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Preface

FIRST STEPS IN THE TALMUD
A GUIDE TO THE CONFUSED

The Talmud is a confusing piece of writing. It begins no where and ends no where but it does not move in a circle. It is written in several languages and follows rules that in certain circumstances trigger the use of one language over others. Its components are diverse. To translating it requires elaborate complementary language. It cannot be translated verbatim into any language. So a translation is a commentary in the most decisive way. The Talmud, accordingly, cannot be merely read but only studied. It contains diverse programs of writing, some descriptive and some analytical. A large segment of the writing follows a clear pattern, but the document encompasses vast components of miscellaneous collections of bits and pieces, odds and ends. It is a mishmash and a mess. Yet it defines the program of study of the community of Judaism and governs the articulation of the norms and laws of Judaism, its theoogy and its hermeneutics, Above all else, the Talmud of Babylonia is comprised of contention and produces conflict and disagreement, with little effort at a resolution No wonder the Talmud confuses its audience. But that does not explain the power of the Talmud to define Judaism and shape its intellect,

To grasp what is at stake in studying the Talmud, imagine, if you can, a classic that portrays the norms of an entire society—but only in bits and pieces. Its record of the human achievement would prove scarcely accessible. In it we should possess a mass of data lacking any comprehensive context. So relying on that document what we should know about that society would consist of incoherent details, not a grasp of the entirety of the social order. But the classic, the cherished writing by definition ought to set forth rules that hold together and apply throughout. To solve the problem of an incoherent constitution the bits and pieces have to be subjected to a grand labor of interpretation, a process of reconstruction guided by rules of reason.

The case of an incoherent classic need not be reconstructed only in imagination. We have a concrete example of an unfocused and unsystematic mass of writing in the status of a classic. Judaism possesses exactly such a book. It is the Talmud of Babylonia, a.k.a., the Bavli or the Babylonian Talmud, ca. 600 C.E., a commentary on thirty-seven of the sixty-three tractates of the Mishnah, a law code of ca. 200 C,E. Many these days aspire to take the first steps in approaching the Talmud and acquiring some of its wisdom but find it a confusing piece of writing.

The Talmud exemplifies the noteworthy document that conveys details but lacks an articulated and systematic account of itself. It has flourished for fourteen centuries, forming the curriculum of education in Judaism, and today is more widely studied than ever. It is studied in several languages, Israeli Hebrew, American and British English, Russian, Spanish, French, and Yiddish. The Talmud now flourishes in a vast audience of devoted disciples in centers sustained by institutions of higher learning, schools, universities and yeshivas. In the American and English speaking worlds hundreds of thousands of disciples of the sages of the Talmud attend regular classes. Informal adult education programs win the attention of many more. But the masses of disciples of the sages rarely have studied the languages of the Talmud. And even if they have, they rarely are guided to make sense of the complex of reasoning and analysis that comprises the Talmud’s program. They wholly depend on their teachers, and study for large numbers of the disciples consists of free-association and paraphrase, not analysis. Someone recites a few sentences. These are paraphrased. Contention sometimes follows, in the form of free association.

The students are not challenged to generalize from the case to the principle. It is still less common for the disciples to acquire anything more enduring than episodic knowledge of free-standing sayings. They master sentences more than paragraphs, paragraphs more than chapters. The Talmud is better known for its trees than for its forests. Consequently masses of Talmud disciples acquire extensive but superficial knowledge of the writing that occupies the very center of their learned piety. They undertake a thousand beginnings but make no progress in the reconstruction of their program. They depend on their teachers at the end of their course of studies as heavily as at the outset.

In the six essays of this book I address six fundamental questions about the governing traits of the Bavli. Readers of American English find answers to six questions that when not answered form sources of confusion. These are the questions that stand at the very beginning of Talmud study. The answers overcome the confusion that is generated by the contemporary modes of presenting the Bavli in its diverse venues and representations. When we can answer these questions, we take steps toward the purposive encounter with the Talmud, we make the strange document familiar, and we make it our own.

The goal is to make it possible for contemporary students of the Talmud in their native language of American English to compose a Talmudic passage on their own, to enter into the Talmud’s discourse and command a place in it. These are the six questions I answer here.

What is the language of the document, what principles guide the presentation in our language of the alien language, what principles of writing govern the document, who defines the voice that we encounter, what anomalous writing makes its appearance, what efforts yield coherent constructions? Mastering the answers to these questions places the disciple in charge of the document, so that he can make it his own. Let me define the questions of confusion that I answer in these six chapters, together with references to the monographs that yield the précis given here.

1. THE TRANSLATION: FROM WHAT LANGUAGE. THE CONFUSION OF A MULTILINGUAL DOCUMENT:

Language as Taxonomy. The Rules for Using Hebrew and Aramaic in the Babylonian Talmud. Atlanta, 1990: Scholars Press for South Florida Studies in the History of Judaism.

In what language(s) is the Bavli originally written? The student of the Talmud asks first of all for the definition of the language in which the document is written. By their choice of the very language in which they would express what they wished to say on their own account, the authors of the components of the Talmud and the compilers of the document overall differentiated themselves from their antecedents. When it came to citations from prior, non-scriptural authorities, they used one formation of the Hebrew language, specifically, Middle, or Mishnaic, Hebrew; when it came to the conduct of their own analytical process, they used one formation of the Aramaic language, Eastern or Talmudic Aramaic. They rarely alluded to authoritative facts, they always cited them in so many words; but the indication of citation—in a writing in which the modern sigla of quotation marks and footnotes were simply unavailable—came to expression in the choice of language. But the choice of language carried a variety of signals, information on the character of the document and its program.

2. THE TRANSLATION: THE IMPORTANCE OF AN ANALYTICAL SYSTEM. THE CONFUSION OF DISCERNIING THE COMPONENTS OF THE COMPOSITION.

Sources and Traditions. Types of Composition in the Talmud of Babylonia. Atlanta, 1992: Scholars Press for South Florida Studies in the History of Judaism.

Those who choose to follow the translation I have set forth are exposed to a complex reference system. I compare two translations of the same passage of the Bavli, the Soncino Press translation and mine, both of Bavli Abodah Zarah Chapter One. Let me explain the purpose of the comparison.

The rules of study govern another set of signals besides to he taxonomy of language. These signals identify the way in which sentences and paragraphs (the trees and the forest to which I made reference) are marked off. That constitutes an implicit commentary on the meaning of the document in its original language. The ancient texts do not signal the intended meaning of the text conveyed by their division into sentences and paragraphs. In making my translations of the canon of the Judaism of the dual Torah—Mishnah, Tosefta, two Talmuds, various Midrash-compilations—I supply to the canonical writings a systematic and uniform reference-system, corresponding, in the Bible, to the use of numbers for chapters and verses, e.g., Gen. 1:12. Because of the failure of all prior translators as well as editors of critical versions of the received classics to provide a reference system, I found it necessary to re-translate the canonical writings of the Judaism of the dual Torah that already had been presented in English, as well as to translate for the first time those many documents that were not in English. The reason is simply that no analytical work of any kind is possible without a reference-system that identifies the parts of a large passage—the building blocks of meaning. Not only so, but in a bilingual document, readers must be told what language the original authors used. But no translation differentiated one language from the other. Since, it is clear, colleagues engaged in the same work of translation of rabbinic canonical writings do not yet grasp why an analytical reference system of some kind is required, recent works in German and Spanish, 1 for instance, at best numbering paragraphs, but, ordinarily, not doing even that, I propose to show what is at stake in a very simple exercise.

3. OF WHAT KIND OF WRITING DOES THE BAVLI CONSIST? THE CONFUSION OF THE TYPES OF DISCOURSE OF WHICH THE BAVLI IS COMPRISED.‘

The Bavli’s Primary Discourse. Mishnah Commentary, its Rhetorical Paradigms and their Theological Implications in the Talmud of Babylonia Tractate Moed Qatan. Atlanta, 1992: Scholars Press for South Florida Studies in the History of Judaism.

The purpose of the Bavli is not readily defined and its coherence not obviously discerned. I spell out here what the Bavli proposes to accomplish.

The Bavli in form and substance presents a commentary to the Mishnah, and, to markedly lesser degree, Scripture as well. From 80% to 99% of the composites of the tractates of the Bavli—depending on the tractate—focus upon the work of Mishnah-exegesis. I catalogue the types of exegetical compositions and composites that accomplish the paramount goal of explaining the sense and meaning of the Mishnah. Defining in detail what the sages of the Bavli did, and how they did it, imparts immediacy and concreteness to the general description of their writing as “a commentary to the Mishnah.” Not only so, but by showing how most of the Bavli’s composites, as well as the larger part of the composites formed into those composites, form a commentary to the Mishnah or a secondary expansion of commentary to the Mishnah, I provide in highly graphic form a clear picture of the structure of the document as a commentary, covering also secondary elaboration of its own commentaries.

4. WHO SPEAKS THRUGH THE BAVLI? THE CONFUSION OF VOICES.

The Bavli’s One Voice: Types and Forms of Analytical Discourse and their Fixed Order of Appearance. Atlanta, 1991: Scholars Press for South Florida Studies in the History of Judaism. Now: Lanham, MD: University Press of America.

Another source of confusion gives way to the answer to this question: who speaks in the remarkably uniform discussion of the Mishnah? Is it the voice of the penultimate and ultimate authorship, or does the document resonate with the voices of a variety of authors and authorships over time? The anonymity of the writing, its consistent use of two languages, its form as a commentary to a prior document, are joined by another definitive trait: the ubiquity and dominance of its never-identified “voice.”

One fundamental problem that requires closest attention is whether a document of this kind derives from a long agglutinative process, as the sediment of the ages accumulates into a hard tradition, or whether heirs of diverse materials reshape and restate the whole in a single formulation of their own. What is at stake in solving that problem is knowledge of how foundation-documents emerge: over time, through tradition, or all at once, through the intellection of some few persons working together in one specific context? If the former, then in the formative history of the writing, we trace what we may rightly call tradition—a historical study. If the later, then in the analytical deconstruction and reconstitution of the tradition the framers set before us a single cogent vision, formulated into words at some one moment, a system, whole and complete—a philosophical study.

In The Bavli’s One Voice I have shown that the Bavli is made up of materials intended to serve as a commentary to the Mishnah; the principal type of writing that the framers of the Bavli produced on their own account is exegetical and analytical. That was not a conclusion, only an initial observation. For if the Bavli really is a commentary to the Mishnah, then I had to attend to the varieties of materials utilized in that commentary. This required attention, first, to the anomalous components of the document, namely, the fairly-large scale composites that in no way appear to take shape around the tasks of the exposition of the Bavli. So I turned first of all to the exceptional materials, which, though small in proportion to the whole, challenge any description of the Bavli as a rather well-crafted and sturdily composed, systematic explanation and expansion of what is found in the Mishnah.

5. ANOMALOUS WRITING: THE BAVLI’S MASSIVE MISCELLANIES. THE CONFUSION OF THE RULES OF COMPOSITION.

The Bavli’s Massive Miscellanies. The Problem of Agglutinative Discourse in the Talmud of Babylonia. Atlanta, 1992: Scholars Press for South Florida Studies in the History of Judaism.

The pages of the Talmud of Babylonia contain not only disciplined comments on the law of the Mishnah and comparable codes but also long stretches of apparently disorganized and disconnected writing, on one subject after another, In these miscellaneous entries we have the equivalent of paragraphs but none of those larger compositions of paragraphs setting forth sustained and connected arguments that in general characterize the Bavli. Partly because of these massive miscellanies, the Bavli appears to be disorganized or to adhere to no principle of arrangement that we can discern. If that were so, then the Bavli would radically diverge from the character of the other compilations that make up the canon of the Judaism of the dual Torah in late antiquity. For prior writings2 commonly exhibit traits of order and coherence, and none comprises vast conglomerations of free-standing thoughts. None but the Bavli contains sizable sequences that exhibit the appearance of a mere scrapbook—this and that, haphazardly thrown together. So we analyze these massive miscellanies, and I demonstrate that they adhere to rules of discourse that we can discern, rules that show miscellanies to be anything but miscellaneous and haphazard. In the end, we shall find, to the contrary, the miscellanies, adhering to rules of agglutinative, not propositional and syllogistic, discourse, serve as Mishnah-commentaries, as much as do the cogent composites that predominate in the Bavli.

In Massive Miscellanies, further, I was able to demonstrate that the Bavli’s other type of composite, the one that is formulated not as an analytical, propositional, or even syllogistic Mishnah-commentary, conformed to rules entirely familiar to us within the framework of the Bavli’s own editorial program. What I did not anticipate was that the miscellanies, though massive, in no way emerged as miscellaneous at all; their principles of conglomeration and agglutination proved only to differ from those that operate in the main composites of the Bavli.

6. The OTHER KIND OF ANOMALOUS WRITING: THE LAW BEHIND THE LAWS. THE CONFUSION OF EFFORTS AT GENERALIZATION.

The Law Behind the Laws. The Bavli’s Essential Discourse. Atlanta, 1992: Scholars Press for South Florida Studies in the History of Judaism.

The Talmud transcends its origins when it speaks beyond the limits of cases and rules and frames discrete rules, pertinent to particular examples, in broad and universal laws. Where, in the Bavli, we occasionally find a sequence of unrelated cases or examples, with a single rule deemed to be pertinent to them all, or with all of them held to demonstrate one fact that transcends the details of any one, then we confront an exercise in discovering the law beyond the laws. Even though, in the Bavli, these exercises are not numerous and form no preponderant part of any tractate, not even making an appearance in some tractates, they constitute, nonetheless, a distinct and important component of the intellectual repertoire and structure of the document. This chapter presents passages in the Bavli that ask questions of generalization and conclusion, making the effort to form the detailed and the arcane into propositions of general intelligibility and universal relevance. These passages attract attention because they both contribute to the exposition of the Mishnah and also transform Mishnah-exegesis from a text-bound and limited exposition into an intellectually engaging inquiry that stands on its own and forms of passages of the Mishnah a composite of a transcendent order.

These six propositions respond to basic questions of the character of the Bavli. With the results in hand the student of the Talmud can make sense of the program and context of the Bavli’s presentations throughout the document. Here is a starting point to overcome confusion.

I gladly record my thanks to Bard College for its generous support of my work and to my colleagues there for their gifts of friendship and love.

Jacob Neusner

Distinguished Service Professor of the History and Theology of Judaism

Senior Fellow, Institute of Advanced Theology
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ENDNOTES

1Spanish, for one example: Midrás Exodo Rabbah I, by Luis-Fernando Girón Blanc. Biblioteca Midrásica, 8. Valencia, Spain: Institución San Jerónimo, 1989. Pp. vi+190. But the critical Hebrew text, of Exodus Rabbah used by the Spanish translation, that of A. Shinan, also has no analytical reference system that anyone can use. Not one [!] German “scientific” translation—Wewers’s translation of the Talmud of the Land of Israel, for example—has recognized the requirement of a reference-system to make possible further study of the translated documents, with the result that all we have in German is the contents of the Hebrew, but not the construction or indications of the composition. Analytical scholarship on these documents is possible only within my, or some counterpart, reference system. Translators may maintain that analysis is not part of their work. But as soon as we who translate supply periods, commas, and quotation marks, we state what we conceive to be the elements of construction and composition. Then why not mark the sentences, one by one, so people can refer to them? And why not say what we conceive the “chapters” to be as well? I have done nothing more “radical” than was done by the printers who originally presented the Bible in printed form and added chapter and verse numbers. But, as is clear, I have had to do this work for the entirety of rabbinical literature of late antiquity.

2I am not sure that this statement would accurately characterize the Yerushalmi, not having done for that talmud studies equivalent to those on the basis of which I characterize, e.g., the Mishnah, Tosefta, and all midrash-compilations without exception. My impression, based on the work done for The Talmud of the Land of Israel. A Preliminary Translation and Explanation. Chicago: The University of Chicago Press: 1983. XXXV. Introduction. Taxonomy, and also Judaism: The Classical Statement. The Evidence of the Bavli. Chicago, 1986: University of Chicago Press, is that the Yerushalmi contains much less miscellaneous material than the Bavli. But that is only an impression.
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How Many Languages Does the Talmud Need?

I. LANGUAGE AS TAXONOMY

The Bavli is an accessible document, because It is a multi-lingual document, and the choice of a language in a given context signals the character and purpose of the discourse that govern. So ithe Bavli’s authors followed rules that we can discern and employ in our reading of this writing. The rule of linguistic preference is that where Hebrew is used, it is ordinarily for the purpose of setting forth facts, deriving from authoritative writings, on the one side, or authoritative figures, on the other. Where Aramaic is used, it is ordinarily for the purpose of analyzing facts, though it may serve, also, to set forth cases that invariably are subordinated to the analytical task.

The Talmud of Babylonia or Bavli is written in one language, not two, and that language is Aramaic. The infrastructure of the document, its entire repertoire of editorial conventions and sigla, are in Aramaic. When a saying is assigned to a named authority, the saying may be in Hebrew or in Aramaic, and the same named authority may be given sayings in both languages—even within the same sentence. But the editorial and conceptual infrastructure of the document comes to expression only in Aramaic, and when no name is attached to a statement, that statement is always in Aramaic, unless it forms part of a larger, autonomous Hebrew composition, cited by, or parachuted down into, “the Talmud.” Rightly have the Talmudic masters in the Yeshiva-world, speaking of the Talmud as the Gemara, hypostatized the Talmud in such language as, “the Gemara says . . .”

That is because the Talmud speaks in a single voice, forms a unitary discourse, beginning, middle, and end, and constitutes one wholly coherent and cogent document, everywhere asking questions drawn from a single determinate and limited repertoire of intellectual initiatives—and always framing those questions, pursuing those inquiries, in Aramaic. And yet the Talmud also is full of Hebrew. So we must ask where and why framers of this writing utilize the Hebrew language, and when we may expect to find that they speak—rather, “the Talmud speaks”—in Aramaic.1 Specifically, what signal is given, what purpose is served by the bi- or multi-lingualism of the Talmud what do we know without further ado, when we are given a composition or a component of a composition in Hebrew, and what is the implicit meaning of making a statement in Aramaic? The answer is that the choice of language signals a taxonomic meaning: language as taxonomy. In a writing that utilizes two languages,2 the choice of one over the other conformed to rules of communication and marked what was said as one type of statement rather than another. If we know which language is used, we also know where we stand in the expression of thought, and the very language in which a statement is made therefore forms part of the method of thought and even the message of discourse of the document.

Specifically, two languages, Hebrew and Aramaic, serve a single piece




II. THE RULES FOR USING HEBREW AND ARAMAIC IN THE TALMUD OF BABYLONIA
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IV. PRIOR EXPLANATIONS OF THE SAME FACTS
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