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      Preface

      
      The Talmud, frequently censored and occasionally banned and burned by the Catholic Church, is one of the most influential,
         though seldom acknowledged or properly understood, writings of Late Antiquity. It touches and illumines every facet of human
         life; ostensibly a code of law, it is a refreshingly human document.
      

      Making this entirely new translation and abridgement has given me a great deal of pleasure, but also posed some difficult
         problems. In particular, how was I to condense about 5,500 large pages (in modern editions) of concise and often obscure Hebrew
         and Aramaic with commentary, into less than a tenth of that quantity of intelligible English? The selection inevitably reflects
         personal bias, and I apologize to those whose favourite pages I have omitted; my aim was to include at least something on
         each significant topic, as well as illustrating the rich variety of styles. A special feature of this volume is that it contains
         a selection from each of the Talmud’s 63 tractates, set out in the traditional order; this should help the reader to appreciate
         the range and structure of the work as a whole.
      

      People read Talmud for diverse reasons. To the pious Jew, it is an act of piety – it is virtuous to ‘meditate on the law of
         the Lord’ (Psalm 1:2) even if you can’t always make sense of it; no doubt many Daf Yomi readers – members of the international circle set up by Rabbi Meir Shapira in 1923 with the aim of getting Jewish men to
         read a page a day – fall into this category. The less religious may read it as an exploration of personal identity, as a source
         for history or anthropology or law, or perhaps find its way of argument a congenial training for the mind.
      

      And there are different ways to study it. A theologian may mine it for material to support his/her own interpretation of religion,
         a traditional Jew will look for practical guidance in religious observance, while an academic scholar will harness historical,
         philological, literary and sociological skills to elucidate the stages of its development and to place it in the broader context
         of human history.
      

      All these approaches are reflected in this volume, though the volume of available scholarship, both traditional and academic,
         is so vast that no more than a sample of each can be offered. The emphasis here is on the historical; we must start by asking
         who the rabbis of the Talmud were, what they were trying to achieve, what sort of world they lived in and how they perceived
         it. That is why maps, illustrations and a timeline are included – the Talmud did not descend in perfect form from the sky,
         but came into being in this world among real people, with all the worries, confusions and imperfections that implies.
      

      Nor can the text be properly understood without serious consideration of its literary formation – who actually compiled the
         documents of which it consists, what were their motives, how were the documents transmitted and how do they relate to historical
         reality?
      

      Most readers will not previously have read any Talmud; some will have dipped into it and struggled to make sense of it; others
         will have lived with it and already feel familiar with its world. I hope there is something for all of them here. As the rabbis
         wisely observed (Ḥagiga 3a), there is no school in which novelty is not to be found, so perhaps even the learned will find some new perspectives
         in which to set their knowledge. Or they may find errors, in which case let them correct me.
      

      But if you are a newcomer in this strange world, where do you start? How do you take your first steps in ‘the sea of the Talmud’,
         as it is often called?
      

      Apart from your native wit and an inquisitive and open mind, you will need only one piece of equipment for your voyage, and
         that is a Bible (‘Old Testament’). Use any translation you have to hand, but don’t be surprised if it does not correspond
         exactly with the translation here; the Sages (as the rabbis of the Talmud are more properly called) read the Bible in Hebrew and picked up nuances in its words and idioms which elude a reader unfamiliar
         with the original language, and I have frequently translated Scripture unconventionally to accord with their interpretation.
      

      There is no need to start at the first page, since the Talmud is not written in a stepwise fashion. Browse, and you will quite
         soon find something that attracts you, perhaps some amusing anecdote about an incident in the Schools (there is far more humour
         in the Talmud than it is generally credited for),1 or perhaps some unexpected gem of wisdom. Make that your starting point. Turn over the pages at random to pick up something
         of the range and rhythm of the Talmud. Wade in, splash about; you may soon discover that you can swim a few strokes.
      

      If you want to go further than this book can take you, you will need an instructor; by the time you have read it, you should
         be able to discriminate between who will lead you forward and who is likely to lead you astray.
      

      Above all, enjoy it! The rabbis say that there is no greater joy than that of the day on which the Torah was revealed; wherever
         the Torah is studied something of that joy is present.
      

      I acknowledge an incalculable debt to the many rabbis and scholars who have devoted their energy over the centuries to elucidating
         the Talmud, and most of all to those teachers, friends and students with whom I have personally enjoyed the privilege and
         stimulation of textual study.
      

      The editorial team at Penguin have been extremely helpful and pleasant to work with. I should like to thank Adam Freudenheim,
         Elisabeth Merriman and Lindeth Vasey for guiding me into producing what I hope is a readable and not too daunting ‘Talmud
         in miniature’; Lin, in particular, has been a model of patience in ironing out inconsistencies of style and content and in
         eliminating obscurities.
      

      I may well not have completed the work at all if not for the constant support and encouragement of my wife, Dr Hilary Nissenbaum.

      Thanks are due also to the Jewish Publication Society for permission to use their translation of the Hebrew Scriptures, 2nd edn (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society, 1999).

            NOTE

         1.   Kovelman, Alexandria and Jerusalem, Chapter 3 (see Bibliography for full citation), draws attention to the humour to be found in rabbinic aggada; but there is a lightness of touch in the halakha too.

   

      
      
      
      Introduction

      
      The Babylonian Talmud, with its kernel the Mishna, is the classic text of Judaism, second only to the Bible. If Scripture
         is the sun, the Talmud is the moon that reflects its light; its authority derives from its claim to interpret Scripture rightly.
      

      Judaism is firmly rooted in the Bible, that is, in the Hebrew Scriptures that make up the work called by Christians the ‘Old
         Testament’. But to describe Judaism as ‘The Religion of the Old Testament’ is inadequate; it is as if someone who had read,
         say, the works of Shakespeare (perhaps in a Japanese translation), imagined that he had grasped the essence of modern British
         or American culture. No one would deny that Shakespeare’s dramas contribute significant, even essential, features to the modern
         cultures of the English-speaking world, but to mistake this input for the whole of contemporary reality is to ignore centuries
         of development before and after Shakespeare as well as all that derives from other sources.
      

      Likewise, Judaism did not remain static after the period covered by its Sacred Scriptures, or even after the emergence of
         Christianity; to the present day it continues to evolve in response to changing historical circumstances and in interaction
         with surrounding cultures. The language of the Hebrew Scriptures still lives, and makes for both tradition and continuity,
         while the vocabulary has matured, extended and acquired fresh layers of meaning with each generation. Old Testament theology,
         that is, the attempt by Christians to understand the religious thought of ancient Israel, is a perfectly legitimate area of
         study, but it is not the study of Judaism.
      

      Rabbinic texts, including the Talmud, rarely use the Hebrew equivalents for the terms ‘religion’ or ‘Judaism’; instead, they say, ‘Torah’. The Hebrew word Torah is often translated as ‘law’, but this is misleading. ‘Teaching’ or ‘the way’ would be better; however, the word may also
         refer to a particular topic of law or moral instruction, to the text of the first five books of the Bible (the ‘Five Books
         of Moses’, the Written Torah) or to the whole of received tradition. I leave it untranslated.
      

      Differences between the Judaism of the Talmud and the apparent meaning of the Bible are legion. For instance, the Hebrew Bible has nothing clear to say of life after death, and rarely
         so much as hints at such a possibility in contexts where one might expect it to; yet the rabbis who compiled the Talmud regarded
         belief in life after death as fundamental to Torah, implicit in Scripture, and they routinely invoked the future life as the
         place of ultimate bliss for the faithful and torment for the wicked. Another illustration may be drawn from the criminal code.
         Scripture lays down the rule of ‘an eye for an eye’ (Exodus 21:24) and demands capital punishment for a range of offences;
         the Talmud refuses to countenance the literal interpretation of the phrase, and though retaining capital punishment in theory,
         limits its application to such an extent that it would be virtually impossible in practice (Bava Qama 83b; see pp. 447–81).
      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      The Oral Torah

      
      
      The relationship of rabbinic teaching to Scripture is complex, and obviously worried the Sages themselves. In the third century
         CE, in an attempt to address the issue, they formulated the concept of the Dual Torah.2 According to this, side by side with the Written Torah (Genesis to Deuteronomy) that was dictated by God to Moses, there
         is an Oral Torah, also received from God at Sinai; this oral tradition, complementing the written Word, was preserved through
         the centuries by successive generations of faithful teachers, and is articulated in the teachings of the Sages; as they expressed
         it, ‘Moses received the Torah at Sinai. He handed it to Joshua, Joshua to the elders, the elders to the prophets, and the
         prophets transmitted it to the men of the Great Synod’ (Avot 1:1; see p. 553).
      

      
      Roman law distinguished between jus scriptum (‘written law’) and jus non scriptum (‘unwritten law’). To the Romans ‘unwritten law’ was custom (consuetudo), while ‘written law’ meant laws based on any written source. The first-century Jewish historian Flavius Josephus made a
         similar distinction, which may well have been shared by the Pharisees.3 However, the distinction between Written Torah and Oral Torah is different. By ‘Oral Torah’ the rabbis meant not only – nor
         even principally – unwritten laws, but the correct interpretation of those that were written; they recognized local custom (minhag) and communal enactments (taqqanot) as lesser categories of law, binding indeed, but only as sanctioned by the Written or Oral Torah.
      

      
      
      
      
      How to Read the Talmud

      
      
      The Talmud was not designed as literature for reading nor as oratory for inspiration, but for oral transmission with explanation
         by an authorized teacher;4 brief texts were preferred, and an arrangement of material that commended itself to memory rather than logic. Like the works
         of Aristotle, the Talmud consists mainly of lecture notes, often compiled by zealous disciples rather than the master, and
         never polished as a whole for publication; the occasional ‘purple patch’, whose narrative or analytical skill seizes the imagination,
         comes as a welcome reward to the reader.
      

      
      The editors did not of course have the modern English reader in mind, nor were they thinking of the non-Jewish world or even
         the general Jewish public. Rather, their notes were a resource for dedicated disciples within a culture dominated by biblical
         texts; they aimed to facilitate a discourse in progress. This discourse is set, moreover, in unfamiliar landscapes; the Mishna
         (the core of Talmud, as explained below) is a product of first- to third-century Roman Palestine, and the ‘Babylonian’ Talmud
         which comments on it arose in third- to seventh-century Mesopotamia, essentially under Iranian rule, though frequently a battleground
         between Rome and Iran.
      

      
      Once these factors are appreciated, Talmud can be addressed at a universal human level. We all have to deal with other people, with the opposite sex, with law and government, with food production, commerce and crime, celebration and commemoration,
         life and death, and with God (or at least, the possibility of some form of ultimate reality). Part of the art of reading Talmud
         is to see that these are the things it is concerned with, too; much of it is down to earth, mundane, practical, not at all what might be expected of a work that
         sets out to guide people in the service of God.
      

      
      The Talmud’s length – one of the complete English translations runs to 69 volumes – is due neither to long-windedness nor
         to repetitiveness, but to the desire to be thorough and comprehensive. Indeed, its style is frequently terse to the point
         where the reader must turn to later commentators for elucidation.
      

      
      Talmud is essentially an activity, not a book; you engage in it, rather than read it as you would a piece of literature. The
         word talmud means ‘study’, and stands for the creative study of Torah, that is, of the Bible and tradition; the student is not so much
         reading, as participating joyfully in the elucidation and implementation of God’s Word. Talmud is how God’s Word is made to
         relate to real-life situations.
      

      
      The Sages expressed reluctance to commit Oral Torah to writing; they did not want to set it on a par with sacred Scripture,
         the ‘Written Torah’, nor did they want its dynamic character to be dampened down by fixing it in writing.5 In the course of time the material became so voluminous, and the difficulties of accurate oral transmission so great, that
         notes were made and edited into the corpus we now call the Talmud. No doctrine of verbal inspiration attaches to the text, as it does to holy Scripture, and scribal errors are readily
         acknowledged.
      

      
      
      
      Structure – The Framework of the Talmud

      
      
      The framework of the Talmud is provided by the Mishna (often spelled ‘Mishnah’). Tradition maintains that this was edited
         by Rabbi Judah ha-Nasi6 in Galilee, Palestine, at the beginning of the third century CE; modern scholarship accepts this time and location of redaction, while acknowledging that there has been much subsequent editorial activity.
      

      
      A glance at the contents of this volume will show that Mishna comprises six major divisions, or Orders (Hebrew, seder; plural, sedarim). Each Order is subdivided into tractates, and since the Middle Ages the tractates have been subdivided into chapters and
         the chapters into paragraphs, each of which is referred to as a Mishna.
      

      
      It may seem paradoxical that the same term, Mishna, is used for the whole and also for the smallest part. Strictly speaking,
         mishna is the correct term for a brief rule or teaching of the kind that forms the characteristic building block of the work, and
         it would be more accurate to refer to the whole by the plural mishnayot, as some people do. Hebrew mishna derives from a root that means ‘to repeat’; it is the succinct formulation that the master passes to the disciple to repeat
         and so memorize as a summary of the lesson. The Christian Jerome, writing c. 410, refers to the traditions of the Pharisees, ‘which nowadays they call deuterōseis’7 – a literal Greek equivalent of Hebrew mishnayot. Clearly, Mishna was conceived as oral teaching, and its detailed articulation as well as the ordering of its content are
         best appreciated within a context of orality.
      

      
      The Mishna is set out as a systematic code of law, but its contents cover numerous aspects of life which would not be contained
         in a secular law code, such as ethics, religious ritual and sexual morality. It was produced at about the same time as Papinian
         (probably from Emesa, Syria) and Ulpian (a native of Tyre) were setting the course of Roman law; a major school of law, perhaps
         founded by the emperor Septimius Severus, functioned in the adjoining province of Berytus (Beirut).8

      
      Mishna was never, in its entirety, the law that governed an actual society. For one thing, it contains detailed regulations
         for Temple ritual, even though by the time it was compiled there had been no Temple for well over a century; for another,
         it is unlikely that its leading exponents, prior to the time of Judah ha-Nasi, had much impact on any significant sector of
         Jewish society.
      

      
      Scholars debate the extent to which Mishna incorporates: (a) actual Israelite or Temple law of an earlier time, (b) law as
         implemented by rabbis where possible in third-century Galilee and (c) formulations of what ought to be the law in an ideal Israelite polity reconstituted under messianic rule; certainly, all these elements are present.
         Mishna projects Torah as a seamless, eternal whole, the blueprint for an ideal ‘Israel’ which can be realized only partially
         and imperfectly in the here and now; through Torah, Israel (the Jewish nation), though politically helpless, can shape its
         own world in partnership with God.9

      
      
      
      The Reception of the Mishna – Bavli and Yerushalmi

      
      
      Mishna was quickly accepted as authoritative in significant circles of Palestinian and Babylonian Jewry even though there,
         as well as throughout the Jewish Diaspora, many different forms of Judaism persisted. Mishna articulated the distinctive Judaism
         of the Sages (Rabbinic Judaism), functioned as a guide to legal practice and served as the focus for instruction and debate
         in schools and courts. The discussion it generated as the rabbis sought to harmonize its contradictions, to relate its provisions
         to reports of teachings that had not been included in it and to clarify its intimate relationship with Scripture, comprises
         the essence of Talmud or, as it later became known, Gemara (‘learning’, ‘completion’, ‘decision’).10

      
      Throughout the third century, exposition and implementation of Mishna proceeded in parallel in Palestine and Babylonia, with
         frequent contact and scholarly exchange between them. In the fourth century Abbaye and Rava, in Babylonia, introduced new
         approaches to the reading of texts and the interpretation of law; these differences of approach, as well as cultural disparities
         between the Hellenistic (subsequently Byzantine) environment of Palestine and the Iranian culture of Babylonia, were accentuated
         as time went on, though they did not result in a sectarian division.
      

      
      The divergence between Palestine and Babylonia is reflected in two Talmudim (plural of Talmud). The Palestinian Talmud, or
         Yerushalmi (Jerusalem Talmud), also known as the Talmud of the Land of Israel, was completed by about 450 CE and the Babylonian Talmud, or Bavli, was completed about 600 CE; both were subject to later editing. Strictly speaking, neither
         was ever ‘completed’; as we now have them they mark arbitrary stages, brought to a ‘temporary’ halt by outside events, in
         a continuous process.
      

      
      The two Talmudim differ in their Aramaic dialects, and not infrequently in the decisions they endorse. Zacharias Frankel (1801–75)
         noted that the Yerushalmi was less verbose than the Bavli, that the Yerushalmi often raises questions without responding to
         them and that argumentation in the Yerushalmi rarely proceeds beyond a few steps, whereas in the Bavli it may continue for
         several pages.11 Twentieth-century scholarship has elaborated considerably on this basic foundation. Saul Lieberman demonstrated that the
         Yerushalmi contains not merely occasional Greek and Latin words (as does the Bavli to a lesser extent), but frequently whole
         Greek phrases and proverbs. Jacob Neusner points to the insistence on alternatives, on justifying different positions in the
         light of reasoned argumentation, as the distinctive feature of the Bavli. David Kraemer claims that in the Bavli, at least
         in its anonymous redactional sections: ‘Many options frequently are offered apparently for their own sake, and… [final] decisions
         are frequently avoided, preference being given instead to the support of contradictory opinions. In the Bavli speculation
         is paramount and… sagacity (called “talmud torah”) is a central value. This contrast in overall compositional preferences
         may be the most important difference between the Bavli and the Yerushalmi.’12

      
      The Bavli eventually came to be regarded by Jews as possessing greater authority. This is due not only to the fact that it
         continues discussions that the Yerushalmi does not pursue, but because its decisions were favoured by the Babylonian Geonim
         (heads of the academies) in the early Islamic period from the seventh century onward, and it is they who effectively transmitted
         the rabbinic tradition to mediaeval Jewry: Talmud reached Western Europe, from about 1000 CE, via North Africa from Babylonia rather than from Palestine.
      

      
      The structure of both Yerushalmi and Bavli is determined by the Mishna. Both follow the order of the Mishna’s tractates and comment on them, at the same time reviewing other texts of
         the Mishna period,13 and introducing anecdotes and additional material ranging from biblical exposition to popular medicine and superstition.
      

      
      The Talmud translated in this volume is the Bavli (Babylonian).

      
      
      
      How the Talmud Started

      
      
      
      
      The Mishna under Roman Rule

      
      
      The Romans invaded Judaea in 63 BCE, renaming it Palestine after 135 CE; the country remained under Roman and then Byzantine government for several centuries.
      

      
      The earliest Mishna-type teachings were formulated in the late Second Temple period, many of them in the context of Temple
         worship; this is the period of the ‘Schools’14 of Hillel and Shammai. Teachings that can be assigned to this period tend to be either (a) straightforward clarifications
         of biblical law, (b) ‘fences around the Torah’, i.e. measures to protect the integrity of the law, or (c) laws regarded as
         ancient though they are not explicit in the Torah.15

      
      In 66 CE Judaea revolted against Rome; the revolt was quashed and the Jerusalem Temple destroyed by Titus in 70. Yoḥanan ben
         Zakkai, a disciple of Hillel, escaped from the siege of Jerusalem and set up a court for the interpretation and application
         of Torah law in Yavné (Jamnia), a village not far from Jerusalem, where he modified the teaching of the Schools to adapt it
         to the new circumstances. He was displaced, probably in the 80s, by Gamaliel II, a strong leader who coordinated the existing
         teachings and introduced major changes in the liturgy.
      

      
      Under the leadership of Simeon bar Koziba (‘Bar Kokhba’) Judaea tried again, in 131, to put an end to the Roman occupation,
         but was defeated by Hadrian in 135 with huge loss of life;16 this, rather than the destruction of the Temple, marks the effective end of Jewish independence; Jews were excluded from
         Jerusalem and much of the country was rapidly paganized.17 The Yavné court transferred to Usha in Galilee, and there the foundations of the Mishna in the form that we know it were laid, particularly by Meir. The law was articulated in greater
         detail than it had been at Yavné, and serious consideration was given to the intention and perception of ‘Israelites’ – a
         term the Sages preferred to ‘Jews’ – in fulfilling it.
      

      
      By the third century CE, when Judah ha-Nasi, a grandson of Gamaliel II, set about collecting and refining the teachings of the Sages of the Land
         of Israel and compiling the Mishna, Jewish relations with Rome had somewhat eased, to the extent that Jewish legend dwells
         on the friendship between ‘Rabbi’ (Judah) and ‘Antoninus’; whether ‘Antoninus’ was an Antonine emperor, the regional prefect
         or some more lowly Roman official, is unclear. The Talmud attributes several conversations to them on theological rather than
         political or administrative issues.
      

      
      Judah and his descendants assumed the Hebrew title nasi (‘prince’, or ‘president’; plural, nesi’im), perhaps with Leviticus 4:22 in mind.18 In adopting this title Judah was presumably laying claim to leadership of the Jewish people, and when later allied to claims
         of Davidic descent, there may have been a covert message that he and his family – not Jesus, let alone any Roman – were the
         rightful rulers of Israel; at the same time, it established the pedigree of the Palestinian nesi’im vis-à-vis the Babylonian exilarchs, who claimed Davidic ancestry in the male line.
      

      
      There is no independent evidence that Judah held any office formally recognized by Rome, nor does the Talmud make such a claim.19 Perhaps the Roman administration recognized him as the spokesman of the Jews, since there are reports that he journeyed to
         the governor in Syria to receive ‘authority’ and also to Rome to intercede for his people.20 Martin Goodman has suggested that the administration would have regarded him as a religious rather than an ethnic leader,
         a pattern that through the third century was increasingly being adopted with respect to Christian bishops, who were settling
         disputes among members of their flocks, by mediation rather than adjudication.21 In time, Judah’s successors were recognized as ‘patriarchs’, or occasionally ‘ethnarchs’, of the Jewish community, whatever
         those terms implied, but no term applied to them in Latin or Greek literary sources or inscriptions corresponds to the Hebrew nasi.22

      
      Whether or not Judah enjoyed official status, he certainly established the Sages as the effective religious leadership of
         Jews in Galilee and Judaea in the third century, and by default as a quasi-political leadership. Shaye Cohen writes:
      

      
      The social standing of the rabbinic movement changed dramatically under the leadership of Judah the Patriarch. In his time
         the rabbinic movement expanded its base socially, economically and politically. The rabbis moved into the cities of the Galilee,
         Judea, and the coast; they began to find ways to include the poor among their number, and achieved unambiguous recognition
         from the Romans. This period marks a major transition in the development of the rabbinate in the land of Israel.23

      
      Martin Jacobs argues that the summit of de facto power was reached by the nesi’im only under the Christian emperors, towards the end of the fourth century; an entry in the Codex Theodosianus for the year 392 addresses the Jewish leadership, presumably including the nasi, with the formula viri clarissimi et inlustres (‘distinguished and illustrious sirs’), a formal indication of rank.24 However, the entry for 415 explicitly downgrades the patriarch Gamaliel VI and another entry, dated 429, confiscates taxes
         raised by the Jewish primates and patriarchs.25 Jacobs doubts whether this last reference in the Codex to the patriarchate indicates the disappearance of the institution; Theodoret, Bishop of Cyrrhus (Syria), refers to the Jewish
         patriarchs as late as 447/8,26 but as this is only to scoff at their claim to Davidic ancestry it does not provide firm evidence that the institution still
         functioned. The archaeological record indicates that there was a vigorous resurgence of synagogue building in the fifth century,
         perhaps in response to the growing number of Christian churches in the Holy Land;27 however, this does not imply that there was a functioning patriarchate.
      

      
      Judah’s assumption of authority and his relationship with the governing power both facilitated Roman control and placed power
         and authority in the hands of the Jewish religious authorities who followed his teachings. Roman patronage of, or at least benevolence toward, the patriarchate, even if not formal, would
         have strengthened the hand of the Sages in imposing Mishna in Galilee and its neighbourhood as the authoritative Jewish code
         of law. Judah is said to have been accompanied by some sort of armed guard,28 a statement that is confirmed by the Church Father Origen’s dubious claim to have observed that the ‘ethnarch’ in his time
         differed little from a true king, and inflicted capital punishment with the knowledge if not the sanction of the Roman government.29 Jews nevertheless remained subject to Roman jurisdiction in their external relations, and many Palestinian Jews, not to speak
         of those elsewhere in the Empire, were beyond reach of the nasi and his interpretation of Judaism.
      

      
      
      
      
      Iran (Parthians, Sasanians) and the Bavli

      
      
      If the de facto authority of Judah and his associates explains Mishna’s acceptance among Jewish communities in Galilee and
         the surrounding areas, what accounts for its acceptance in Babylonia? In Judah’s time Mesopotamia was temporarily under Roman
         rule, though contested by the Parthians (also known as Arsacids from the name of their founder Arsaces), who ruled much of
         what is now Iran and Iraq from roughly 247 BCE until 224 CE, and whose successors regained control of Mesopotamia in 226. The Parthian aristocracy had taken over much of the administrative
         apparatus established by the Seleucids, the ethnically Greek rulers who succeeded Alexander, and adopted a fairly relaxed
         attitude to the internal affairs, including the religion, of the ethnic groups over whom they ruled; Jews were able to flourish
         as an independent ethnic group with a distinctive religion. In 117 CE, when the Revolt of the Diaspora was quelled under Trajan, as well as after the Bar Kokhba Revolt, refugees swelled the numbers
         of the Babylonian Jewish community, which had existed since the deportation of Israelites in biblical times.
      

      
      Even so, for the time being Palestine remained the main centre of Jewish learning and attracted students from Babylonia, including
         Judah’s outstanding disciple, Ḥiyya. Ḥiyya’s nephew Abba ben Aivu, also called Abba Arika (‘Abba the Tall’),
         returned in 219 to Sura in southern Babylonia (close to Ḥilla in modern Iraq), where he taught Torah and pioneered
         the application of Mishna as the Jewish legal system. The Talmud implies that Abba ben Aivu had studied prior to completing
         his education in Palestine – teachings are reported in his name from before that time;30 he probably received ordination from Judah, and is generally referred to throughout the Talmud simply as ‘Rav’ (the master,
         or rabbi).
      

      
      Rav’s younger counterpart in Babylonia was Shmuel (Samuel) of Nehardea, on the east bank of the Euphrates a little below the
         level of Baghdad. The two were personally acquainted; a Talmudic anecdote records a meal they shared and at which Shmuel addressed
         Rav as ‘Abba’, a term denoting affection as well as respect.31 Though the Talmud relates how he effected a cure for Judah’s eye problem and Judah wished to ordain him (Bava Metzi‘a 85b/86a), some scholars doubt that Shmuel ever visited Palestine. However, he certainly acquired a thorough knowledge of
         Mishna; his father was a scholar, and he also had contact with Levi ben Sisi, a disciple of Judah, who travelled frequently
         between Palestine and Babylonia and eventually settled in Nehardea.
      

      
      Rav and Shmuel brought Mishna to Babylonia, but how did they gain power to implement its provisions as the Jewish legal system?
         From at least the middle of the second century Babylonian Jewry was governed by an officially recognized Resh Galuta (‘Head
         of the Exile’, or Exilarch). Rabbinic tradition attributes the origin of this institution to the exile of King Jehoiachin
         of Judah in the sixth century BCE (2 Kings 25:27; 1 Chronicles 3:17); Jacob Neusner has more plausibly speculated that the Parthian government under Vologases
         I (d. 79 CE) established the office as part of its reorganization of the administration, and with its aid enlisted Jewish
         support for Parthia against the Romans.32 Whatever the origins, the earliest Exilarch named as such in rabbinic literature is Huna I, who flourished in the latter
         part of the second century.33

      
      The Exilarch, if he was to maintain an independent Jewish ‘nation in exile’, needed judges and administrators and, moreover,
         judges who would administer distinctively Jewish justice; affairs could not be left in the hands of Jewish ‘strong-men’,34 nor could Jews submit to the jurisdiction of the Sasanian justices, for they were Magian priests, so accepting their authority
         would have been tantamount to conversion to the Zoroastrian religion. Rav, Shmuel and their disciples were uniquely equipped
         to establish Jewish law, for the Mishna, far more than the unmediated Bible, constituted a ready-made legal corpus that, with
         minimum adjustment, could be tailored to the needs of Babylonian Jewry.35

      
      Both Rav and Shmuel remained subordinate to the exilarchs of their time. For about a century the followers of each tended
         to recognize their own master as the significant authority, but by the fourth generation the two came to be regarded as equals
         and were represented as debating with each other on terms of equality. Perhaps there were rival schools, though David Goodblatt
         has urged that any notion of Babylonian ‘schools’ at this time, in the sense of organized academic institutions, is an unsupported
         retrojection.36

      
      The major political event in third-century Babylonia was the overthrow, in 224, of the Parthians by another Iranian dynasty,
         the Sasanians. Rabbi Yoḥanan, Rav’s contemporary in Palestine, recoiled with horror when he received news that ‘the
         Magi are coming to Babylon’,37 that is, that the Sasanians were prevailing over the Parthians; he feared their missionary zeal for Zoroastrianism as much
         as the inevitable ravages of war. Rav himself is said to have mourned when the last Arsacid ruler, Artabanus IV, was slain
         in battle by the victorious Sasanians under Ardashir in 224: ‘When Antoninus died, Rabbi [Judah the Patriarch] lamented, “The
         bond is snapped”; when Ardavan died, Rav lamented, “The bond is snapped” ’; other comments attributed to Rav are ‘under a
         Roman, but not under a Magus’, and ‘Whoever learns anything from a Magus is deserving of death.’38

      
      Ardashir (reigned 226–41) was the son of Papak, a Magian High Priest of Anahita at Stakhr, close to Persepolis; Ardashir’s
         elder brother, Shapur, ruled over the sacred fire of Ormuzd, and the Byzantine poet and historian Agathias reports that Ardashir
         ‘was initiated to the ceremonies of the magi and performed the mysteries himself’.39 With such a background, and on the heels of his victories over the ‘foreign’ and heretical Arsacids and the Romans, Ardashir was motivated to impose his religion on
         the people now within his power; missionary fervour combined with a more invasive system of administration to oppress Jews
         and other dissident minorities, though not until the reforms of the priest Kartir towards the end of the third century can
         one speak of a ‘state religion’.
      

      
      Ardashir’s son Shapur I (reigned c. 241–72) adopted a more tolerant policy, perhaps with a view to placating the peoples in the west of his empire and so securing
         his borders against Rome; in 260 he defeated and took captive the Roman emperor Valerian, an event commemorated in a series
         of rock reliefs in the cliffs at Bishapur. His protection of the prophet Mani, eponymous founder of the Manichaean religion,
         may indicate a cooler commitment towards the dominant form of Zoroastrian orthodoxy and an openness towards other forms of
         religion. Jews benefited from his tolerant policy though Rav, who died c. 247, seems not to have become reconciled to the new regime. Shmuel on the other hand is said to have visited Shapur frequently
         at Ctesiphon, the Sasanian winter-capital on the Tigris about 20 miles south-east of Baghdad, and to have established a cordial
         working relationship, possibly together with the Exilarch Mar Uqba I; there is even an anecdote (Sukka 53a) about Shmuel juggling eight wine glasses for Shapur’s amusement.40 The stories of their relationship, if embroidered, rest on a more solid foundation than those of Rabbi and ‘Antoninus’.
      

      
      A ruling attributed to Shmuel that ‘The law of the realm is law’ (Bava Qama 113a; see p. 451) was to have momentous consequences for the relationships of Jews with governing authorities in later ages.
         Superficially akin to the statement attributed to Jesus, ‘Render into Caesar the things which are Caesar’s, and unto God the
         things that are God’s’ (Matthew 22:23), it was never interpreted as signifying a difference between the material and spiritual
         realms; rather, it recognized the right of a legitimate government to control land tenure and raise reasonable taxes, and
         it recognized the legitimacy of the Sasanian government.41 Whether it was devised by Shmuel, imposed by Shapur or simply emerged out of common practice, matters little; the ingenious compromise, while acknowledging Sasanian over-lordship, left the Jewish authorities free to administer all religious
         matters including family law, as well as internal commercial dealings and criminal behaviour. Jewish courts certainly administered
         punishments including flogging on miscreants, though they did not impose fines or capital punishment.42

      
      The Sasanian regime ultimately proved propitious for Rav, Shmuel and their successors to develop a distinctive Jewish legal
         system on the basis of Judah’s Mishna; their legal enactments, discussions, elaborations, commentaries, preaching and speculations
         comprise a significant part of the Babylonian Talmud.
      

      
      In the fourth century a marked disparity emerged between Jewish law and learning in Palestine and that in Babylonia, reflecting
         changing political circumstances. The long reign (309–73) of Shapur II ensured stability for Babylonian Jewry; Jews did their
         best to evade the onerous taxes he demanded to finance his military operations, and individuals were punished for this,43 but Jews were not subjected to systematic persecution. Abbaye and Rava, followed by Rav Papa, together with their associates,
         developed legal practice and theory in ways that were neither precedented nor emulated in Palestine, and were able to implement
         the law without state hindrance.
      

      
      During Shapur’s reign some seventeen Roman Emperors ruled; in 395 Rome formally split into an Eastern Empire ruled from Constantinople
         and a Western Empire ruled from Rome, and the Jews of Palestine suffered both from the general political instability and from
         the growing dominance of Christianity in the wake of Edict of Milan in 313;44 matters were aggravated by the brutal crushing by Gallus of a revolt in 35245 and by the earthquake of 363, which Christians gleefully interpreted as punishment on the Jews for daring, with the encouragement
         of the Emperor Julian (361–3), to commence rebuilding the Temple.46 Despite this, material remains of synagogues in Palestine in the pre-Islamic period suggest that Jewish life enjoyed some
         respite under the Byzantines;47 but Palestinian Jews focused on Bible, midrash, poetry and liturgy rather than on Talmudic dialectics.
      

      
      
      
      
      
      Babylonia of the Talmud – Social and Religious Background

      
      
      Sasanian society, as reformed in the fourth century under Shapur II, comprised four hereditary social estates: Magian priests
         and judges; warriors; scribes (administrators); cultivators, craftsmen and merchants. Each estate had its own head and empire-wide
         bureaucracy.48

      
      Jews were not stratified in this way, though they too placed the law in the hands of the religious authorities; however, the
         Sages were not priests nor did they constitute a hereditary class, and the hereditary Jewish priestly families retained only
         vestigial privileges and functions. The only significant hereditary office was that of the Resh Galuta, the political head,
         who claimed descent in the direct male line from David; other positions of authority, such as those of the Sages who functioned
         as judges, were in principle open to all Jewish males.
      

      
      There were three main levels of Sasanian administration below the Shah,49 the supreme ruler, but Jewish ‘Babylonia’ coincides more or less with the Ŝahrab of Asōrestān (Assyria), under his direct rule. Thus the Jews, through the mediation of the Resh Galuta, had direct access
         to him, and could rely on the backing of the authorities for the implementation of their laws as interpreted by the rabbis.
         In regions under Iranian priestly administration it would have been far more difficult for the rabbis to impose their will;
         this is perhaps why rabbinic Judaism developed in Babylonia rather than elsewhere in the Iranian Empire.
      

      
      In the course of the third century Mazdean Zoroastrianism was consolidated as the Iranian state religion and Mishnaic Judaism
         as the law code of the Jews of Babylonia. Christianity penetrated Mesopotamia via Edessa, while at the Indian end of the Empire
         were substantial Buddhist enclaves; the prophet Mani spent several years in a Christian–Jewish Elkasite monastery before proclaiming
         his brand of Gnostic syncretism, the highly successful Manichean religion, in Babylonia c. 250. There was also a general expansion of cults derived from Zoroastrianism, including the Mithraic popular in the Roman
         Empire.
      

      
      Religious leaders poured scorn on one another’s faith and did their best to ‘protect’ their own followers from being ‘contaminated’
         by those of rival religions. Jews didn’t lag behind. Christianity and dissident forms of Judaism were rejected by the Sages
         as minut (heresy), particularly for what the rabbis regarded as their misappropriation and perversion of Scripture; other faiths were
         rejected as idolatrous. But whatever was preached from the pulpit, economic interests brought people of different religious
         and ethnic communities together. Material culture, science, medicine and superstition crossed boundaries in the marketplace,
         though this is not always apparent in the literary sources, since these were compiled by the religious.
      

      
      Early in the seventh century50 the Sasanian Empire, under its last ruler Yazdegerd III, fell before the Muslim Arabs. The new era, welcomed by many Jews,
         marks the closure of the Talmud and the beginning of the so-called Geonic period with its symbiosis of Jewish and Arabic culture.
      

      
      
      
      The Men Who Made Mishna and Talmud

      
      
      In the 980s Jacob ben Nissim ibn Shahin sent an enquiry on behalf of the Jewish community of Kairouan, Tunisia, to the leading
         rabbi of the time, Sherira, the Gaon of Pumbedita, in far-off Babylonia. Who wrote the Mishna? he wanted to know. Had it been
         started by the Men of the Great Assembly (a partly legendary body of Sages in the period of the Second Temple), and had more
         been added by the Sages in each generation until it was completed by Rabbi Judah ha-Nasi? And who composed Tosefta, baraita
         and Talmud?
      

      
      In the 980s Jacob ben Nissim ibn Shahin sent an enquiry on behalf of the Jewish community of Kairouan, Tunisia, to the leading
         rabbi of the time, Sherira, the Gaon of Pumbedita, in far-off Babylonia. Who wrote the Mishna? he wanted to know. Had it been
         started by the Men of the Great Assembly (a partly legendary body of Sages in the period of the Second Temple), and had more
         been added by the Sages in each generation until it was completed by Rabbi Judah ha-Nasi? And who composed Tosefta, baraita
         and Talmud?
      

      
      The epistle sent in reply by Sherira in 987, known as Iggeret Rav Sherira Gaon, is a classic of Jewish historiography, and still provides the basic chronology of rabbinic Judaism in the Talmudic and Geonic
        periods.51 It is from Sherira that we inherit our chronology of Tannaim and Amoraim, who were followed by Sevoraim, who contributed
         to the Talmud, and who in turn were followed by the Geonim at Sura and Pumbedita.
      

      
      Sherira insists that neither the Mishna nor the Talmud was a written document; orality was of their essence, and they were
         taught by repetition and memorization.52 Despite this, there is evidence that some written records were kept for reference, though no one is sure what form they took
         prior to the Geonim.53

      
      
      
      Tannaim; singular, Tanna

      
      
      The Sages whose teachings are recorded in the Mishna are known collectively as the Tannaim. They were active in the Land of
         Israel from the late first century BCE until about 220 CE.
      

      
      Other works, not all of which survive, contain teachings attributed to them, though none was as carefully preserved as the
         Mishna. A parallel collection, attributed to Judah’s disciple Ḥiyya, shares the Mishna’s structure and is known as
         Tosefta (‘supplement’). As well as supplementary teachings, Tosefta contains elaborations of and commentary on the Mishna;
         it is frequently cited in the Talmud, though its status is secondary to that of the Mishna. Other teachings in similar style,
         not found in any extant collection though cited in the Talmud, are known collectively as baraitot (singular, baraita), or
         ‘external’ collections.
      

      
      Many of the teachings were also arranged in the form of running commentary on the books of the Bible, the most important collections
         being (with no precise dates for any):
      

      
      Mekhilta, on parts of Exodus. The Mekhilta of Rabbi Ishmael and The Mekhilta of Rabbi Simeon ben Yoḥai represent different
         exegetical traditions.
      

      
      Sifra (or Sifra d’bei Rav), on Leviticus.
      

      
      Sifré on Numbers and Deuteronomy.
      

      
      The teaching of the Tannaim consists for the most part of succinct statements of law, in Hebrew, designed to be memorized;
         the meaning is not always clear, since it is assumed that a teacher will explain both meaning and context.
      

      
      Tannaim present their teachings as authoritative; in the eyes of their successors, these teachings constitute Oral Torah.

      
      
      
      
      Amoraim; singular, Amora

      
      
      Amora (Aramaic, ‘speaker’) is the collective term for the rabbis who followed the Tannaim; they were active in the Land of
         Israel until the late fourth century and in Babylonia until the late fifth century.
      

      
      In a narrower sense, an Amora is the man who relays the master’s teaching to the students, translating from Hebrew to Aramaic
         where necessary. It was thought undignified for the master to teach directly, as the following amusing exchange illustrates.
         (The point at issue is whether a Hebrew expression used in the Mishna with reference to early morning means ‘the cock crowed’
         or ‘the crier called’.)
      

      
      Rav arrived [incognito] at Rabbi Shila’s place. Rabbi Shila had no Amora available, so Rav volunteered. [Rav] relayed [the
         Mishna] to the students: ‘The crier called.’ Rabbi Shila intervened, ‘Why don’t you say, ‘‘The cock crowed’’?’ Rav responded,
         ‘The flute that sounds sweet to freemen is rejected by [mere] weavers! When I said this in the presence of Rabbi Ḥiyya
         he made no criticism, yet you tell me to say, “The cock crowed”!’ ‘Ah,’ said Rabbi Shila, ‘You must be Rav!’ (Yoma 20b)
      

      
      Amoraim saw themselves as subordinate to the Tannaim; they did not exercise independent judgement in matters decided by Tannaim,
         but clarified and developed their rulings. This is similar to the difference between the mujtahids, the early Islamic jurists, and the muqallids who followed them, using taqlid (rational arguments) to analyse and develop the decisions of their predecessors.
      

      
      The sense of being inferior to their predecessors is articulated in this comment attributed to a fourth-century Amora:

      
      Rabbi Zeira said in the name of Rava bar Zimuna: ‘If the former ones were sons of angels, we are sons of men; if they were
         sons of men, we are like donkeys, and not like the donkey of Rabbi Ḥanina ben Dosa or Rabbi Pinḥas ben Yair,
         but like ordinary donkeys.’ (Shabbat 112b)
      

      
      The boundary between Tannaim and Amoraim is not sharp. First-generation Amoraim such as Rav and Shmuel in Babylonia and Rabbi
         Yoḥanan in Palestine often formulated their teachings in similar language and form to the Tannaim; later generations
         recognized that Rav issued rulings just as a Tanna might and was not bound by the decisions of previous Tannaim.54

      
      A fundamental distinction emerged between the mode of formulation of Tannaitic texts and that of Amoraic texts, and was fully
         established by the fourth Amoraic generation, that of Abbaye and Rava. Though Hebrew is used by early Amoraim to formulate
         teachings supplementing or clarifying those of the Mishna, most Amoraic teachings are recorded in Aramaic; they frequently
         refer to Tannaitic statements, and use an Aramaic technical vocabulary developed for second-level discussion.
      

      
      Substance even more than language separates Amoraic discourse from Tannaitic. Where Tannaim disagree their views are set down
         side by side; only in a minority of instances are detailed arguments preserved. Moreover, they do not attempt to explain or
         justify each other’s view. Amoraim, on the other hand, do spend a lot of time explaining or justifying the views of Tannaim
         – and arguing with each other. Of course, Tannaim might have argued in similar fashion, but it has not been preserved.
      

      
      Through at least four generations there were frequent contacts and interchanges between Palestine and Babylonia; for instance,
         from the third generation of Amoraim onwards the influence of the Palestinian Rabbi Yoḥanan in Babylonia is very strong.55 However, from the time of the fourth generation, Babylonian Torah diverged from that of Palestine, and became increasingly
         occupied with the analysis of legal concepts; much of Amoraic discourse is devoted to reviewing ranges of cases that help
         them to establish boundaries of the law.
      

      
      The role of hora’a (decision-making) diminishes in proportion to that of analysis and argumentation. This is partly because most of the major
         decisions had been taken, but also because Torah study as such, irrespective of decision-making, is increasingly seen as a
         sacred duty. An anecdote about Shmuel includes the statement, attributed to a legendary ‘Book of Adam’, that ‘Rav Ashi and
         Ravina are the end of hora’a’ (Bava Metzi’a 85b–86a); Sherira likewise writes that Amoraic activity came to an end with Rav Ashi and Ravina early in the fifth century,
         few decisions being made subsequently.56

      
      
      
      
      
      Sevoraim; singular, Savora57

      
      
      Sherira wrote: ‘And after [the Amoraim], even though there was certainly no hora’a, there were interpreters who explained things and were close to hora’a; they are called our Masters the Sevoraim.’58 He cited a lengthy and complex passage at the beginning of tractate Qiddushin as an example of the work of Ina and Simuna, two of the latest Sevoraim,59 but as their names do not appear there he evidently relied on information received from other sources. Scholarly controversy
         still surrounds the nature of the Sevoraic contribution to Talmud; conservative scholars maintain that the Sevoraim ‘completed
         the ordering of the Talmud, clarified certain unsettled halakhic decisions, introduced additional discussions and explanations
         of existing texts, and inserted brief technical guide phrases to facilitate study of the texts’.60

      
      It is perhaps no accident that the collecting and editing of rabbinic traditions that started with Amoraim in the time of
         Shapur II coincides roughly with the period in which Zoroastrian scholars were collecting and editing their own traditions
         in the Avesta.
      

      
      
      
      
      Stammaim

      
      
      The conventional view, derived from Sherira, is that the Sevoraim, who completed the Talmud were followed by the Geonim, possibly
         after an interval caused by political instability in the declining years of the Sasanians. Scholars’ eyebrows were therefore
         raised in 1968 when David Weiss Halivni, in a monumental study in Hebrew of the literary formation of part of the Talmud,
         noted that despite the numerous citations of authorities on almost every page, most of the text of the Talmud consists of
         anonymous discussions; the inference was that these anonymous scholars were the real authors – they had ‘changed the sources
         into traditions’.61 He named them Stammaim (from Hebrew stam, ‘anonymous’), and dated their activity from 427 to c. 520 (though he later extended this).
      

      
      Since the Sevoraic contributions to Talmud are also for the most part anonymous, how does Halivni distinguish their contributions from those of the Stammaim? Indeed, why does he think that Stammaim more or less completed the Talmud, and were
         followed by Sevoraim who didn’t do much? He offers two reasons:
      

      
      
            1. [The Geonim and the Rishonim62] speak of the Saboraim as having added texts to the Talmud, which creates the impression that the Talmud was more or less
               complete during the time of the Saboraim.
            

      
            2. Amoraic quotations in the materials generally attributed to the Saboraim can be traced to other places in the Talmud and
               were undoubtedly taken from there, whereas Amoraic quotations in the anonymous parts of the Talmud often have no parallel
               anywhere else in the Talmud.63

      
      
      If ‘Stammaim’ really existed, as distinct from the Sevoraim, why did Sherira not notice them? Perhaps the answer to this lies
         in the evaluation of the kind of work they accomplished; essentially, they would have gathered and worked upon reports of
         the argumentation of the immediately preceding generations. A modern scholar like Halivni realizes how important such work
         is; it lays the foundation for the way in which all future generations will read the tradition. Sherira might well have dismissed
         such activity as unimportant, because to him the real tradition was the oral, of which he still felt himself a part, and the
         important activity was that of living and interpreting Torah in each generation. The Sevoraim had attained this level through
         their limited decision-making and the clarifications they had introduced, but the disciples who had jotted down or memorized
         anecdotes and debates in the academies would not, in his view, have qualified to be set on a par with Tannaim and Amoraim
         as a distinct stage in the chain of tradition.
      

      
      
      
      
      Style of the Talmud

      
      
      
      
      Halakha and Aggada
      

      
      
      The content of the Talmud falls into two genres, halakha (‘law’) and aggada (‘narrative’); both may occur in one sugya (unit) and they may even merge into one another, as in Bava Qama 60a–b (see p. 440).
      

      
      Halakha is more precisely defined than aggada; law cannot function if it is vague. The complexity of halakhic argumentation was problematic, for a chain of reasoning might lead to conclusions that appear to challenge tradition. Some
         Sages were known for their facility in reasoning, and others for their reliable transmission of tradition:
      

      
      When Rav Ḥisda and Rav Sheshet met, Rav Ḥisda’s lips trembled before Rav Sheshet’s knowledge of Mishna; Rav
         Sheshet’s whole body shook at Rav Ḥisda’s fine reasoning. (Eruvin 67a)
      

      
      The choice of Rav Yosef rather than Rabba to head the academy of Pumbedita c. 320 CE indicates that the Sages valued soundness of tradition more than forensic skill.64

      
      The Talmud’s halakhic decisions were received in later Jewish tradition as binding, but the eleventh-century Spanish poet and scholar Shmuel Ha-Nagid
         characterized aggada as inspirational rather than definitive. Rashi, commenting on an aggadic remark about the saving life on the Sabbath, candidly stated: ‘This is not the reason that the saving of life is permitted
         on the Sabbath… but [the compiler wanted] to make it appeal to [the general public] through an aggada, since women and ignorant people attended the sermon and the preachers had to attract their attention [with stories].’65

      
      
      
      
      Style and Exegesis

      
      
      A wide range of literary forms and styles is needed to articulate legal argumentation, biblical exegesis, homiletics, parables,
         folk tales, historical narrative, poetry, science, superstition and popular proverbs.
      

      
      Legal and exegetical discussions have distinctive structures and vocabularies; narratives are often worked into set patterns
         with threefold examples. Vitality is ensured by the inclusion of anecdotes about the Sages and their disciples and often,
         as Louis Jacobs pointed out, by dramatic presentation of an argument.66

      
      Bible exegesis builds on techniques evolved before the rabbinic period, for instance in the pesher commentaries of the Dead Sea Scrolls.67 Rules of rhetoric such those attributed to Rabbi Ishmael and to Rabbi Yosé the Galilean were devised to govern the process
         and to save it from arbitrariness; these are explained below.
      

      
      
      
      
      Language

      
      
      Judah ha-Nasi, hoping for a national revival in Galilee, objected to Jews speaking Aramaic: ‘In the Land of Israel, why should
         anyone speak Aramaic? Either the holy tongue, or Greek!’ Rav Yosef, in early fourth-century Pumbedita, similarly declared,
         ‘Why should anyone speak Aramaic? Either the holy tongue, or Persian!’68 Aramaic nevertheless persisted as the vernacular among Jews and other minorities in the Near East for some centuries, and
         is still spoken by Mandaeans.
      

      
      A baraita, probably of the third century, refers to Scriptures written in ‘Coptic, Median, [paleo-]Hebrew [script], Elamite
         or Greek’ (Shabbat 115a). Mishna, aside from documentary citations, is in Hebrew. Early Amoraim, in Babylonia as well as Palestine, continued
         to formulate their ‘official’ teaching in Hebrew, if slightly modified from the Hebrew of the Mishna. Later Amoraic statements,
         other than some formal rulings of Mishna-like character, tend to be made in Aramaic, while the language in which discussion
         takes place is mostly Aramaic. Some Persian (‘Middle Iranian’, or Pahlavi) loan-words occur, especially for administrative
         and military terms, but they are fewer than those of Latin or Greek origin.
      

      
      
      
      
      Units of Discourse – Sh’ma‘ta and Sugya
      

      
      
      The sh’ma‘ta (Aramaic: ‘that which is heard’, a discourse) is a brief summary of a halakhic lesson; when several are woven together into discussion of a specific topic, the whole is referred to as a sugya (unit, or pericope), a term derived from the Aramaic for ‘step’;69 several sugyot may be strung together to form a collection.
      

      
      The composition of sugyot was probably commenced in the fourth century,70 though it was not completed until the sixth or seventh. Many sugyot have survived in parallel versions in tractates of the two Talmudim, reflecting different stages in their development. Frequently,
         competing versions of a sh’ma‘ta are set side by side in a single sugya; examples in this volume are Megilla 2a (see p. 262), Nedarim 22a (p. 356), Nazir 16b–17a (p. 363), Bava Batra 17b (p. 488) and Horayot 2a (p. 557). The evolution and literary construction of the sugya are among the topics most hotly debated by Talmudic scholars today.
      

      
      
      
      
      Attributions

      
      
      To report a teaching in the name of the master who formulated it ‘brings redemption to the world’;71 as well as being intrinsically virtuous, it serves the practical purpose of establishing what authority attaches to the teaching.
      

      
      Attributions, however, are open to question. The Gemara itself often carries conflicting reports of what a Sage said, identifications
         are frequently uncertain72 and copyists sometimes confuse names. In this striking instance an attribution is deliberately modified to enhance the authority of a ruling:
      

      
      Rabbi Simeon ben Pazi said in the name of Rabbi Joshua ben Levi in the name of Rabbi Yosé ben Shaul in the name of Rabbi [
         Judah ha-Nasi] on behalf of the holy congregation of Jerusalem, Rabbi Simeon [ben Yoḥai] and his colleagues said that
         the law is in accordance with the view of Rabbi Meir. (Betza 27a)
      

      
      The Gemara immediately points out that this is anachronistic; Simeon ben Yoḥai preceded Meir. The laconic reply, that
         Simeon’s ruling was the same as that given by Meir, acknowledges that the attribution is a fiction designed to lend authority
         to Meir’s view.
      

      
      Also, the Gemara frequently uses the formula ‘X said...’ in the course of an argument, when what it means is, ‘Had X been
         confronted with this objection, he could have countered by saying...’ Asher ben Yeḥiel (‘the Rosh’, c. 1250–1327) drew attention to this form of expression;73 it is a form of shorthand rather than ‘pseudepigraphy’, as some scholars call it, since there was no intention of misleading anyone into the belief
         that X actually said what was hypothesized.
      

      
      
      
      
      Interpretation of Scripture

      
      
      A sacred text cannot guide on its own. It has to be read, and all reading is interpretation.

      
      The Torah has privileged status as God’s Word revealed to Moses at Sinai. A law is regarded as biblical only if derived from
         a verse in one of these five books. The festival of Purim, since it is based solely on the Book of Esther, is classified as
         a rabbinic, not a biblical, institution (it is mid’rabbanan, not mid’Oraita).
      

      
      Three assumptions govern rabbinic interpretation of the Torah text:

      
      The text is free from error and inconsistency. God does not make mistakes! Apparent contradictions can be resolved by correct
         interpretation, though we do not always know what this is.
      

      
      The text is free from redundancy. Some laws are repeated – e.g. Deuteronomy reviews topics covered in the earlier books –
         but the precise formulation always reveals some new aspect.
      

      
      The text is comprehensive, containing whatever we need to know (not necessarily ‘all knowledge’, though there have been rabbis
         in more recent times who claimed this74).
      

      
      These three assumptions apply only to the Torah. The rest of the Hebrew Bible – Prophets and Writings – is held to be free
         from error, but not from redundancy; it cannot create halakha, only throw light on it.
      

      
      The Bavli does not treat the text of the Mishna and other tannaitic works as sacrosanct like the Bible, but as a repository
         of law which can be ‘corrected’ if need be; it proposes emendations for clarification, to avoid inconsistencies, or to establish
         the ‘correct’ version of a law.75 Amoraim sometimes say of a Mishna text, m’shabeshta hi (‘it is incorrect’);76 Shmuel deliberately reverses attributions in a Mishna to ensure that the rabbis infer the correct halakha from it (Pesaḥim 27a); an anonymous comment adjusts the text of a Mishna to fit a ruling of Rava (Yevamot 12b (see p. 304)), and so on. Although later Amoraim generally work on the assumption that Tannaim did not preserve superfluous
         statements, they are prepared to admit, as Rav Yosef did, that on occasion ‘Rabbi included a superfluous Mishna.’77

      
      Halivni notes that common technical terms such as hakhi qa’amar (‘this is what he means to say’) or eima (‘I might say’) ‘hover between emendation and explanation’, and he describes a process of ‘interpreting out’, which Amoraim
         use to restrict the application of a Mishna statement to a limited context or a special instance.78

      
      
      
      
      Rules of Interpretation

      
      
      In the third century scholars listed rules they believed to have been used by the Tannaim in their interpretation of Scripture.
         Seven hermeneutic rules (middot) were attributed to Hillel, thirteen to Rabbi Ishmael and thirty-two to Rabbi Yosé the Galilean;79 they cover reasonableness, rhetoric and grammar, and have points of resemblance with ways in which Stoics interpreted Homer
         and Romans interpreted legal texts.80 They can be reduced to four basic types:
      

      
      Qal va-ḥomer: ‘Minor and major’, the argument a fortiori. It is reasonable to infer that if so-and-so is true in such-and-such a case,
         it will certainly be true in a case where the relevant factor is stronger. Examples (in this volume): Pesaḥim 66a (p. 161), Yevamot 87b (p. 324), Sanhedrin 73b (p. 521).
      

      
      G’zera shava: ‘Similar formulation’, also known as heqesh (‘analogy’). If a word or phrase occurs in two separate passages, an analogy may be drawn for the application of the law
         in both cases. Examples: Berakhot 31b (see p. 25), Sota 37b (p. 370).
      

      
      The use of general (k’lal) and specific (p’rat), or inclusive (ribbui) and exclusive (mi’ut), terms. Examples: Pesaḥim 95a (see p. 175), Sukka 50b (pp. 218–19).
      

      
      Meaning determined by context. Examples: Rosh Hashana 2b (p. 239), Bava Metzi‘a 61a (p. 474).
      

      
      In addition to these four types of reasoned interpretation, two artificial devices are sometimes used which seem to treat
         Scripture as a code to be deciphered rather than a text to be read:
      

      
      Gematria, the numerical value of the letters of a word. Examples: Sanhedrin 97b (see p. 516), Makkot 23b (p. 524).81 A variety of anagrams, abbreviations and letter substitutions belong in this category.
      

      
      Im eino ‘inyan. If a word is superfluous in its own context, it is transposed elsewhere. Even a letter may be transposed from one word to
         another. Example: Yoma 48a.
      

      
      
      
      
      Titles and Names

      
      
      Hannah Cotton has observed that none of the sixty known documents reflecting Jewish life in Judaea in the period from 66 to
         135 CE refers to anyone as ‘Rabbi’.82 The word was a courteous form of address to a master, whether of Torah or some secular discipline, but there is no evidence
         that it designated a category of religious scholar and leader prior to the third century. While Mishna uses the title, it
         consistently refers to men in this category as ḥakhamim Sages, not rabbis, a usage noted by Jerome.83 The Mishna also uses the title Rabban; Bavli adds ‘Rav’ and ‘Mar’ (‘master’).
      

      
      Sherira claimed that the Talmud applies the title ‘Rabbi’ to scholars in the Land of Israel and ‘Rav’ to Babylonians,84 and in a letter to the community of Kairouan he wrote, ‘Rabbi is greater than Rav, Rabban is greater than Rabbi, the untitled
         name is greater than Rabban.’ Yochanan Breuer has disputed this traditional analysis, arguing that Rav was originally a dialectical
         variant of Rabbi, consistent with the Eastern Aramaic habit of dropping possessive endings; Rabban (as is generally agreed)
         was a title reserved for the Nasi,85 and the ‘untitled name’ by which Hillel and Shammai, for instance, are known is because they predated the use of titles.86

      
      The title Mar is occasionally used, as it was by Syriac Christians. It is likely that it was used for those lacking ordination;
         this may be why it was commonly applied to the Resh Galuta, though Sherira says it is either a proper name or a title of importance.87

      
      Titles are sometimes conflated with names; Rava, for instance, is a conflation of Rav Abba, and Ravina of Rav Avina.

      
      
      
      Theology

      
      
      Many scholars have attempted to formulate the Talmud’s ‘theology’, one of the most notable being Solomon Schechter, who drew
         attention to the non-systematic nature of the sources.88 Rabbinic theology has to be based on material like this:
      

      
      Said Rabbi Ḥama bar Ḥanina: If not for these three verses, sinners in Israel89 would not have a leg to stand upon. It is written, [I WILL GATHER THE OUTCAST,] AND THOSE I HAVE CAUSED TO DO EVIL90 (Micah 4:6); it is written, AS CLAY IN THE HAND OF THE POTTER[, SO ARE YOU IN MY HAND, SAYS THE LORD] (Jeremiah 18:6); it is written, AND I WILL PUT MY SPIRIT INTO YOU. THUS I WILL CAUSE YOU TO FOLLOW MY LAWS, AND FAITHFULLY TO OBSERVE MY RULES. (Ezekiel 36:27 JPS)
      

      
      In the School of Rabbi Yannai they said, This may be derived from [the name] DI ZAHAV (Deuteronomy 1:1). What is DI ZAHAV? In the school of Rabbi Yannai they said, This is what Moses said to the Holy One, blessed be He: Lord of the Universe! Because
         of the silver and gold [zahav] you lavished on Israel until they said, enough! [dai] – that is what led them to sin… Rabbi Ḥiyya bar Abba said in the name of Rabbi Yoḥanan, It is like a man who
         had a son; he bathed him, anointed him, gave him food and drink, hung a purse of money around his neck and set him by the
         door of a brothel. How could the son not sin? (Berakhot 32a)
      

      
      Clearly, the rabbis were speculating about the relationship between free will and determinism, or between ‘nature’ and ‘nurture’:
         can a person be held responsible for his actions if they are strongly influenced or determined by God or by the environment?
         But they do not formulate systematic philosophical answers. If ‘theology’ is taken to mean ‘the study of God’s word’, they
         were theologians; if it is taken to mean ‘the construction of rational systems of thought to explicate God’s word’, they were
         not. In this

      
      
      
      
      
      The Talmud and Christianity

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      Transmission of the Text

      
      
      
      
      Textual Criticism

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      Rashi and the Recovery of the Talmudic Text

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      A NOTE ON THIS TRANSLATION

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      Bible Translation

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      ‘Israel’, ‘Jew’, ‘Palestine’

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      Page Layout

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      References

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      NOTES

      


















































































































 


Talmud/page-map.xml
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 




Talmud/images/cover.jpg
The Talmud

A Selection







Talmud/stylesheets/page-template.xpgt
 

   

     
       
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





Talmud/images/9780141441788_Talmud_001_IMGX.jpg
PENGUIN cLassic






