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Basic Facts about the Talmud

● A compilation of rabbinic discussion, arguments and folk-wisdom in 
Hebrew and Aramaic 

● Time period 
○ Mishna codified ~200 C.E. 
○ Gemara edited between 400 and 800 C.E.

● Originally passed on verbally, sometimes called the “oral Torah” 
● Includes rabbis in Israel and Babylonia



Shabbat 21b

ָּתנּו ַרָּבנַן: ִמְצוַת ֲחנּוָּכה, נֵר ִאיׁש ּוֵביתֹו. וְַהְמַהְּדִרין, נֵר ְלׇכל ֶאָחד וְֶאָחד. וְַהְמַהְּדִרין ִמן ַהְמַהְּדִרין, ֵּבית ַׁשַּמאי אֹוְמִרים: יֹום ִראׁשֹון 
ַמְדִליק ְׁשמֹנָה, ִמָּכאן וְֵאיָלְך ּפֹוֵחת וְהֹוֵלְך. ּוֵבית ִהֵּלל אֹוְמִרים: יֹום ִראׁשֹון ַמְדִליק ַאַחת, ִמָּכאן וְֵאיָלְך מֹוִסיף וְהֹוֵלְך.

The Sages taught in a baraita: The basic mitzvah of Hanukkah is each day to have a light kindled by a 
person, the head of the household, for himself and his household. And the mehadrin, i.e., those who 
are meticulous in the performance of mitzvot, kindle a light for each and every one in the household. 
And the mehadrin min hamehadrin, who are even more meticulous, adjust the number of lights daily. 
Beit Shammai and Beit Hillel disagree as to the nature of that adjustment. Beit Shammai say: On the 
first day one kindles eight lights and, from there on, gradually decreases the number of lights until, on 
the last day of Hanukkah, he kindles one light. And Beit Hillel say: On the first day one kindles one 
light, and from there on, gradually increases the number of lights until, on the last day, he kindles eight 
lights.



Beit Shammai 

Night 1: ||||||||

Night 2: |||||||

Night 3: ||||||

Night 4: |||||

Night 5: ||||

Night 6: |||

Night 7: ||

Night 8: |

Beit Hillel

Night 1: |

Night 2: ||

Night 3: |||

Night 4: ||||

Night 5: |||||

Night 6: ||||||

Night 7: |||||||

Night 8: ||||||||

Shabbat 21b

ָאַמר 
עּו
ָּא: ְּפִליִגי ַּבּה ְּתֵרי ָאמֹוָרֵאי ְּבַמְעְרָבא, ַרִּבי יֹוֵסי ַּבר ָאִבין וְַרִּבי יֹוֵסי ַּבר ְזִביָדא. ַחד ָאַמר ַטְעָמא ְּדֵבית ַׁשַּמאי ְּכנֶֶגד יִָמים ַהּנְִכנִָסין, וְַטְעָמא ְּדֵבית ִהֵּלל ְּכנֶֶגד יִָמים ַהּיֹוְצִאין. וְַחד ָאַמר ַטְעָמא ְּדֵבית ַׁשַּמאי ְּכנֶֶגד ָּפֵרי ַהַחג, וְַטְעָמא ְּדֵבית ִהֵּלל ְּדַמֲעִלין ַּבּקֶֹדׁש וְֵאין מֹוִריִדין.ל

Ulla said: There were two amora’im in the West, Eretz Yisrael, who disagreed with regard to this dispute, Rabbi Yosei bar 
Avin and Rabbi Yosei bar Zevida. One said that the reason for Beit Shammai’s opinion is that the number of lights 
corresponds to the incoming days, or the days that have yet to be celebrated. The reason for Beit Hillel’s opinion is that the 
number of lights corresponds to the outgoing days. Each day, the number of lights corresponds to the number of the days of 
Hanukkah that were already observed. And one said that the reason for Beit Shammai’s opinion is that the number of lights 
corresponds to the bulls of the festival of Sukkot: Thirteen were sacrificed on the first day and each succeeding day one fewer 
was sacrificed (Numbers 29:12–31). The reason for Beit Hillel’s opinion is that the number of lights is based on the principle: 
One elevates to a higher level in matters of sanctity and one does not downgrade. Therefore, if the objective is to have the 
number of lights correspond to the number of days, there is no alternative to increasing their number with the passing of each day.



Shabbat 21b

ָאַמר 
ַר
ָּה ַּבר ַּבר ָחנָה ָאַמר ַרִּבי יֹוָחנָן: ְׁשנֵי ְזֵקנִים ָהיּו ְּבַציְָּדן. ֶאָחד ָעָׂשה ְּכֵבית ַׁשַּמאי וְֶאָחד ָעָׂשה ְּכִדְבֵרי ֵּבית ִהֵּלל. ֶזה נֹוֵתן ַטַעם ִלְדָבָריו ְּכנֶֶגד ָּפֵרי ַהַחג, וְֶזה נֹוֵתן ַטַעם ִלְדָבָריו ְּדַמֲעִלין ַּבּקֶֹדׁש וְֵאין מֹוִריִדין.ב

Rabba bar bar Ḥana said that Rabbi Yoḥanan said: There were two Elders in Sidon, and one of 
them acted in accordance with the opinion of Beit Shammai, and one of them acted in accordance 
with the opinion of Beit Hillel. Each provided a reason for his actions: One gave a reason for his 
actions: The number of lights corresponds to the bulls of the Festival. And one gave a reason for 
his actions: The number of lights is based on the principle: One elevates to a higher level in matters 
of sanctity and one does not downgrade.

Shabbat 21b

ַמאי 
ֲחנּו

ָּה? ְּדָתנּו ַרָּבנַן: ְּבכ״ה ְּבִכְסֵליו יֹוֵמי ַדֲחנּוָּכה ְּתָמנְיָא ִאיּנּון ְּדָלא ְלִמְסַּפד ְּבהֹון ּוְדָלא ְלִהְתַעּנֹות ְּבהֹון. ֶׁשְּכֶׁשּנְִכנְסּו יְוֹונִים ַלֵהיָכל ִטְּמאּו ׇּכל ַהְּׁשָמנִים ֶׁשַּבֵהיָכל. ּוְכֶׁשָּגְבָרה ַמְלכּות ֵּבית ַחְׁשמֹונַאי וְנְִּצחּום, ָּבְדקּו וְֹלא ָמְצאּו ֶאָּלא ַּפְך ֶאָחד ֶׁשל ֶׁשֶמן ֶׁשָהיָה מּוּנָח ְּבחֹוָתמֹו ֶׁשל ּכֵֹהן ָּגדֹול, וְֹלא ָהיָה ּבֹו ֶאָּלא ְלַהְדִליק יֹום ֶאָחד. נֲַעָׂשה ּבֹו נֵס וְִהְדִליקּו ִמֶּמּנּו ְׁשמֹונָה יִָמים. ְלָׁשנָה ַאֶחֶרת ְקָבעּום וֲַעָׂשאּום יִָמים טֹוִבים ְּבַהֵּלל וְהֹוָדָאה.כ

The Gemara asks: What is Hanukkah?The Gemara answers: The Sages taught: On the twenty-fifth of Kislev, the 
days of Hanukkah are eight. One may not eulogize on them and one may not fast on them. What is the reason? 
When the Greeks entered the Sanctuary they defiled all the oils that were in the Sanctuary by touching them. 
And when the Hasmonean monarchy overcame them and emerged victorious over them, they searched and 
found only one cruse of oil that was placed with the seal of the High Priest, undisturbed by the Greeks. And 
there was sufficient oil there to light the candelabrum for only one day. A miracle occurred and they lit the 
candelabrum from it eight days. The next year the Sages instituted those days and made them holidays with 
recitation of hallel and special thanksgiving in prayer and blessings.



Interested in more Talmud?

● Daf Yomi (Daily Talmud)
○ https://www.myjewishlearning.com/get-your-daily-dose-of-talmud/ 

● The Essential Talmud by Rabbi Adin Steinsaltz z”l 
● The Wit and Wisdom of the Talmud by George Lankevich
● If All the Seas Were Ink by Ilana Kurshan (memoir) 
● JTS’s The Evolution of Torah Podcast  


