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Chapter XLVIII: Shoftim (Deut. 16:18-21:9)

Essay 6. The horse of Pharaoh
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A verse reads: “When you take the field against your enemies, and see a horse and
chariot—a people greater than you, have no fear of them” (Deut. 20:1). Why is it written as
“horse and chariot” in singular form, instead of “horses and chariots,” in plural form.

Rashi explains: “ ‘A horse and chariot’: In the eyes of everyone, it’s like one horse.
Likewise, [Scripture] says, ‘you shall defeat Midian as one man’ (Judges 6:16), and likewise
it says, ‘For the horse of Pharaoh went with his chariot and horsemen into the sea’ (Ex. 15:19).”
In other words, despite greater numbers, they are powerless against Israel, as though they are only
one horse or one man.
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The Siftei Chachamim' questions: “Why does Rashi bring the verse, ‘For the horse
of Pharaoh went with his chariot and horsemen into the sea,” and he doesn’t bring the earlier
verse, ‘The Egyptians came in pursuit after them into the sea, all of the horse of Pharaoh, his
chariot, and his horsemen.” (Ex. 14:23)?” That is, if one interprets “For the horse of Pharaoh” to
be talking about Pharaoh as an individual, then he only needs one horse and chariot, and the
sentence appears grammatically correct. In contrast, “all of the horse of Pharaoh” seems
grammatically incorrect, which would seem better suited for an explanation that there is a teaching
there, that it says “all of the horse” instead of “all of the horses” because they are considered as
weak as only one horse.

’ English translation: Copyright © 2022 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays are at https://www.zstorah.com
! Shabbetai ben Joseph Bass (1641-1718), Polish printer, publisher, bibliographer and author. Siftei Chakhamim
(Amsterdam 1680) is a supercommentary on Rashi’s commentary on Chumash.
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[The Siftei Chachamim] solves that it is because there, “all of the horse” has the
meaning of all of them. That is, even though “horse” is singular, the addition of the word “all”
implies more than one.

But there’s still the question why [Rashi] didn’t also bring the verse of “Horse and its
rider He has hurled into the sea” (Ex. 15:1), the first verse of the Song at the Sea, which precedes
the final verse of the Song of the Sea, “For the horse of Pharaoh went with his chariot and
horsemen into the sea.”
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Other people also question Rashi, of blessed memory, for in parshat Vayishlach, on
verse Gen. 32:6, he interpreted, “ ‘I have acquired an ox and a donkey’: it is customary to
speak of many oxen as ‘an ox,” as a man says to his fellow, ‘At night the rooster crowed’ and
he does not say, ‘the roosters crowed.’ ”

Here, at Deut. 20:1, how does [Rashi] derive that it is really considered as one horse?
Perhaps [Scripture] said, “a horse and chariot,” or “for the horse of Pharaoh went,” in
singular form, for the reason that it’s customary to speak thus of many horses, just as someone
will say “the rooster crowed” instead of “the roosters crowed.” If Rashi says at Gen. 32:6 that
it’s a feature of the Hebrew language for people to sometimes use the singular form when referring
to a plurality, why doesn’t he say the same for Deut. 20:1? Why there does he give a different
interpretation, that it means “equivalent to one, i.e., being essentially powerless™?
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One possible reason is that “a woman is jealous only of the thigh of another [woman].””?

I.e., Rashi considered each verse in light of other verses. For if Rashi had brought the verse,
“Horse and its rider He has hurled into the sea” (Ex. 15:1), it wouldn’t have the proof at all
that before [G-d], all were considered as one horse. For I’d be able to say that the verse
speaks in the custom of people who speak of many horses as “a horse.” Because of this,
perhaps [Rashi] specifically brought the proof from the verse, ‘For the horse of Pharaoh went
with his chariot and horsemen into the sea” (Ex. 15:19). For on this verse is a question: why
does it specifically detail “the horse of Pharaoh” and not simply say, “for the horse went with
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his chariot and horsemen into the sea,” as it says at the beginning of the Song at the Sea, “Horse
and its rider He has hurled into the sea”? We know that there are no superfluous words in the
Torah, so “of Pharoah” must be telling us something. Perhaps it is not talking about Pharoah as an
individual, who would only need one horse and chariot, but it’s speaking about Pharoah as absolute
leader who “owns” his soldiers and their horses and chariots. So the verse should use the plural
form for horses and chariots.
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Rather, we certainly need to say that Scripture has made known a novel interpretation
for us, as brought in the midrash of Song of Songs, telling how G-d showed Pharaoh He could
match him action for action:

“I have likened you, my darling, to a mare in Pharaoh’s chariots” (Song
of Songs 1:9). Pharoah rode on a male horse, and, as though it were possible,
the Holy One, Blessed be He, revealed Himself on a male horse, as it is said,
“He mounted a cherub and flew” (Ps. 18:11). Pharaoh said, “A male horse will
kill its rider in a war, rather here I am riding on a female horse, this is as it’s
written, ‘to a mare in Pharaoh’s chariots.” Pharaoh changed to riding on a red
horse, on a white horse, on a black horse, and, as though it were possible, the
Holy One, Blessed be He, revealed Himself on a red horse, a white [horse], [and]
a black [horse], as it’s written, “You will lead your horses in the sea” (Hab.
3:15), i.e., a number of horses.

- Song of Songs Rabbah 1:45

Since here in Ex. 15:19, Scripture detailed “the horse of Pharaoh,” and we know from
the midrash that [Pharaoh] changed to a few different horses, [Scripture] should have said,
“the horses of Pharaoh.” In other words, even if we view Pharoah as one individual, as we
speculated above, he still had multiple horses, according to the midrash. So whether he is viewed
as one individual or master of his soldiers and their cavalry, their were multiple horses. So why
did the verse use the singular form for horse? Rather, certainly the singular form was used in Ex.
15:19 because it’s to inform us that before the Holy One, Blessed be He, they are all considered
as one horse. However, isn’t there still the possibility that this is simply a case of it being
customary usage at times to “speak of many oxen as ‘an ox’ ”?
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In the beginning, for Rashi’s interpretation of Gen. 32:6, “I have acquired an ox and a
donkey,” there was no difficulty, as granted, for Jacob it would not have been proper for him
to praise himself before Esau, to say that he had oxen and donkeys, meaning many. For Jacob
was speaking both out of modesty, and also out of fear of Esau, and wanted to minimize his
accomplishments.

It was enough for him to say that he had these five types, i.e., “an ox, and a donkey, a
sheep, and a male servant, and a female servant,” without specifying a quantity. Also, as it’s
explained in the Zohar (volume I, page 166b), his intent was to say that he was able to subdue
every type of klipah [spiritual impurity] in the world, that were hinted at by these five types,
and see there.’

In truth, if not for the popular language supporting [Jacob], i.c., if everyone was not
calling many oxen “an ox,” he would not have been able to say “an ox, and a donkey,” as it
would have been untrue, for he had many of each and every of the listed five types. But since
the custom was thus, he seized the universal custom according to the simple understanding.
Also, as explain by the Zohar, it was by way of a hint to inform Esau that [Jacob] was not
afraid of the klipot and the spirits of impurity.
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But here, it is written, “I will sing to the L-rd, for He has triumphed gloriously; horse
and rider He has hurled into the sea” (Ex. 15:1). The explanation is the opposite, instead of
using the singular form to be modest, as in Jacob’s case, here [Scripture] should have said “the
horses and their riders He has hurled into the sea,” in order to magnify [G-d’s] majesty. This
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is how we know that the Torah was not simply “speaking of many oxen as ‘an ox.

3 The Zohar explains that the ox and donkey refer to demons that do not typically inflict damage, except when
they join together, in which case they cooperate to harm the world. The sheep, male servant, and female servant refer
to lower crowns of the klipot, which the Holy One, Blessed be He, slew in Egypt. They are called “the firstborn of
cattle” (Ex. 12:29), “the firstborn of the captive” (ibid.), and “the firstborn of the maidservant” (Ex. 11:5).

4



Thus, too in the verse, “For the horse of Pharaoh went with his chariot and horsemen
into the sea,” which is the conclusion of the Song at the Sea. It’s also displaying the force of the
miracle, for when the horses of Pharaoh went into the sea, the waters of the sea turned unto
them, despite the fact that Israel was within the sea on dry land. As [the Song at the Sea]
concludes, “but the Children of Israel marched on dry land through the sea” (Ex. 14:29).
Rather, it’s certainly necessary to say that [Scripture] says “horse” in the singular form, in
order to instruct that before Him, they were all considered as one horse.
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