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The transformation of biblical Samson
or

The heroic failure to escape myth

David Fishelov

In this paper I shall discuss some unsuccessful attempts to suppress
the mythical dimensions in the story of Samson, first in the original biblical
story itself (Judges 13-16), and then in two modern versions that re-write
it: the novel Samson by Vladimir (Ze'ev) Jabotinsky, written in the late
twenties of our century, and the film Samson and Delilah by the
Hollywood director Cecil B. DeMille, produced in the late forties.

Any reading of the biblical Samson story easily reveals two conflicting
facts. First, that Samson has some traits that make him superior to any
ordinary human being. A very strong and resourceful person could perhaps
knock down thirty people and steal their garments; powerful and skillful
man may fight a sick old lion. But who could single-handedly slay a
thousand warriors, using only the jawbone of an ass, or carry the city-
gates of Gaza or bring down a huge temple in which more than three
thousand people were gathered? Such deeds seem fit for a mythical
figure, endowed with super-human forces, perhaps a half-human half-
godly creature.

The second fact, equally conspicuous, is that the Bible makes every
effort to conceal and suppress these mythical dimensions of the story
and the figure. Anything that "smells" of super-human strength, of magical
power, is subjected to a strict religious interpretation. Let us consider, for
example, Samson's origins: the first thought that comes to mind is that
Samson is the son of the sun god (coupling with Samson's mother in the
form of a,heavenly visit). The reason for making that connection is almost




