and his 
unfaithfulness. Upon his return he finds her in pain having been bitten (wounded mortally?) by 
the very serpents and snakes he is able to charm and control but which she is unable to. 
 
He then inquires as to whether she had touched the very cask prohibited to her for her own 
safety. 
In the (nimshal) the exact parallel is missing. God does not ask whether Adam had touched the 
forbidden tree of knowledge, but had he eaten from it, since he is addressing Adam not Eve. 
Clearly the message of the parable is that “someone” had sowed doubt as to God’s protective 
fidelity, the serpent. Rather than believe her husband the wife investigates, and Eve touches the 
tree only to be “bitten” by the tree of knowledge. 
 
The hidden implication of course is that God had planted this tree in the garden, and like the 
snake charmer, knew how to handle this dangerous knowledge, whereas human beings could not. 
Knowledge of good and evil could only ham them (mortally?) like the venom of a snake. Unlike 
the snake charmer who needed his cask for his profession why did God “need” the tree of 
knowledge right there in the garden?    
 
 
Here the characters form the following triad: 



 9 

 
 
 
 
I think the educated audience of the midrash saw in the Deut midrash the character of the snake 
charmer as God, and the snake/serpent as something dangerous but manageable in the expert’s 
hand. The serpent in the Deut. Midrash represented the evil inclination within mankind, and in 
the Genesis parable the evil borrower is the serpent of the Garden of Eden. 
 
Like the Deut passage the mashal in Genesis opens up a set of questions that it might seek to 
hide from the innocent reader. The implication of both remains the uneasy question of the 
unequal “setup” the testing of the audience or the faithful wife, and why does the snake charmer 
ask the audience about the toughness of his snake and his own ability to charm it, and why does 
the Lord plant such a dangerous tree in the garden in the first place. 
 
These questions invite a deeper notion of the paradox of the very divine human relationship and 
the subversion of the plain meaning of the biblical text by the Midrashic imagination. 
 
Reb Hershy’s take: 
 
We are the snake. (we are the ones who keep on seducing the innocent inside us into eating of the 
Tree) We should have said to God at Sinai, "If you want us to stay all pristine and holy like this 
You'd better do something about it, hadn't you?" 
 
But we didn't. We were dumbkopfs. We were shtum. 
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You Want It Darker 
Leonard Cohen 
If you are the dealer, I'm out of the game 
If you are the healer, it means I'm broken and lame 
If thine is the glory then mine must be the shame 
You want it darker 
We kill the flame 
Magnified, sanctified, be thy holy name 
Vilified, crucified, in the human frame 
A million candles burning for the help that never came 
You want it darker 
Hineni, hineni 
I'm ready, my lord 
There's a lover in the story 
But the story's still the same 
There's a lullaby for suffering 
And a paradox to blame 
But it's written in the scriptures 
And it's not some idle claim 
You want it darker 
We kill the flame 
They're lining up the prisoners 
And the guards are taking aim 
I struggled with some demons 
They were middle class and tame 
I didn't know I had permission to murder and to maim 
You want it darker 
Hineni, hineni 
I'm ready, my lord 
Magnified, sanctified, be thy holy name 
Vilified, crucified, in the human frame 
A million candles burning for the love that never came 
You want it darker 
We kill the flame 
If you are the dealer, let me out of the game 
If you are the healer, I'm broken and lame 
If thine is the glory, mine must be the shame 
You want it darker 
Hineni, hineni 
Hineni, hineni 
I'm ready, my lord 
Hineni 
Hineni, hineni 
Hineni1 

 
1 Source: LyricFind 
Songwriters: Leonard Cohen / Patrick Leonard 
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