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Two Neglected Ways of 
Studying the Talmud

dr. b. barry levy 

This pasT shavuoT I had the distinct pleasure of two lengthy, private study sessions 
with my grandson, Gabe, a day school student in the New York area. In them we explored 
two of the many ways to study the Talmud, which complemented his imminent Bar-Mitzvah 
siyyum of Tractate Megillah. The first approach we examined may be called vertical or, in 
more academic language, diachronic; the second is horizontal or synchronic. 
In the diachronic session, we looked at the history of the halakhic literature, beginning with 
the Mishnah, composed after the destruction of the Temple in 70 CE, and concluding with 
the Arukh Ha-Shulhan of modern times. The second, synchronic session dealt with studying 
the Talmud in relation to its own historical period, sometimes known as Late Antiquity. It 
is called the “Babylonian” Talmud for good reason, and we do not take seriously enough 
the impact on it by its authentic Babylonian context. 

This second approach is very different from the first, though they do intersect occasion-
ally. In developing this latter exploration, I chose to emphasize linguistic matters, partly 
because Megillah lends itself to such considerations, and partly because this subject interests 
me, and I wanted to share it. In truth, it is somewhat less accessible than the first in the 
average yeshiva, and for that reason even more in need of attention. What follows is a brief 
overview of these two sessions. Part A will examine the diachronic approach, and Part B 
will examine the synchronic approach.
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The Diachronic: The History of Halakhah 
Despite some contrary opinions, Talmud study, particularly at an elementary level, often 
does not lead to consideration of related halakhot. The general Ashkenazi world takes a 
broad, expository attitude toward the text, and this attitude drives the average Talmud 
class. The Sefaradi approach to Talmud, on the other hand, often tends more to its legal 
implications. Indeed a quick examination will demonstrate that almost every systematic 
halakhic code or digest written during the past millennium (not commentaries on the text 
or other specialized compositions) was penned by a Sefaradi writer. 

Torah. The legal parts of the Torah form the bases of many passages of Torah She-Be’al Peh in 
the books that follow in rabbinic literature. This is not a well organized, systematic effort, 
but if one learns about the relationship between the Torah and early rabbinic literature, this 
relationship becomes clear. In the last century or two, it has become the almost exclusive 
interest of several important Torah-commentaries (Malbim, Torah Temimah, Torah Sheleimah, 
etc.). If you have studied the appropriate portions of the tractates, the halakhic verses just 
fly by during the Torah readings. Even so, this is not our primary present concern. 

Mishnah. The Hebrew Mishnah contains 63 tractates, divided into 6 sedarim, usually mistrans-
lated as “orders” but correctly rendered as “recitations” (in the Talmud, le-sadder mishnayot 
means “to recite” not “to order” Mishnayot). The Mishnah is organized thematically and 
is the earliest literary layer of the rabbinic tradition. Because the Mishnah served as the 
base of both Talmudim (the Bavli and Yerushalmi), its structure determined theirs, and its 
content often was developed in them. 

Tosefta/Breitot. Written in Hebrew and organized very much like the Mishnah, the Tosefta 
is the second book of the Oral Torah. It is a supplement to the Mishnah (which is what 
Tosefta means in Aramaic). Some parts of the Tosefta offer alternatives to the Mishnah; others 
interpret it or add to it. The Tosefta is basically the first historical layer of treatment of the 
Mishnah and often the starting point for the Gemara’s discussions. Individual passages 
sometimes are known as baraitot, from the Aramaic for “outside,” meaning they are outside 
the Mishnah. Often, certain Tosefta texts are ignored in favor of whatever Tosefta or breita 
excerpt is favored by the Gemara. In modern Talmud publications, the Tosefta is usually 
printed prominently in large square letters after the related talmudic tractate, which 
reflects its importance. 

Midreshei Halakhah. Also sometimes referred to as breitot, these are parts of early midrashim, 
usually called midreshet halakhah or halakhic midrashim. Mekhilta on Exodus, Sifra on Levit-
icus,and Sifrei on Numbers and Deuteronomy are the best known, but several others exist. 
The latter usually have been reconstructed by modern scholars from early citations and/or 
manuscript fragments discovered in the Cairo Geniza. All are incomplete, some hopelessly 
so, until new manuscripts are discovered. The former texts are best examined in a series of 
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independent editions that have been critically edited. But they also can be studied easily as 
they appear in older editions, such as in Malbim’s 19th-century Torah Commentary. 

Gemara. Gemara, largely in Aramaic, contains the records or summaries of discussions 
that took place in the Babylonian rabbinic academies. Mishnah plus Gemara often is called 
Talmud. These texts may diverge into numerous related subjects, which keeps Talmud 
study varied and wide ranging and goes far beyond the Mishnah. Tractate Megillah, for 
example, includes a full midrash on the book of Esther; Sotah contains a high concentration 
of midrashim. Berakhot houses an entire book of dream interpretations. Small midrashim 
on parts of other biblical books are scattered around the Talmud, as are references to or 
citations of other works. Many Midrashic passages unpack the interpretations and applica-
tions of rabbinic laws, and often they are the core of the Talmud’s treatment. The Talmud 
contains texts of legal documents, prayers, magic texts, medicines, etc. The records of these 
digressions greatly enrich our knowledge of rabbinic thought and interpretation, but they 
are not our present concern. 

Maimonides, Mishneh Torah. The Mishneh Torah was the first, and for many centuries 
the only, systematic presentation of the entire halakhic system, from the Torah through 
talmudic and early medieval times. One who sought guidance on Sabbath rituals, temple-
based sacrifices, holiday prayers, court proceedings, direction for offering a Pascal lamb, 
and most other matters of religious concern checked the Mishneh Torah. To the strictly legal 
materials, Maimonides added several books of a more philosophical nature: Hilkhot De’ot 
(Laws of Personal Development) and Hilkhot Yesodei Ha-Torah (Laws of the Foundations to 
the Torah). These are among the only halakhic codes so augmented. His Hilkhot Teshuvah is a 
classic treatment of the laws of repentance, studied annually in many Ashkenazi synagogues. 

Jacob ben Asher, Arba’ah Turim. Jacob ben Asher was the son of Asher ben Yehiel, better 
known as the Rosh. While the father composed a lengthy commentary on the Talmud, his 
son formulated a new four-part work that became the basis of many subsequent halakhic 
books. His was not the only such effort, but it became the most popular. Orah Hayyim deals 
with prayer and daily, Sabbath, and holiday observances; Yoreh De’ah, studied in detail by 
rabbis, deals with permitted and prohibited matters: kashrut, laws of family purity, and 
related observances. Even Ha-Ezer, deals with laws of marriage and divorce; Hoshen Mishpat 
includes damages, property, and other “civil” laws. 

The Arba’ah Turim (often known simply as the Tur) is not a code but a digest. It summarizes 
the opinions of many Ashkenazi and Sefaradi masters, sometimes people who disagreed 
strongly; unlike the Mishneh Torah, it deals only with practical matters. Often it presents 
opposing opinions but does not decide what to do. Some of the most amazing commentaries 
in the entire halakhic corpus were written on it, by some of the most learned rabbis of all 
time, including Moses Isserles and Joseph Caro, but also many others. Caro then summarized 
his commentary and reformulated it. That material, organized exactly like the Arba’ah Turim, 
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but presented in short numbered statements, is the Shulhan Arukh, the sixteenth-century 
halakhic code that became the base for most modern Jewish conduct. It was glossed by 
Moshe Isserles for Ashkenazi use. Many subsequent commentaries on the Shulhan Arukh 
kept it up to date. Mishnah Berurah, for example, is the name of a famous commentary on 
Orah Hayyim written by the Hafetz Hayyim. 

The Arukh Ha-Shulhan by Yehiel Mikhel Epstein reworked many of the above and created 
a new, comprehensive code that brings the field of pesak halakhah (legal ruling) down to 
modern times. It was complemented by a multi-volume supplement for modern times, and 
it thereby came to resemble in some ways Maimonides’ code. 

Remarkably, most of these aforementioned books, which are central to all contemporary 
Jewish observance, are Sefaradic in origin (except for Arukh Ha-Shulhan and Mishnah Berurah). 
A minority of medieval halakhic works are of Ashkenazic origin. Sefer Mitzvot Gadol (Semag), 
for example, is a French-Ashkenazi work of the 13th century, but is less known. 

The commentary Ner Mitzvah is found in the upper outside corner of each Talmud page 
in many editions. This work references the corresponding halakhic codes in Mishneh Torah, 
Tur,  Semag and Shulhan Arukh. Because any later halakhic work based on the Tur or the 
Shulhan Arukh shares the same chapter and section numbers, it is relatively easy to locate 
the appropriate references for an entire halakhic topic from the Ner Mitzvah commentary. 
This enables anyone who can handle the Hebrew to see the evolution of Halakhah, its 
standardization, and its structure. 

The Synchronic: The Bavli’s Babylonian Linguistic Context 
We all share an Israel-centered and Hebrew-centered focus on the Middle East. This is 
understandable but narrowly conceived, because the Babylonian Talmud naturally extended 
that attention eastward and shared in local social, cultural, and linguistic matters more 
than one might think. Scholars have yet to unravel the Pakistani, Afghani, and other Asian 
Jewish communities in the East, but they will. Where did this begin? Likely with waves of 
exiles in late, First-Temple times. The prophets told the people to settle, plant farms, and 
raise their families in the East. According to both biblical and non-biblical reports, they did. 

As evident in the contemporary Murashu Texts, partly in Akkadian and partly Aramaic 
(available in English for more than a century), these efforts at migration and settlement were 
successful. Recent presentations at the Bible-Lands Museum in Jerusalem (as in newer texts), 
confirm this analysis. And it is easy to see why, some centuries later, a thriving community 
was ready to emerge as what we accept to be rabbinic leadership in post-biblical times. 

Under the circumstances, it was perfectly natural for certain ideas, modes of expression, 
and practices to be shared between Jewish and non-Jewish easterners. Many parallels with 
Akkadian, the language of Mesopotamia for several millennia, are now evident. When BT 
Eruvin defined an Eruv as tzurat ha-petah, “the shape of an opening,” it was reflecting the 
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Akkadian erebu, “to open.” The Hebrew and Aramaic get, “document,” derive from Akkad-
ian gitu, “document.” Hebrew shetar,“document,” comes from Akkadian shataru, “write.” (cf. 
shoterim). 

When the early rabbis spoke of something as one sixtieth of something else, they were using 
a long-established idiom from ancient Mesopotamia. It remains with us as mathematical 
thinking, for example, 360 degrees in a circle, and in numerous talmudic passages, even 
halakhic ones (for example, the concept batel be-shishim, that a forbidden substance mixed 
in with 60 times the amount of permitted substance is considered nullified). Likewise, the 
term targum appears to be derived from Akkadian ragamu, “to talk.” Indeed, many leadership 
roles in rabbinic times are derived from words meaning “to talk”: tanna (rabbi of the Mish-
nah), amora (rabbi of the Gemara), meturgeman (translator from the Hebrew to Aramaic), etc. 

In the Introduction to his Mishneh Torah, Maimonides described the language of the Baby-
lonian Talmud as Aramaic mixed with other languages. He further stated that the language 
of the Bavli was no longer understood in his day, even in Babylonia (everyone spoke Arabic), 
and it needed to be taught! Like so many of his ideas, this simple observation has profound 
implications for our generation, our teachers, and our parents. Almost everyone knows that 
qama means “first.” How many know that the root is q-d-m, not q-w-m? Or even accept that 
Aramaic words have roots? In other words, how many Talmud students actually think of 
its primary language, Aramaic, as a real language, not an aberration of Hebrew? 

Actually Aramaic usage was very widespread, and before Arabic became the universal 
international language, Aramaic served that function from India to Europe and in many 
parts of Africa. Everyone spoke Aramaic, and so did the Jews in Israel, Africa, and Asia. The 
language varied from time to time and from place to place, so there are differences between 
biblical, African, Babylonian talmudic, Palestinian, geonic, and other Jewish types of Aramaic 
and the texts written in them. Indeed, Aramaic was a far more extensively used language 
than Hebrew, which was limited mostly to Jews, and in modified forms to Phoenicians and 
Carthaginians. As Maimonides said, Aramaic absorbed elements of many other languages. 

Modern students of the Talmud often studied Greek and Latin, which were roughly 
cognate to ancient RabbinIc culture, at least in and around Israel. Latin also opened the 
world of classical writing and pre-modern European scholarship, and it seems to have been 
studied by many learned rabbis. In fact, many educated Jews could read Latin, and while 
that language often carried Christian overtones, it nonetheless remained important. This 
is witnessed by the range of Jewish identifications (including by teachers in contemporary 
Orthodox schools) of Mordecai as Esther’s uncle. The Hebrew Bible unequivocally states they 
were cousins; the notion that he was her uncle seems to be based on Jerome’s fourth-century 
Latin translation, the Vulgate, which was used by Jews since medieval times. 

Later, Jewish use of elements from Latin appears in Yiddish. The common Yiddish word 
“bench,” for example, means “bless” and is derived from Latin benedicere “to bless,” pronounced 
benedichere in some places. Everyone who benches licht on Friday evening is using Latin; 
likewise those who call others to bench after eating dinner. 
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To return to the early rabbinic lexicon, le-fayyes, to pacify, seems to be derived from Latin 
pax, “peace.” And when Hillel was asked to teach the Torah al regel ahat, that may have meant 
“in one rule,” not “on one foot.” Regula in Latin means “rule.” This is exactly what he did by 
summarizing the Torah in one principle. 

The Septuagint was the Greek translation of the Torah produced in Egypt in pre-Christian 
times, and according to the Mishnah, it could boast a very positive reputation (later it was 
altered, other books were added and the reputation changed). The Talmud (Bavli Megillah 
9a) listed a series of places where the Septuagint deviated from the Hebrew, which was 
done deliberately by the Sages who penned the Septuagint. They did so in order to prevent 
an overly literal translation from leading to heretical conclusions. The first example cited 
by the Talmud is a mistranslation of the first words of the Torah, “Bereishit bara Elokim…” 
One can misread the Hebrew as ‘bereishit created G-d,” implying that something created G-d. 
The rabbis re-translated it to read, “G-d created in the beginning…” However, this Talmudic 
passage seems to be incorrect, based on a midrashic treatment of Bereishit 1:1. But in Greek 
such a misreading is not possible. Greek (like Latin, German, Russian, Akkadian, Arabic, 
and many other languages) uses case endings to differentiate between nouns that are the 
subjects or objects of verbs. The ambiguity is evident in Hebrew but not Greek. Tosafot 
noted that a different explanation was needed, and suggested that the mistranslation of 
this verse was borne from the desire to place the unitary deity as the first word of the Torah 
so as to deflect the possibility of dualistic deities. Does that suggest that Tosafot had some 
knowledge of Greek? 

This brief overview demonstrates a few of the Talmud’s connections with these other 
languages (and hints of many more) and how students of Talmud can benefit from their 
mastery. Even the amoraim evidenced interest in comparative linguistics in an early form, 
as seen in the many places where Rabbi Levi, a third-century Palestinian amora, observed 
that lehem, usually taken as “bread,” means “meat” in (pre-Islamic) Arabic. 

Many volumes of the new Steinsaltz Talmud (published by Koren) contain the contribu-
tions of editors with an awareness of this linguistic approach, and who annotated some of 
the more obvious examples of foreign words and other linguistic curiosities. Every yeshiva 
should require a course or two in these languages (e.g., Akkadian, Farsi, Arabic, or Syriac), not 
to mention Hebrew and Aramaic, and should expect some serious engagement of students 
and instructors in this material. Ve-idakh zil gemar (the rest is up to you to study). 
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