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Introduction

	 

	IN THE Letter of Aristeas, one of the most noteworthy and ancient recoveries in this collection, we have come a long way from Adam and Eve, a long way from the Flood. This writing presents a spectacle of the resiliency of the human race, which has repeopled the Earth, with powerful nations living in pomp and splendor.

	You will read here of the first great bibliophile--Ptolemy Philadelphus. He desires to collect into his library at Alexandria "all the books in the world." Finally in his passion to secure one great work--the Jewish Laws--he trades 100,000 captives for that book. This is probably the highest price ever paid for a single work. It presents an unusual reason for the end of the Great Captivity.

	The events of this narrative took place during the lifetime of the famous Queen Arsinoe, who died 270 B. C. The exact date of the writing is uncertain.

	The details of court life, the discussion of social problems of the day are of the utmost interest and vividness. It is an odd discovery in this day and age to see the king and his guests playing at questions and answers during their banqueting.

	The structure of this absorbing work is as follows:

	1. Dedication of the book to Philocrates.

	 

	2. Preliminary action:

	(a) The proposal of the Librarian to liberate the Jewish captives in exchange for a book.

	(b) The emancipation.

	(c) The letter of Philadelphus to Eleazar.

	(d) The reply.

	(e) The names of the committee appointed to translate the book.

	 

	3. Description of the royal presents:

	(a) The table (probably the most elaborate piece of furniture ever produced).

	(b) The other presents.

	4. Description of Jerusalem.

	(a) The temple (and the water-works system).

	(b) The ceremony.

	(c) The citadel.

	(d) The city.

	(e) The countryside.

	 

	5. Eleazar's farewell.

	6.Eleazar's explanation of the law (this is profound wisdom).

	7. The reception.

	8. The banquet (72 questions and answers).

	9. The translation of the Book.

	



	CHAP. I.



At
the time of the Jewish Captivity in Egypt, Ptolemy Philadelphus
reveals himself as the first great bibliophile. He desires to have
all the books in the world in his library; in order to get the Laws
of Moses he offers to trade 100,000 captives for that work
exclaiming, "It is a
small boon indeed!"



SINCE I have collected material for a memorable history of my visit to
Eleazar the High Priest of the Jews, and because you, Philocrates,
as you lose no opportunity of reminding me, have set great store
upon receiving an account of the motives and object of my mission,
I have attempted to draw up clear exposition of the matter for you,
for I perceive that you possess a natural love of learning, a
quality which is the highest possession of
man--to be constantly attempting 'to add to his stock of knowledge
and acquirements' whether through the study of history or by
actually participating in the events themselves.

2 It is by this means, by taking up into itself
the noblest elements, that the soul is established in purity, and
having fixed its aim on piety, the noblest goal of all, it uses
this as its infallible guide and so acquires a definite
purpose.

3 It was my devotion to the pursuit of
religious knowledge that led me to undertake the embassy to the man
I have mentioned, who was held in the highest esteem by his own
citizens and by others, both for his virtue and his majesty, and
who had in his possession documents of the highest value to the
Jews in his own country and in foreign lands for the interpretation
of the divine law, for their laws are written on leather parchments
in Jewish characters.

4 This embassy then I undertook with
enthusiasm, having first of all found an opportunity of pleading
with the king on behalf of the Jewish captives who had been
transported from Judea to Egypt by the king's father, when he first
obtained possession of this city and conquered the land of
Egypt.

5 It is worthwhile that I should tell you this
story, too, since I am convinced that you, with your disposition
towards holiness and your sympathy with men who are living in
accordance with the holy law, will all the more readily listen to
the account which I purpose to set forth, since you yourself have
lately come to us from the island and are anxious to hear
everything that tends to build up the soul.

6 On a former occasion too, I sent you a record
of the facts which I thought worth relating about the Jewish
race,--the record which I had obtained from the most learned high
priests of the most learned land of Egypt.

7 As you are so eager to acquire the knowledge
of those things which can benefit the mind, I' feel it incumbent
upon me to impart to you all the information in
my power.

8 I should feel the same
duty towards all who possessed the same disposition but I feel
it especially towards you since you have aspirations which are so
noble, and since you are not only my brother in character, no less
than in blood, but are one with me as well in the pursuit of
goodness.

9 For neither the pleasure derived from gold
nor any other of the possessions which are prized by shallow minds
confers the same benefit as the pursuit of culture and the study
which we expend in securing it.

10 But that I may not weary you by a too
lengthy introduction, I will proceed at once to the substance of my
narrative.

11 Demetrius of Phalerum, the president of the
king's library, received vast sum of money, for the purpose of
collecting together, as far as he possibly could, all the books in
the world.

12 By means of purchase and transcription, he
carried out, to the best of his ability, the purpose of the
king.

13 On one occasion when I was present he was
asked, How many thousand books are there in the
library? and he replied, 'More than t [...]
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