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Preface 

This book is the revised version of a Ph.D. thesis submitted to the Jewish 
Theological Seminary of America in 1992. The work was initiated by Prof. 
Baruch M. Bokser. Prof. Bokser agreed to be my advisor at a time when he 
already knew of his illness. Despite his illness, he read my initial drafts and 
was always available for discussions and suggestions. His perseverance in 
the face of adversity greatly encouraged me to carry on my research after 
his death. This work is dedicated to his memory. 

I owe special thanks to Prof. Peter Schäfer, who, after Prof. Bokser's 
death in July 1990, continuously read my manuscript drafts and made 
many valuable suggestions. I further thank Professors Shaye J.D. Cohen 
and Burton L. Visotzky, for reading my text, for their critical comments, 
and for the time they took to discuss various issues with me. Prof. David 
Weiss-Halivni, whom I consulted concerning difficult Talmudic passages, 
generously shared his vast knowledge. 

The study was made possible through a Stroock Fellowship from the 
Jewish Theological Seminary of America and a Special Doctoral Scholar-
ship from the Memorial Foundation for Jewish Culture. I thank both of 
these institutions for their gracious support. I would also like to thank Peter 
Schäfer and Martin Hengel for including this work in their series Texte und 
Studien zum antiken Judentum. 

Cambridge, June 1993 Catherine Hezser 
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Introduction 

This study examines the redactional context, the literary form, and the 
historical significance of rabbinic narratives in the Bavot tractates of the 
Palestinian Talmud. 

Besides legal and exegetical dicta, the rabbinic story is one of the main 
types of discourse in the Talmud. The story, perhaps the most important 
outlet for rabbinic ideology, reveals the rabbis' world-view in a paradig-
matic way. It shows how the rabbis conceived of themselves and of their 
role in relation to those within their circles and to society at large. Ques-
tions such as the following need to be addressed in regard to these stories: 
Who were the rabbis who created these stories? For what purposes did they 
use them? In which settings might these stories have been told originally? 
How were they transmitted? Which literary forms can be distinguished? 
What function do the narratives have in the respective Talmudic context? 

As a distinct literary genre, the rabbinic story is distinguished from its 
Talmudic context through its narrative mode, that is, the usage of past 
tense verbs of action to describe a specific event that involves post-biblical 
characters such as rabbis, anonymous lay-people, and others. Short hala-
khic case-stories as well as detailed aggadic anecdotes belong to this gen-
re. In the Mishnah, Tosefta, and Yerushalmi, both of these types of narra-
tives are called "maaseh 

Mere references to cases or case-decisions are excluded from this defini-
tion because they do not provide a narrative description of the case.2 Para-

1 Assis (1987) 165-170 only lists "cases and decisions" (nijjjn1? nmnnm n n w n ) 
in y. Neziqin; cf. Wewers (1984) 314f; Segal (1990). Neusner (1987a) 82 sees "sage-
stories" or anecdotes as a distinct category. Goldberg (1974) and Gereboff, on the other 
hand, deal with case-stories as well as with stories containing aggadic elements/stories 
teaching a non-legal lesson under the category "maaseh". On the definition of "story" 
see also Meir (1987a) 43-61. 

2 Assis (1987) 165-170 includes the following references to cases and case-deci-
sions in his list: 
. . . S " I D m m s" i 'dip M M » A N « : y. B.M. 3:9; 9b 
... B"-D S"T m m mn nona: y. B.M. 3:9; 9b 
... 'nip man) rrrotDK ... :s"n -in«: y. B.M. 5:2; 10b 
... p"- i /m"T nm mm» m1? mn s"-i: y. B.B. 3:3; 14a, 8:1; 16a, 8:5; 16b-c 
... a"i m p «nm» "run a""i: y. B.B. 8:8; 16b-c 
... m n s"i : y. B.M. 10:2; 12c, B.B. 9:4; 17a 
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bles are excluded because, unlike rabbinic stories, parables consist of two 
strata, the narrative itself and the moral or religious truth for which it 
stands. Parables do not purport to tell "historical" or "real-life" events.3 

Exegetical narratives are excluded because they involve biblical charac-
ters.4 Rabbinic stories, on the other hand, describe purported events in the 
life of post-biblical characters. 

A study of the stories of the entire Talmud Yerushalmi, although desira-
ble, must be initially based on a limited selection. The Bavot-tractates have 
been chosen because, as Lieberman and others have emphasized, their out-
look is different f rom that of the rest of the Yerushalmi.5 The construction 
of their sugyot is less sophisticated than the construction of sugyot in other 
y. tractates. For this and other reasons, y. Neziqin 's redaction is generally 
assumed to have occurred at a time (and place) different f rom that of the 
other tractates. Because of the Bavot tractates' distinctiveness, they are a 
good starting-point for the investigation of the literary genre of rabbinic 
stories in the y. 

The study will combine an analysis of the forms and the redaction of the 
stories with an inquiry about their "Sitz im Leben" and their historical sig-
nificance. Form- and redaction-critical methodology was initially devel-
oped for biblical texts,6 but recently a number of scholars (cf., e.g., Neus-
ner, Bokser, and Schafer, referred to below) have also applied it to the 
analysis of rabbinic texts. The basic idea is that rabbinic documents are 
collections of earlier, originally independent traditions that underwent var-
ious stages of transmission and redaction. At the time when the editors of 
the Talmudic and Midrashic documents received these traditions, they may 
already have passed a history of transmission, during which material was 
added and the texture was changed. As a next step, the editors themselves 
may have changed the texts in order to adapt them to their new literary 
contexts. Thirdly, the scribes of the manuscripts introduced certain chang-
es and harmonizations, a procedure which seems to have partly overlapped 
with the work of the editors so that it is sometimes difficult to distinguish 
between redactional and scribal changes. The task of the historical-critical 
scholar is to trace the history of the traditions f rom their redactional usage 

None of these references is accompanied by a narrative description of the specific case. 
Therefore the texts cannot be called "stories". 

3 On parables cf. Neusner (1987) 84f; Stern, D.; Meir (1987a) 83f. 
4 On exegetical (or midrashic) narratives see Slomovic. 
5 Cf. II.4 for a survey of past scholarship on y. Neziqin. 
6 For a summary of these approaches see the various introductions to the New Tes-

tament, e.g. Egger or Roloff 14-41. Gunkel, Bultmann, and Dibelius are examplary for 
the form-critical approach, cf. the summary in Towner 28-33; J. Louis Martyn's study 
of the Gospel of John is an example for the redaction-critical approach. For an expan-
sion of these approaches by the investigation of the "Sitz im Leben" and the "local 
color" of texts see TheiBen 1-24. 
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back to earlier pre-redactional stages and to determine the form, meaning, 
and function of the traditions at each of these levels. 

Form-analysis of rabbinic texts, that is, the isolation, description, and 
synoptic comparison of small units of discourse, was already practiced by 
a number of earlier scholars. Abraham Weiss tried to determine the literary 
genres of Amoraic literature. Besides the memra (tnD'D) and the sugya 
(K'Jio) as the basic building blocks of that literature, he discerned "collec-
tions" (crsnp), "midrashim and aggadot" (nnjKi D'Emo), and "tractates" 
or "treatises" (mroon) as distinct forms. Furthermore, he suggested several 
"Sitze im Le ben" or original situations that might have caused the creation 
of collections, some of which he considered to be independent literary 
sources.7 In his study of aggadah, Joseph Heinemann compares different 
versions, cites parallels in Greco-Roman literature, and investigates the 
possible historical situations that led to the creation and modification of 
aggadic narratives.8 In earlier works, Heinemann had applied form-criti-
cism to prayer texts in Tannaitic and Amoraic sources,9 and to proems in 
Midrashim.10 Henry A. Fischel's works deal with the relationship between 
rabbinic literary forms and stylistic elements and their hellenistic 
equivalents." Dan Ben-Amos' doctoral thesis offers a structural analysis 
of aggadic stories.12 A number of Yonah Fraenkel's articles deal with the 
forms and rhetorical elements employed in aggadic narratives.13 

While all of the above mentioned studies deal with formal issues con-
cerning rabbinic texts, a conscious adaptation of the form-critical method-
ology developed for biblical texts is only to be found in the works of Tow-
ner and Neusner. Towner studies the enumeration pattern, a list of items 
that appears in the aggadic portions of rabbinic literature.14 He traces the 
tradition-history of the individual pericopes by comparing parallel versi-
ons of the texts. Finally, he catalogues the lists according to functional ca-
tegories (hermeneutical, lexical etc.) and detects a development of the 
form.15 

In Development of a Legend and in Rabbinic Traditions About the Pha-
risees Before 70 Neusner acknowledges the influence of New Testament 
form-criticism. He maintains, however, that due to the different nature of 

7 Cf. Weiss. On Weiss see Goodblatt (1970a). 
8 Cf. Heinemann, J. (1974). 
9 See Heinemann, J. (1964). 

10 See Heinemann, J. (1971). 
11 Cf. Fischel (1968), (1973a), (1973b), and (1977). On Fischel see Saldarini (1977) 

26If For comparisons between aggadic material and Greco-Roman sources see also 
Halevi's works. 

12 Cf. Ben-Amos. On Ben-Amos see Saldarini (1977) 269-71. 
13 Cf. Fraenkel (1978), (1981b), and (1983). 
14 Cf. Towner. 
15 On Towner see Saldarini (1977) 257-260. 



4 Introduction 

rabbinic literature, New Testament categories cannot be simply applied to 
rabbinic texts. New categories have to be developed that grow out of an 
analysis of the rabbinic material itself.16 Furthermore, in contrast to New 
Testament form-criticism which tries to recover earlier traditions or sourc-
es, Neusner's form-analytical studies do not attempt to be historical. While 
Neusner describes and catalogues the various forms of the Yochanan mate-
rial as it appears in the documents, he thinks that earlier forms of that mate-
rial do not need to be recovered or are not recoverable.17 The editors have 
either left the material relatively unchanged,18 or they have changed it so 
much that all marks of earlier traditions have been obliterated.19 At this 
stage of his work, Neusner still propagated synoptic comparisons of the 
variant versions of traditions, not in order to detect the "original form" un-
derlying the variants, but "to follow the history of sayings, stories, and bio-
graphical details through several documents".20 

The results of Neusner's formal categorization of the Yochanan material 
and of the traditions about the Pharisees before 70 are objectionable. Since 
Neusner does not distinguish between traditional and redactional forms, he 
lists redactional introductory formulas alongside traditional stories.21 Sim-
ilarly, his notion of the irrecoverability of earlier forms of the traditions 
and the resulting refusal to determine the transmission-history of a tradi-
tion and editorial changes within a tradition have to be criticized. As Haliv-
ni has shown for the b., some sugyot can only be explained by tracing ear-
lier forms of the traditions which the later rabbis had before them and by 
determining the changes that occurred during transmission.22 As Bokser 
has shown,23 and as the present study will show, some of the y. traditions 
underwent a number of stages of transmission and the editors of the sugyot 

16 Cf. Neusner (1970) 189f. 
17 Cf. Neusner (1970) 188: "Second, the discovery of the origin and history of the 

particular units before us is probably not accessible through present methodology; ...". 
18 Cf. ibid. 187: "In the case of Yohanan, the pericopae and logia were probably not 

subjected to a similar, comprehensive editing" as texts in the gospels; "We do not ... 
have to uncover what the original units of the Yohanan-materials consisted of, for they 
lie here spread out before us". 

19 See ibid. 188. Neusner refers to the ARN editors as an example for this kind of 
editing. 

20 Ibid. 189. He arrives at the conclusion that later documents tend to contain later 
versions of the texts. On Neusner's approach see also Saldarini (1977) 2 6 2 - 2 6 9 and 
Towner 4 4 - 4 8 . For a comparison between the various versions of a tradition in order to 
trace its transmission history see Visotzky. Neusner later declared the synoptic or in-
tertextual approach to rabbinic literature useless and criticized its proponents, see idem 
(1986), (1987a), and (1987b) and Morton Smith's rejoinder in idem (1988). 

21 Cf. Neusner (1970) 192ff. 
22 Cf. Halivni's introduction in idem (1982) 5 - 2 7 . On Halivni's source-critical meth-

odology see also Goldenberg (1970), Kanter, and Goodblatt (1970b). On the necessary 
differentiation between tradition and redaction see also Friedman (1977). 

23 Cf. Bokser (1980) 46f. 



Introduction 5 

consciously reworked and adapted earlier material to the new literary con-
texts. Therefore it is impossible to simply suspend the question of trans-
missional and editorial revisions of earlier traditions.24 

In "Sage, Story, and History: The Medium and the Message in the Fa-
thers According to Rabbi Nathan"and in Judaism and Story25 Neusner 
compares Abot and ARN with regard to their usage of "sage-stories".26 

While, according to Neusner, Abot contains only a few such stories, ARN 
makes ample use of them. Neusner thinks that ARN used this literary form 
to express a specific message.27 This message seems to be expressed by the 
mere quotation of the stories: "The authorship of a given document then 
has been limited to selecting, from a common and available range of mate-
rials, items of particular interest, for one reason or another, to the docu-
ment they proposed to compile; the authorship has had no important role in 
shaping the stories".28 Neusner thinks that the editors left the stories basi-
cally unchanged, for a characteristic trait of sage-stories "is that the story 
itself ignores the main point the redactor has introduced the story to ampli-
fy".29 At the same time, this sentence indicates a shift between the message 
of the story and the purpose for which the editors employ it. How, then, can 
the editors of ARN express their concerns by merely quoting the stories? 
The message of the stories as originally independent units may have dif-
fered from the message the editors want to convey with them, a possibility 
which the above quoted sentence indicates, but which Neusner does not 
further discuss. It would be useful to know what Neusner thinks of how the 
editors of ARN make originally independent stories subservient to their 
own concerns or express these concerns through them. Toward the end of 
his book, Neusner writes that we have to "characterize the use of stories by 
a given document. We must compare the role of the story in other docu-
ments to the role of the story in The Fathers According to Rabbi Nathan",30 

but his subsequent comparison between the use of stories in ARN and oth-
er rabbinic works is limited to a comparison of the quantity in which the 
various types of stories occur in the respective documents. 

Arnold Goldberg provides another form-analytical approach to rabbinic 
texts which he introduced in his programmatic article "Entwurf einer form-

24 See also Schäfer (1978) 6 -8 . Although some of Neusner's recent works deal with 
the nature of particular documents such as Lev. R. and the Babli, cf. Neusner (1985a) 
and (1986b), the issue of editorial revisions of earlier material is never addressed. 

25 See Neusner (1987a) and idem (1992). 
26 For a definition of "sage-story" see ibid. (1987a) 82 and (1992) 57. 
27 See Idem (1987a) 81 and 92: "The stories on sages in ARN yield a single message: 

people may begin the study of the Torah at any point in life, and if they work hard, they 
will achieve success, riches, and fame". 

28 Idem (1992) 140. 
29 Ibid. (1987a) 89 and (1992) 57. 
30 Idem (1992) 137. Italicized by author. 
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analytischen Methode fur die Exegese der rabbinischen Traditionsliter-
atur".31 He suggests that one should describe and catalogue the. literary pat-
terns found in rabbinic writings and determine their function within that 
literature. He does not care to investigate the "Sitz im Leben" of the texts, 
which he thinks is irrecoverable, but their "Sitz in der Literatur". Like 
Neusner, Goldberg seems to be aware of the document-editors' usage of 
earlier traditions. Like Neusner he refuses to trace these earlier traditions 
and to determine their later editorial reworking. Both approaches are basi-
cally synchronic analyses of the component parts of the final redactions of 
the respective texts. 

Goldberg applies his approach in his articles on the rabbinic literary 
forms of mashal and maaseh. He analyzes these forms as they appear in 
Midrashim (mashal) and in the Mishnah {maaseh), that is, their final re-
dactional stage. He does not examine independent units but the component 
parts of larger literary works.32 

In his study of the maaseh in the Mishnah, Goldberg focusses on the 
form and function of this literary form within the larger redactional frame-
work.33 He differentiates between the various forms of the maaseh as it ap-
pears in the Mishnah. Goldberg is aware of the fact that the maaseh as the 
Mishnah preserves it stands at the end of a long process of transmission 
and redaction, but he thinks that the pre-redactional form of the stories is 
not recoverable.34 Case-stories, which constitute the largest part of the nar-
ratives in the Mishnah, were created for the transmission of particular rab-
binic decisions but have no original oral "Sitz im Leben" .35 

While Neusner and Goldberg analyze the compositional parts of the fi-
nal redactional layer of rabbinic documents, Bokser goes beyond that layer 
in tracing earlier traditions and their transformation during the stages of 
transmission and redaction: "to evaluate the thought, concerns, and world 
view of different generations, circles, and individuals, we must transcend 
the finished product and separate Talmud into its component parts and 
strata and distinguish between what a person might have said and what was 
later attributed to him".36 

Bokser applies this method to the traditions about Shmuel, a first gener-
ation Babylonian Amora.37 With regard to each of the traditions of his sam-
ple, Bokser tries to determine whether the present redactional form was the 
original form of a tradition "or whether Samuel made an independent state-

31 Cf. Goldberg (1977). On Goldberg's approach see Schäfer (1986) 144f. 
32 For Goldberg's study of the mashal cf. Hezser 175-179. 
33 See Goldberg (1974). 
34 Cf. ibid. 20. 
35 See ibid. 22. 
36 Bokser (1980a) 47. 
37 See Bokser (1975b) and (1980b). 
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ment which has been shaped for transmission or presentation".38 Parallel 
versions of a tradition are compared and their differences regarding formu-
lation and redaction evaluated. Bokser asks the redaction-critical question 
of how the Talmudic editors integrated Shmuel's teachings into the new 
literary contexts, and the form-historical question whether earlier stages of 
Shmuel's teachings can be discerned and what their function was.39 

Schäfer proposes the same form- and redaction-critical approach to rab-
binic literature, when he writes: 

"Vor jeder Interpretation einer Perikope im Blick auf bestimmte Fragestellungen 
muß die literarische Analyse der Perikope stehen, die sorgfältig auf mögl ichst alle Fas-
sungen des Textes in den Parallelversionen zu achten hat und mit Hilfe der Form- und 
Redaktionsanalyse die j ewei l s kleinsten literarischen Einheiten zu ermitteln sowie den 
inneren Aufbau der Perikope und die Kombination der einzelnen Elemente zu 
entschlüsseln sucht".40 

This approach is exemplified in Schäfer's study on the Bar Kokhba tra-
ditions which are analyzed in their respective literary contexts and evaluat-
ed with regard to their usefulness as historical sources.41 

In his recent article on the "status questionis" of research into rabbinic 
literature, Schäfer further emphasizes the necessity to consult the various 
manuscript traditions of a given text.42 The first question in any literary 
analysis must be: what text am I dealing with?43 The exegete has to evalu-
ate the variations between the manuscript versions and determine their re-
lation to each other. Sometimes it is difficult to distinguish between redac-
tional additions and scribal changes, that is, between a later recension and 
a scribal harmonization of a text. This issue is especially acute with regard 
to the y. Bavot, since the Leiden and the Escorial manuscript sometimes 
differ greatly from each other. 

In its application of text-, form-, and redaction-critical methodology the 
present study is greatly influenced by Bokser's and Schäfer's approach to 
rabbinic literature. It consists of two parts: an analysis of the traditions (I.), 
and an evaluation of the results (II.). 

Within the analysis part, each analysis follows a similar scheme. First, 
the Mishnah section and the sugya which contains the story are translated. 
The translation is based on a comparison of all extant manuscripts. The 
Leiden manuscript serves as the basis, and variants are indicated in paren-
thesis in the text, in a parallel chart, or in the footnotes, depending on their 
significance. For the original text the reader is referred to the standard 

38 See idem (1975b) 5. 
39 Bokser applies the same method in his other works, see idem (1975a) , (1979) , 

(1980a) , (1985) . 
40 Schäfer (1978) I f . 
41 Cf. Schäfer (1981). 
42 Cf. Schäfer (1986) 146. 
43 See ibid. 150. 
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editions of the Yerushalmi44 and to the Yerushalmi manuscript synopsis 
which Peter Schäfer is in the process of editing. 

The analysis proper starts with an explanation of the redactional context 
of the narrative. It determines the relationship of the narrative to the sur-
rounding gemara to see whether and how the y. Bavot editors used an ear-
lier tradition. Where does the narrative as a literary unit begin and end? Is 
the narrative formulated as a gloss? Does it share part of its texture with a 
preceding statement? Is there a gap between the story and the preceding 
gemara, that is, is the story made subservient to a halakhic topic which it 
does not explicitly address? What is the function of the story within the 
sugyal What kind of comments are attached to the story? Traditional and 
modern commentaries are only used as far as they explain difficult passag-
es; no history of interpretation of a given passage is provided. Halakhic 
problems which are not relevant with regard to the issues of the thesis are 
not followed up. 

Secondly, the y. Bavot text of a story is compared with its parallel ver-
sions in other y. tractates, in the Babli, and in Midrashim. What are the dif-
ferences between the versions? Are they transmissional or redactional? 
This question can only be answered on the basis of the redactional context 
of the parallel. If the changes within the story fit the redactional context, 
they are likely to be redactional. Changes without any context-relevance, 
on the other hand, are likely to be traditional. It is possible that a later doc-
ument contains a less detailed and therefore earlier version of a tradition 
than an earlier document. 

Thirdly, the literary form of a narrative is determined. Does the story 
share a certain literary pattern with other stories in other sugyot'l Does it 
contain elements that deviate from this pattern? Is it nevertheless subsuma-
ble under the respective category? Are rhetorical elements used in the sto-
ry? 

Fourthly, the local color, the "Sitz im Leben", and the historical signifi-
cance of a story are evaluated. Does the story point to Caesarea as the place 
of its creation? What might have been the original function of the story pri-
or to its usage by the y. Bavot editors? Does the story provide useful infor-
mation for the historian of ancient Judaism and if so, what kind of informa-
tion can be derived from it? 

The evaluation in the second part of the book builds upon and summariz-
es the conclusions reached for each individual text in the analysis part. 
Each chapter begins with a survey on past scholarship on the respective is-
sue. Just as the analysis, the evaluation starts with the redactional usage of 

44 The Venice and Vilna editions are both frequently reprinted. Rosenthal and Lie-
berman have edited the Escorial manuscript text of y. Neziqin. A facsimile of the Lei-
den manuscript has been published in Jerusalem, see Bibliography. 
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the stories. What was the role of the y. editors? How did they use earlier 
traditions? Did they change the texture of the stories and add material, or 
did they leave the earlier traditions basically unchanged, and attached 
comments only? 

The second chapter discusses the possibility of pre-redactional story-
collections. What are the criteria for reckoning with such collections? 
What might have been the organizing principle of such collections? What 
was their format? 

The third chapter summarizes the results concerning the forms of the 
stories. The specific features of the different genres are discussed. The 
number of stories in the y. Bavot belonging to each category is determined. 

The fourth chapter evaluates the relationship between the stories in the 
y. Bavot and in other y. tractates, in the Babli, and in Midrashim. What 
kind of differences exist between the parallels? Which ones are transmis-
sional, which redactional? What do the differences between the parallels 
allow us to say about the relationship between the redaction of the y. Bavot 
and the rest of the y., the y. and the b., the y. and Midrashim? 

The last chapter deals with "historical" issues concerning the narratives. 
Is Lieberman's assumption of a Caesarean origin of most of the stories in 
y. Neziqin correct? What might have been the "Sitz i m Leben" of the vari-
ous forms of narratives? What information do the stories provide for the 
historian of ancient Judaism, and what information can they not provide? 

Some overlap of conclusions reached in each chapter cannot be avoided. 
In the analysis part, for example, the stories are already subsumed under 
formal categories which are then explained in the third chapter of the eval-
uation. 

Although the study does not pretend to achieve comprehensive conclu-
sions concerning the form-history of rabbinic narratives or the redaction of 
the y. Bavot tractates as a whole, by tracing the tradition- and redaction-
history of one particular literary genre which served the editors as a build-
ing block for the construction of their sugyot, the study makes a contribu-
tion to the literary history of the Talmud Yerushalmi. One hopes that in the 
future this study will be extended in two directions: (1) to the narratives in 
other y. tractates and in other rabbinic documents; (2) to the redactional 
procedures of the y. editors in general. Only then will it be possible to write 
a form-history of rabbinic narratives and to determine whether the y. Bavot 
are peculiar with regard to their editing of traditional material. 
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