Daf Ditty Ketubot 63: X7 79w — aphuh “Hw

[ 25, A 2. B

20 YEARS AGO LIVED AKIVA, A POOR AND

AN WHO WORKED AS A SHEMWERD FOR A VERY
MAN NAMED KALGA SABUA,
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returned from N2 the first time,
after TWELVE years,
heard his wife say;
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Upon hearing that, he said;
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After which, he returned with
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The Gemara relates the well-known story of X1°py 27,
who when he returned from Y eshiva the first time, after
twelve years, heard his wife say;
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Ifhe would listen to me, he would stay in Y eshiva another
twelve years.

Upon hearing that, he said;
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Iam doing this - learning, away at Yeshiva - with her
permission.
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He returned to Yeshiva for another twelve years.

After which, he returned with
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Twenty four thousand Talmidim, and proclaimed;
oow Hw

R vl

As Rashi explains;
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All the Torah that you and I learned came about through
her sacrifice.
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The Gemara further relates: Rabbi Akiva was the shepherd of ben Kalba Savua, one of the
wealthy residents of Jerusalem. The daughter of Ben Kalba Savua saw that he was humble and
refined. She said to him: If I betroth myself to you, will you go to the study hall to learn Torah?
He said to her: Yes. She became betrothed to him privately and sent him off to study. Her
father heard this and became angry. He removed her from his house and took a vow prohibiting
her from benefiting from his property. Rabbi Akiva went and sat for twelve years in the study
hall. When he came back to his house he brought twelve thousand students with him, and as
he approached he heard an old man saying to his wife: For how long
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will you lead the life of a widow of a living man, living alone while your husband is in another
place? She said to him: If he would listen to me, he would sit and study for another twelve
years. When Rabbi Akiva heard this he said: I have permission to do this. He went back and
sat for another twelve years in the study hall. When he came back he brought twenty-four
thousand students with him. His wife heard and went out toward him to greet him. Her
neighbors said: Borrow some clothes and wear them, as your current apparel is not appropriate
to meet an important person. She said to them:

Y sinnT2 Wy, p7id v 10 A righteous man regardeth the life of his beast; but the
SN ,2WW tender mercies of the wicked are cruel.

Ps 12:10

“A righteous man understands the life of his beast” . When she came to him she fell on her
face and Kkissed his feet. His attendants pushed her away as they did not know who she was,
and he said to them: Leave her alone, as my Torah knowledge and yours is actually hers.
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In the meantime her father heard that a great man came to the town. He said: I will go to him.
Maybe he will nullify my vow and I will be able to support my daughter. He came to him to ask
about nullifying his vow, and Rabbi Akiva said to him: Did you vow thinking that this Akiva
would become a great man? He said to him: If I had believed he would know even one chapter
or even one halakha 1 would not have been so harsh. He said to him: I am he. Ben Kalba Savua
fell on his face and Kkissed his feet and gave him half of his money.

The Gemara relates: Rabbi Akiva’s daughter did the same thing for ben Azzai, who was also a
simple person, and she caused him to learn Torah in a similar way, by betrothing herself to him
and sending him off to study. This explains the folk saying that people say: The ewe follows the
ewe; the daughter’s actions are the same as her mother’s.
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MISHNA: A woman who rebels against her husband is fined; her marriage contract is
reduced by seven dinars each week. Rabbi Yehuda says: Seven half-dinars [terapa’ikin] each
week. Until when does he reduce her marriage contract? Until the reductions are equivalent to
her marriage contract, i.c., until he no longer owes her any money, at which point he divorces
her without any payment. Rabbi Yosei says: He can always continue to deduct from the sum,
even beyond that which is owed to her due to her marriage contract, so that if she will receive an
inheritance from another source, he can collect the extra amount from her. And similarly, if a

man rebels against his wife, he is fined and an extra three dinars a week are added to her
marriage contract. Rabbi Yehuda says: Three terapa’ikin.
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1. (corresp. to TPOMAIKOG = Victoriatus) Victoriatus =
Quinarius, half a denar (v. Zuck. Talm. Miinz. p. 30).
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GEMARA: The Gemara asks: Against what does she rebel; what is the nature of the rebellion
discussed in the mishna? Rav Huna said: Against engaging in marital relations. Rabbi Yosei,
son of Rabbi Hanina, said: Against the tasks she is obligated to perform for her husband. The
Gemara clarifies this dispute. The mishna states: Similarly if a man rebels against his wife.
Granted, according to the one who says that the rebellion is against marital relations, it is well,
as this type of rebellion can apply equally to a husband. However, according to the one who says
that she rebels against performing tasks, is he subjugated to her to perform tasks?

The Gemara answers: Yes, he is, as the mishna is discussing someone who says: I will not sustain,
and I will not support my wife.
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§ With regard to the matter itself: A woman who rebels against her husband is fined; we reduce
her marriage contract by seven dinars each week, and Rabbi Yehuda says: Seven terapa’ikin.
Our Sages went back and were counted again, meaning they voted and decided that instead of
deducting a small amount from her marriage contract each week, they would make public
announcements about her for four consecutive Shabbatot. And they decided that the court



would send messengers to her to inform her: Be aware that even if your marriage contract is
worth ten thousand dinars, you will lose it all if you continue your rebellion. If she does not
retract her rebellion, she forfeits her entire marriage contract. With regard to this enactment, it is
the same to me, meaning the halakha does not change, if she is a betrothed woman or a married
woman, and even if she is a menstruating woman, and even if she is ill, and even if she is a
widow awaiting her yavam to perform levirate marriage.
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§ With regard to this halakha, the Gemara asks: What are the circumstances in which the halakha
of a rebellious woman applies? Ameimar said: The case is where she says: I want to be married
to him, but I am currently refusing him because I want to cause him anguish due to a dispute
between us. However, if she said: I am disgusted with him, we do not compel her to remain
with him, as one should not be compelled to live with someone who disgusts her. Mar Zutra said:
We do compel her to stay with him.

Summary
2) MISHNAH: The Mishnah teaches the consequences for a
husband or wife who acts rebelliously against their spouse.

3) A rebellious wife

R’ Huna and R’ Yosi the son of R’ Chanina offer different
definitions of a rebellious wife.

R’ Yosi the son of R’ Chanina’s explanation that a rebel-
lious wife is one who refuses to work is unsuccessfully chal-
lenged.

R’ Huna’s explanation that a rebellious wife is one who re-
fuses to have relations is unsuccessfully challenged.

According to an alternative version the second challenge was
directed at R’ Yosi the son of R’ Chanina and proved successful.

The Gemara concedes that all opinions agree that refusing
relations is rebellious and the dispute is whether refusing work is
also rebellious.
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Introduction!

'https://www.sefaria.org/Ketubot.63a.4?lang=bi&p2=Mishnah_Ketubot.5.7&lang2=bi&w2=English%20Explanation%200{%20
Mishnah&lang3=en



This first part of the mishnah deals with a wife who refuses to provide for her husband one of the
things that she is obligated to him. This could either refer to one of the labors listed in mishnah
five, or it may refer to a wife who refuses to sleep with her husband. The second half refers to a
husband who does not provide his wife with one of the things that he is obligated to give to her. I
should note that this mishnah and other related sources has been an issue of much controversy
throughout Jewish history and continues too extremely controversial today. It ties into the issue of
a woman'’s ability to force her husband to divorce her. Briefly, the conclusion of the Talmud is
that if after twelve months the woman continues to refuse to act as a wife to her husband, the court
forces him to divorce her, but she loses her ketubah. The Geonim, the rabbis who came after the
Talmud, made a famous enactment that the husband is forced to divorce her immediately. Some
Geonim ruled that she receives part of her ketubah. Early post-Geonic scholars ruled similar to the
Geonim, until Rabbenu Tam, a 12th century French talmudic commentator, ruled that the court
can never force a husband to divorce his wife. Within a few centuries this became the unanimous
opinion amongst halakhic experts. Today we are left with the serious problem of a husband who
refuses to divorce his wife.

If a wife rebels against her husband her ketubah is reduced by seven denarii a week. Rabbi
Judah says: seven tropaics.

If a husband claims that his wife is not fulfilling her duties he must bring her to court, and the court
will impose upon her a reduction of seven denarii per week of her rebellion. Rabbi Judah says that
it is reduced by seven tropaics, each tropaic being half of a denar.

How long does he continue to reduce? Until the amount of her ketubah. Rabbi Yose says: he
may continue to reduce, and if she receives an inheritance he may collect from it.

According to the first opinion, the reduction of her ketubah continues until it reaches the total
amount of her ketubah. At this point he must divorce her, and he does not pay anything to her.
Note that he doesn’t begin to reduce from the dowry which he must return to her upon the
dissolution of the marriage. The reduction is only made in the amount that he is obligated to give
her (200/100 minimum) from his own pocket. Rabbi Yose holds that he continues to take away
her property. He would reduce from the amount of money she brought into the marriage and then
continue to reduce against any potential future inheritance. In other words, according to Rabbi
Yose he is never obligated to divorce his wife.

Similarly, if a husband rebels against his wife, an addition of three denarii a week is made to
her ketubah. Rabbi Judah said: three tropaics.

This section teaches that a similar process occurs with a husband. If he rebels against her, the
amount of her ketubah is increased. However, the increase is smaller than the corresponding
decrease. According to the Talmud, the seven reduced from the ketubah corresponds to the seven
labors that she is obligated to him and the three is added to his ketubah to correspond to the three
things he owes her, food, clothing and conjugal rights.



Rav Avrohom Adler writes:2

The Story of Rabbi Akiva

Rabbi Akiva was a shepherd of Ben Kalba Savua. His daughter, upon observing how modest and
noble the shepherd was, said to him, “Were I to be betrothed to you, would you go away to study
Torah?” “Yes,” he replied. She was then secretly betrothed to him and sent him away. When her
father heard what she had done, he chased her from his house and forbade her by a vow to have
any benefit from his estate. Rabbi Akiva spent twelve years studying Torah. When he returned
home, he brought with him twelve thousand disciples. While in his home town, he heard an old
man saying to his (Rabbi Akiva’s) wife, “How long will you be living as a widow?” She said to
him: “If he would listen to me, he would sit and learn for another twelve years.” Rabbi Akiva
(overhearing this statement) said: “I now have permission.” He therefore returned immediately to
learn for another twelve years in the Beis Medrash.

When he returned (after the second period of twelve years), he returned together with twenty-four
thousand of his students. His wife heard that he was returning, and came out to greet him. Her
neighbors told her: “Borrow some clothing and cover yourself well.” She replied: “A righteous
man knows the soul of his animal.”

When she reached him, she fell on her face and kissed his legs. Rabbi Akiva’s aide began to push
her away. Rabbi Akiva said: “Leave her, as both mine and yours (merit of Torah study) is because
of her.”

Her father heard that a great man was coming to town. He said: “I will go come before him; perhaps
he will negate my vow.” He came before Rabbi Akiva. Rabbi Akiva said to him: “Did you make
this vow with the intention that it should apply even if he becomes a great man?”” He replied: “Even
if he would learn one chapter or one law (I did not intend it).” Rabbi Akiva told him: “I am he
(your son-in-law about whom you made the vow).” He fell to the ground, kissed his legs, and gave
him one half of his assets.

The daughter of Rabbi Akiva made the same arrangement with Ben Azzai (that he should go learn
for many years). This is like people say: “The sheep goes after another sheep, like the actions of a
mother are the actions of a daughter.”

Rav Yosef the son of Rava was sent by his father to learn in the study house of (an elder) Rav
Y osef for six years (after his marriage). After three years passed and it was the eve of Yom Kippur,
he thought to return to visit his wife. His father, Rava, heard about his visit and took a weapon and
went out to meet him. Rava confronted him: “You remembered your prostitute?” Some say he
said: “You remembered your dove?” They were both involved in this confrontation, and neither

remembered to eat the seudah ha’mafsekes (the meal customarily eaten on the eve of Yom Kippur).
(62b3 — 63al)

2 http://dafnotes.com/wp-content/uploads/2022/09/Kesuvos_63.pdf



Mishnah

If a woman rebels against her husband (by refusing to fulfill her obligations to her husband), we
deduct from her kesuvah seven dinar per week. Rabbi Yehudah says: Seven trapaics. For how
long can we deduct the value of her kesuvah? We can deduct the entire value of her kesuvah. Rabbi
Yosi says: We can even deduct more, to the point where if she inherits assets from a relative, he
can collect them (based on this fine). Similarly, someone who rebels against his wife must add
three dinar a week to her kesuvah. Rabbi Yehudah says: Three trapaics. (63al — 63a2)

Rebelling From What?

The Gemora asks: What is she rebelling from? Rav Huna says: She rebels from engaging in marital
relations. Rabbi Yosi the son of Rabbi Chanina says: she rebels from performing work.

The Gemora asks: Our Mishnah continued: And so too someone who rebels against his wife. The
Gemora asks: This is understandable according to the opinion that ‘rebelling’ refers to engaging
in marital relations (as both are obligated to do so). However, according to the opinion that this
refers to rebelling from work, is a husband obligated to do work for his wife?

The Gemora answers: Yes, it is deemed rebellion when he says, “I will not give her food and I will
not support her.”

The Gemora asks: Didn’t Rav say that someone who tells his wife, “I will not give you food and I
will not support you,” he must divorce her and pay her kesuvah?

The Gemora answers: Isn’t there time in the interim that we consult with him (and try to impress
on him to change his mind)? [The Mishnah therefore states that during that time, he must pay a

fine.]

The Gemora asks a question from the following Baraisa: Both a woman who is betrothed and
married, even if she is a niddah, even if she is sick, and even if she is waiting to do “yibum” —
“levirate marriage (can be considered as rebelling).” Now, the statement regarding a sick woman
is understandable if we say that rebelling refers to refusing to engage in marital relations. However,
if it refers to doing work, a sick person is not able to do work!?

The Gemora answers: It must be that everyone agrees that refraining from engaging in marital
relations is considered rebelling. Their argument is merely regarding work. One opinion holds that
refraining from work is not considered to be in this category, and one opinion says that it is.

The text itself (of the Baraisa cited above) stated (the Gemora is citing the Baraisa mentioned
above in its entirety): If a woman rebels against her husband (by refusing to fulfill her obligations
to her husband), we deduct from her kesuvah seven dinar per week. Rabbi Yehudah says:
Seven trapaics. Our masters analyzed this issue and decided through an additional vote that
(instead of deducting from her kesuvah) she should be publicly declared to be rebelling against her
husband for four consecutive Sabbaths. The court sends her the following message (during this
time): You should know that if you continue in this manner, you will forfeit your entire kesuvah -
even if it is of a value of one hundred maneh. Both a woman who is betrothed and married, even
if she is a niddah, even if she is sick, and even if she is waiting to do yibum (can be considered as



rebelling). Rabbi Chiya bar Yosef asked Shmuel: Is a niddah fit to engage in marital relations? He
answered him: One who has bread in his basket is incomparable to someone who does not have
bread in his basket. /This means that even if someone cannot currently eat bread, he is happy
knowing that he will soon be able to do so. Accordingly, the husband is not so burdened by the
fact that his desire cannot be fulfilled at the present moment, for he knows she will be permitted
soon afterwards, this is in contrast to one whose wife declared her refusal to engage in marital
relations even after she becomes tahor.JRami bar Chama states: This public declaration takes place
only in the synagogues and study houses. Rava says: This is evident from the fact that the sages
publicly declared this four Sabbaths in a row. This shows it is only done in the synagogues and
study houses (where people congregate on Shabbos).

Rami bar Chama says: She is sent the above message from Beis Din twice, once before the public

declaration and once afterwards. Rav Nachman the son of Rav Chisda expounded: The law follows
this declaration of our masters (unlike our Mishnah). Rava said: This is incorrect! Rav Nachman
bar Yitzchak said to Rava: What is incorrect about it? I said this ruling to him, and I said it in the
name of a great man. Who is this great man? It is Rabbi Yosi the son of Rabbi Chanina.

The Gemora asks: Who did Rava hold like? He held like that which was stated: Rava said in the
name of Rav Sheishes: We consult with her (and try to pressure her to change her mind, and the
interim fine her for noncompliance). Rav Huna the son of Rav Yehudah said in the name of Rav
Sheishes: The halachah is: We do not consult with her.

The Gemora asks: What is the description of a rebellious woman? Ameimar says: It is where she
says, “l want him (to be my husband), but I want to pain him.” However, if she says, “He is
disgusting to me” (to the point that she doesn’t even care if she loses her kesuvah), we do not force
her (and he can divorce her without giving her a kesuvah). Mar Zutra says: We force her (using
the laws of noncompliance stated above). There was an incident like this where Mar Zutra indeed
forced the woman to comply, and (the great) Rabbi Chanina from Sura came out from it.

The Gemora states: This is not a proof that he was correct, as Heavenly assistance decided that it
should be so (based on the particular situation).

The daughter-in-law of Rav Zevid rebelled (and said she was disgusted by her husband). She
seized one silk coat (that she brought into the marriage). Ameimar, Mar Zutra, and Rav Ashi sat
together, and Rav Gamda was sitting near them. They were sitting and stated: If she rebelled, she
loses (even) her extant worn-out clothes (that she brought into the marriage). Rav Gamda
interjected: Is the reason you are saying this because Rav Zevid is an important man and you are
flattering him? Didn’t Rav Kahana say that Rava asked about this law and did not resolve it (if she
does indeed forfeit the rights to these clothing)?

The Gemora cites an alternative version of the above incident: They were sitting and stated: If
she rebelled, she does not lose her extant worn-out clothes (that she brought into the marriage).
Rav Gamda interjected: Because Rav Zevid is an important man, you are reversing the law against
him (because you know he will not contest it)? Didn’t Rav Kahana say that Rava asked about this
law and did not resolve it (if she does indeed forfeit the rights to these clothing)?

The Gemora concludes: Now that the law has not been stated neither in this manner nor in that
manner, the halachah is as follows: If she seizes the clothing, we do not take it away from her; if
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she did not seize it, we do not give it to her. And we wait twelve months of the year before giving
her divorce, and during those twelve months, she is not entitled to support. (63b1 — 64al)

Can’t Say Hello?

Rabbi Akiva was a shepherd of Ben Kalba Savua. His daughter, upon observing how modest and
noble the shepherd was, said to him, “Were I to be betrothed to you, would you go away to study
Torah?” “Yes,” he replied. She was then secretly betrothed to him and sent him away. When her
father heard what she had done, he chased her from his house and forbade her by a vow to have
any benefit from his estate. Rabbi Akiva spent twelve years studying Torah. When he returned
home, he brought with him twelve thousand disciples. While in his home town, he heard an old
man saying to his (Rabbi Akiva’s) wife, “How long will you be living as a widow?” She said to
him: “If he would listen to me, he would sit and learn for another twelve years.” Rabbi Akiva
(overhearing this statement) said: “I now have permission.” He therefore returned immediately to
learn for another twelve years in the Beis Medrash.

When he returned (after the second period of twelve years), he returned together with twenty-four
thousand of his students. His wife heard that he was returning, and came out to greet him. Her
neighbors told her: “Borrow some clothing and cover yourself well.” She replied: “A righteous
man knows the soul of his animal.”

When she reached him, she fell on her face and kissed his legs. Rabbi Akiva’s aide began to push
her away. Rabbi Akiva said: “Leave her, as both mine and yours (merit of Torah study) is because
of her.”

Her father heard that a great man was coming to town. He said: “I will go come before him; perhaps
he will negate my vow.” He came before Rabbi Akiva. Rabbi Akiva said to him: “Did you make
this vow with the intention that it should apply even if he becomes a great man?”” He replied: “Even
if he would learn one chapter or one law (I did not intend it).” Rabbi Akiva told him: “I am he
(your son-in-law about whom you made the vow).” He fell to the ground, kissed his legs, and gave
him one half of his assets.

The question is asked: Why didn’t Rabbi Akiva, at least, say hello to his wife, and then return to
study for another twelve years? He was already home; wouldn’t that have been the decent thing to
do?

We always heard in Yeshiva from Rabbi Gifter zt”] that “two times twelve” is not comparable at
all with “one times twenty-four.” Rabbi Akiva was returning home, for he thought that his wife
wished for him to be home; once he had permission from her to study longer, it would have been
an interruption in his learning.

This was always used as a lesson for us as to how vital it is for one studying Torah to utilize every
second for learning, even during a lunch hour or by vacation. It is important to relax, but a true
Torah scholar must always remain focused on his learning even when he is occupied with other
mundane matters.
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Rav Chatzkel Levinstein said that Rabbi Akiva was concerned that if he would enter his house, he
would get involved in other matters, and he would not be able to return to the Beis Medrash.

Rebellious Women, Those Disgusted With Their Husbands®

Because the past two dapim, Ketubot 61 and Ketubot 62 fell on the first two days of Pesach (2015),
I have not blogged since daf 60. Dapim 61 and 62 are filled with fascinating ideas about conjugal
relations: men with different professions are required to have intercourse with their wives a certain
number of times each week or month. Physical labourers are required to do less than Torah
scholars and much less than men of leisure. Friday evening is the preferred time for conjugal
relations, as night is preferable to daytime for intercourse and Shabbat is preferable to any other
day for such acts of holiness. Men are required to return to their wives after one or two months of
working away; women are not to be denied their right of conjugal relations.

This view of sex is incredibly different from that of mainstream, modern, North American
views. Conjugal relations are a woman's right. Not for women's pleasure, but for producing
children. Thus children are a woman's right in marriage. Men are to provide women with the
opportunity to have children.

Our daf, Ketubot 63, begins with examples of Torah scholars who leave their wives and families
for extended periods of time, always with their wives' acquiescence (at least, we are told that these
women are pious and thrilled to have their husbands leave them for twelve years to learn and teach
Torah).

A new Mishna teaches us that each time that women rebels against their husbands, seven dinars
are deducted from each ketubah. It can also be deducted from one's inheritance. Similarly, men
who rebel against their wives are fined. Three dinars are added to their wives' ketubot each week.

The Gemara first considers rebellion as a refusal to participate in conjugal relations. For men who
refuse their wives, that woman is permitted to divorce him, for he has not met the requirements of
their marriage contract. When a woman refuses intercourse, she may lose her ketubah. The rabbis
discuss the significance of conjugal relations compared with the ability to perform tasks. A woman
might be ill or menstruating. When is she deemed a rebellious woman?

Some of our rabbis want to mitigate these consequences. We are told that women who rebel
against their husbands are publicly shamed: their names are announced in synagogue over the
course of four Shabbatot. However, some rabbis argue that women should be consulted with,

3 https://dafyomibeginner.blogspot.com/2015/04/ketubot-63-rebellious-women-those.html
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twice, to ensure that she wishes to endure the consequences of her choices. Further, the rabbis
have different opinions about how accommodating they should be to women who are deemed
rebellious. Should they lose rights to some of their clothing, for example?

Beyond being called a rebellious woman, the rabbis recognize that there are a number of reasons
that a woman might wish to divorce her husband. She might be upset with him, and though she
does not truly wish to divorce him, she wishes to hurt him. denying him conjugal rights would
hurt him. In these cases, the Rabbis do not compel them to divorce.

Women must have claimed that they found their husbands "disgusting", for there is a fair degree
of attention given to that particular complaint. All of the rabbis agree that women who say "I am
disgusted by my husband" are not compelled to live with those husbands. However, the rabbis
have different opinions on whether or not husband should be compelled to divorce those
wives. While Rambam and Rashi hold that opinion, many others disagree with them. They claim
that such a husband is not compelled to divorce his disgusted wife. She is not considered to be a
rebellious woman, though, and she does not lose the rights that are lost by a rebellious woman.

Often the rabbis make decisions that radically affect women's lives without having truly examined
the considerations of women. It is wonderful to appreciate today's daf that demonstrates many
rabbis advocating for women and their experiences. Even when the halacha does not rule in their
favour, these rabbis seem to understand that women's lives might not be bearable in certain
circumstances.

THE PENALTY FOR A REBELLIOUS SPOUSE

Rav Mordechai Kornfeld writes:*

The Mishnah discusses the penalty for a man or woman who rebels against his or her spouse and
refuses to fulfill his or her obligations. Rav Huna explains that the rebellion under discussion is
refusal of marital relations. Rebbi Yosi b'Rebbi Chanina says that the rebellion is refusal to work;
the woman refuses to work for her husband (or provide him with her Ma'aseh Yadayim), or the
man refuses to give his wife Mezonos.

It is difficult to understand why the Chachamim instituted a penalty for a husband or wife who
rebels with regard to work.

The Gemara earlier (58b) records a dispute about whether the main purpose of the enactment of
Mezonos was for the benefit of the woman (so that she will be supported) or for the benefit of the
man (so that he will receive her Ma'aseh Yadayim). Rav Huna in the name of Rav says that the
enactment was made for the benefit of the woman, and therefore she is entitled to say "Eini Nizones
v'Eini Osah" -- "I decline the right to receive the Mezonos [from my husband] in order not to have

4 https://www.dafyomi.co.il/kesuvos/insites/ks-dt-063.htm
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to give him my Ma'aseh Yadayim." Reish Lakish disagrees and says that the enactment of Mezonos
was not for her benefit but for the husband's benefit (so that he receives her Ma'aseh Yadayim),
and therefore she is not entitled to say "Eini Nizones v'Eini Osah."

Whose opinion does Rebbi Yosi b'Rebbi Chanina follow? If he follows Rav's opinion, the wife
should not be considered to be rebelling when she refuses to work for the husband, because she
is allowed to refuse to give him her Ma'aseh Yadayim by saying "Eini Nizones v'Eini Osah." As
soon as she stops working for him, the husband should just stop giving her Mezonos, and he has
no claim against her. If, on the other hand, Rebbi Yosi b'Rebbi Chanina follows Reish Lakish's
opinion that the enactment of Mezonos was made for the husband's benefit, how can the husband
be considered rebellious when he does not give his wife Mezonos? He should be entitled to tell
her to keep her Ma'aseh Yadayim and not receive from him Mezonos, since the enactment was for
his benefit, and he may decline the benefit if he wants.

(b) If the rebellion is only a question of a monetary matter in which one of the parties of the
marriage does not fulfill his or her monetary obligations, why should the Mishnah make an
unlimited penalty (of adding to or taking away from the Kesuvah indefinitely)? The Chachamim
should just enact that since she owes him money because she rebelled, he merely collects from the
Kesuvah the value of whatever Ma'aseh Yadayim she did not give to him.

(a) TOSFOS (DH Rav Huna) indeed learns that Rebbi Yosi b'Rebbi Chanina follows the view of
Reish Lakish that a woman is not entitled to say "Eini Nizones v'Eini Osah," and that is why she
is considered rebellious when she refuses to give her Ma'aseh Yadayim to her husband. It is Rav
Huna who argues with Reish Lakish earlier. In the Sugya here he follows his own view that a
woman may say "Eini Nizones v'Eini Osah."

Why, then, is the husband considered rebellious when he does not give Mezonos to his wife?
According to Rebbi Yosi b'Rebbi Chanina, the husband should be entitled to say that the enactment
of Mezonos was for Ais benefit, and he is entitled to decline her Ma'aseh Yadayim and not to give
her Mezonos!

Tosfos (47b, DH Tiknu) proves from numerous sources that although the enactment of Mezonos
was made for the husband's benefit (according to Reish Lakish), the husband is not allowed to
decline the Ma'aseh Yadayim and stop giving Mezonos to his wife (if she does not produce enough
Ma'aseh Yadayim to support herself). Reish Lakish maintains nof that the enactment was made
solely for the husband's benefit, but that the enactment was made also for his benefit as well as
for her benefit, and therefore neither one may decline to give what the other one is entitled to
receive. Hence, the husband may not say that he does not want her Ma'aseh Yadayim and refuse
to give her Mezonos.

The RITVA and other Rishonim do not accept the assertion of Tosfos that Rebbi Yosi b'Rebbi
Chanina follows the view of Reish Lakish. Rather, they explain that Rebbi Yosi b'Rebbi Chanina
agrees with Rav Huna in the name of Rav that a woman may say "Eini Nizones v'Eini Osah." Why,
then, is she considered rebellious when she refuses to give her Ma'aseh Yadayim to her husband?
Apparently, the case under discussion is where the wife already received the Mezonos for that day,
and afterwards she refuses to give her husnband the Ma'aseh Yadayim for that day in return. In
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days that follow, however, the husband will just keep the Mezonos since she keeps her Ma'aseh
Yadayim.

(b) According to the above approach, the rebellion of Melachah involves just one day's worth of
Ma'aseh Yadayim which was not given to the husband when it was due (because after that day, the
husband simply stops giving his wife Mezonos). That amount should simpyl be deducted from the
total amount of the Kesuvah. Why does Beis Din deduct from the Kesuvah indefinitely?

Tosfos and other Rishonim explain that even if Beis Din has the ability to forcefully take the money
owed from the rebellious wife or husband, Beis Din does not do so but rather fines them by
lessening or increasing the Kesuvah until they agree to fulfill their obligations on their own. Beis
Din does not forcefully take away their money because it is impossible for a person to live with a
spouse who must continually be forced in order to fulfill his or her obligations ("Ein Adam Dar
Im Nachash b'Kefifah Achas"). By altering the amount of the Kesuvah, the defiant party might be
persuaded to agree to fulfill his or her obligations willingly.

A REBELLIOUS SPOUSE

The Mishnah and Gemara mention a number of ways in which Beis Din forces a spouse to fulfill
his or her obligations to the other. The Mishnah (63a) says that Beis Din forces a defiant woman
by decreasing the amount of her Kesuvah and ultimately taking it away entirely. The Gemara cites
the opinion of "Raboseinu" who later instituted that instead of gradually reducing her Kesuvah,
Beis Din merely proclaims in the synagogues on four consecutive Shabbosim that this woman is
rebelling against her husband and that she is going to lose her Kesuvah if she does not change her
ways. If she has not capitulated after the fourth week, they take away her entire Kesuvah. The
Amora'im here disagree about whether or not the Halachah follows the view of Raboseinu.

On the next Daf (64a), the Gemara says that Beis Din waits twelve months before permitting the
husband to divorce her, during which time the husband is not obligated to support her.

In practice, what is the Gemara's conclusion with regard to the proper practice of penalizing a
rebellious wife?

The Rishonim apparently disagree about how to understand the order and application of the
different enactments mentioned by the Gemara.

(a) According to RASHI, the later Takanah of Raboseinu was not accepted by all of the Amora'im
as the Halachah. Rather, the Gemara concludes that the Halachah is "Nimlachin Bah" -- Beis Din
delays the divorce and the immediate revocation of her Kesuvah (and reduces the amount of the
Kesuvah in the manner described in the Mishnah), and Beis Din attempts to persuade her to change
her ways. When the Gemara (64a) says that she is given twelve months, it is in agreement with the
penalty of the Mishnah here. However, the Gemara there imposes an upper limit to the penalty;
after twelve months of rebelliousness, whatever is left of the Kesuvah is taken away and the
husband may divorce her without giving her the Kesuvah or Tosefes.

(b) TOSFOS and other Rishonim maintain that the Halachah follows the view of Raboseinu. The
only question among the Amora'im is whether Beis Din must inform her of the consequences of
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her actions both before and after each public announcement, or only affer each announcement. The
Amora'im agree that she is fined the entire Kesuvah after four weeks.

The Rishonim disagree, however, about how to understand the enactment to wait twelve months.
Does the enactment apply to a woman who wants her Kesuvah, or does it apply to a woman who
is ready to be divorced and is willing to forgo her Kesuvah?

1. The RASHBA (cited by the Magid Mishneh, Hilchos Ishus 14:9) writes that the enactment
applies to a woman who is ready to forgo the Kesuvah. Although a woman who wants her Kesuvah
and maintains her recalcitrance is divorced after four weeks without her Kesuvah, if she says
explicitly that she is ready to forgo the entire Kesuvah Beis Din delays the divorce for twelve
months. This enactment to wait twelve months was instituted when the Chachamim saw that
women were being divorced impulsively, and then they became regretful that they had lost both
their husbands and Kesuvah. By giving them time before permitting them to divorce, the
Chachamim hoped that the husband and wife would appease each other.

2. The ROSH (5:34) explains that the enactment was not instituted only in a situation where both
are ready to get divorced and she does not want her Kesuvah, but also in a situation where she
wants her Kesuvah. The husband still must wait twelve months before he divorces her.

3. The RAMBAM (Hilchos Ishus 14:9-10) writes the opposite of the Rashba. The enactment to
wait twelve months was instituted only for a rebellious woman who wants her Kesuvah. The
Magid Mishneh explains that it is shameful for Jewish women to be divorced out of quarreling
("Mipnei Ketatah"). Therefore, twelve months are given to enable the woman to become appeased.
When, however, the woman wants to disolve the marriage immediately because she is disgusted
with her husband and she is willing to forgo her Kesuvah, the husband may divorce her
immediately and there is no period of waiting at all (because she will not be persuaded to stay with
him, due to her disgust with him).

The RIF writes that the enactments underwent further modification later. After the time of the
Gemara, the Ge'onim instituted that if she does not want her Kesuvah and they both want to
divorce, he may divorce her right away (and he does not have to wait twelve months).

The Gemara explains that the enactments of the Mishnah and of Raboseinu apply only when the
woman says that she still wants her Kesuvah and is not willing to be divorced without it. If she is
willing to be divorced without her Kesuvah, Ameimar says that "we do not force her" to remain
married. The Rishonim disagree about what Ameimar means when he rules that "we do not force
her" to remain married.

According to the RASHBAM (cited by the Rosh 5:34) and the RAMBAM (Hilchos Ishus 14:8),
this means that if she wants to leave him without a Kesuvah, Beis Din makes the husband divorce
her and he cannot force her to remain married to him.

However, according to RABEINU TAM (cited by Tosfos DH Aval, and other Rishonim),

Ameimar does not mean that Beis Din forces him to divorce her, but rather that Beis Din does not
influence him not to divorce her; if he wants to divorce her he may do so.
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HALACHAH: The SHULCHAN ARUCH (EH 77:2) rules that if the woman who rebels is ready
to get divorced and to forgo her Kesuvah, she cannot force the husband to divorce her (the opinion
of Rabeinu Tam). If e wants to divorce her, he may divorce her right away.

If the woman who rebels demands her Kesuvah, she loses her Kesuvah after four weeks of defiance
(like Raboseinu), but the husband must wait twelve months before he divorces her. This follows
the view of the Rambam (opinion b:3 above) who rules that that twelve months are given only
when she is angry with him, but not when she is disgusted by him and is ready to leave without a
Kesuvah.

The REMA adds that some say that the enactment of waiting twelve months after she loses the
Kesuvah applied only in the times of the Gemara when a man was permitted to marry a second
wife. Nowadays, when a man may not marry a second wife, waiting twelve months would cause
the husband to lose out as well (because he will not be able to marry another wife during that time),
and thus he is permitted to divorce her immediately.

Annulling a vow

Steinsaltz (OBM) writes:®

Our Gemara is the source for one of the greatest Talmudic love stories — Rabbi Akiva and Rachel.

Rachel was the daughter of Ben Kalba Savua, who came from one of the wealthiest and most
politically powerful families in Israel during the time of the destruction of the Second Temple.
Akiva, a 40-year-old shepherd who worked for Ben Kalba Savua, asked Rachel to marry him. She
agreed to do so if he promised to devote himself to the study of Torah after their wedding. Akiva
agreed to do so, and they secretly married.

Upon learning of this Ben Kalba Savua threw Rachel out of his house and disowned her,
condemning her to a life of poverty while Akiva studied. The Talmud relates that after 12 years of
study, Akiva returned with 12,000 students, but before entering his house he heard his wife say
that she would be willing to have her husband continue to learn for another 12 years. Taking her
on her word, he returned to the beit midrash for another 12 years, returning home this time with
24,000 students.

According to the Gemara, by this time Ben Kalba Savua had come to regret the decision to disown
his daughter, and upon hearing that a great Rabbi had come to town he called on him to ask to
annul his vow. Rabbi Akiva asked him whether he would have made the vow to disown his

3 https://steinsaltz.org/daf/ketubot63/
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daughter had she married a Torah scholar. Upon informing him that he would not have done so
even if his son-in-law knew a single chapter or verse, Akiva identified himself. Released from his
vow, Ben Kalba Savua gave the couple half of his estate.

One question that is raised by the commentaries focuses on how Rabbi Akiva’s newfound
knowledge could be a reason to annul a vow. Ordinarily an argument that is nolad — a new situation
— cannot be used as a reason to undo a vow; rather, it needs to be a mistake that existed at the time
that the vow was made. The Ritva argues that since the marriage was predicated on Akiva’s
willingness to study, his success could not be considered nolad; furthermore it is likely that he did
have some learning at the time the vow was made. The Meiri suggests that every person who is
potentially a scholar — as Rabbi Akiva proved to be — cannot be considered without knowledge.

A wife who refuses to fulfill her responsibilities
N2 NN ,NINDNN IINT IRND RNDOYA NN DN N0
N> NONON

The Mishnah taught that a woman who “rebels” and does not fulfill her responsibilities in the
marriage can be penalized until she again begins to honor her obligations.®

This penalty is assessed in terms of the value of her kesubah being diminished weekly. The Gemara
brings two opinions regarding which duties that the wife refuses to fulfill are included in this law.
Rav Huna understands that it refers to her physical relationship with her husband, while Rebbe
Yose b. Chanina understands that we are discussing the fact that the woman refuses to perform the
daily tasks and household chores incumbent upon a wife (see Mishnah 59b). Tosafos understands
that our Mishnah refers to the seven primary chores listed in the Mishnah, but if the woman prefers
not to “pour wine, arrange the beds and pillows and provide water for washing his face, hands and
legs,” she is not considered to be in defiance of her responsibilities.

A Baraisa is brought to resolve which is the correct understanding of the Mishnah. The Baraisa
teaches that the case of “a rebellious wife” applies even to a woman who is ill. This seems to
suggest that Rebbe Yose b. Chanina is incorrect, because a woman who is sick cannot be expected
to maintain her regular routine of working around the house, and her refusal to do so would not
result in a penalty against her. Accordingly, the Gemara concludes that all opinions are that the
Mishnah refers to a woman who resists a physical relationship with her husband. The argument is
whether refusal to do her household chores alone results in her being labeled as a “rebel.”

Here, only Rebbe Yose b. Chanina holds that this also is grounds for the woman to be penalized.
Tosafos explains that the underlying issue about which the Amoraim argue is whether a woman
can initiate a request to not work and, consequently, not to be supported by her husband. Rav Huna
is of the opinion that a woman has the right to take this position, and her refusal to work would
therefore not be an indication of being rebellious. This explanation, however, is only reasonable if
a woman’s being employed exempts her from all forms of household work.

¢ https://dafdigest.org/masechtos/Kesuvos%20063.pdf
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However, ' “learned that even an employed woman can only exempt herself from “working
with wool,” which is done is exchange for the support she receives from her husband. Accordingly,
the woman’s refusal to work in the house would be rebellious even according to Rav Huna, unlike
Tosafos.

Is seclusion prohibited for a woman who refuses to im-

merse in the mikvah?
1902 NI PRY MY DDA NS WOV M DINYT IO

One cannot compare one who has bread in his basket with one who does not
have bread in his basket

There was once a woman who for a number of years refused to immerse in the mikvah and declared
her intent never to immerse in the mikvah. Rav Sholom Mordechai Schwadron (1), the
Maharsham, was asked whether this couple is permitted to be in seclusion with one another. The
main issue of the inquiry was whether this case is similar to the case of a woman who becomes
prohibited to her husband where seclusion is not permitted or perhaps the cases are not parallel. In
the case of the woman who becomes prohibited to her husband the couple is going to be prohibited
to one another for the rest of their lives but in this case there is the possibility that she may change
her mind and decide to immerse in the mikvah.

Maharsham answered that it is certainly prohibited for this couple to be in seclusion and amongst
his proofs, he cites our Gemara. The reason the value of the kesubah of a rebellious wife is
diminished is because it is similar to a case of a person who “does not have bread in his basket.”

We see from the Gemara that even though there is a possibility that the rebellious wife may cease
her rebelliousness, nonetheless, for the moment it is considered as if he “does not have bread in
his basket,” so too in our case the possibility that they may reconcile does not take away from the
fact that presently it is a circumstance where he “does not have bread in his basket,” consequently,
seclusion is prohibited.

Rav Shlomo Zalman Braun (2), the Shearim Hamitzuyanim B’Halacha, limits the ruling of
Maharsham to a case where the woman refuses to immerse in the mikvah but is still interested in
being together with her husband. Under such circumstances seclusion is prohibited but if she
refuses to immerse out of spite against her husband, seclusion is permitted.

The rationale is that even regarding the rebellious wife mentioned in our Gemara there is no
indication that she is prohibited from being in seclusion with her husband. Rav Shmuel Halevi
Wosner (3), the Shevet Halevi disagrees and maintains that Maharsham’s ruling applies in all cases
that a woman refuses to immerse, regardless of what reason she offers for not immersing.
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The Scholarly Son-in-Law
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In the “old country” it was the custom of fathers with eligible daughters who found a suitable
prospect to test the young hopeful’s Torah knowledge. If the father was learned, he would conduct
the interview himself. If he was unlearned, the father would meet the boy to see if he was suitable,
but he would send someone more erudite to test the boy.

One wealthy falmid chochom searched assiduously for an appropriate match for his accomplished
daughter. He heard very good things about Rav Shmuel Abba of Zichlin, zt”1, so he decided to test
his mettle. When they met, the young man made a very good impression, so the father asked a
difficult question: “In Kesuvos 63a there is a very difficult Tosafos. The Gemara on 62b states that
Rabbi Akiva was a shepherd employed by Kalba Savua. The instant that the wealthy man heard
that his daughter was engaged to an ignoramus, he immediately made a vow that his daughter and
her husband could not have any benefit from his money.

Later, when Rabbi Akiva returned from his studies, Kalba Savua didn’t know it was him and tried
to nullify the vow he had made earlier. Rabbi Akiva asked him if he would have made the vow if
he had known that his son-in-law would become a great man? Kalba Savua responded that he
would not have made the vow even if the chosson had only known one chapter.

Rabbi Akiva then released the vow. The prospective father-in-law then asked Rav Shmuel Abba,
“Tosafos asks how Rabbi Akiva could have nullified a vow on the basis of 7911 ,a consideration
that was not likely to have been the case at the time the vow was made? The answer given is that

once he went to learn, he would certainly become an 2T OTR

But what does this mean? Many people go to learn and don’t become sages?” Rav Shmuel Abba
answered without hesitation, “In Shabbos 22b we find that one who respects the sages will have
sons-in-law who are sages. Kalba Savua was in this category—he would have been happy even if
Rabbi Akiva had learned even one chapter.

After the engagement, Rabbi Akiva went to learn. Since he was already in yeshiva and had such a
father-in-law he was surely going to become a scholar. So we see that this was not 721 at all!”

20



Sharon Weiss-Greenberg writes:’

The story of Rabbi Rehumi and his wife that we encountered on yesterdays’ daf received wide
attention in 2013 when Ruth Calderon shared it in her first speech as a newly-elected member of
the Knesset. In that story, Rabbi Rehumi spent 364 days a year in the yeshiva and came home to
his wife only on Yom Kippur. One year, he failed to appear, and she shed a tear. At that same
moment, he fell to his death. In her address, Calderon reminisced about how the study of Talmud
had once been beyond her reach but had subsequently come to fill an intellectual and spiritual hole
in her life. She drew motivation from this story — in which she saw two sides that were tragically
unable to understand one another’s perspectives — to call for a more cooperative and productive
government.

Growing up, I was not familiar with the story of Rabbi Rehumi and his wife. I was, however, very
familiar with the story of Rabbi Akiva that comes after it. Like Rabbi Rehumi, Rabbi Akiva also
left his wife for long periods to study. But this story has a much happier ending. Since it is such a
classic, I’'m going to share it in full:

Rabbi Akiva was the shepherd of Ben Kalba Savua (one of the wealthy residents of
Jerusalem). The daughter of Ben Kalba Savua saw that he was humble and refined.

She said to him: “If I betroth myself to you, will you go to the study hall to learn Torah?”

He said to her: “Yes.” She became betrothed to him privately and sent him off to study. Her
father heard this and became angry. He removed her from his house and took a vow
prohibiting her from benefiting from his property.

Rabbi Akiva went and sat for 12 years in the study hall. When he came back to his house he
brought 12,000 students with him, and as he approached he heard an old man saying to his
wife: “For how long will you lead the life of a widow of a living man?”

She said to him: “If he would listen to me, he would sit and study for another 12 years.”
When Rabbi Akiva heard this he said: “I have permission to do this.” He went back and sat
for another 12 years in the study hall.

When he came back he brought 24,000 students with him. His wife heard and went out
toward him to greet him. Her neighbors said: “Borrow some clothes and wear them.”

She said to them: “A righteous man understands the life of his beast.” (Proverbs 12:10) When
she came to him she fell on her face and kissed his feet. His attendants pushed her away, but
he said to them: “Leave her alone, as my Torah knowledge and yours is actually hers.”

Her father heard that a great man came to the town. He said: “I will go to him. Maybe he
will nullify my vow (and I will be able to support my daughter).”

7 Mytalmudiclearning.com
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He came to him, and Rabbi Akiva said to him: “Did you vow thinking that this Akiva would
become a great man?”

He said to him: “If I had believed he would know even one chapter or even one halakhah 1
would not have been so harsh.” He said to him: “I am he.” Ben Kalba Savua fell on his face
and kissed his feet and gave him half of his money.

Rabbi Akiva’s wife grows up rich, falls for the poor shepherd boy her father disapproves of, and
gives up everything to enable his education. Decades later, Rabbi Akiva returns a towering triumph
of Torah learning and credits her with all the learning he and his disciples have amassed. Her father
humbly hands over half his riches.

In my childhood, Rabbi Akiva was always held up as a role model, a scholar with a deep sense of
humility. He was a man who was willing to attend first grade as a grown adult. His wife was
selfless, to be sure, but at least he appreciated her — and later unhesitatingly credited her with his
success as a scholar.

It was not until I was an adult that I found something more deeply troubling in the story. When
Rabbi Akiva returns home after his first 12 years away, he does not actually speak to his wife.
Instead, he overhears her statement to someone else: “If he would listen to me, he would sit and
study for another twelve years.” At this point, Rabbi Akiva understands that he has permission
to return for another dozen years of study.

Rabbi Akiva’s wife is clearly trying to impress on her interlocutor that she and her husband have
discussed his study schedule and that she is not only supportive, but wishes him to study more.
But it is equally clear from Rabbi Akiva’s private response that the pair have not actually spoken
about this. So we cannot take her words at face value. Was she just trying to put on a brave face?
To be gracious? And what of Rabbi Akiva’s response? Was he really unable to spare a moment to
thank his wife or ask how she is doing? Or, indeed, ask her how she truly feels about his long
absences? Perhaps he was worried that she would, in a private exchange, ask him to choose her
over the yeshiva.

The story of Rabbi Rehumi and his wife ends in tragedy. Derive this lesson from it: “I learn that
righteousness is not adherence to the Torah at the expense of sensitivity to human beings.” I found
today’s daf troubling because it seems that Rabbi Akiva has made that exact mistake with respect
to his wife.

But reading further into our daf, 1 had another thought. Perhaps Rabbi Akiva’s wife
actually was happy with their arrangement. As we also learn today, her own daughter chose a

similar path:

Rabbi Akiva’s daughter did the same thing for Ben Azzai. This explains what people say:
The ewe follows the ewe; the daughter’s actions are the same as her mother’s.
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Did the women in Rabbi Akiva’s life support their husbands grueling programs of study without
regret? Or did they wish for a different arrangement? We’ll never know — the Talmud makes
room for both possibilities.

Rabbi Johnny Solomon writes:®
Sometimes a Talmud story can be read in two radically different ways.

Early on in our daf (Ketubot 63a) we are told a story involving a father and son, Rav Yosef and
his father Rava, where Rava — who wanted his son to be fully immersed in Torah study for a 6-
year stretch - disagreed with Rav Yosef returning home mid-way through his studies. According
to most translations, upon seeing his son Rava approached him with some kind of utensil in hand
(7oRY pon Xan Hpw), and he then scorned him saying n7511 7017 — “You’ve now remembered your
harlot?!” (which is understood to be a reference to Rav Yosef’s wife), while some claim that Rava
said 7211 701 — “You’ve now remembered your dove?!’.

According to this reading of the Gemara, many commentaries explain that Rava suspected that
among the reasons of his son coming home was that he emotionally and physically missed his wife
and he was interested in being sexually intimate with his wife. However, since sexual intimacy is
forbidden on Yom Kippur, Rava felt it was entirely the wrong time for his son to return home at
this time, and that notwithstanding the presumption that his son would observe this law during
Yom Kippur, the idea that a husband and wife be under the same roof after 3 years of separation
and remain unable to be together was a bad plan. According to this reading, this is why Rava refers
to Rav Yosef’s wife as a harlot — because he believes that Rav Yosef is coming home with an
agenda of sexual intimacy.

Moreover, even the alternative version of what was said by Rava, i.e. “You’ve now remembered
your dove?!’, is also understood by various commentaries in this spirit because doves are faithful
to their mates. The story then ends by us being told that this disagreement between father and son
became so heated that neither then had the opportunity to eat the pre-fast meal before the onset of
Yom Kippur. Still, notwithstanding this explanation being the approach of numerous
commentaries, it is clear that this whole episode is both confusing and unsettling.

However, Rabbi Reuven Margaliot offers an altogether different approach to this story which
complements its place in the overall discussion of Massechet Ketubot. He explains that the episode
is all about the duties of a husband to provide sustenance for his wife, and that the word na7
(zonat’cha) — which is translated by many as ‘harlot’ — has no such meaning in this context and, in
fact, it refers to the commitment to provide sustenance (N1117 — mezonot). In fact, he then provides
numerous references (see for example Yerushalmi Ketubot 5:4) where the word 1117 (zonato)
refers to sustenance.

Given this explanation, Rava’s remarks to his son had nothing to do with sexual intimacy, and
were not even necessarily critical of him. Instead, Rava sought to reassure his son - who had

§ www.rabbijohnnysolomon.com
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interrupted his studies to come home and make sure that everything is OK - by saying ‘there was
no need for you to come back, because your commitment to sustain your wife (7n117) is being
fulfilled’. Infact, beyond this point made by Rav Margaliot, there are lots of additional hints that
this is the point of the story. For example, it occurs on Erev Yom Kippur which is a fast day, and
the story ends by telling us that neither Rava nor Rav Yosef had the opportunity to eat before the
onset of the fast. What we learn from all this is that paying attention to the original words and the
context of a story matters, and that when a story is read in one way which is both confusing and
unsettling, perhaps there are other ways to understand it that make more sense.

Why Rabbi Akiva is My Hero

10 life lessons from an accessible giant.

Rabbi Dovid Rosenfeld writes:®

% https://aish.com/why-rabbi-akiva-is-my-hero/
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The period of counting the Omer is also a time of national mourning. The Talmud (Yevamot 62b)
recounts that Rabbi Akiva, one of the greatest scholars of the Mishna, lost 24,000 students to
plague during this time of year. The world was “desolate” until he raised five new students — who
were able to restore the Torah to its full glory in that dark period.

Rabbi Akiva’s life is a fascinating tale of inspiration, of a man of humble origins who overcame it
all to achieve greatness. I would like to outline some of the highlights of his life story — and
demonstrate why I feel he serves as a personal role model to us all.

1. He was of Humble Origins

Rabbi Akiva began his life as a shepherd. He was entirely unlearned until his middle years. He
likewise had no Jewish lineage to speak of (Talmud Brachot 27b). He descended from converts.
And as he rose to greatness in his later years, he never forgot who he was or where he came from.
His favorite principle was “Love your fellow as yourself” (Leviticus 19:18). Rich or poor, simple
or scholarly, tall or short, strong or weak: We are all God’s children. God and His Torah are not
the monopoly of the wise or the well-pedigreed. We are all precious to God.

2. He Saw Inspiration and Acted on it

The Midrash (Avot d’Rav Natan 6:2) records the turning point of Rabbi Akiva’s life. One day, at
the age of 40, Akiva passed a well. He saw a rock with a hole carved into it. He inquired who
shaped the rock and was told it was caused by the slow but constant dripping of water on top of it.

Akiva then reasoned: If a substance soft as water can penetrate a rock with slow, persistent motion,
so too the Torah, which is hard as iron, can slowly but surely penetrate my heart. And this
was Akiva’s turning point. He promptly set off to study Torah — for an uninterrupted 24 years.

So many times in our lives are we moved by inspiring words or events. We know they are speaking
to us, that God has a message for us. Yet the inspiration fades before we do anything about it —
and life moves on. Not R. Akiva. He saw his moment — and he changed his life right then and
there.

3. He Patiently Started from the Bottom

When Akiva went to study, he did not exactly hire a private tutor or join an adult study program.
Nor did he sign up for an anonymous on-line course. The Midrash describes how he, together with
his young son, went to cheder to learn the alef-bet together with the youngest children. And his
past humility showed. He wasn’t fazed by the awkwardness; he didn’t care for his own dignity. He
set right down to work.

4. He was No Super-Genius

It is not as if Rabbi Akiva really had an IQ of 180 all along but was just withering on the vine
during his years as a shepherd. He had to work — and work hard — to become who he was.
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The Talmud (Yevamot 16a) records a meeting R. Akiva had with a monumental scholar, to discuss
a debate they had about a touchy subject in Jewish law. The other scholar was the raving genius
type. No one could keep up with him in an argument — not even R. Akiva, by then the
acknowledged leader of his generation.

The other scholar, after R. Akiva failed to convince him, had nothing but snide remarks for the
supposed leading scholar of the generation. But as the Talmud continues, it didn’t faze Akiva in
the slightest. He was still the shepherd-turned-scholar. He had no airs about him whatsoever.

5. He Asked All the Tough Questions

Rabbi Akiva, in spite of his late start, had a distinct advantage over his colleagues. Unlike they
who began their study as small children, he came to it as an adult. And as a result, he approached
the Torah with mature eyes. Nothing was taken for granted or viewed as, “Well, that’s just the way
things are.” R. Akiva probed every aspect of Judaism — and discovered truths where others failed
even to look.

R. AKkiva discovered truths where others failed even to look.

We thus find Rabbi Akiva posing some of the most profound questions of life. In Pirkei Avot
(3:19) he grapples with the contradiction between man’s free will and God’s knowledge of the
future. If God already knows what I will do tomorrow, do I really have the free will to decide? He
likewise discusses (3:20) how God’s governs and judges the world. The Midrash (Avot d’Rav
Natan 6:2) describes R. Akiva as a persistent student, leaving no issue unexplored and unexplained.
His colleague characterized him with the comment — “Matters hidden from people; R. Akiva has
brought to light.”

6. It was All Because of His Wife — and He Knew it

So much of R. Akiva’s greatness was on account of his devoted wife Rachel. She “discovered”
him. He served as shepherd for one of the wealthiest men of his time, Kalba Savua. Kalba’s
daughter took a liking to the humble shepherd, whom she saw as modest and refined. She proposed
to him — on condition that he agree to study Torah. He agreed and they married secretly. Kalba
promptly disowned his daughter and for years the young couple lived in abject poverty
(Talmud Ketuvot 62b).

If not for Rachel, Akiva would have no doubt remained an anonymous shepherd with little future.
But she believed in him. Rachel left a life of fabulous wealth to make home for Akiva — because
she knew he could become great — and she had the faith and the patience to see it happen. And
when he was ready, she encouraged him to leave home to study — which he did for an uninterrupted
12 years.

But that was only half of it. The Talmud (Ketuvot 62-3) records that on his return, already an

accomplished scholar, R. Akiva was about to enter his home. Just then he overhears a conversation.
An elderly man challenges Rachel: “How long will you live as a widow with your husband alive?”
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She responds, “If [my husband] would listen to me, he would remain for another 12 years in
yeshiva!” On that providential note, R. Akiva returns for another 12 years of study.

At last, after 24 years, R. Akiva returns to his hometown, now the leading scholar of the generation,
escorted by an entourage of 24,000 students. His wife, still dressed in her simple house clothes,
goes out to greet him. She falls before his feet. It creates a scene — an elderly woman thrusting
herself before great rabbi surrounded by scores of devoted students. They move to push her away.
But R. Akiva stops them, uttering a line which has since become famous: “Leave her. What is
mine and what is yours is hers.”

7. He Never Forgot His Origins

R. Akiva “made it” in every sense of the word. By the end of his life he was the acknowledged
spiritual leader of world Jewry. He became wealthy. He was revered and admired by all. His
opinion was sought and regarded on all matters Jewish. Yet he never forgot where he came from.
He was still one of the masses. He knew what it was like to be poor, to be unknown, and to be
unlearned.

And his love for humanity showed. His favorite verse was Leviticus 19:18: “Love your fellow as
yourself” (Sifra 4:12). In Pirkei Avot (3:18), he states, “Beloved is man for he was created in the
image [of God],” as well as, “Beloved are the Children of Israel for they are called children of the
Lord.” We are all precious to God. There is no favoritism in Heaven.

R. Akiva in fact well remembered his past hatred for Torah scholars (Talmud Pesachim 49b). He
knew what it was like to be coarse and ignorant. And he remembered the resentment — and
the hatred — felt by the underprivileged classes. He had love and patience for all — because he was
one of them himself, and he realized how difficult it is to outgrow one’s past mindset.

8. He Lost All — and Kept Going

After achieving fame, R. Akiva became teacher and spiritual mentor to an astounding 24,000
students. As the Talmud (Yevamot 62b) recounts, every one of them died in an exceedingly brief
period of time — during the several week period between Passover and Shavuot — due to epidemic.
And as the Talmud puts it, the world was desolate. The human tragedy was devastating, the loss
to the Torah world unimaginable.

But apart from all of that, R. Akiva personally witnessed his entire lifeworks go down the drain.
Years of training the greatest minds of the next generation were lost to R. Akiva, with nothing
remaining to show for himself.

If there were anyone in this world who could be forgiven for spending his remaining years wasting
away feeling sorry for himself, it was R. Akiva. Could there have been a clearer sign from heaven
that God was not interested in R. Akiva’s works, that his precious legacy was just not meant to be?
How could a human being not become paralyzed from misery and indecision at that point?
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But R. Akiva picked himself up and started again. As the Talmud continues, he found 5 new
students — five to replaced 24,000. Rather than attempting to amass students without number, he
focused on 5 precious souls, who would between them restore the Torah to its past glory.

He didn't let his inability to explain stand in the way of achievement.

No doubt R. Akiva never recovered from the pain of the loss. As we saw, his way was to ponder
the most difficult questions of life. Yet he didn’t let his inability to explain stand in the way of his
life’s mission. We all have questions in life we cannot answer. Even with his great intellect — or
perhaps because of it — R. Akiva was no exception. But questions and doubts did not stop him.
The rabbi’s intellect was far from assuaged, but he kept on going — and ultimately persevered.

9. He Always Saw the Positive

Looking back at his difficult life, Rabbi Akiva saw God’s goodness in all that transpired — not only
in his personal life but in all the events of the world. He became famous for the saying, “Whatever
God does is for the good.”

The Talmud (Brachot 60b) recounts how R. Akiva was once traveling. He had with him a lantern,
a rooster, and a donkey. He came to a village seeking lodging. No one took him in. Undaunted, his
trademark reaction went through his mind: “Whatever God does is for the good.” He set up camp
in the wilderness nearby. During the night a wind blew out his lamp, a cat ate his rooster, and a
lion slew his donkey. R. Akiva took it all in stride.

He awoke the next morning to find that during the night soldiers had sacked the village which
refused him lodging. Not only would the rabbi have been captured with the other residents had he
been there, but had his light or animals betrayed his camp he would have equally been doomed.

His colleagues cried at the pathetic sight, but R. Akiva laughed.

The Talmud (Makkos 24b) relates that once R. Akiva and a number of colleagues passed by the
former location of the Temple in Jerusalem (they lived shortly after its destruction). They saw a
fox run out of the place of the Holy of Holies. The colleagues began crying at the pathetic sight.
R. Akiva, however, laughed. To his surprised colleagues he explained: "We have both the
prophecy of Uriah and of Zechariah. Uriah foretold, ‘Zion shall be plowed like a field” (Micha
3:12). Zechariah foretold, ‘Again shall old men and old women sit in the streets of Jerusalem...
and the streets of the city shall be filled with boys and girls playing’ (Zechariah 8:4-5). Until the
prophecy of Uriah was fulfilled (fully and literally) I was fearful lest the prophecy of Zechariah
not be fulfilled. Now that the prophecy of Uriah was fulfilled, it is clear that Zechariah's prophecy
will be fulfilled — to the final detail."

R. Akiva lived through it all, yet he never lost hope. The very sights that brought others to tears of
despair filled him with undying hope. All that occurs in this world, both the good and the bad,
emanate from an infinitely-good Creator. But life isn’t always for us to understand. We must at
times just be patient and wait.
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10. He Died a Hero’s Death

We might hope that after living so troubled yet heroic a life, R. Akiva and Rachel would at last
settle down to live happily ever after. But that had denied them as well.

The Talmud (Brachot 61b) describes Rabbi Akiva’s bitter end. He was incarcerated and tried by
the Romans for his “crime” of publicly teaching Torah. He was found guilty as charged. They
tortured him to death, flaying off his skin with iron combs.

R. Akiva spent his final moments on earth reciting the Shema, accepting upon himself the yoke of
Heaven. His students asked him: “Our teacher, this far?!” He answered: The Shema teaches us to
love God with all our souls (Deuteronomy 6:5), which I understood to mean “even if they are
taking your soul.” My entire life I agonized over this verse: Would I really love God even if my
soul were being taken? I at last have the opportunity to demonstrate this. How could I not do so
now? And as the rabbi recited “the Lord is one” his soul left him.

R. Akiva is counted as one of the “ten martyrs” slain by the Romans — the ten leading Torah giants
killed during and shortly after the destruction of the Second Temple. Most of the other scholars,
in spite of their greatness, you might not have even heard of if you are not a Talmudic scholar
yourself. But not R. Akiva. He was one of us: His story is our story; his life is our life. He began
his days simply and humbly as so many of us, yet he grew to become whom we all know we too
could be. May his memory be for a blessing.

CARLO CADENAS
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Bringing Up Rachel
How Rabbi Akiva’s wife emerged as a role model to Orthodox women struggling
to balance families and careers

ZEV ELEFF AND LESLIE GINSPARG KLEIN write:!°

In July 2020, Rabbi Menachem Karmel of Yeshiva Gedola Montreal replied to a query posed by
a “Group of Girls.” The Dear Abby-style exchange appeared in a children’s magazine popular with
the right-wing Orthodox community, which, loosely speaking, brings together everyone from the
more stringently observant modern Orthodox to self-described Yeshivish Jews. The letter writers
asked Karmel why pictures of girls did not appear in the pages of the periodical. “We feel
misrepresented when we see pictures of boys our age, but not girls,” they wrote.

Karmel explained that the magazine’s rabbinical board had decided against publishing pictures of
girls. In an answer that, knowingly or not, drew from the Victorian Era’s “Cult of Domesticity,”
he stated that the reason girls were not pictured was because young female readers needed to
understand that a “woman’s primary role is making sure that her Yiddishe home is a strong fortress
of kedushah (holiness) for her family to grow in.” His response suggested a reality where right-
wing Orthodox women do not work outside of the home, describing these women as “household
CEOs” and “princesses of the home.”

The exchange highlighted an ideological contradiction that sits at the heart of right-wing Orthodox
women’s religious experiences. Read it at face value, and you might imagine that Karmel’s answer
reflects a community whose traditional values are irreconcilable with modern sensibilities. But the
picture is much more complex, with many Orthodox women fully immersed in the work force and
some serving as CEOs of companies as well as their homes. At the same time, these women cherish
their roles as wives and mothers, and embrace another obligation that their secular or less
stringently Orthodox sisters rarely share shouldering work and family responsibilities, including
as primary breadwinners, so that their husbands can engage in full-time Torah study. To
understand this complex model, one that enables so many Orthodox women to engage robustly
with modern roles as doctors, lawyers, and executives while remaining true to their traditional way
of life, we need to look to one of Judaism’s most unheralded heroes: the great and mysterious
Rachel.

First mentioned in the Talmud’s Tractate Ketubot (62b), Rachel was the wife of the legendary
Rabbi Akiva. She was the daughter of one Kalba Savua, a wealthy Jerusalemite who, at one point,
hired a hardworking and uneducated shepherd named Akiva to tend to his flocks of sheep. To the
affluent man’s chagrin, his daughter Rachel recognized Akiva’s potential and proposed to him on
condition that he learn Torah. Akiva assented. Kalba Savua, unhappy with the match, disowned
his daughter and son-in-law.

Rachel gave up material comfort and lived in poverty while Akiva learned abroad for 12 years.
Upon his triumphant return home, Rabbi Akiva, escorted by 12,000 students, overheard his wife

10 https://www.tabletmag.com/sections/community/articles/bringing-up-rachel-akivas-wife
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report to a menacing neighbor that she would prefer her husband study uninterrupted for another
dozen years. Rabbi Akiva immediately turned around and returned to the study hall.

Rabbi Akiva came back 12 years later, 24 in all. By then, he was a larger-than-life public figure.
This time, Rachel was better apprised of her husband’s travel plans. She ignored her neighbors’
suggestions to borrow some finer clothes and rushed to greet her husband. An entourage of
disciples—now doubled to 24,000—pushed her away, seemingly disgusted that someone in rags
would approach their exalted teacher.

“Leave her!” thundered Rabbi Akiva. “Mine and yours,” continued the master to his misguided
students, referring to their collective Torah accomplishments, “is hers!”

Since at least the mid-1960s, when she was resurrected by Vichna Kaplan, the founder of the
prestigious Orthodox Bais Yaakov High School for girls in New York, Rachel has become a model
for educators seeking to provide their young charges with an inspiring model of being in the world.
Jewish women, Rebbetzin Kaplan told her pupils, should encourage their future husbands to
remain steadfastly committed to Torah study, and not burden them with “additional responsibilities
so that the wife can obtain those extras which she can really live without.” Kaplan understood the
tensions with modern American life. She relayed that “before marriage some of our students aspire
to wed a ‘Rebbe Akiva’ but afterwards they want their husbands to be a ‘Kalba Sovuah.’”” Kaplan
stressed to her students that Torah was a partnership: Men learned. Women, like Akiva’s Rachel,
empowered that learning through self-sacrifice. Both were essential, neither possible without the
other, to the maintenance of an Orthodox family.

For a while, however, the enthusiasm for Rachel remained limited largely to Kaplan and her
students. Before the 1970s, Rachel rarely appeared in popular literature produced by the yeshiva
world. Many women in tradition-bound faiths had yet to consider personal and professional
options which would make a Rachel-like lesson potent and financially viable.

And then came second-wave feminism.

The growing movement to encourage women to seek satisfying careers outside traditional family
roles did not leave the Orthodox community untouched. Spokesmen of the Orthodox right spoke
and wrote about the need to retain the “traditional” Jewish home and the “traditional” gender-
distinct Torah curricula. Rabbi Nisson Wolpin, for example, the editor of The Jewish Observer, a
leading Orthodox magazine, urged his female readers to keep to the status quo, to leave the
“Bastille” alone, not to seek out new professional and intellectual pursuits.

But standing athwart history and yelling “halt” is a tricky proposition, and the Orthodox
community needed a way to wrestle with new ideas while keeping the old ones safe and sound.
Rachel emerged as a perfect platform: A daughter of an affluent family, her marriage to Akiva
signaled a willingness to sacrifice for her husband’s sake. She is nameless in the original text,
known first as a daughter and then as a wife. Her virtue, the only distinguishable characteristic the
Talmud offers her, is self-sacrifice.
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And with that began a thrust of promoting Rachel as a model for Orthodox Jewish womanhood.
In March 1981, Rabbi Elya Svei of the Philadelphia Yeshiva told a large audience at an Agudath
Israel convention that the Akiva-Rachel dual dynamic was key to “raising a Torah family.” Dr.
Yosef Rosenshein, a psychologist, proposed that Rachel was a “striking example” of how
Orthodox couples might prevent divorce: “Clearly,” Rosenshein wrote, “she viewed this period
crucial to make theirs more than just another successful marriage, because she obviously did not
see her marriage as a union entered for the purpose of providing her with life’s earthly pleasures.
To her, marriage was a means for her and her husband to realize lofty, transcendent goals
unattainable to either of them alone.”

Women also embraced Rachel’s image. Some celebrated their role as a modern-day Rachel, taking
pride in their contribution to their family and their husband’s learning. For instance, in 1985, a
woman in Williamsville, New York, took issue with a writer who penned an article on “Torah
Study and its Support.” This woman had hoped to read about her female co-religionists who busied
themselves with housework, childcare, and work outside the home to enable their husbands to hone
their Talmud acumen. This recognition—*"“shall we say Akiva-Rochel partnership”—was “long
overdue.”

The emphasis on the Orthodox woman’s responsibility to sacrifice her material comfort for her
learning-focused husband increased with the flowering of kollels (Torah centers) sometimes
attached to yeshivas, meant for men to learn Talmud full time after marriage while their wives
shoulder the dual burden of serving as the primary earner and taking care of the home and family.
In the early 1980s, for example, a female writer, Nechama Bakst, offered this perspective in an
Agudath Israel publication. She wrote that in Bais Yaakov schools, “girls are systematically
exposed to a curriculum that indoctrinates them with the concept that there is no woman more
commendable than one who goes to work so that her husband may be free to learn Torah. In fact,
many hundreds of students emerge from Bais Yaakov each year, eager to embrace this concept of
Kollel, American style.”

Bakst expressed the conflict she and other women felt between working and leaving children
behind. Still, her satisfaction in supporting her husband’s learning and her belief that it positively
impacted her children helped overcome these painful concerns. Another “kollel wife” in Monsey,
New York, described her sisterhood as “latter-day Rachels,” earners, mothers, and “non-
complainers.” The experience, these women believed, made for better spouses. A 19-year-old
woman told the late sociologist William Helmreich about her family’s kollel experience, stating
that the “first year or two sets the pattern for the rest of your life. Even if my husband goes to work
later he’ll never change. He’ll be a person who has learning in his blood, not just for an education.”

The kollel life has become a rite of passage for young married couples among the Orthodox right,
but American life, and Orthodox Jewish life with it, has changed, becoming more expensive. Many
women pursue more lucrative and demanding careers to keep up with the rising costs of Orthodox
life: tuition, fashion and the other trappings of the yeshiva world’s own brand of American
consumer culture. They are Rachels without the expectations of a penurious home, living
the kollel life without having to be, as Rebbetzin Kaplan described it, “satisfied with the least.”
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And so, everywhere you look in the Orthodox world these last three decades, the Rachel model is
there: in an Orthodox children’s magazine, telling its readers that “few women in history have
suffered more and been responsible for so much greatness as Rachel”; in a 1990 book for young
adults, released by Feldheim and titled And Rachel Was His Wife, narrating the ancient heroine’s
life; in hagiographical stories like the one about Rebbetzin Sheina Chaya Elyashiv, who fell and
hurt her head but lay bleeding silently on the floor for hours rather than wake up her husband, the
eminent Rabbi Yosef Shalom Elyashiv, and disturb his Torah learning for the following day.

Rachel is also present in traditionally all-male spaces. On the campus of Baltimore’s Ner Israel
Yeshiva, there exists an exquisite plaque in memory of Rebbetzin Golda Feiga Ruderman, the wife
of the founding yeshiva heads. The glasswork memorial intends to remind the students in the
Baltimore school that their studies and those of their forebears are a credit to Rebbetzin
Ruderman’s unflagging support of her husband’s pioneering Torah efforts.

The focus on Rachel grows particularly strong every seven years or so, when Jews studying Daf
Yomi, a page of Talmud a day, complete the cycle of reading the entire tome. Since 1990, speakers
at the Agudath Israel’s Daf Yomi celebration make sure to credit the wives who “single-parent”
their homes while their husbands escape early in the morning or late at night to attend a lecture on
the designated page of Talmud. Many women attend the Siyum HaShas as full-fledged celebrants,
ennobled because of the “sacrifices they had made to enable their husbands to study.” To repay
the debt, an entrepreneurial jeweler advertised in 1997 that these Talmud learners could purchase
a 14-karat gold necklace and charm, adorned with Rabbi Akiva’s catchphrase: “My Torah and
your Torah are hers.” In fact, the Talmud (Shabbat 59a) records that Rabbi Akiva did just that for
Rachel when he could afford it.

The jewelry was probably far too materialistic for Rebbetzin Vichna Kaplan’s tastes. It certainly
obscured her efforts to combat American consumerism within her Bais Yaakov school. The item
bollixed Rachel the heiress with Rachel the wife. It reflected the vision of Orthodox female
sacrifice, without eschewing materialism.

That is how Rachel persists, stronger than ever. At the January 2020 Siyum, no women sat on the
dais, nor did they climb to the podium to address the 100,000 people seated in chilly New Jersey.
However, they did attend in large numbers. Agudath Israel commissioned a glossy magazine for
the women who descended on MetLife Stadium to cheer on their husbands and sons. While no
pictures of women appeared, the publication, produced by women for women, reminded them that
“by serving as that example in our households, by looking to grow a bit more each day, we as
women, have done our ‘daf.””

Agudath Israel also produced a video montage in women’s honor, where a host of Rabbi Akiva-
like individuals paid tribute to their wives. “There is no way I could [learn Daf Yomi] without
her,” praised one recorded interviewee. “She’s stuck with four kids in the morning. She is dealing
with them all by herself. So all the credit,” alluding to Rabbi Akiva’s Rachel declaration, “goes to
her.”

Therein lies the partnership, a simultaneously religious and modern commitment to self-sacrifice
for everyone’s sake.
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In Brief

Rachel is the name given to the wife of Rabbi Akiva in Avot de-Rabbi Natan, a medieval aggadic
text. Though she is unnamed, she appears across rabbinic literature, including in the Babylonian
and Jerusalem Talmuds. Though the story differs in each version, all agree that she played a key
role in her husband’s rise to prominence through great personal sacrifice. The Jerusalem Talmud
depicts her as selling her hair to support her husband’s studies. The most famous version, in the
Babylonian Talmud, describes her as living alone and in poverty after being disowned by her father
and while Akiva mastered Torah. All of the stories about Rachel end with Rabbi Akiva rewarding
her with a lavish gift.

Article
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Rachel is the medieval name given to the wife of Rabbi Akiva in the late Avot de-Rabbi Nathan
version A (chapter 6). In none of the older sources is a name attached to this woman, although she
was well known.

Rabbi Akiva’s wife is mentioned in three separate sources. While these tell different stories about
her, they agree on two details, which may represent the historical core behind the woman. All
sources—The Babylonian Talmud (Ketubbot 62b; Nedarim 50a), The Jerusalem
Talmud (Shabbat 6:1; Sotah 9:15) and Avot de-Rabbi Nathan (Version A, chapter 6; Version B
chapter 12)—agree that Rabbi Akiva’s wife was in some way instrumental in her husband’s rise
to prominence. He began his life as a pauper and through her agency became learned and rich. In
addition, all the sources know that her husband rewarded her for her troubles with a glamorous
headdress usually identified as a golden city, or a golden Jerusalem (see also BT Shabbat 59a-b).

Aside from these two details, the sources tell different stories about how Akiva’s wife helped her
husband, and in some details contradict one another. The Babylonian Talmud relates that Rabbi
Akiva was a shepherd employed by the rich Jerusalem magnate Ben Kalba Savu’a. His daughter
saw Akiva, recognized his hidden qualities and proposed to him on condition that he go and study.
This resulted in her father’s disowning her. Disowned by her father and deserted by her husband,
Akiva’s wife was left to fend for herself for twenty-four years, until finally her husband returned
in glory and recognized his wife’s role in his success, saying to his disciples: “Mine and yours are
hers.” This story, told twice in the BT, seems to contradict itself in some details. In one of the
versions Akiva’s studies are presented as a condition without the fulfillment of which no marriage
will take place (BT Ketubbot 62b). Thus Akiva goes off to study after betrothal, but without
consummation. In the other version (BT Nedarim 50a) Akiva sets out on his studies only after the
couple has lived in poverty for some time.

In any case, both versions contradict the stories of Akiva’s wife told in the JT and in Avot de-
Rabbi Nathan and pose chronological complications. If Rabbi Akiva died a martyr’s death in the
aftermath of the Bar Kokhba revolt (135 CE), it is not very likely that he was an employee of the
Jerusalem millionaire of 66 CE, who, according to legend, could supply the city with food for
twenty years but lost all his riches when armed bands burnt the food supplies in besieged Jerusalem
(BT Gittin 56a). Thus one should conclude that the BT story is legendary and was composed for
didactic purposes, primarily in order to justify husbands in Babylonia leaving their wives at home
for protracted periods of time in order to study Torah. Perhaps the true father of Akiva’s wife was
a certain Joshua, whose son, Rabbi Yohanan, is described in one source as “Rabbi Johanan, son of
Joshua, Rabbi Akiva’s father-in-law” (Mishnah Yadayim 3:5). Rabbi Akiva’s son was certainly
called Joshua (Tosefta Ketubbot 4:7), probably after his grandfather.
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In the Jerusalem Talmud, a completely different story is related about the help Akiva’s wife
rendered her husband. According to this version, she sold her hair and thus supplied him with the
funds for his study. Apparently women’s hair was a real commodity and could become a source
of income for women at the time (e.g. Mishnah Arakhin 1:4) but women’s selling their hair is a
very common and also an ancient literary motif (see the apocryphal Testament of Job 23:7-10).
Furthermore, the story of the sale of hair serves the literary strategy of measure for measure.
Akiva’s wife sold her hair in order to assist her husband, and he later rewarded her with a
magnificent headdress.

The Jerusalem Talmud version, which tells of the economic assistance that Rabbi Akiva’s wife
rendered her husband, does not involve the husband’s long absence from home. In this it disagrees
with the Babylonian version. The third version of the story, found in the two editions of Avot de-
Rabbi Nathan, seems to reject the stories of both the Babylonian Talmud and the Jerusalem
Talmud. It relates how Rabbi Akiva started off as a pauper and an ignoramus, deciding on his own
initiative to go and study. He already had an adult son when he began school. While he was
learning he also supported himself economically. Yet the story ends with Rabbi Akiva buying his
wife a golden crown; when questioned about the inappropriateness of his actions, he responds by
claiming that his wife too had “suffered much with me in the Torah.”

Only in Avot de-Rabbi Nathan version A (the later version of this midrash), is the name Rachel
found. It seems to be based on a misreading of the text in BT Ketubbot 62b, where we are informed
that Rabbi Akiva’s daughter had acted like her mother with regard to her husband—Simeon Ben
Azzai—obviously allowing him to go away on his studies for a lengthy period. This statement is
followed by a saying intended to describe the daughter’s actions; the sheep went after the sheep.
The word rakhila means sheep and the name Rachel is derived from the same root. Avot de-Rabbi
Nathan interpreted the saying as naming the woman.
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STRIFE
of the
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ADIN STEINSALTZ

The Strife of The Spirit

Rabbi Adin Even-Israel Steinsaltz writes:!2

She [Rachel] was drawn, as by a magnet, to the sheep pen where Akiva was to be found. She found
herself watching him, unable to throw off the superimposed image of the scholar. And he, taller
and stronger than the others, and far more youthful and agile than most of those younger than he,
seemed to be oblivious of her. In fact, he paid scant attention to anyone, men or women, though
many of the latter—shepherdesses and wives of herdsmen—were clearly attracted to him. To be
sure, it was not only a physical force that emanated from him, but it was also a kind of light,
something to which everyone joyfully surrendered. She wondered whether anyone else was aware
of it as she was.

Was she in the grip of a fascination, or a love, that was out of bounds? Or was her feeling of strong
certainty something beyond what could be interpreted as womanly passion? It was not a desire to
possess or to be possessed. It was rather a need to do something for him, an irrepressible urge to
save him from the oblivion to which he was doomed by the circumstances of his life... And so the
two were banished to years of poverty and destitution in another village far away [after they were
married, and her father disowned her].

12 https://www.sefaria.org/Ketubot.62b.15?1lang=bi&p2=sheet&s2=86767 &lang2=en
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But Rachel made Akiva abide by his promise. He studied. It is said that he learned to read with his
sons. It is said that he made such phenomenal progress in all written and unwritten knowledge that
few living men could be compared to him. Most wondrous of all, he became a great leader in
Israel—the undisputed head of the Sanhedrin, where the law of the Jews and the vast body of
postbiblical literature called the Talmud were formulated. And of all the great teachers of the
centuries of the Talmud period, scholars and sages of profound wisdom and purity of life, the
greatest of them all was Rabbi Akiva. But that is another, a much longer story.

Much of what happened to Rachel remains in obscurity, as she herself preferred. Her joy was in
his triumph, which, in barely twenty years, exceeded all that she could ever have imagined.
Moreover, since Rabbi Akiva lived to very ripe old age, he managed to impress on the law and
wisdom of Israel the power of a unique and rich personality, more so perhaps than any other single
individual since Moses, the lawgiver himself.

Rachel, Rabbi Akiba's Wife

Nissan Mandel writes:!3

I am sure, all of you know of Rabbi Akiba ben Joseph, about whom our Sages say that he was one
of the greatest Scholars of all times. With his sharp mind the Sages said, he could "uproot
mountains," and he explained every single letter of the Torah, even the little crowns that adorn
many of the letters of the Torah. Rabbi Akiba- was one of four great Sages who tried to enter the
deepest secrets of the Creation and of learning, and he was the only one .who came out sound of

body and sane of mind.

But do you also know that all the extraordinary scholarship of this most famous of all Tanaim was

due to the self-sacrificing love of Torah of his wife?

You see, Rabbi Akiba was not one of the fortunate ones who are born to riches, or into the house
of a scholar. He had to get everything the hard way. He was born as the child of a very poor family
and became an ignorant shepherd, one of the many who took care of the thousands of flocks of the

wealthy Kalba Sabua, about whose riches the Talmud tells many stories. The daughter of this

13 https://www.chabad.org/library/article _cdo/aid/111936/jewish/Rachel-Rabbi-Akibas-Wife.htm
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fabulous man was a beautiful and G-d fearing girl. The richest and most learned young men of that
time would have considered themselves fortunate to marry her. But Rachel, Kalba Sabua's only
child, the heir to his riches, had observed the shepherd Akiba and some inner voice told her that
this ignorant youth had the making of a great scholar. On the condition that he would leave her

father's work to go and study Torah, she married him secretly.

As Rachel refused one young man after the other, Kalba Sabua found out about her secret marriage
to his former shepherd. He was very angry, and he vowed that he would have nothing to do with
her or her husband. Gladly, the only child of the richest man of those days left all the luxuries and
comforts to which she had been used, and went to live with Akiba in a shack, sleeping on a bundle
of straw, and working hard with her own, soft hands, so that her husband could devote himself to
the study of Torah. Once when she could not find work, she even cut off her beautiful long hair to

sell it, so that she would have some money with which to buy a dry crust of bread for both.

Yet even in their poverty, they were willing to share with others the little they possessed. Once a
poor man passed the shack of Akiba and Rachel, and begged, "Pray, good people, let me have a
handful of straw. My wife is sick, and I have nothing to bed her on." At once Akiba shared his
own bundle of straw with the poor man, remarking thus to Rachel: "See, my child, there are those
who fare worse than we." The poor beggar, say our sages, was none but the Prophet Elijah who

had come to test Akiba's good heart.

After Akiba had mastered the basic knowledge of the Torah, his wife and he agreed that he was to
go to the academy of the great scholars of those days, headed by Rabbi Eliezer, to devote twelve
years to intensive study. Thus the two parted and for twelve long years Rachel slaved hard to
support herself, while her husband grew to become one of the most learned of all men that ever
lived. At the end of twelve years Rabbi Akiba returned to his wife, as he had promised. When he
came before the shabby old shack he heard a conversation between his wife and a neighbor who
was taunting Rachel for being foolish enough to wait and slave for her husband who had left her

to study Torah. "You could live in riches and luxuries, if you were not so foolish," said the woman.
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"For my part he could stay away another twelve years at the Yeshivah to acquire more knowledge,"

was Rachel's reply.

Full of pride and admiration for his great wife Rabbi Akiba turned around to do as Rachel wanted

him to do.

At the conclusion of the twenty-four years Rabbi Akiba had become the most famous of all living

scholars. From near and far came the youth of Israel to study under his direction.

Accompanied by twenty-four thousand students, Rabbi Akiba returned home in a triumphant
journey from city to city, welcomed everywhere by the highest nobility. The masses, rich and poor,

turned out when he came home to Jerusalem.

Kalba Sabua, too, was among those who tried to get close to the master. Suddenly Rabbi Akiba
saw his disciples trying to hold back a woman dressed in ragged clothes. At once he made his way
through the crowd to greet the woman and led her to the chair by his side. "If not for this woman
I would be an ignorant shepherd, unable to read the Aleph Beth. Whatever I know, I owe to her,"
Rabbi Akiba declared.

The whole huge crowd bowed in respect before the woman to whom Rabbi Akiba owed his great
scholarship. Kalba Sabua, too, suddenly discovered who his son-in-law was. Publicly he expressed
his regret for having treated his daughter and her husband so badly. Now all his wealth would be

theirs.

Thus ends our story of Rachel, Rabbi Akiba's wife, whose heroism and self-sacrifice gave us the

great Rabbi Akiba.
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Kever of Rachel Rachel wife of Rabbi Akiva in Southern Tiberias

Rabbi Akiva and His Women

Ben-Zion Fischler writes: !4

Many legends have been woven around the person of Rabbi Akiva and their inclusion in the life
story of one of the most important Talmudic scholars only adds greater depth to this much-revered
individual. This article deals with only three of these legends, but the links between them invite
further study and teaches us something about the women in Rabbi Akiva's life.

The first of the three legends, which appears in "Sefer Avot de Rabbi Natan," describes Rabbi
Akiva beside the well: "How did Rabbi Akiva's illustrious career begin? It is said: He was 40 years
old, and he was an ignoramus." One day he was standing beside a well and he saw a stone there.
The stone had tiny grooves in it. When he asked who had made the tiny grooves in this stone, he
was told that it was the water that fell on it day after day. He thought for a while and asked himself:
"Is my heart harder than a stone? If water can make tiny grooves in this stone, the words of the
Torah can surely inscribe themselves on my heart." And there and then he began to learn. What
did he do? He took his son and together they studied Torah with little children. And "he kept on
learning until he knew the entire Torah."

This legend, presented here in concise form, has been used by many adult education institutions in
Israel, especially ulpanim (Hebrew-language schools for new immigrants). In fact, one ulpan even
went a step further and has called itself "Ulpan Akiva" - a name that had the built-in message: "No
matter how old you are, success might just come your way."

14 https://www.haaretz.com/2003-06-05/ty-article/rabbi-akiva-and-his-women/000001 7f-e2d2-d804-ad 71-
f3faldde0000?1ts=1662043234200
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Clandestine wedding

The second legend is about Rabbi Akiva and the daughter of Kalba Savua: "Rabbi Akiva was
Kalba Savua's shepherd. Kalba Savua's daughter Rachel noticed how modest Rabbi Akiva was and
how fine a person he was. She said to him: "If I agree to be your wife, will you study Torah in the
beit midrash [school for the study of Torah]?' He replied, "Yes.' Their wedding ceremony was
carried out clandestinely. Kalba Savua found out about the marriage and banished her from his
house, cutting her off from all his assets" (from "The Book of Legends/Sefer Ha-Aggadah:
Legends from the Talmud and Midrash," Haim Nahman Bialik and Yehoshua Hana Ravnitzky,
editors; the original text in the Babylonian Talmud's Ketubot Tractate is in Aramaic and the name
of Kalba Savua's daughter does not appear there).

The legend goes on to tell us of the difficulties faced by the young couple. Kalba Savua is one of
the most affluent individuals in the city; his name, it is commonly believed, is derived from the
fact that a poor person would enter his home, as famished as a dog ("kalba" is Aramaic for dog)
and would emerge after a hearty meal with a full belly ("savua" is linked to "save'a," which in
Hebrew means sated). Kalba Savua throws his daughter and his son-in-law out of his house, and
they must seek shelter in a barn. In the morning, when the daughter awakens, she finds that her
hair is full of straw. Her new husband picks out the straw from her hair and promises her that, if
he had enough money, he would give her a "Jerusalem of gold."

In order to persuade the bride that their situation is not so dire, Elijah the Prophet appears in the
guise of a human being and asks them for a little straw for his wife who is about to give birth.
"Rabbi Akiva says to his wife, “You see this person? He does not even have a bit of straw."

Rachel says to her husband, "Go and study Torah in a beit midrash." Rabbi Akiva obeys her wishes
and sets off on his journey to learn Torah. Twelve years pass and he returns home accompanied
by 12,000 students. As he stands beneath the window, he overhears a conversation between his
wife and a few of her neighbors (in another version of the legend, he overhears an old man saying
to his wife: "How long will you remain a widow whose husband is alive but absent?"). Rabbi
Akiva hears his wife's reply: "If he would listen to me, he would go back [to his place of sacred
studies] for another 12 years."

Sure enough (according to another legend), he does go back to the house of sacred learning, studies
there for another 24 years and returns to his city with 24,000 students. All of the townspeople come
out to greet him. So does his wife, who appears in ragged clothes and who refuses to heed the
advice of her neighbors who suggest that she borrow suitable attire. When his students catch sight
of her, they try to prevent her from approaching Rabbi Akiva. However, he immediately calls a
stop to their efforts (using one of the shortest and most beautiful statements to describe their mutual
relationship): "What is mine and what is yours - belongs to her!"

As in most legends, this one as well has a happy ending. Kalba Savua, who had banished his
daughter and his son-in-law because he considered the latter to be an ignoramus, "bowed to the
ground, his face pressing the earth, and then kissed Rabbi Akiva's feet, giving him half of all his
wealth."
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The third legend (presented here in succinct form and in a Hebrew translation) concerns Rabbi
Akiva and the wife of Turnus (Tineius) Rufus (or "Turnusrufus," in one version), the Roman
governor of Judea. The Babylonian Talmud's Nedarim Tractate informs us that there were
ultimately three sources to Rabbi Akiva's wealth: his father-in-law Kalba Savua, an affluent
Roman matron and Turnus Rufus' wife. However, since the subject of this article is not Rabbi
Akiva's financial situation but rather his wives, we shall present here the events that led up to Rabbi
Akiva's meeting with Turnus Rufus' wife.

Turnus Rufus was a Roman governor whose posting in the first half of the second century C.E.
(that is, at the time of the Jewish revolt led by Bar-Kochba) was in Judea. The discussions and
bitter arguments between Turnus Rufus and Rabbi Akiva were widely known and focused on
theological issues. The Talmud tells us what the three main topics of debate were: circumcision,
God's love for Israel and His hatred of idol worshipers, and the sacredness of the Sabbath. Needless
to say, Rabbi Akiva always emerged the victor in these debates. This fact hurt Turnus Rufus' pride,
increased his hatred for Rabbi Akiva and kindled a lust for revenge in the Roman governor's heart.

Here is how Rabbi Nissim Gerondi (known by his acronym, the "Ran") interprets the chain of
events described in the Talmud's Nedarim Tractate: "R.A. [Rabbi Akiva] would always triumph
over him as he cited biblical verses before the emperor and would anger him with the words he
uttered." No wonder Turnus Rufus would go home each day with sadness and rage written all over
his face! His wife asked him: "Why do you have such an angry scowl on your face?" He replied:
"Because of R.A., who angers me each and every day ..." She said to him: "The God of those
people hates licentiousness. Just give me your permission and I will trip him up and cause him to
sin." He gave his permission. She put on her makeup and, wearing most attractive attire, she went
to see R.A."

Another slightly different version of the legend can be found in the Midrash Yelamdenu presented
by Rabbi Shimon the Biblical Orator (Rabbi Shimon Hadarshan), at the end of the first volume of
"Yalkut Torah," printed in Salonika in 1526. The version was copied from this source and then
inserted in several works, including the one by A. Jellinek in his "Beit Hamidrash" (second edition,
Jerusalem, 1937/8): "The story is told of Turnus Rufus who tried to impose his will on Rabbi
Akiv(a) but was unable to find a way that would enable him to attain that goal. His wife said to
him: "I have a plan that will enable you to impose your will on him.' She dressed up in one her
finest attires and stood beside the front entrance to his [Rabbi Akiva's] house (of sacred study) ..."
The meeting between the two was short but fateful: She converted to Judaism and became his wife.

Unanswered questions

Let us return to the first of the third legends, the one that tells that, before he studied Torah, Rabbi
Akiva hated Talmudic scholars. He himself confessed this fact: "When I was an ignoramus, I used
to say: 'If I could only get my hands on a Talmudic scholar; I would sink my teeth into his flesh
just as a donkey would." (Pesakhim Tractate, Babylonian Talmud). However, another aspect of
this legend is of particular interest to us: Rabbi Akiva's family status when he decides to study
Torah. As noted above, he studies Torah together with his son. But where did this son come from?
Another legend tells us that the name of this son was Joshua (his nickname was "Ben Karkha").
Who was his mother? Did Rabbi Akiva divorce her or is he a widower when we encounter him in
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this legend? No answer is provided for any of these questions. We are therefore forced to assume
that his first wife did not bask in his fame during Rabbi Akiva's later years (according to various
sources, he lived to the age of 120!).

Rabbi Akiva's second wife sometimes appears in the Talmud as the "daughter of Kalba Savua"
and sometimes as the "daughter of the son of Kalba Savua" (apparently, the latter is the correct
version), but she is never referred to by her first name. Then how did the name Rachel become
associated with her? In the Talmud's Ketubot Tractate, we learn of the (protracted) engagement of
Rabbi Akiva's daughter to Ben Azai, and the Talmud explains: "This is what people would say: "A
sheep ["rachel" in Hebrew] always follows another sheep." This text prompted commentators to
conclude that the name of both mother and daughter was Rachel, although such an argument would
not be acceptable in any court charged with the task of determining kinship. Incidentally, the Bible
is much more economical: To express the idea that daughters behave like their mothers, the Bible
simply states (Ezekiel 16:44): "Like mother, like daughter."

“Jerusalem of gold'

As noted above, Rabbi Akiva promised his bride that, had he the means, he would give her a
"Jerusalem of gold." Did he keep his promise? Apparently, he did. In the Jerusalem Talmud we
read (the following is a free translation into Hebrew): "The story is told of Rabbi Akiva who made
a city of gold for his wife. Rabban Gamliel's wife saw that gift and was filled with envy. She spoke
with her husband. He said to her: *And would you have done what she did for him [Rabbi Akiva]:
She would sell the braids of her head [that is, her hair - for use in wigs] and would give him [the
money she received] while he engaged in the study of Torah?" It should be mentioned that we
encounter the subject of human hair in the Nedarim Tractate where Rabbi Akiva states: "Even if
you have to sell the hair on your head, you must give [your wife] (the value of) her ketuba
[marriage agreement]." The intention, according to the "lkar Tosafot Yom Tov" commentary:
"Even if you have nothing else with which to redeem the marriage contract except, for example,
the hair on your head, which you must sell to secure food for your table, you must do so in order
to give her [the value of] her marriage contract."

Elsewhere in the Talmud, we find Rabbi Akiva's statement that a reason that allows a man to
divorce his wife is that "he has found another woman who is more beautiful" (the mishna at the
end of the Gittin Tractate). It is difficult to learn to live with the speed with which Rabbi Akiva
succumbs to the charms of Turnus Rufus' wife; however, the Tosafot commentary in the Talmud
and Rabbi Nissim Gerondi (the Ran) rush to Rabbi Akiva's aid (in the commentaries to the
Talmud's Nedarim Tractate).

Both Tosafot and the Ran tell us that, when Rabbi Akiva saw her magnificent beauty, he "spat on
the floor, laughed and then began to cry." She was deeply offended by this behavior and demanded
an explanation. "He told her: “"Two actions I will explain, the third I will not."" He spat because he
remembered that she came into this world from a foul-smelling drop (she was born from semen,
in the wake of a sexual act). He cried because he remembered that her beauty would eventually be
buried in the ground and that worms would consume her lovely face. But why did he not explain
his laughter? "Because he saw, by means of the holy spirit [here is the justification], that she would
convert to Judaism and would become his wife."
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The "fear" that Rabbi Akiva married the wife of Turnus Rufus while he was still married to his
second wife (the daughter of Kalba Savua) was expressed many years before the present era. That
argument was voiced 450 years ago by Rabbi Yitzhak Luria (also known as the Holy Ari), who
lived in Safed. He raised that fear in a kabbalistic treatise that was published many years after his
death: "Just as the Patriarch Jacob was the shepherd of his father-in-law's flocks, so was Rabbi
Akiva the shepherd of his father-in-law's flocks. And, just as Jacob had two wives, similarly R.A.
had two wives: He married the daughter of Kalba Savua and the wife of the evil Turnus Rufus.
Kalba Savua's daughter can be compared to Jacob's wife Rachel, while the wife of Turnus Rufus
can be compared to Leah" (Likutei Shas, 1983-84, commentary on the Talmud's Yebamot
Tractate).

Well-known motif

And what was the fate of Rabbi Akiva's beloved wife, the daughter of (the son of) Kalba Savua?
Unfortunately, we do not know very much about her later years, just as what happened to his first
and third wives in the final years of their life is a mystery to us. According to the Midrash
Yelamdenu (mentioned above), Turnus Rufus' wife said to him, "I am not moving from here until
you convert me to Judaism." Rabbi Akiva apparently fulfilled that wish, because the legend goes
on to tell us: "She boarded a ship and headed for another destination."

The name of Turnus Rufus' wife, Rufina, is mentioned in only one legend, which relates that
Turnus Rufus once asked Rabbi Akiva a certain question to which Rabbi Akiva replied: "I will
answer you tomorrow." The next day Rabbi Akiva said to him, "I had a dream ... in which I saw
two dogs. One was named Rufus and the other Rufina." Turnus Rufus retorted: "Do you mean to
tell me that the only names you could find for your dogs were mine and my wife's? You deserve
to die for high treason!" (Midrash Tanhuma on the weekly Torah portion Teruma).

Since we began this article with the disclosure of names, we will mention here that the first time
we encounter Rachel as the name of Rabbi Akiva's wife is in "Avot de Rabbi Natan," Chapter 6:
"Rabbi Akiva will one day pass sentence on all poor people ... Why? Because, if they are asked,
"Why did you not study Torah during your lifetime?' and they reply, 'Because we were poor,' they
will be told, "Yes, but Rabbi Akiva was the poorest person on earth."" The debate ends with the
statement: "Because Rachel his wife received her reward." It is thus no wonder that among the
tombs of righteous Jewish men and women, another tomb has recently been added: that of Rachel
of Galilee (that is, Rachel, Rabbi Akiva's wife) in the vicinity of Tiberias.

We have not mentioned many things associated directly or indirectly with Rabbi Akiva's wives,
starting with the names of his four sons (in addition to Rabbi Joshua) - Simon, Hanania (Hanina),
Rabbi Hama and Asa (Isi) - and ending with the well-known motif in the legends of other nations,
about the beautiful princess who rejects all the princes who seek her hand in marriage. She falls in
love with a young, poor shepherd and elopes with him. It ultimately emerges that he is a hero who
saves the kingdom from its enemies who are poised to invade it. Obviously, this shepherd is
rewarded with half of his father-in-law's assets.

This article must end with a textual delicacy, and here is a legend that is very far removed from
the ones we have presented: "It is told of Rabbi Akiva that he was once in prison. A Gentile who
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lived in the neighborhood of the prison would visit him every day in order to persuade him to
abandon his Jewish faith and become a pagan." Despite the Gentile's entreaties, Rabbi Akiva
refused to convert to paganism. One day, when the Gentile returned to his home, he refused to eat
the meal his wife had prepared for him and "did not honor with his presence" the bed that had been
laid out for him. When his wife asked him, "Why are you so angry?" he told her about Rabbi
Akiva's steadfast refusal to convert to paganism, adding: "Life holds no meaning for me until he
joins our faith."

Whereupon she answered, "Here, eat and drink and be content of heart ... I will take it upon myself
to convert him to our faith." She dressed herself up in beautiful attire and she was in any case an
exquisitely beautiful woman. She went to see Rabbi Akiva. As in the legend about Rufina
mentioned above, Rabbi Akiva "spat to the left and to the right." She then implores him to convert
her to Judaism. "He told her, "Madame, how can I convert you when I am being held here as an
inmate of this prison? ... Go to the sacred study home of the wise scholars and ask them to convert
you to Judaism."" And that is precisely what she did. Since she failed to return home, her husband
began to look for her and him himself converted to Judaism (from the "Book of Tales," compiled
and edited by M. Gester, Lipsia and London, 1924).

In this tale, in which we also see religious tension between Rabbi Akiva and his neighbor (who
apparently filled some sort of official capacity that enabled him to visit the prison whenever he
wanted to), a woman plays the role of a temptress; however, in this story, Rabbi Akiva does not
succumb to her charms. Quite the contrary, both she and her husband convert to Judaism. Was this
tale introduced to counterbalance the tale about Turnus Rufus' wife?

As noted above, Rabbi Akiva is mentioned on many occasions in the Talmud and in midrashim.
A large number of books have been written about him and about the era during which he lived.
This is not the context to enumerate those passages. Suffice it to mention one book that has nearly
been forgotten: "Toldot Yisrael" ("Jewish History") by Ze'ev Yavetz (1927/8), in the sixth volume,
the chapter entitled "Rabbi Akiva and His Friends." If we encounter legends that do not cast Rabbi
Akiva in the most respectful light, we should consider them not only as products of envy among
scholars but also, and primarily, as an expression of a certain awkwardness in the face of his
enthusiastic support for Bar-Koziva (Bar-Kochba).

47



BEN KALBA SABBUA'

Marcus Jastrow and Louis Ginzberg write:"

A rich and prominent man of Jerusalem who flourished about the year 70. According to the Talmud
(Git. 56a), he obtained his name from the fact that anyone that came to his house hungry as a dog
(Kalba), went away satisfied (Sabbua'). He was one of the three rich men of Jerusalem (the other
two being Nakdimon ben Goryon and Ben Zizit ha-Keset), each of whom had in his storehouses
enough to provide the besieged city with all the necessaries of life for ten years. But as these three
favored peace with Rome, the Zealots burned their hordes of grain, oil, and wood, thus causing a
dreadful famine in Jerusalem (Git. ib.; Lam. R. 1. 5; Eccl. R. vii. 11; Ab. R. N., ed. Schechter, vi.
31, 32, in which Ben Kalba Sabbua's wealth is described as still greater).

Although the details of this account are hardly supported by historical evidence, there is no reason
to doubt the existence of the three rich men. But the account in the Babylonian Talmud, according
to which Akiba ben Joseph was the son-in-law of Ben Kalba Sabbu'a, is probably without any
historical foundation; nor is there any reference to it in the Palestinian sources. It tells of the secret
marriage of Ben Kalba's daughter; that she was turned away by her father; and that he finally
became reconciled to her (Ned. 50a; Ket. 625 et seq.). Compare Akiba in Legend.

A grave, alleged to be that of Ben Kalba Sabbua', to which the Jews pay great respect, is pointed
out about half a mile north of Jerusalem. It is mentioned by Benjamin b. Elijah, a Karaite who

15 https://jewishencyclopedia.com/articles/9145-kalba-sabua
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traveled in Palestine (compare T. Gurland, "Ginze Yisrael," i. 53). Recent excavations show that
there actually are graves on this spot; but the statement that an inscription bearing Ben Kalba
Sabbua's name was found there has not been proved (Gurland, ib. p. 68; "Ha-Maggid," viii. 28).
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IN AN ESSAY on the impact of the stam on talmudic historiography, Adiel
Schremer has pointed to the seemingly paradoxical conclusion of some
scholars: an increasingly sophisticated understanding of the Talmud has
increases the distance between the modern scholar and the talmudic rabbis,
and this in two ways.! First, the stammaitic redaction of the Talmud makes
it difficult to distinguish amoraic traditions from the later editorial addi-
tions and reworkings. Second, it places a wedge between the dominant
voice of the Babylonian Talmud and the influence its account of historical
events exerts on later generations, up to and including our own. Schrem-
er’s argument focuses on the challenges facing the study of the Amoraim,
and certainly the redactional issues are less acute for tannaitic sources
(though not wholly absent), which have been subject to a much lighter
redactional hand than their amoraic counterparts. The second issue, the
dominance of the Babylonian Talmud and perhaps a broader inability to
fully disentangle earlier sources from later accretions, is very relevant to
tannaitic sources, nowhere more clearly than in the study of tannaitic biog-
raphy.

The problem of rabbinic biography is not new. Already in 1976, Judah
Goldin asserted that “despite the impressive quantities of midrashic and
talmudic material, there is not one sage . . . [of whom it is] possible to
write a biography in the serious sense of the word,” a view that would
be repeated as a challenge to the discipline by William Scott Green a few
years later. Since then, scholarship has been quite skeptical of “rabbinic

1. Adiel Schremer, “Stammaitic Historiography,” in Creation and Composition:
The Contribution of the Bavli Redactors (Stammaim) to the Aggada, ed. J. L. Ruben-
stein (Tiibingen, 2005), 219-36.

2. Judah Goldin, “Toward a Profile of the Tanna, Aqgiba ben Josef,” Journal
of the American Oriental Society 96 (1976): 38-56. The “profile” Goldin refers to is
theological and halakhic, not biographical.

3. William Scott Green, “What's in a Name? —The Problematic of Rabbinic
‘Biography,’” in Approachkes to Ancient Judaism I: Theory and Practice, ed. W S.
Green, (Missoula, Mont., 1978), 77-96.
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biography,” distancing itself from earlier tendencies to approach rabbinic
sources as archives from which historical data could be extracted, so that
today it is generally acknowledged “that while we can use rabbinic litera-
tures to reconstruct trends in rabbinic intellectual and cultural history,
factual information about particular sages is probably out of our reach.”
Perhaps no study has demonstrated this issue more clearly than 7%e Sin-
ner and the Amnesiac, Alon Goshen-Gottstein’s analysis of the biographical
traditions surrounding Elisha ben Abuya.* According to Goshen-Got-
tstein, there is a radical break between tannaitic and post-tannaitic
accounts of this figure; indeed, the paradigmatic apostate of rabbinic liter-
ature —the proverbial aber, “other” —is not characterized as such in tan-
naitic sources. The Mishnah preserves a dictum in Elisha ben Abuya’s
name concerning the importance of Torah study at a young age (mAvot
4.20), while an early tradition preserved in the Talmud depicts him as an
authoritative sage with nary a hint that he has left the rabbinic fold (bMK
20a).® Only in post-tannaitic sources is Elisha characterized as a heretic,
and only there do we find discussions of the causes and precise nature of
his heresy, of the response of his student, R. Meir, and more. Interest-
ingly, the appellation aber is also geographically determined, attested only
in Babylonian sources.®

Alerted by Goshen-Gottstein to this break, the reader is faced with
two explanatory paradigms: that the post-tannaitic traditions surrounding
Elisha ben Abuya’s apostasy are grounded in historical reality (sometimes
referred to as the “historical kernel”), in which case some account must
be given of why the tannaitic sources remain silent regarding such a
cardinal issue and their ongoing willingness to cite, without qualification,
the teachings of Elisah ben Abuya. Or, more radically, that the later
sources have invented the apostate Elisha ben Abuya whole cloth.

The present study argues that there is a similar break in the tannaitic
and post-tannaitic traditions surrounding the best-known rabbinic life,
that of Rabbi Akiva. The basic contours of R. Akiva’s biography are well
known: a young ignoramus —perhaps a shepherd —who, encouraged by
his wife, Rachel, turns to Torah scholarship relatively late in life, emerges
as the greatest scholar of his generation and perhaps of rabbinic Judaism
as such. A brilliant interpreter of Scripture, R. Akiva may have been

4. Alon Goshen-Gottstein, The Sinner and the Amnesiac: The Rabbinic Invention of
Elisha ben Abuya and Eleazar ben Arach (Stanford, Calif., 2000).

5. Goshen-Gottstein discusses these sources in The Sinner and the Amnesiac, 40
and 43-44, respectively.

6. Goshen-Gottstein, The Sinner and the Amnesiac, 62—69.
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involved in the Bar Kokhba revolt, and was ultimately martyred by the
Romans. The story has been told countless times —there is a veritable
cottage industry of Akiva biographies —usually in reverent, hagiographic
accounts.” The best-known biography, Louis Finkelstein's Akiba: Scholar,
Sacint, and Martyr® is hardly more critical, but even a historian like Shmuel
Safrai, who is obviously aware of the challenges of rabbinic biography,
tends to view later traditions as constructed around some historical real-
ity.? After emphasizing the legendary character of the Akiva-as-shepherd
narrative, Safrai states that “this legend contains many historical ele-
ments, e.g., that Rabbi Akiba did not study Torah in his youth, and that
he came from the lower socio-economic stratum.”'® Addressing the entire
corpus of R. Akiva narratives, Sarfrai states: “The biographic legends
and traditions, taken as a whole, tannaitic and amoraic, Palestinian and
Babylonian, clearly indicate that not only did Rabbi Akiba not study in
his youth, he was removed from the world of Torah.”!! Safrai’s statement
is important both because it epitomizes the logic of the “historical kernel”
approach, and because it cogently and succinctly represents the view
against which this essay will argue. In order to do so, I turn to the sources
in question, beginning with the post-tannaitic and only then dealing with
the earlier tannaitic sources.

POST-TANNAITIC SOURCES

Post-tannaitic sources are in broad agreement that, as a youth, R. Akiva
was either poor, @m ha'arets, or both.

1. yShabat 6.1, 7d (parallel at ySotah 9:15, 24c):

It happened that R. Akiba prepared a ‘city of gold’ for his wife. The
wife of Rabban Gamliel saw her and was jealous. She recounted this

7. See, among others, J. S. Zuri, Rabbi Akibah (Hebrew; Jerusalem, 1924);
Judah Nadich, Rabbi Akiba and bis Contemporaries (Northvale, N.J., 1999); Meir
(Marcus) Lehmann, Akiba: The Story of Rabbi Akiba and his Times, trans. P.
Zucker (Jerusalem, 2003). It is also worth noting that Eliezer Ben Yehudah
collected the sayings attributed to R. Akiva as part of his series on “the fathers
of post-biblical Hebrew” (Eliezer Ben Yehuda, Rabbi Akiba ben Yosef [Hebrew;
Jerusalem, 1945]).

8. Louis Finkelstein, Akiba: Scholar, Saint, and Martyr (New York, 1936).

9. Shmuel Safrai, Rabbi Akiba ben Yosef: Hayav u-mishnato (Jerusalem, 1970).

10. Ibid., 11.

11. Ibid., 13. See also Devora Steinmetz’s recent assertion that all the rabbinic
sources agree that R. Akiva “was ignorant until adulthood” in her “Agada
Unbound: Inter-Agadic Characterization of Sages in the Bavli and Implications
for Reading Agada,” in Creation and Compodsition, 293.
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to her husband. He said to her: would you have done for me what she

did for him? For she sold the braids of her hair.

The yShabat passage is brief and lacking in detail, but Rabban Gamliel’s
reference to the great sacrifice R. Akiva's wife made when they were
younger, even to the point of selling her braids, indicates the couple was
impoverished. In the parallel at ySotah, Rabban Gamliel’s response to his
wife’s complaint links the couple’s poverty to Akiva's devotion to Torah:
“Would you have done for me what she did for him? For she sold the
braids of her hair and gave it to him while he labored in Torah.”

i, yPesahim 6.3, 33b:

R. Akiba spent (‘asafb) thirteen years. He entered into the presence of
R. Eliezer but the latter did not recognize him. Thus was his first
response to R. Eliezer, that R. Yehoshua said to [R. Eliezer] “Is this
not the people (zeh ha-‘am) you despised? Go out and fight him” (Jgs
9.38)

This story does not easily fit into the dominant post-tannaitic traditions
concerning R. Akiva'’s life. There is no indication of poverty, nor of a late
entry into the rabbinic sphere, only a prolonged period of apparently
undistinguished study, since R. Eliezer does not recognize him even after
thirteen years as his master. Perhaps the verse R. Yehoshua cites—“Is
this not the people (zeh ha-‘am) you despised?” (Jgs 9.38) —suggests R.
Akiva is or was a commoner. Since nothing in the story indicates R.
Akiva represents a collective, the verse —particularly the phrase zeb ba-
‘am —may be an allusion to Akiva's original status as ‘am ba- arets.?

i, yNazir 7.1, 56a:'3

R. Akiba said: The beginning of my attendance upon the sages was
this. I was once on a journey when I came across a cadaver that I

carried about four mi/ until I brought it to a cemetery and buried it
there. When I appeared before R. Eliezer and R. Yehoshua and told

12. The Hebrew states that R. Akiva ‘asab thirteen years. Though the formula-
tion is a bit curious, as one would expect ‘@sab to be followed by an indication of
the place he resided (‘asab be-) or the person with whom he spent this time (‘asab
%m). 1 will return to this formula below.

13. This tradition also appears in the minor tractates Derekb erets zuta chapter
9 and Semabot chapter 4.
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them what had happened, they said to me, “Every step you took is
reckoned against you as if you had shed blood.” I said to them, “If, in
a case where I intended to perform a meritorious act I have made
myself liable like a wicked person, how much more will I deserve pun-
ishment when [ have no meritorious intent.” From that moment on I
did not let an opportunity pass to attend upon the sages. He said: Who-
ever does not attend upon the sages merits death.

This passage portrays R. Akiva as ignorant of rabbinic teachings but does
not suggest that he was impoverished or began to attend upon the sages
at a late age, and his wife is not mentioned. The consultation with rabbis
Eliezer and Yehoshua suggests R. Akiva undertakes the arduous physical
task of carrying a cadaver for four mi/ (over three miles), believing it to
be a meritorious act. However, he is unfamiliar with rabbinic teachings
(though he evidently accepts their authority), and so, despite his best
intentions, errs.'

Before proceeding to the Babylonian sources it is worth noting how
little, if anything, the Palestinian sources say about R. Akiva’s youth as
an ‘am ha- arets. The tradition regarding his wife selling her hair suggests
that, at least at some point in the course of their marriage, the couple
were poor, but that does not mean Akiva was an ignoramus. Indeed, the
ySotah parallel (“Would you have done for me what she did for him? For
she sold the braids of her hair and gave it to him while he labored in
Torah”) indicates their poverty was the result of his Torah study, not its
precursor. yPesahim 6,3 describes R. Akiva's undistinguished early years
as a disciple of R. Eliezer and R. Yehoshua, but there is no reason to
think his studies started late, and yNazir 7.1 similarly describes the
“beginning of [R. Akiva’s] attendance upon the sages,” but gives no indi-
cation of his age at the time or whether his ignorance extended beyond
questions of corpse impurity. Aside from the possible but ultimately spec-
ulative interpretation of zeh ha-‘am offered above, nothing suggests the
Palestinian sources are aware that R. Akiva was an ‘am ha-‘arets in his
youth, even though two of these passages, yPesabim 6.3 and yNazir 7.1,
thematize his beginnings as a rabbinic scholar.

iv. bPesahim 49b:

[R. Elazar said: “It is permitted to perforate an am ba- arets even on a
Yom Kippur that falls on the Sabbath.” His students said: “Rabbi, say

14. See the discussion of bPes 49b, below.
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‘to slaughter’!” He answered: “One requires a benediction, the other
does not” . . . R. Shemuel ben Nahmani said in the name of R. Yoha-
nan: “It is permitted to tear an ‘am ha-arets apart like a fish”] . . .

R. Akiba said: “When | was an ‘am ba-arets 1 saxd, Would that a
sage would pass by so that I can bite him like a donkey.”

Unlike the Palestinian sources, the Babylonian Talmud here provides a
clear assertion that Akiva was ‘am ha-arets as a youth, apparently self-
evident background information introduced in order to explain the ani-
mosity he harbored toward the sages during that period. Wald, in his
commentary to the Babylonian Talmud’s tractate Pesahim,'®argues that
this passage is an interpretation of yNazir 7.1, on the basis of the shared
element found in both, the saying that ‘am ha- arets merits death. Accord-
ing to Wald, in the Yerushalmi this notion is implicit in R. Akiva's state-
ment that whoever does not attend upon the sages—i.e., remains an am
ba-arets —deserves death.'®

v. bBerakhot 27b:

Another reference to R. Akiva’s humble beginnings is found in the
Babylonian Talmud’s account of the aftermath of Rabban Gamliel’s depo-
sition, and the search for a new nast. R. Akiva's name is proposed but
rejected since “He may be punished [by the emperor] for he has no pedi-
gree (zekbut avot).” The Talmud does not discuss what precisely consti-
tutes zekbut avot, but R. Elazar ben Azariah is appointed to the office
because he is “rich and ten generations from Ezra,” so both wealth and
social standing are involved."”

vi. bKetubot 62b and bNedarim 50a:
The best-known of the young R. Akiva texts is the story of Akiva and
his wife in bKetubot and bNedarim:

15. Stephen G. Wald, B. Pesabim I1I: Critical Edition with Comprebensive Commen-
tary (Hebrew; New York, 2000), and see also the discussion in Rubenstein, 7he
Culture of the Babylonian Talmud (Baltimore, Md., 2003), 134.

16. It is not clear that the relationship between the Babylonian and Palestinian
passages sheds any light on the interpretation of “this is the nation” offered —
tentatively —above, since the former could be either a more explicit version or a
midrashic elaboration of the latter.

17. On the difference between the Babylonian and Palestinian Talmuds
regarding ancestral merit, see Devora Steinmetz, “Does the Patriarch Know
‘Uqtzin—The Nasi as Scholar in Babylonian Aggada,” AJS Review 23 (1998):
163-90; Rubenstein, Culture of the Babylonian Talmud, 80-101.
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R. Akiba was Kalba Savua’s shepherd. His daughter saw he was mod-
est and fine. She said to him if I become betrothed to you, will you go
to the house of the Master? He said to her yes. She was betrothed to
him in secret and she sent him. Her father heard and removed her from
his house and vowed she could not benefit from his properties. He
went and sat twelve years in the house of study. When he returned he
brought with him twelve thousand pairs of disciples. He heard an old
man who said to [his wife] “How long will he make you ‘a living
widow'?” (2 Sam 20.3). She said to him, “If he listened to me he would
sit (in the house of study) another twelve years.” He said: “l am acting
with permission,” so he sat another twelve years in the house of study.
When he returned he brought with him twenty-four thousand pairs of
disciples. His wife heard, she went out, and her neighbors said: “Bor-
row fine garments to dress yourself.” She said, “The righteous man
cares for his beast” (Prov 12.10). When she came before him she pros-
trated herself and kissed his feet. His servants pushed her away, but
he said to them, “Leave her! Mine and yours are hers.” Her father
heard a great man came to the city. He said I will go to him, perhaps
he will annul my vow. He came before [R. Akiva] and the latter said,
“Would you have vowed thus had you known he was a great man?”
He replied, “[Had he known] even one chapter, even one law [I would
not have vowed thus].” He said to him, “I am he.” He prostrated him-
self and kissed [R. Akiva’s] feet and gave him half his possessions.
(bKet 62b-63a)'®

This story has been discussed at length by earlier scholars,' and for the
present we need only note the robust treatment of the two main motifs
involving R. Akiva's youth: his poverty and his ignorance, motifs also
attested in other sources, outside the Talmud.

vii. Avot de Rabbi Nathan A Chapter 6, B Chapter 12
Another biographic tradition concerning R. Akiva is found in Avot de
Rabbi Nathan:

18. On the priority of the Ketubot version, see Shamma Friedman, “A Good
Story Deserves Retelling—the Unfolding of the Akiba Legend,” JSIJ 2 (2004):
65-66; Tal Ilan, Mine and Yours Are Hers: Retrieving Women's History from Rabbinic
Literature (Leiden, 1997), 41.

19. For recent discussions see Friedman, “A Good Story,” 55-93; Avigdor
Shinan, “The Three Wives of Rabbi Akiba” (Hebrew), Masekbet 2 (2004): 11-25
(and the extensive bibliography cited in n. 1); Tal Ilan’s (problematic) rebuttal of
Shinan in “The Wife of Tinaeus Rufus and Rabbi Akiba” (Hebrew), HMasekbet 3
(2005): 103-12; Tal Ilan, Mine and Yours Are Hers, passim; Daniel Boyarin, Carnal
Israel: Reading Sex in Talmudic Culture (Berkeley, Calif., 1993), 136-56.
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What were the beginnings of R. Akiba? It is said: When he was forty
years of age he had not yet studied a thing. One time he stood at the
mouth of a well. “Who hollowed out this stone?” he wondered. He was
told: “It is the water which falls upon it every day, continually.” It was
said to him: “Akiba, have you not heard, ‘water wears away stone’
(Job 14.19)?” Thereupon R. Akiba drew the inference (kal va-homer)
with regard to himself: if what is soft wears down the hard, all the
more shall the words of the Torah, which are as hard as iron, hollow
out my heart, which is flesh and blood! Immediately he turned to the
study of Torah.

He went together with his son and they appeared before an elemen-
tary teacher.?” Said R. Akiba to him: “Master, teach me Torah.” R.
Akiba took one end of the tablet and his son the other end of the tablet.
The teacher wrote down aleph bet and he learned it; aleph tav, and he
learned it; the book of Leviticus, and he learned it. He went on study-
ing until he learned the whole Torah, Scripture and targum, midrash,
and halakhot.”!

Until recently Avot de Rabbi Nathan was viewed as a tannaitic text, and
there is little question that some parts of it are indeed quite early.?? But
while Avot de Rabbi Nathan contains dicta attributed to tannaitic masters,
it also contains aggadic tales that serve as exempla to the cited dicta, some
of which have been “appended to the text . . . from the Mishna and
Talmud,”? with some passages reflecting a Babylonian, that is, a rela-

20. Avot de Rabbi Nathan, version A (ARNA): melamde ha-tinokot; ARNB states
that they went to bet ba-vefer.

21. Avot de Rabbi Nathan, version A, chapter 6; Avot de Rabbi Natan: A Synoptic
Edition of Both Versions, ed. H. Becker (Tiibingen, 2006), 80-81; the English trans-
lation is based on Judah Goldin, The Fathers according to Rabbi Nathan (New
Haven, Conn., 1955), 40-41.

22. The most striking passage in this regard involves the Avot de Rabbi Nathan
parallel to mAvot 1.16-2.7. The Mishnah interpolates that household of the patri-
arch into the earlier scholarly genealogy that began with Moses at Sinai (see the
discussion in Amram Tropper, Wisdom, Politics, and Historiography: Tractate Avot in
the Context of the Graeco-Roman Near East [Oxford, 2004], 21-28). Avot de Rabbi
Nathan, however, replicates the genealogical list without including the interpolated
patriarchs, suggesting that Avot de Rabbi Nathan had as its Vorlage an early version
of mAvot that predated the patriarchal interpolation. See Menahem Kister, Stud-
tes in Avol de-Rabbi Nathan: Text, Redaction and Interpretation (Hebrew; Jerusalem,
1998), 117-18.

23. M. B. Lerner, “The External Tractates,” in The Literature of the Sages ed.
S. Safrai (Assen, 1987), 1:367-403, here 377.
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tively late, reworking.?* As a result, scholars are understandably reluctant
to make strong claims regarding the dating of the work as a whole, as
when Jonathan Schofer emphasizes the broad chronological range cov-
ered by this text, which “began to be compiled in the second century C.E.
or earlier, grew by accretion, and attained its full form sometime between
the sixth and ninth centuries, perhaps even going through further
changes afterwards.””® Fortunately, we need only address this passage,
which is evidently post-tannaitic.

First, Yaakov Elbaum has demonstrated that Avot de Rabbi Nathan's
biographical account of R. Akiva is a mosaic of elements drawn from
earlier rabbinic sources:* the poor worker who shares his wages with his
household was originally told of Hillel the Elder (bYoma 35b); R. Akiva's
distillation of the Torah into the manifesto that “what is hateful to you do
not unto others” was also told of Hillel the Elder (bShab 31a),?” and so
on. In addition, Avot de Rabbi Nathan's assumption that there were schools
during R. Akiva’s lifetime that instructed the general public in everything
from the aleph bet to the interpretation of Leviticus and beyond is anachro-
nistic,”® as is the terminology it employs: ARNA's melamde ha-tinokot
appears once in tannaitic literature, in the Tosefta (tKelim [Batra], 1.11),%
where it is not clear that these are rabbinic or even Jewish instructors.®
And the terminology of ARNB is similarly anachronistic: R. Akiva and
his son go to a bet sefer, a phrase both of whose attestations in rabbinic
sources (mKetubot 2.10 and tSukabh 2.6) suggest is a scribal academy

rather than a rabbinic —or public —elementary school.

24. See Kister, Studies in Avot de-Rabbi Nathan, 193-217, and especially 206-12.
See also Ilan, Mine and Yours are Hers, 79, n. 47, and the literature cited therein.

25. Jonathan Schofer, The Making of a Sage: A Study in Rabbinic Ethics (Madi-
son, Wis., 2005), 29.

26. Yaakov Elbaum, “Linguistic and Conceptual Patterns” (Hebrew), Proceed-
ings of the Seventh World Congress of Jewish Studies (Jerusalem, 1981), 3:71-77.

27. Though here the attribution to R. Akiva may be early and not a secondary
development of the motif. See Elbaum, “Linguistic and Conceptual Patterns,”
73-74.

28. The following discussion is indebted to Catherine Hezser, Jewish Literacy
in Roman Palestine (Tiibingen, 2001), especially 40-67. Note her statement that it
“is striking . . . that the Mishnah, Tosefta, and tannaitic Midrashim —just like
Josephus and other Jewish writings from Second Temple times —never explicitly
mention schools,” 48.

29. More accurately: in one of the Tosefta manuscripts. The entire passage,
along with the preceding mishnah, is extant in MS Erfurt but absent in MS
Vienna.

30. See the discussion of sending a tinok to a Samaritan or pagan teacher in
tAZ 3.1-2.
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Surveying the post-tannaitic sources—Bavli, Yerushalmi, and Avot de
Rabbi Nathan —it is evident they represent different and often incompati-
ble traditions. R. Akiva either was a shepherd who left his wife to study
Torah in Jerusalem; or a young father who first went to study with his
son at the local school at the age of forty; or perhaps he decided to dedi-
cate himself to the service of the sages after he carried a corpse four mi,
unaware of the ritual impurity he was thereby contracting. There are
other discrepancies as well: in the Babylonian Talmud, Kalba Savua is R.
Akiva’s father-in-law, but Avot de Rabbi Nathan mentions him immediately
after the Akiva traditions apparently unaware of any connection between
the two;*' R. Akiva's wife plays an important role in some of the traditions
(she supports him financially or encourages him to set off on the path of
scholarship), but is absent from others; some traditions contrast his early
poverty and later wealth, in others the financial issues are passed over
in silence. The cacophony of competing accounts grows louder once we
introduce the traditions about R. Akiva’s marriage to the wife of Tineus
Rufus,® or the assertion that R. Akiva studied for twenty-two years
under Nahum of Gamzu,® or thirteen under R. Eiezer —neither of which
suggests he came to study late in life.

TANNAITIC SOURCES

With one important exception (discussed below), none of the motifs con-
cerning R. Akiva's youth—the shepherd, the late-blooming ignoramus
who attends school with his son, the student whose brilliance is not recog-
nized by his teachers, the cadaver-carrying disciple —is attested in tannai-
tic sources. In and of itself, this silence does not refute the “historical
kernel” approach. Tannaitic literature is, on the whole, disinterested in
biography, so the R. Akiva traditions may have been known (and perhaps
even true) but not recorded in these collections. Only later, after the
stature of Akiva grew and rabbinic authors gained a new appreciation of
biography, were the facts of his life first recorded and then embellished.
However, two tannaitic passages call the “historical kernel” account into
question.

31. As Shamma Friedman writes, “The Akiba complex in ARNA . . . does not
exhibit any indication of borrowing major themes from the Bavli account in Ketu-
bot or Nedarim” (“A Good Story,” 71). See also Tal llan, Mine and Yours Are
Hers, 44.

32. bAZ 20a.

33. GenR 1.14, (ed. Theodor-Albeck, 12). For an apologetic attempt at har-
monizing these traditions, see, e.g, B. Z. Fischler, “Rabbi Akiba and his
Women,"” in Ha arets, June 5, 2003.
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1. Tosefta Ketubot 4.7

Chapter four of tKet contains a cluster of mishnayot that deal with the
financial obligations of husbands and wives to each other: when the hus-
band must redeem his captured wife, what medical costs count as marital
support, and, in mishnah 5, the assertion that “if there are years of fam-
ine” the husband may say to his wife “take your marriage contract and
go support yourself,” an issue picked up again in 4.7:

A man may marry a woman on the condition that he not be responsible
for her sustenance and financial support. Moreover, he may mandate
that she be responsible for his sustenance and financial support and
Torah study. An exemplary tale [ma‘aseb]: Yehoshua the son of R.
Akiba married a woman and agreed with her that she be responsible
to support him and his Torah study. There were years of drought, and
they began to dispute. She began to complain about him to the sages,
but when he came to the courthouse he said to them, “she is more
trustworthy in my eyes than anyone.” She said to them, “Indeed, he
did posit that condition.” The sages said to her: “There can be no
changes after the ratification.”

This passage has recently been the subject of detailed discussion by
Shamma Friedman, who points out that “most of the major themes of the
Akiba exemplum [i.e., from the Bav/ stories about his youth, A.Y.] are
already here in the Yehoshua case. The study of Torah is a condition of
the betrothal agreement. The bride was afflicted by poverty and hardship.
The tender appreciation for the wife is explicitly voiced by the hus-
band.”* Friedman is undoubtedly right to draw attention to these points
of similarity, since there is something surprising about these motifs being
associated with Yehoshua, and the concomitant assumption that the mar-
riage of Yehoshua and his wife serves as precedent for the right of the
husband to be supported by his wife. The Tosefta provides a biographic
narrative concerning wifely devotion to Torah study—a narrative that
refers to R. Akiva by name since he is the protagonist’s father! —yet does
not mention R. Akiva's devoted wife having sold her hair and accepted
living “widowhood” for the sake of her husband’s Torah scholarship.
Friedman concludes that the Yehoshua story was somehow the basis for
the Akiva legend: “the stature and fame of R. Akiba are an overwhelming
force which attracts this inspiring account and draws it from son to

34. Friedman, “A Good Story,"” 85.
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father.”* Surely the Tosefta would not invoke the minor figure of Yehos-
hua if the R. Akiva traditions so richly presented in the Talmud and Avot
de Rabbi Nathan were available to serve as an anchor for this ruling. Fried-
man, however, is concerned specifically with the tradition that assigns R.
Akiva’s wife a key role in his entrance into the world of rabbinic scholar-
ship, not with the notion that R. Akiva was ignorant as a youth and
only entered the world of Torah scholarship late in life. Friedman cannot
suggest that the entire biographical complex is post-tannaitic since there
is one tannaitic source the appears to prove that R. Akiva was, indeed,
an ignoramus in his youth —Sifre Deuteronomy §357.

ii. Sifre Deuteronomy §357

“And Moses was one hundred and twenty years old” (Dt 34.7): He
was one of four who died at the age of one hundred and twenty, and
these were Moses, Hillel the Elder, Rabban Johanan ben Zakkai, and
R. Akiba. Moses was in Egypt for forty years and in Midian for forty
years, and led Israel (pirnes et isra’el) for forty years. Hillel the Elder
came up from Babylonia forty years old, attended upon the sages
(shimesh hakhamim) for forty years, and led Israel for forty years. Rab-
ban Yohanan ben Zakkai was a merchant (‘asak be-pragmatia) for forty
years, attended upon the sages for forty years, and led Israel for forty
years. R. Akiba began to study when he was forty,* attended upon the
sages for forty years, and led Israel for forty years. (SifreDt §357)

This passage, in Reuven Hammer’s translation which follows the Fin-
kelstein edition,” lacks many of the post-tannaitic traditions discussed
above —shepherd, poverty, wife’s support—but it does state that R.

35. 1bid., 86.

36. The Hebrew lamad torah ben ‘arba‘im shanab literally means that R. Akiva
“studied Torah forty years old.” I will return to this point below.

37. Finkelstein’s edition — Sifre.on Deuteronomy (Berlin, 1939) —is based on MS
Vatican 32, but that manuscript ends at page 339 of the critical edition. Most of
the remainder is based on MS Berlin, but that manuscript too ends prematurely,
at page 423; the remaining pages are based on MS London but, as we will see,
not identical with it. See the discussion of the manuscript history in M. Kahana,
“The Halakhic Midrashim,” in The Literature of the Sages, ed. S. Safrai, Z. Safrai,
J. Schwartz, and P. Tomson (Assen, 2006), 2:95-100, and especially 97, n. 501;
idem., Manuscripts of the Halakhic Midrashim: An Annotated Catalogue (Hebrew;
Jerusalem, 1995), 97-107. The translation is from Reuven Hammer, trans., Sifre:
A Tannadtic Commentary on the Book of Deuteronomy (New Haven, Conn., 1986).
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Akiva came to the study of Torah late in life (he “began to study Torah
when he was forty”), apparently vindicating the historical kernel
approach: the various accounts of R. Akiva’s youth are, despite their dif-
ferent trajectories, anchored in an early, perhaps historically accurate,
biographic tradition. The only fly in the ointment is the apparently minor
difficulty in SifreDt’s account—the chronological division of R. Akiva's
life does not conform to the pattern established by his predecessors. The
lives of Moses, Hillel, and Rabbi Yohannan ben Zakkai consist of three
discrete forty year periods.

* Moses: First forty years—in Egypt; second forty years—Midian;
third forty years—led Israel.

* Hillel the Elder: First forty years—in Babylon; second forty years —
attended upon the sages; third forty years—led Israel.

* Rabban Johanan ben Zakkai: First forty years —a merchant; second
forty years —attended upon the sages; third forty years —led Israel.

R. Akiva's life is also divided into three, but problematically so, since he
“began to study Torah when he was forty” (lamad torak ben ‘arba’im sha-
nab), but the Sifre says nothing regarding Akiva'’s first forty years.

A corollary difficulty is the overdetermination of the second forty-year
period of his life, during which the Sifre states that R. Akiva studied
Torah and attended upon the sages. This is almost certainly not a redun-
dancy —attendance upon the sages likely refers to the study of extra-
scriptural halakbot, possibly without reference to Scripture, so Torah
study can exist without attendance upon the sages® and perhaps vice
versa. The problem is literary: the Sifre assigns each of the other forty-
year periods a single characteristic (an activity or a geographic location),
but with R. Akiva there is nothing in the first forty-year period, then two
distinct activities in the second. The issue may appear trifling at first
glance, but other textual witnesses do not offer a plausible reading. To
the contrary, as the survey that follows makes clear, each contains its
own difficulties when it comes to R. Akiva’s youth.®

38. The paramount importance of specifically rabbinic (as opposed to biblical)
instruction may be the issue thematized in yNazir 7.1 (“Whoever does not attend
upon the sages merits death”).

39. As noted, the manuscript evidence is less robust for this passage than for
the rest of the SifreDt, since MS Vatican 32, and MS Berlin do not include the
end of the SifreDt.
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a. The editio princeps™ is obviously corrupt:

R. Akiva studied (/md) Torah forty years and led Israel (pirnes et wsra'el)
forty years.

This reading is evidently impossible as it accounts for only two forty-year
periods in R. Akiva’s life, rather the three periods (120 years) the deras-
hah requires.

b. Another witness is found in a fragment preserved in the Cairo
Geniza:"

R. Akiva had dealings with the world (‘asak ba-‘olam) forty years, he
studied (lamad) Torah [forty years]*? and he taught (limed) the students

forty years.

The Geniza reading is more coherent than the editio princeps’ as it contains
a tripartite division of R. Akiva’s life, and assigns a single activity to each
period. Nonetheless, it is problematic in other ways. First, R. Akiva
spends the final forty-year period teaching, while the curricula vitae of
Moses, Hillel, and Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai established a pattern in
which the final forty-year period is spent in a position of national leader-
ship. Moreover, it is not clear what R. Akiva did in his early years. The
phrase “had dealings with the world” (‘asak ba-‘olam), is, to my knowl-
edge, not attested elsewhere in rabbinic literature, and is in any case terri-
bly vague.” The verb ‘@sak may be patterned after R. Yohanan ben
Zakkai who “was a merchant” (‘asak be-pragmatia), though having “deal-

40. Venice, 1546, photocopied edition by Makor Publishing (Jerusalem,
1971) that includes both the Sifre Numbers and the Sifre Deuteronomy. Our
derashah appears in column 251.

41. The manuscript is from the Yehudah Nahum collection (MS Holon 242),
reproduced in Menahem Kahana, The Genizabh Fragments of the Halakhic Midrashim
(Hebrew; Jerusalem, 2005), 1:377.

42. There is a lacuna here and the bracketed words are the editor’s reconstruc-
tion.

43. The closest parallel I could find comes from 1 Corinthians when Paul
speaks of “those who buy as though they had no possessions, and those who deal
with the world as though they had no dealings with it” (1 Cor 7.30-31). The
utility of this parallel is dubious, however, and further weakened by the interpre-
tive difficulties that attend the phrase within the Pauline corpus. For a survey of
the grammatical issues involved and some of the solutions presented by New
Testament scholars, see Anthony C. Thiselton, The First Epistle to the Corinthians:
A Commentary on the Greek Text (Grand Rapids, Mich., 2000), 580-86.
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ings with the world” is not a profession. Moreover, the assertion that R.
Akiva “taught the students for forty years” is curious. The students in ques-
tion are not identified, so the definite article seems out of place —who
exactly are the students? And why mention them in the first place? If R.
Akiva is teaching Torah, it goes without saying the people he is teaching
are students. | will return to these difficulties below.

c. Finally, though not a witness of SifreDt, there is a passage in Avot
de Rabbi Nathan —more accurately, in some of the Avot de Rabbi Nathan
manuscripts —that contains the same tripartite forty-year division of R.
Akiva’s life.** Some Avot de Rabbi Nathan manuscripts do not refer to R.
Akiva’s biography,® while others differ substantively from SifreDt
§357.% The two manuscripts closest to the SifreDt describe R. Akiva's
life as follows:

MS Vatican 303 MS Munich 222

Forty years old (ben arba‘im shanab) he |Forty years old (ben arba’im shanah) he
went to bet ha-sefer, forty years old (ben |went to bet ha-sefer and in forty years (u-
arba‘im shanah) he learned everything | ve-arba‘im shanab) learned everything
and forty years he taught Israel and forty years he taught Israel

I have argued above that the assumption that et ha-sefer is a public or
specifically rabbinic educational institution reflects a late post-tannaitic
reality, so it is not historical fidelity that is at stake here, rather textual
history and narrative coherence. The first manuscript, MS Vatican 303,
is clearly wanting in this regard, as it states that R. Akiva went to et ba-
sefer when he was forty years old, and learned everything at forty years
old. MS Munich 222 is chronologically possible but problematic since it,
like the Geniza passage of the SifreDt, has R. Akiva instructing Israel in
his last forty years, rather than leading Israel.

Only in a number of aggadic sources does R. Akiva's tripartite biogra-
phy include explicit references to his early ignorance, i.e., in the versions

of SifreDt §357 preserved in Genesis Rabbah and Midrash ha-Gadol.

44. The Avot de Rabbi Natan passage refers only to R. Akiva’s biography, not
those of Moses, Hillel, and Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai.

45. For example, Avot de Rabbi Nathan Geniza text and MS Vatican 44. See
Becker, Avot de Rabbi Natan, 146.

46. MS New York 10484, MS New York Rab 50, and MS New York Rab
1305 state that R. Akiva began to study Torah at the age of forty, studied thirteen
years, then taught Torah to the public. MS New York Rab 25 states that he
studies déxteen years, but this is probably a scribal error rather than an indepen-
dent tradition.
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1. Genesis Rabbah:

R. Akiba was an ignoramus (‘asab bur; literally: “did ignoramus”) forty
years, he studied forty years, and he attended upon Israel forty years.*

iv. And Midrash ha-Gadol:
R. Akiba was without Torah forty years and studied Torah forty
years and taught Torah forty years.

But even these readings are not free of difficulties. The GenR statement
that R. Akiva ‘asab bur, is very odd. Though I translated it “was an igno-
ramus,” a more faithful rendering, in terms of lexical correspondence and
overall infelicity, would be “did ignoramus.” Also in GenR, during his
last forty years, R. Akiva “attended upon Israel” (shimesh et isra’el) rather
than “led Israel” (pirnes et israel), as with the preceding three figures —an
unsuccessful attempt to detach shimesh (“attended upon”) from the
phrase sbimesh et ha-hakbamim (“attended upon the sages”), forcibly yok-
ing it to Israel. The first and third forty-year periods are also problematic
in Midrash ha-Gadol. In the former, R. Akiva ‘asab be-lo’ torah—"was
without Torah” —but literally “did [or: acted] without Torah.” The syntax
is much smoother here since @sab can be used in this sense, but baya
would be the more natural formulation. And, as in the Geniza version,
the R. Akiva of Midrash ha-Gadol does not lead Israel, rather spends the
last third of his life teaching.

Stepping back to survey the sources discussed thus far, we find the

following:

Source First 40 Years |Second 40 Third 40 Years | Difficulties
Years

Finkelstein Attended upon | Led Israel a. Torah study

Edition the sages and and attendance
Learned Torah upon sages
at forty [lamad overlap
torak ben b. No activity
arba‘im first 40 years
shanah)

47. GenR §100 (ed. Theodor-Albeck, 1295).

65



Geniza (MS | Had dealings | Studied Torah | Taught the a. Phrase
Holon 242) with the world students “dealings with
[‘asak ba- the world”
‘olam) unclear
b. Does not
lead Israel
c. Who are “the
students”?
Editio Princeps | Either: Or: Taught Led Israel a. Only two
Studied Torah | Torah forty-year
[if lamad; then | [if limed; then periods
second forty- | first forty-year accounted for
year period period empty] b. Unclear pre-
empty] leadership
activity
Genesis “was an Studied Attended upon | a. Phrase ‘asab
Rabbah [literally: did] | [Torah] Israel bur awkward
ignoramus” b. Does not
[‘asab bur) lead Israel
Midrash ha- | “was [literally: | Studied Torah | Taught Torah |a. Phrase ‘asab
Gadol did] without be-lo’ torab
Torah” [‘asab awkward
be-lo’ torab) b. Does not
lead Israel

The relevant Avot de Rabbi Nathan witnesses provide the following:

Source First 40 Years |Second 40 Third 40 Years | Difficulties
Years
MS Vatican | Forty years Went to bet ba- | Taught Israel |a. Went to bet
303 old (ben sefer ba-sefer at forty
arba‘im shanab) | [Appears first but learned
he learned on the list] everything at
everything forty as well
[Appears b. No activity
second on the first forty years
list] c. Anachronis-
tic bet ba-sefer
MS Munich Went to bet ba- | Taught Israel |a. No activity
222 defer first forty years
and learned b. Anachronis-
everything tic bet ha-sefer

As these charts indicate, the direct and indirect witnesses to the SifreDt
§357 tradition contain a series of textual and thematic incongruities con-
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cerning R. Akiva's curriculumn vitae, with not a single unproblematic attes-
tation of his youthful ignorance. The absence of such a statement is
marked, for several reasons. First, the derashah in SifreDt §357 begins
by stating that Moses “was one of four who died at the age of one hun-
dred and twenty” and goes on to list four figures whose 120-year lives
are divided into three forty-year periods. By the time we come to R.
Akiva the paradigm is clear: forty years of X, forty years of Y, and forty
years leading Israel —a pattern that determines the biographic elements
of R. Akiva's life so thoroughly as to make some of the textual corruptions
prima facte unlikely. Second, the manuscripts exhibit no textual or the-
matic difficulties involving Moses, Hillel the Elder, or Rabban Yohanan
ben Zakkai—only with R. Akiva do we run into trouble; the textual dif-
ficulties are particular to R. Akiva’s biography and not the result of gen-
eral corruptions in the transmission history. Finally, we are dealing with
a derashah that thematizes dramatic shifts that occurred in the lives of
its biblical and rabbinic protagonists. For Moses and Hillel the shift is
geographic — Moses moving from Egypt to Midian, Hillel from Babylonia
to Palestine—while Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai grows up in a non-
Torah environment and, at the relatively late age, commits to Torah study.
The stage, then, is set for the account of R. Akiva’s transformation from
‘am ha-arets to sage, and then to national leader, yet none of the textual
wilnesses examined thus far does so in an unproblematic way.

At this point we need to consider the reading of an additional witness
of SifreDt, MS London, which may contain the reading that served as
the basis for some of these later emendations.*®

“And Moses was one hundred and twenty years old” (Dt 34.7): He
was one of four who died at the age of one hundred and twenty, and
these were Moses, Hillel the Elder, Rabban Johanan ben Zakkai, and
R. Akiba. Moses was in Egypt for forty years and in Midian for forty
years, and led Israel (pirnes et wra'el) for forty years. Hillel the Elder
came up from Babylonia forty years old, attended upon the Sages
(¢himesh hakhamim) for forty years,and led Israel for forty years. Rab-
ban Johanan ben Zakkai was a merchant (‘asak be-pragmatia) for forty
years, attended upon the sages for forty years, and led Israel for forty
years. R. Akiba studied Torah forty years and attended upon the sages
forty years and led Israel for forty years.

48. My thanks to the library of the Jewish Theological Seminary for permis-
sion to use their microfiche copy of MS London.

67



MS London’s account of the tripartite curricula vitae of the first three
figures is identical to that of the other witnesses, but it paints a very
different picture of R. Akiva, who “studied Torah forty years and
attended upon the sages forty years and led Israel for forty years” (lamad
torab arb'aim shanab ve-shimesh hakbamim arb'aim shanab u-firnes et iwra'el
arb’aim shanak). The reading is remarkable first and foremost for its
smoothness —R. Akiva's life conforms perfectly to the pattern established
by the other three figures: three forty-year periods, each involving a dis-
crete activity, culminating in a position of national leadership.” However,
the smoothness of MS London is highly suspect philologically and, under
most circumstances, would be understood as an attempt to smooth over
the incongruous cum untenable readings of the other witnesses. In the
case before us, however, there is reason to believe that, narrative coher-
ence notwithstanding, MS London is the lectio dificilior and to be pre-
ferred, but the difficultas in question is not textual but cultural, driven by
the growing authority of the traditions that characterize the young R.
Akiva as an ‘am bha-‘arets. Once these traditions—now backed by the
authority of Avot de Rabbi Nathan and especially the Babylonian Talmud —
became widely disseminated, it was inevitable that scribes would
“emend” MS London. It should be emphasized that the dynamic I am
suggesting does not attribute anything untoward to the later hands:
scribes familiar with the post-tannaitic Akiva traditions would have natu-
rally assumed that earlier copyists erred in stating that he studied Torah
in his youth and responded by correcting the text, the resulting readings
representing bona fide attempts to emend an untenable text. These emen-
dations would presumably be minimally invasive, hewing as closely as
possible to the received reading, even if this results in textual difficulties.
Note that the interpretation I am proposing maintains the internal logic
of lectio dificilior but admits a broader range of forces into consideration.
Rather than posit textual smoothness as the sole factor —suggesting that
the smoother readings are later and thus suspect—broader cultural
coherence, integrity in the way Dworkin uses the term, is recognized as
a factor.®® Rather than reject the smoother textual reading as the result
of a later harmonization of an earlier crux, here we reject the smoother
“biographical” reading as the result of a later harmonization with the now

49. A similar reading is attested in Yalkut Shimoni §965: “R. Akiba attended
upon the sages forty years and taught (or studied) Torah forty years and led
Israel forty years.” The similarity is not surprising since Yalkut Shimoni tends to
follow MS London, as Finkelstein noted in his “Prolegomena to an Edition of the
Sifre Deuteronomy,” PAAJR 3 (1931/32): 3-42, especially 7-12.

50. Ronald Dworkin, Law's Empire (Cambridge, Mass., 1986), 225-75.
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authoritative traditions preserved in Avot de Rabbi Nathan and the Bavli;®!
in diachronic terms, as the biographic traditions concerning Rabbi Aki-
va’s youth emerged and became authoritative, the reading preserved in
SifreDt §357 was altered in an attempt to accommodate their accounts.®?

Many of the corruptions in the extant manuscripts can be economically
explained as emendations to the MS London version, intended to counter
the view that R. Akiva’s first forty years were spent in study. The two
clearest (though, of course, speculative) examples are Finkelstein’s read-
ing and the editio princeps. The former overcomes this difficulty quite ele-
gantly, adding the word ben to the first forty-year period, so that rabbi
‘Akiva lamad torak arba‘im shanak (Rabbi Akiva studied Torah forty years)
becomes rabbi ‘Akiva lamad torab ben ‘arba’im shanab (Rabbi Akiva studied
Torah forty years 0ld).* The resulting reading effectively distances the
young Akiva from Torah study, though, as noted above, it leaves his first
forty years blank and overdetermines the second forty as a time of both
Torah study and attendance upon the sages. The editio princeps, which is
related to MS London and contains numerous reworkings that reflect the
influence of the Babylonian Talmud,* simply omits R. Akiva’s attendance

51. For another example of the significance of broader historical and cultural
considerations in philological analysis, see Azzan Yadin, “Qo/ as Hypostasis in the
Hebrew Bible,” JBL 122 (2003): 621.

52. It should not be assumed that this was a smooth or linear process; it was
undoubtedly affected by geographic and historical factors, though most of these
can no longer be recovered. Indeed, there is a passage within Avot de Rabbi Nathan
that may not know the “Avot de Rabbi Natan traditions.” Namely, R. Akiva’s
statement in ARNA §3/ ARNB §4 (ed. Schechter, pp. 15-16), extolling the study
of Torah as a youth (in A) or the instruction of students in your youth (in B). 1
am aware that such a statement need not be read biographically, but it is odd that
the one sage who is elsewhere described as having been an ignoramus in his
youth here extols the virtues of youthful study (or instruction). See the discussion
of this passage in Aaron Amit, “The Death of Rabbi Akiba’s Disciples: A Literary
History,” Journal of Jewish Studies 56 (2005): 26584, here 273-74.

53. A similar dynamic may be at play in MS Vatican 303 of Avot de Rabbi
Nathan: “At forty years old (ben arba‘tm shanah) he went to school, at forty years
old (ben arba’im shanab) he learned everything, and forty years he taught Israel.”
This reading is “undoubtedly a scribal error,” as Elbaum notes (“Linguistic and
Conceptual Patterns,” 72, n. 6), but it is possible that the error lies not —as we
might otherwise assume —in the insertion of the second ben, but of the first, thus
transforming R. Akiva’s schooling from something that occurred over the course
of his first forty years (“Rabbi Akiba went to school for forty years”), to an event
that took place when he was forty years old.

54. See Kahana, Manuscripts of the Halakhic Midrashim, 65.
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upon the sages, leaving only two forty-year periods (“R. Akiva studied
[{md] Torah forty years and led Israel forty years”).

The Genizah reading (“R. Akiva had dealings with the world forty
years, studied Torah [forty years] and he taught the students forty
years”) is further removed from the other witnesses and its genesis more
obscure. The second and third forty-year periods may be a response to
the ambiguity inherent in the assertion that R. Akiva /md torah, which can
be read either as lamad torah (studied Torah) or limed torak (taught Torah),
and the unwieldy limed et ha-talmidim (taught the students) is an attempt
to disambiguate the root /md by providing an indirect object (the stu-
dents) and so mark the second period as a time of instruction.® The result
provides for eighty of the one hundred and twenty years, and since the
study of Torah must begin when R. Akiva is forty years old, the Genizah
has R. Akiva “dealing with the world” during his first forty years. R.
Akiva's biography is thus harmonized with the traditions of the Bav/ and
Avot de Rabbi Natan, but at a price: unlike Moses, Hillel, and Rabbi
Yohanan ben Zakkai, R. Akiva does not attain a position of leadership,
and ‘asak ba-‘olam is unclear.

A clue to the meaning of this phrase may be discerned if we juxtapose
it with the readings of Genesis Rabbah and Midrash ha-Gadol. The three
sources characterize R. Akiva’s first forty years as, respectively: ‘asak ba-
olam (had dealings with the world), ‘asab bur (2id ignoramus), and ‘asah
be-lo’ torah (did without Torah). Having already pointed out the difficulties
that attend each of these phrases, I now note the phonetic similarity of
‘asak and ‘asah.® These readings may stem from the (universally attested)
assertion of SifreDt §357 that Rabbi Yohanan ben Zakkai asak be-prag-
matia, “was a merchant” (more literally: “dealt in trade”) or from the
language of yPes 6.3, which states that R. Akiva ‘asah 13 shanah, “spent
(literally: did) thirteen years” in the bet midrash of R. Eliezer. In either

55. Elitzur Bar-Asher (personal communication) notes that the plene orthogra-
phy of rabbinic Hebrew would usually clarify whether the text speaks of study
or instruction. However, a reading such as that of the editio princeps (Imd and led
Israel) is open to readings that would put it at odds with the Talmud, i.e., having
the /md activity (be it study or instruction) take place in the first forty-year
period. The desire to exclude such a reading might be the motivation for the
(orthographically unwarranted) disambiguation of the Geniza text.

56. The graphic similarity increases if we assume the lexeme ‘asab was written
with a samekb rather than a sin, as is regular with rabbinic orthography, in which
case the difference between o and poy would be almost imperceptible. See
M. H. Segal, A Grammar of Mishnaic Hebrew (Oxford, 1927), 32, §50.
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case, the tortured and/or obscure asah/ asak phrases may reflect the later
editors’ pressure to replace the “biographically” problematic statement
that R. Akiva was a young Torah student.*”

Philologically, the present study argues, ¢ silentio, that there is no indi-
cation that tannaitic sources knew of R. Akiva’s ignorant youth: neither
tKetubot 4.7 nor SifreDt §357 —two sources that practically invite men-
tion of such a tradition —suggest that R. Akiva was an ‘am ba-arets. The
stronger, positive claim is that the best reading of the SifreDt (preserved
in MS London) locates the young Akiva squarely and unapologetically in
the house of study: “R. Akiva studied Torah forty years and attended
upon the sages forty years and led Israel for forty years.” Looking to the
question of rabbinic biography, we find that the account of R. Akiva's life
follows the pattern Alon Goshen-Gottstein uncovered in the representa-
tion of Elisha ben Abuya —the post-tannaitic sources effect a sharp break
with the tannaitic, presenting a rich and fully-wrought portrait of a sage
that has little or no basis in the earlier strata or rabbinic literature.*® More
broadly, the findings presented here are of a piece with the increasingly
skeptical assessments of the historical value of the Babylonian Talmud
offered, inter alia, by Isaiah Gafni and Adiel Schremer.”® As for the
dynamics outlined here, it may be that part of the shift is related to the
blurring of “studied Torah” and “attended upon the sages” in post-tannai-
tic, particularly Babylonian literature. As noted above, the two activities
were distinct in tannaitic sources. Indeed, it is possible that SifreDt §357
understand R. Akiva as the apex of the four figures because, unlike his
three predecessors, he integrates Torah study with attendance upon the

57. The tendency to emend the tannaitic text so as to suit the account of the
Babylonian Talmud culminates in R. Eliyahu ben Shelomo (the GR”A’s) version
of SifreDt §357: “R. Akiba was a shepherd for forty years and studied for forty
years and led Israel for forty years.”

58. It is worth noting Aaron Amit’s analysis of the traditions surrounding the
death of R. Akiva’s disciples (Amit, “The Death of Rabbi Akiba’s Disciples”).
Amit traces this tradition, which is attested in both Babylonian and Palestinian
sources, to an interpretive dispute recorded in Avot de Rabbi Nathan. He concludes
that “there is no evidence for the death of Rabbi Akiba’s disciples in the tannaitic
corpus” (p. 281), and that this tradition emerged from an accretion of later inter-
pretations. Needless to say, the existence of one invented tradition does not prove
that others are similarly invented. It does, however, suggest that the interpreta-
tion offered here is not unique and may not be atypical.

59. See Isaiah Gafni, “Erets Israel in the Period of the Mishnah and the Tal-
mud: Achievements and Question Marks following a Generation of Scholarship”
(Hebrew), Cathedra 100 (2001): 199-226, and Adiel Schremer, “Stammaitic His-
toriography,” Creation and Composition, 219-36.
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sages, likely a metonymic reference to the written and oral law, respec-
tively. In other words, the passage presents a progression from Moses
(written law) through Hillel the Elder and R. Yohanan ben Zakkai (oral
traditions) and culminates with R. Akiva, who incorporates both. But as
Torah study emerges as the paramount value among Babylonian rabbis,
the independence of “attending upon the sages” from scriptural study is
gradually eroded and the former is eventually subsumed under the latter.
To a reader approaching SifreDt §357 after this process has occurred,
the statement that “R. Akiba studied Torah forty years and attended upon
the sages forty years” might well seem redundant, paving the way for
speculation about what occupied R. Akiva in the “missing” forty-year
period. As for the specifics of the R. Akiva biography, it is no surprise
that it is in the Babylonian Talmud that we find the term am ba-‘arets and
the attendant ideology, since the division between the sages and the am
ha-arets is radicalized in that corpus, a point discussed at length by Wald
and Rubenstein from a Babylonian perspective, as opposed to the far
more genial portrayal of ‘am ba-‘arets and commoners in general docu-
mented in Stuart Miller’s recent work.®

The main thrust of this paper has been to recover a tannaitic tradition
that characterizes R. Akiva as a student of Torah even in his youth, point-
ing to a diachronic break in R. Akiva’s rabbinic biography. The now-
familiar cluster of youthful ignorance and/or poverty motifs appear only
in post-tannaitic sources, and, no less significant, are discontinuous with
these earlier traditions. The question that now presents itself, is why post-
tannaitic sources would choose to portray the man generally viewed as
the rabbinic midrashist par excellence as having been a young ignoramus.
And while a detailed discussion lies beyond the scope of this essay, I
would like to briefly outline one possible factor. Alongside the biographi-
cal shift, R. Akiva undergoes a radical transformation in his representa-
tion as an interpreter. In tannaitic sources, particularly the Mishnah and
the Sifra, R. Akiva's engagement of Scripture is viewed as a means by
which to support extra-scriptural halakhot.®’ Among the key texts in this

60. See Wald, B. Pesabim III, 211-51; Rubenstein, Culture of the Babylonian
Talmud, 123-42; Stuart S. Miller, Sages and Commoners in Late Antique 'Erez lorael
(Tiibingen, 2006), especially 301-38.

61. On R. Akiva in the Mishnah, see Yishai Rosen-Zvi, “Who Will Uncover
the Dust from Your Eyes: Mishnah Sotah 5 and Rabbi Akiba's Midrash,” Zarbiz
75 (2005/2006): 95-128; 1 provided a brief sketch of R. Akiva in the Sifra in
Azzan Yadin, “Resistance to Midrash? Midrash and Halakhab in the Halakhic
Midrashim,” in Current Trends in the Study of Midrash, ed. C Bakhos (Leiden,
2006), 35-58, and see my earlier discussion in Azzan Yadin, Scripture as Logos:
Rabbi lshmael and the Origing of Midrash (Philadelphia, 2004), 150-54. For a fuller
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regard are mSot 5.2 (the impurity of the third loaf); Sifra Vayikra, pars-
hata 4.5 (R. Tarfon exclaims of R. Akiva: “you explicate [doresh] and
agree with the oral tradition”); and Sifra Tusav pereq 11.4 (whether half
a log of oil requires scriptural support.). In later sources, most famously
in bMen 29b (Moses’ visit to R. Akiva’s bet midrash), midrash enjoys
the pride of place and R. Akiva is a creative, at times almost prophetic
interpreter. The transformation of R. Akiva the midrashist reflects a
broader shift away from extra-scriptural halakhot and toward a firm
commitment to biblical justification.®? This shift, however, is fraught,
first and foremost because it threatens to blur the boundaries between
the rabbinic stream that is heir to the Mishnah and the Sifra and other
groups that privilege Scripture over halakhot. It does not matter if the
groups in question represent the Scripture-centered voice within rab-
binic Judaism (i.e., the midrashic practices and assumptions preserved in
the R. Ishmael midrashim)®® or without (the Scripture centered, anti-
balakhot views expressed in the Dead Sea Scrolls).* What matters is that
the shift toward scriptural authority entails a new rabbinic ideal type:
while extra-scriptural halakhah is authorized by the sages’ scholarly
genealogy, midrash is ineluctably textual and requires the ability to read,
to study Torah, to learn interpretive techniques —all activities tradition-
ally associated with the priestly elite. In other words, a rabbinic shift to
Scripture entails a concomitant shift toward an ideal type who would be

discussion see my forthcoming essay in a collection edited by P. Townsend and
M. Vidas.

62. Consider along the same lines the Babylonian Talmud's frequent response
to a tannaitic tradition: mena bane mile (“whence do we learn these matters?”),
generally answered with a biblical verse. That such a question can be posed is far
from self-evident; the tannaitic sages whose views make up the core of the Mish-
nah and the Sifra would have seen it as superfluous, at best. In the world of the
Mishnah (and the Sifra), the Bavl's question is almost nonsensical. How can you
cite the legal teaching of, say, R. Eliezer, and then ask “whence do we know
this”"? The answer is already contained in the question—it is a legal teaching
transmitted by R. Eliezer! But the Bavli clearly does not see this as dispositive:
the saying requires further legitimation, which it (the Bavl) provides in the form
of a biblical verse. ;

63. On which see Yadin, Scripture as Logos.

64. See Steven Fraade, “Interpretive Authority in the Studying Community
at Qumran,” Journal of Jewish Studies 44 (1993): 46-69; Adiel Schremer,
“‘[T]he[y] Did Not Read in the Sealed Book’: Qumran Halakhic Revolution and
the Emergence of Torah Study in Second Temple Judaism,” in Historical Perspec-
tives: From the Hasmonieans to Bar Kokbba in Light of the Dead Sea Secrolls, ed. D.
Goodblatt, A. Pinnick, and D. R. Schwartz (Leiden, 2001), 105-26.
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a gifted midrashist, but clearly not part of the (priestly?) elite. This is
precisely the function of R. Akiva's aggadic biography, as the two most
prominent elements in it, his poverty and his ignorance early on in life,
mark him as a new kind of interpreter: a master of midrash who does
not—could not—emerge from the elite circles.
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A GOOD STORY DESERVES RETELLING

THE UNFOLDING OF THE AKIVA LEGEND

SHAMMA FRIEDMAN writes:!?

7 JSIJ 3(2004)5593:
https://www.academia.edu/38101640/Shamma_Friedman A Good_Story Deserves Retelling The Unfolding of the Akiva L
egend Jewish Studies Internet Journal vol 4 2004 55 93
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One of the conceptualizations of talmudic literature to which mid-
twentieth century scholarship was heir may appear fundamentalistic
and simplistic today. The talmudic sugya was viewed as a protocol
recording debate in the academy.' Statements attributed to ancient
sages were accepted at face value as the utterances of these sages, with
a tendency to accept the interpretation provided in context, unless
demonstrated otherwise. Events described were largely accepted as
historic fact. Similar tales told about different protagonists were taken
as reports of different events whose similarity derived from
coincidence or divine providence, or, at most, variant traditions of
equal historical value. Identical diction in the mouth of different
persons in separate episodes was understood as due to the fact that one
hero’s statement was known and repeated by another.” The common

' See S. Friedman, “A Critical Study of Yevamot X with a Methodological
Introduction” (Hebrew), Texts and Studies, Analecta Judaica I, ed. H. Z.
Dimitrovsky, New York, 1977, p. 314, n. 112.

* See Sh. Abramson, "737 "31", “Some Aspects of Talmudic Hebrew”, ed. M.
Bar-Asher, Language Studies II-111 (1987), pp. 23-50 [Hebrew], xi.
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explanations for divergent attestations were faulty reports of a single
original, or a primeval duality of traditions.?

These judgements reflected an attempt to view redactional activity
as minimal or non-existent. They hold in common a denial of
developmental categories in general and creativity in composition and
transmission in particular. The traditional meritorious qualities of x>
DWN 127 91 VAW XYW 12T MK or D7D INYTA 1900 X7 12017 XY are
allowed to eclipse many or most aspects of original literary
composition and artistic creativity. New details, which suddenly
appear in later accounts, are taken as preservation of early traditions,
thus neutralizing developmental phenomena.

During the second half of the 20th century, attention was directed to
the literary’ and redactional nature of the anonymous voice in the
sugyot of the Bavli: not as the voice of a participant but as that of a
commentator, with its own set of terminology and abstract halakhic
and theological® conceptualization.” These commentators perfected a
specialized form of redaction of the sugya,® original and creative
rather than simply preserving or transmitting.’

3 See S. Friedman, “Uncovering Literary Dependencies in the Talmudic
Corpus™, in ed. S. J. D. Cohen, The Synoptic Problem in Rabbinic Literature,
Providence 2002.

4 See S. Friedman, Tosefta Atigta, Ramat Gan 2002, pp. 94-95 and n. 334.

5 See L. Jacobs, Studies in Talmudic Logic and Methodology, London 1961,
Chapter Seven, “The Literary Analysis of the Talmudic Sugya”, and his regular
reference to “contrived composition” (p. 84); “contrivance” (p. 91); “our thesis
that there is a strong element of artificiality and contrivance about the
Babylonian Talmud, introduced for literary effect” (p. 99, n.); p. 164.

¢ Cf Y. Elman, “Righteousness as its own Reward: An Inquiry into the
Theologies of the Stam™, PA4JR, 59 (1991), pp. 35-67.

" Cf. Leib Moscovitz, Talmudic Reasoning, Tiibingen 2002, p. 18, and in
general.

¥ See literature cited in R. Kalmin, “The Formation and Character of the
Babylonian Talmud”, ed. S. Katz, Cambridge History of Judaism, volume 4
(forthcoming), n. 49. Clarification of the role of this voice in aggada is a
leitmotif of this paper, in line with the subject of the conference. Furthermore,
since the title assigned to the conference clearly makes reference to the seminal
work of David Halivni, I have carefully considered his positions in the
framework of these clarifications.

? Contrast Halivni, who wishes to place great emphasis upon the commentators
as preservers of specific dialectic which he believes already existed alongside
the memrot of the amoraim, but was simply not recorded by them (see Sources
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We have become familiar with the methods, mentality and style of
this component, and can recognize its typical intervention in aggada
as well as halakha," in anonymous discourse as well as within the
bounds of attributed statements, or even in the formulation of new
memrot as part and parcel of the dialectic being created, when context
and style may require, or benefit from, the statement of a named
amora at that point."!

These anonymous authors may have lent their hands to other types
of literary creativity as well, such as composition and arrangement.'
On the other hand, dialectic commentary was their forté, and they may
well have left the other functions to specialists in those fields."
Various types of creative literary intervention already marked earlier
stages of talmudic literature, and the results of these efforts are also
included in the Bavli."* There are consequently more options for

and Traditions, Baba Metzia, Jerusalem 2003, pp. 18, 20). This position brings
to mind Sherira’s apologetic claim that the earlier authorities were aware of
certain explanations and clarifications, but refrained from formulating them in
order to leave something for the later generations to contribute and gain a sense
of creativity (/ggeret, ed. B. M. Lewin, Haifa 1920/1, p. 67).

10 See S. Friedman, “A Critical Study” (above, n. 1), p. 313 and M. Friedmann
(Ish Shalom) cited there; D. Boyarin, Carnal Israel, Berkeley 1993, p. 203,
etc.; J. L. Rubenstein, Talmudic Stories, Baltimore 1999, pp. 212-3, 380, n. 2;
idem, “The Thematization of Dialectics in Bavli Aggada”, JJS, 54 (2003), p.
73; idem, “Criteria of Stammaitic Intervention in Aggada”, NYU Conference
Volume (forthcoming).

! See S. Friedman, Talmud Arukh, BT Bava Met=zi'a VI: Critical Edition with
Comprehensive Commentary, Commentary Volume (Hebrew), Jerusalem 1990,
pp. 383, 387; idem, Five Sugyot, Jerusalem 2002, pp. 163-64; J. Rovner,
“Pseudepigraphic Invention and Diachronic Stratification in the Stammaitic
Components of the Bavli: the Case of Sukka 28", HUC4, 68 (1997), pp. 11-19.

12 See Rubenstein, Stories, pp. 18-21; “Thematization”, pp.72, 80.

13 “[1]f the anonymous editors authored the Talmud’s greatest stories, why do
the overwhelmingly prosaic, legal preoccupations of these commentators
throughout the Talmud reveal them to be the very antithesis of deft storytellers
and imaginative artists? The anonymous editors of the Talmud are very
unlikely candidates for authorship of the Talmud’s brilliantly artistic,
dramatically gripping, and ethically and theologically ambiguous narratives”
(Kalmin, “The Formation and Character of the Babylonian Talmud”, note 8
above).

'* Halivni still has recourse to error or transmissional mishap (one heard in the
morning and one heard in the evening) in explaining variant forms (2™w7 21
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identifying the source of creative composition or transmission than
ascribing it to the latest anonymous redactors."

Traditional terminology refers to redactive tasks as divided among
different experts: wo»m 7oA. The arranger fixes the component
traditions in their place in the Talmud before the dialectic
commentators address them.'® Sherira Gaon’s 202 XIXT X720 (00
X7 is receptive to this model."” After the components are composed
and positioned, the dialectic framework can be added. In contrast,
Rashi’s model'® places both functions in the final stage, and in the
hands of the same sages:

mNo0AT 770 ¥ W3aR) ,0mI0Pw PRIMAX MY D70 X2 WX AN
WY YW NP WP L7 AWM IR W YR TN TN 22
X132 9377 W2 ,0nRYY ORMARM 37,707 DKW 2P

The creative rewording of tannaitic material in the Bavli, whether
baraitot paralleling the Tosefta, Sifra, or other collections, may
certainly have taken place long before the discursive anonymous
commentary was composed, and is not of one cloth with its style and

UMW Myua MPna 27n) see Baba Metzia (above, n. 9), p. 23. Regarding the
active or creative model, see Friedman, “Uncovering Literary Dependencies”
(above, n. 4).

15 Halivni’s terminology may have been a factor in creating the impression that
all these functions were carried out by the same individuals. Dubbing the period
itself “the period of the Stammaim” may lead one to think that the same
“Stammaim” perform all literary functions assignable to that period; associating
literary creativity of all types to “Stammaim” may lead one to think that the
discursive commentators are the only creative forces operating in the Talmud.
Halivni himself attempted to deflect some of these conclusions by having
various types of “Stammaim”, some of whom already operated during the
Amoraic period (cf: N2Pn2 T X19KX 17¥2 D°2NMP D°X2N0T M2 K7W D°XINT O°NX2N0;
LMW DAY WA X7 07 .an?we? DT Y XY OKINA OURHN0A L.OPRBKA
Q'OIXMT QPRAN0M ...ORMAKT M DX 0w 2own ,0°0°0w Baba Kama, pp. 9-
11, and: 0°3 7w 07°310 7Y O»XY O°X»HNOR Paw "awn Baba Metzia, p. 11;
my emphasis). However, the mixture of the term “Stammaim” for both
periodization and function may be destined to impede clarity.

16 Cf. A Weiss, Mehgarim BaTalmud, Jerusalem 1975, pp. 24-26.

17 500 T m M3 PYIP NXORT 997 LNXONT 702 KOXT XTMON AWK T TN
»y(*)2 wym pPwInnT Iggeret, p. 66; cf. p. 68.

'* Baba Metzia 86a.
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thrust.” The same observation could apply to recasting of memrot,
and, as we shall suggest below, aggadic narrative.

Original composition and creative transmission are native to the
talmudic corpus from earliest times. One of the pervasive literary
devices which we find is transfer of motifs from one context to
another,” and in its extreme form duplication and reapplication of a
story from one hero to another, producing two similar stories in

sequence.”!

In bYevamot 121a we find two seafaring tales in which a sage
witnesses a disciple’s escape from drowning.

X" Xop nnaY

X2P¥ "R X0

100 CNPRTY W90 o NN NNN OO
DO TN Y WLES NV 2" NOWHY NNR
TR? 27 UM MY

2199 1 AWM X2 XPLIDY NTa? NYEd
Tor M 21217 MR 102

W AN Mam Man® 1T % MK

X"y Xop ninay

X213 127 MR XN

APOD MORM D02 PhAnr MMA NAX 0D
DON THYN DY PLE® NTYM a7 DN
X2PY 21 um faw

ao%m 1dh 1M awm X2 awam Ny
ToUa W M D NN

Xaw 93 92 91 H o aroo b a1 o MR

™ Apnw WX 2 N oy

DX Y QW@ W1 DX DMON IR INOB

WK Y Py

DNON MIT OTA ARD YW AMN2 NTWR 2MWOR MIAT ONTI oD AYT aMRa DR
DM NMA TR MO D2 T DM TMRY o2 TRT O DM MO O T OO0 1R
TOR MWK MO 27 PR aOX M0

The assumption that the identical event that transpired between

1% S. Friedman, “The Baraitot in the Babylonian Talmud and their Parallels in
the Tosefta” (Hebrew), Arara L’'Haim, Studies in the Talmud and Medieval
Rabbinic Literature in honor of Professor Haim Zalman Dimitrovsky,
Jerusalem 2000, pp. 163-201.

2 Cf. ). Elbaum, “Models of Storytelling and Speech in Stories About the
Sages” (Hebrew), Proceedings of the Seventh World Congress of Jewish
Studies, 3, 1981, pp. 71-77; M. Kister, Studies in Avot de-Rabbi Nathan
(Hebrew), Jerusalem 1998, p. 143, and Geiger quoted there, n. 134.

21 See S. Friedman, “Historical Aggadah in the Babylonian Talmud” (Hebrew),
Saul Lieberman Memorial Volume (offprint 1988), Jerusalem and New York,
1993, p. 128 and n. 38, and literature cited there, p. 143; idem, Commentary to
Gittin, The Society for the Interpretation of the Talmud (forthcoming), Sugya
23, n. 93.
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Rabban Gamliel and R. Akiva repeated itself between R. Akiva and R.
Meir challenges our credulity. At least that is how the problem was
put by Shelomo Yehudah Rapoport (Shir):*

" oy "% YURY G2 whaw ,00W00 01270 W XY W 1an 9o
LR P2 2" OMAw 1A 2™ oY ¥R 2"AR YR 1Y O AT am
O DOWIR DY DAR N TR SWYn PO ONT PR

But when it comes to explaining how the identical narrative is told
about two different events, Shir can fall back only to error, confusion,
or the infamous nebulousness that is supposed to set in when separate
tradents operate.

TWYR WAY WK, DN 250N 11 D MTIT? [N NAR 2N 1Yn =)
oMYA DWW DUWIR DY 12 1T N MY TR

Postulating separate tradents for texts that are identical except for the
names mentioned may create more problems than it solves. Did not
the two tradents have a common source? Shir does not consider the
possibility that one of the two texts presents creative alterations.
Neither does he attempt to determine which of the two accounts is
more original, as should be clear from the source of this passage in the
Tosefta,” in which R. Akiva alone figures as the sea traveler who sees
a disciple, an unnamed disciple, shipwrecked.

SY v N 2°2 OYa0Y 790 N°XT 073 X2 NUTED XpY M 'HR
9% YR 2T 1PRORT XPUIDR NAMY NN I0N2AW D00 TN
°AR? MM 1A 23 170 2 01 07 2 Y IR °1219 nna mabna
T2 U 0" IR 1Y 2000 2T DT AND TNONK w? nvanw T

LSTOR WK M0 177 PRY 27 NN NWR 0

The Bavli’s treatment of this baraita is marked by two outstanding
features: identifying the anonymous disciple, and duplicating the
entire episode and applying it to another sage, namely, from R. Akiva
backwards to R. Gamliel. Both features are quite common in the
Bavli. The added identification of the disciple is marked as an

2 Erekh Millin, 1, Warsaw 1913/4, p. 23.
5 Yevamot 14, 5 (p. 52).
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Aramaic insert by the word 1m.* The original baraita is slightly
rephrased in the Bavli, as it is also in the Yerushalmi and Kohelet
Rabba. There is no need to assign this rephrasing to a late redactor.
Who is behind the doubling of the whole story may still be an open
question, as we shall see presently. This doubling applies an original
story to a personality of an earlier generation. Thus the story flows
backwards in time, from R. Akiva to Rabban Gamliel >

The net effect of both procedures is a thematic intertwining that
challenges our credulity: Rabban Gamliel witnesses an extraordinary
episode in which R. Akiva’s scholarly merit brings miraculous
salvation, and the same R. Akiva witnesses R. Meir in an identical
situation. The chain of scholarly hegemony is thus delineated by the
repetition.

X"y 20 nom2 X"y 20 n1o"2

27 WX ONOI NAR OYD MWW ORI 12 XN 720 WK NI NAX QYD XPY 120 1K X0IN
DMAT ATHY WAn DTN KOO NMY XAPY  2MAT AwHw 1umn N, RO MY yuh
DT OX NOX 2 1A TI0 PR NTY D1 NOX XYX 2Wm [ 119 PR N
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An additional twin account (Berakhot 62a) refers to R. Akiva and
ben Azzai,”® each of whom follows a sage entering the privy to learn

24 On wm see N. Briill, “Mischnalehrer von heidnischer Abkunft” [about Rabbi
Akiva), Jahrbiicher fiir jiidische Geschichte und Literature, 2 (1876), pp. 154-
6; H. Graetz, Geschichte der Juden IV, Leipzig 1908, pp. 456-7 (#32); E. S.
Rosenthal, ed. S. Lieberman et al, Henoch Yalon Jubilee Volume, Jerusalem
1963, pp. 308-9, n. 58; idem, “For the Talmudic Dictionary — Talmudica
Iranica”, Irano-Judaica, Jerusalem, 1982, p. 117, n. 9; D. Rosenthal, vmanx X"
"Non *va °Rn 1%, Bar llan, 18-19 (1981), pp. 156-7; Sh. Abramson, ed. S.
Friedman, Saul Lieberman Memorial Volume, New York and Jerusalem, 1993,
pp. 235-5 [on R. Akiva, etc.] = idem, Rabbi Shmuel b. Chofni, Liber
Prooemium Talmudis, Jerusalem 1990, pp. 109-10.

¥ Cf. Elbaum, p. 73, n. 13 (there from R. Eliezer to Rabban Yohanan b.
Zakkai). Regarding the Kohelet Rabba parallel and the editor’s agenda there,
see S. Wald, “Hate and Peace in Rabbinic Consciousness: On Bavli Bava Batra
8a” (Hebrew, forthcoming).

%6 See R. Rabbinovicz, Variae Lectiones, I, Munich 1867, p. 358.
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from his behavior even in this situation. Here again we find the
doubling of an event, and intertwining of personalities. However, we
cannot entertain the possibility that the repetition is the work of the
late Babylonian redactor, since the two accounts already exist at the
same location in the Yerushalmi Berakhot 9,5; 14c. Thus this editorial
intervention precedes the anonymous stratum of the Bavli.

7 0K N0 12 R AN ORI 12 PR AR MR YT 120 R N0 A2PY 120 MWK
IR 2 W IR ATYAT AR MXN? MY 2T PIRT 107 BRI 219 "R awvnn
Mo 2w X AW TV IO X 2w 90 TN

SHXnwa XOR 1AM mp K quoww W

In the Bavli the language was restyled, and an embellishment was
added in the form of a challenge by a younger sage. Neither of these
operations requires the unique talents of the discursive commentators,
and can be attributed to earlier Babylonian recasters of Palestinian
material. The doubling itself, as we have seen, was already part of the
early Palestinian tradition.

The above clearly demonstrates that creative editorial reworking is
part and parcel of talmudic literature throughout most of its stages.
Rather than viewing the earlier stages as verbatim reports and
assigning all intervention to the anonymous stratum of the Bavli, one
can discern the marks of literary creativity throughout the corpus.

In the following pages, we shall attempt to apply this theory to the
aggadic narrative of the Bavli. Its shape and form betray the creative
and artistic hand of an active redactor and formulator. His literary
artistry need not be assigned to the authors of the late discursive
commentary, and indeed the appreciation of its literary quality may be
heightened by separating its composer from that genre, and
concentrating our investigative spotlight upon his own.

*

The body of this paper is devoted to the famous accounts of Rabbi
Akiva’s scholarly beginnings as recorded in the Bavli, Ketubbot 62b
and Nedarim 50a.
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Ketubbot 62ab*

R. Akiva was a shepherd of Kalba
Savua. The latter’s daughter, seeing
how modest and noble he was, said to
him, “Were I to be betrothed to you,
would you go away to [study at] an
academy?” “Yes”, he replied. She was
then secretly betrothed to him and sent
him away. When her father heard, he
drove her from his house and forbade
her by a vow to have any benefit from
his estate.

[R. Akiva] departed, and spent twelve
years at the academy. When he returned
home, he brought with him twelve
thousand disciples. He heard an old man
saying to her, “How long will you lead
the life of a living widowhood?” “If he
would listen to me”, she replied, he
would spend [in study] another twelve
years”. Said [R. Akiva]: “It is then with
her consent that I am acting”, and he
departed again and spent another twelve
years at the academy.

Nedarim 50a%

The daughter of Kalba Savua betrothed
herself to R. Akiva. When her father
heard thereof, he vowed that she was
not to benefit from aught of his

property.

Then she went and married him. In the
winter they slept in the straw storage
shed, and he had to pick out the straw
from her hair. “If only I could afford 1t”,
he said to her, “I would adorn you with
a golden Jerusalem” [Later] Elijah
came to them in the guise of a mortal,
and cried out at the door, “Give me
some straw, for my wife is in
confinement, and I have nothing for her
to lie on”. “See”, R. Akiva observed to
his wife, “there is a man who lacks even
straw”. [Subsequently] she counselled
him, “Go and become a scholar™.

So he left her, and spent twelve years
[studying] under R. Eliezer and R.
Yehoshua. At the end of twelve years,
he was returning home, when from the
back of his house he heard a wicked
man jeering at his wife, “Your father
did well to you. Firstly, because he is
your inferior, and secondly, he has
abandoned you to living widowhood all
these years”. She replied, “Yet were he
to hear my desires, he would be absent
another twelve years”. “Seeing that she

* Adapted from Kethuboth, translated by 1. W. Slotki, London, The Soncino

Press, 1936, with minor changes.

ol Adapted from Nedarim, translated by H. Freedman, London, The Soncino

Press, 1936, with minor changes.
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When he finally returned, he brought
with  him  twenty-four thousand
disciples. His wife heard and went out
to meet him, when her neighbours said
to her, “Borrow some respectable
clothes and put them on”, but she
replied, “A righteous man knoweth the
life of his beast™.

On approaching him she fell upon her
face and kissed his feet. His attendants
were about to thrust her aside, when [R.
Akiva] cried to them, “Leave her alone,
mine and yours are hers”.

Her father, on hearing that a great man
had come to the town, said, “I shall go
to him, perchance he will invalidate my
vow”. When he came to him [R. Akiva
asked], “Would you have made your
vow if you had known that he was a
great man?” “[Had he known]”, the
other replied, “even one chapter or even
one single halachah [I would not have
made the vow]”. He said to him, “T am
the man”. The other fell upon his face
and kissed his feet and also gave him
half of his wealth.

The daughter of R. Akiva acted in a
similar way towards ben Azzai. This is
indeed an illustration of the proverb:
“Ewe follows ewe, a daughter’s acts are
like those of her mother™.

has thus given me permission”, he said,
“T will go back™. So he went back, and
was absent for another twelve years,

[at the end of which] he returned with
twenty-four thousand disciples.
Everyone flocked to welcome him,
including her [his wife] too. But that
wicked man said to her, “And whither
art thou going?” “A righteous man
knoweth the life of his beast™ she
retorted.

So she went to see him, but the disciples
wished to repulse her. “Make way for
her,” he told them, “for my [leamning]
and yours are hers”.

When Kalba Savua heard thereof, he
came [before R. Akiva] and asked for
the remission of his vow, and he
annulled it for him.

From six things R. Akiva became rich,
from Kalba Savua...

The overall similarity between the two accounts presumably
establishes the dependence of one upon the other, and the expansive
additions in Nedarim® point to Ketubbot as the original.’' For

- Especially the “straw” scene. For X127 = adorn, see S. Paul, “Gleanings from
the Biblical and Talmudic Lexica in Light of Akkadian”, Minhah le-Nahum —
Biblical and Other Studies Presented to Nahum M. Sarna in Honour of his 70th
Birthday, ed. M. Brettler, M. Fishbane, London 1993, pp. 255-6 (“attire™).
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example,* only in Nedarim are R. Eliezer and R. Yehoshua mentioned
by name as the teachers before whom R. Akiva sat.*

Thus Nedarim is a terminus ad quem for the composition of the
story. This would probably suggest that the composition predates the
work of the anonymous commentators.

The Ketubbot narrative contains the following major themes:
attendance at the house of study is a condition of the betrothal
agreement; the vow of disinheritance and its ultimate cancellation; 12
years and 12,000 disciples doubled; the wife’s lack of proper garment
to wear due to poverty; noble acknowledgement of his wife’s merit by
R. Akiva: X1 75w 027un "ow.

The vow of disinheritance and its ultimate cancellation serves as the
envelope wrapping the story. The epilogue telling us that their
daughter acted similarly towards ben Azzai is consistent with the
tendency we have seen in doubling the event by extending it to
another generation.*

31 Nedarim also deletes (see below). As we have delineated the two stories,
their size is approximately equal, although Nedarim is slightly longer. Contrast
Menorat Hamaor, who quotes the story from Ketubbot, and adds: "7 279
X2 e ar awee nd (R, Isaac Aboab, Menorat Hamaor, ed. J. F. Horev,
Jerusalem 1961, p. 508).

32 An additional example: the “women neighbors™ and “old man™ of Ketubbot
become “an evil person” in Nedarim (cf. variant readings), intensifying the
challenge to R. Akiva’s wife. In a late expansive version: 1w 72w TR 30
WM IMN AR 2 ...0272 Awam aman (Addition to Avot d’Rabbi Natan, p.
163).

33 The discrepancies between Ketubbot and Nedarim had been explained in the
19th century as due to the uncertainties and lack of specific information on the
part of the authors of each account, who ostensibly worked independently, each
recounting what he knew about an ancient account of R. Akiva’s beginning.
See A. D. Dubsevitz, Hammetzaref, Odessa 1871, p. 170. Nedarim’s
dependency upon Ketubbot was considered by A. Aderet, Alei Siah 4-5 (1977),
p. 129.

3 Compare also other such comments that the same event also occurred to x,
e.g. Baba Metzia 83b-84a, where the saga of R. Elazar b. R. Shimon is said to
have reoccurred with R. Yishmael b. R. Yose. The commentators were in a
quandary as to how many of the details were repeated (see Friedman,
“Historical Aggadah in the Babylonian Talmud”, p. 128 and n. 39). Regarding
the R. Akiva/ben Azzai doublet under discussion here, the commentary “Rashi
First Redaction” includes the detail that the betrothal to ben Azzai also took
place without the knowledge of the betrothed’s father! "> *N1y 12% % XTa
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The main differences in Nedarim are as follows: R. Akiva is not
described as a shepherd; an entire paragraph is added describing the
couple’s poverty, which forces them to sleep during winter in the
storage-shed for straw. Removal of the straw from his wife’s hair is
Akiva’s opportunity to mention the magnificent diadem which she
deserves: “If I had the where-with-all, I would crown you with a
‘Jerusalem- of-Gold.”™

Tiche-Antioch with mural crown, bronze, second
century CE, The J. Paul Getty Museum, Villa
Collection, Malibu, California.

AR DT X72 TMYw Man Yy 17 nwpni (Perushei R. Yehudah bar Natan, ed. J. N.
Epstein, Jerusalem 1932/3, p. 34).

3 Regarding the nature of this ‘mural crown’, and its epigraphic and
iconographic evidence, see S. Paul, “Jerusalem, A City of Gold”, IEJ 17
(1967), pp. 259-63; S. Lieberman, Tosefta Ki-Fshutah 8 (New York, 1973), p.
768; S. Paul, “Jerusalem of Gold — Revisited”, Amihai, Mazar Festschrift
(Jerusalem 2004, forthcoming); H. A. Hoffner, “The ‘City of Gold’ and the
“‘City of Silver’, IEJ 19 (1969), pp. 178-180 (cited by Paul).
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The appendix regarding the daughter and ben Azzai does not appear
in Nedarim at all. Rather, the end of the narrative there is devoted to
explaining the source of R. Akiva’s riches, the explanation being that
he received them from Kalba Savua, as spelled out in the following
paragraph in Nedarim, which serves as an appendix to the story
there.*

The straw episode fulfils the need to describe Rachel’s indigence
and deprivation. Consequently, there is no need to have the
neighboring women complain about her lack of proper clothing, as we
find in Ketubbot. Consequently, the dress motif is eliminated, and the
objection raised over her participation in greeting the sage is simply:
X2°1? X1 “Where do you think you are going?” The inclusion of the
straw story and the omission of the dress motif are thus
interdependent.

A further advantage to this reworking is that it enhances Rachel’s
image, in that picturing her in rags that do not provide sufficient
covering is degrading.’” It is now the disparaging “you”, and not the
lack of dress, that prompts the wife’s self-defense, expressed by
quoting a verse from Proverbs.

In his book Carnal Israel, Daniel Boyarin places central emphasis
upon two motifs of this story:

The key to my reading is the name Rachel... The entire story of
the romance of Rabbi Akiva and Rachel is generated by one root
metaphor: Akiva as the shepherd and Rachel as a ewe. Rachel’s
declaration that “the righteous [shepherd] knows the soul [desire]
of his animal” is, in fact, the key moment in the story.*

36 The “daughter and ben Azzai” account is certainly consistent with the general
context in Ketubbot, which is devoted to absentee studying husbands (my
thanks to Jeffrey Rubenstein for urging me to address this point). The context
in Nedarim touches upon studying under deprivation. The annulment of the
vow, the larger context of tractate Nedarim, appears not to have especially
interested the Nedarim redactor of this story, who actually shortened the
pertinent paragraph.

7 Similarly, her kissing her R. Akiva's feet described in the next line in
ﬁetubbot is removed in Nedarim, where she “appears before him”.

P..15L.
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As is well known, the story does not contain an explicit mention of the
name Rachel, which is found in ARN* only. However, in the epilogue
in Ketubbot we do find X718 X?°17 702 X', or as Boyarin puts it,
“her name is only hinted at in the talmudic text”* The relationship
between Ketubbot and ARN on this point was considered by Tal Ilan,
who writes: “My guess is that the Aramaic saying in the Babylonian
Talmud was understood by the Avot de-Rabbi Nathan as the name of
the woman (or a pun on her name)”.*

Upon close examination we notice that the epilogue in Ketubbot
actually quotes fwo juxtaposed proverbs:

WK MIMRT UM
XPIN K na Ny |
XN 72 0 AnX Two 2

Indeed, all textual witnesses contain the second proverb, but the first is
found only in two primary textual witnesses, the printed editions, and
MS Vat. 113.* Moreover, this manuscript does not read 12 XM
X?7IX X711 as in the editions, but rather (in context) ,X7"71 n2 XM
XN72 72w XX 72190 “A ewe daughter of a ewe, as the deeds of the
mother so the deeds of the daughter”*

The reading of the printed editions: XX *721¥2 ,X7IX X7°11 W02 XM

3 = Avot d’Rabbi Natan.

4'N. 31; correct accordingly Ilan, Mine, p. 291, n. 37.

4 Jewish Women in Greco-Roman Palestine, Tiibingen 1995, p. 81, n. 81;
idem, “The Quest for the Historical Beruriah, Rachel, and Imma Shalom”,
AJSReview 22 (1997), p. 10; idem, Mine and Yours are Hers, Leiden 1997, p.
79, n. 47, pp. 290, 294.

2 See also The Babylonian Talmud with Variant Readings, Ketubbot II,
Jerusalem 1966/7, p. 81 and n. 28.

% In M. Sokoloff’s A Dictionary of Jewish Babylonian Aramaic, Ramat Gan
2002, p. 1068: “’ewe daughter of a ewe’ [i.e. Rachel, the wife of R. Akiva, the
descendant of Rachel, wife of Jacob”. However, the paraphrase provided here
does not fit the context, which is not addressing the wife of R. Akiva as the
daughter in question, but their daughter relating to her mother. Comparison of
Akiva and Rachel with Jacob and Rachel was made by Elbaum (p. 72, n. 7)
with reference to a detail in a secondary collection, and by Boyarin (p. 153)
with reference to Ketubbot; cf. Ilan, Mine, pp. 289-91.
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X172 72w 70 does indeed suggest that these are two different
proverbs. However, in the manuscript reading *721v5 ,X?°11 N2 XM
Xn1a 72w XX the two clauses can conceivably be taken as
complementary parts of one proverb: “Ewe daughter of a ewe, like the
deeds of the mother so the deeds of the daughter”. Reading the phrases
as parts of one unit invites the theory that this is the original proverb,
and the first half fell out in the reading of most textual witnesses.

We will argue against this interpretation for the following reasons:
(1) Assuming common loss of text in independent textual witnesses is
extremely risky, and is predicated upon coincidental accidents, or
complex unproven dependencies. Furthermore, the phrase is also
missing in secondary textual witnesses, such as Menorat Hamaor and
Yalkut Shimoni. (2) We can marshal positive proof that the second
half is an independent literary unit, and stands better alone without
X717 N2 X?'m. Namely, X072 *721w 79 79X "72w) is a quotation from
the Targum to Ez 16 44.

N2 MHRD RS YU 1Oy Ywina b2 man
The Targum reads:
RDI2 12 KRR 72192 W07 Yinn? 778 np7 P2 X7

As such the second half alone is most plausibly the original text.
Whoever added 7' n2 X' made use of an independent zoological
proverb, reminiscent of our botanical “the acorn doesn’t fall far from
the tree”. Thus a compound proverb was produced, whose very length
and redundancy are a clue to its composite nature, terseness being
proverbial for proverbs.

The introduction of X7’ n2 X7°117 can be assigned to a relatively
late stage of the transmission of the text of the Bavli. However, there
is still room to study the significance of the insertion, and the question
of Rachel being the name of R. Akiva’s wife in the eyes of the
glossator.*

The sole specific mention of this name in the Talmudic-Midrashic
corpus appears in ARNA, p. 29:*

# Use of the name in this study is with imaginary quotation marks.
% Compare “Addition b”, p. 163. Secondary sources made greater use of the
name. Cf. Midrash HaGadol, Shemot, ed. M. Margulies, Jerusalem 1966/7, p.
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N? 11 7197 02 DR OXW ,7°72 O 93 DR 207 X2pY "0 Ty
11 XM 07 OMWR L,UTN DWW M19n oMWW oM [n] onTab
LT 2791 N2 1Y APy

2 5 DU 2012 RPY KOM ORD N LM WOV 100 K OX
JNUR 2 001w XX

It is true that the final redaction of ARNA took place after the
compilation of the Bavli.** Moreover, entire exempla of the sages
appear to have been added to ARNA based upon the Bavli.V
However, many of these exempla clearly seem to be late additions to
the core compilation, and cannot be used to demonstrate the reliance
of the body of the work on the Bavli.** The Akiva complex in ARNA
ch. vi (pp. 28-29) develops themes known from Palestinian sources

‘And Rachel was Beautiful’ by Abel Pann, Bible cover
illustration, Courtesy of Itiel Pann and Mayanot Gallery, 28 King
George St., Jerusalem, Copyright. www.mayanotgallery.com

and does not exhibit any indication of borrowing major themes from
the Bavli account in Ketubbot or Nedarim. There is no allusion
whatsoever to R. Akiva having been a shepherd or his having to labor

69, which introduces the name, apparently deriving it from ARN, in its logical
place: AnK y12aw X293 12%7W N2 207 MK AR 1 etc.

% Kister, Prolegomenon to Avoth de-Rabbi Nathan Solomon Schechter Edition,
Jerusalem 1997, pp. 12-13. Cf. M.B. Lerner, “The External Tractates”, in S.
Safrai ed. The Literature of the Sages 1 (Aassen-Maastricht 1987), pp. 377-78.
See below, n. 58.

4T Kister, Studies, p. 208.

* Kister, ibid.
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in Torah in order to earn his wife in marriage. There it is the wife who
is pictured as laboring, in order to sustain their children. Thus the
name Rachel in ARNA can hardly derive from the theme of shepherd
laboring to earn his wife in marriage, as Jacob for Rachel.”

Furthermore, not only is it not found at all in ARNB, but even in
ARNA the name is only mentioned in this one sentence which
expands on the theme of “many children”. In ARNB the poor are
answered simply, 77 79101 X2°py "1 AX, with no mention of the wife.
This is expanded in ARNA, which reads® in context:

12 10 NI o012 X2PY KO an? MK L0 1°OUY "197 N oK)
JNWR 200 onoew XX

‘Four Matriarchs’ by Abel Pann, Courtesy of Itiel Pann
and Mayanot Gallery. Copyright.

In the rest of the passage she is simply called 1nwx. I can speculate
that the name was supplied in ARNA in order to balance the short
sentence NWX 2N01OW 191, A personal touch is required here, and
therefore 1MMwX 2n1 onoiaw 19n. Directing the literary spotlight upon
the virtue and ment of R. Akiva’s wife in raising their children

* See above, n. 43.

% The wording in the following text is based upon manuscripts and other
attestations, reflecting readings such as 0379w, 1MX 7019w, N (should be
onoITOW, NN 019w, 1narw). The reading nnorw is an error for mnanw, possibly
inspired by Berakhot 17a. See L. Finkelstein, /ntroduction to the Treatises Abot
and Abot of Rabbi Nathan, New York 1950, p. 188, and especially Kister,
Studies, p. 49. See also Tal llan, Mine and Yours are Hers, p. 82.
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requires her to become a persona in her own right, and therefore have
a name. It could have equally been Sara or Rivka, but if we are
already reviewing matriarchs” names, Rachel presents a more
personalized wife-figure, in the context of the biblical narrative.

The use of Rachel as the name of R. Akiva’s wife in ARNA is thus
a late and secondary feature. Similarly the phrase X7 n2 X»m1 in
Bavli Ketubbot is a late addition which is absent in the early textual
witnesses.

It is difficult to establish the chronological relationship of these two
embellishments with certainty. If X?m1 n2 Xm0 was simply
introduced by the glossator as a proverb he knew resembling 7213
XN12 72 X2K, it might have helped inspire ARNA had it already come
to the attention of its redactor. Conversely, if the glossator added it in
Ketubbot anterior to ARNA, he could have been inspired by the late
embellishment there.’' In either case, it was not part of the original
artistic compositions under discussion.

Regarding 1nnn2 wa1 P78 v, according to manuscript attestation
of R. Nissim’s Arabic work nywn 1 79° 121 which cites the story
from Nedarim, this verse, Proverbs 12:10 is not found in our story, but
rather Proverbs 29:7°? [ny3 12 &% yw1] o097 17 P33 v1°. This is also
the verse cited from the Nedarim version in Hagadot HaTalmud and
Ein Yaakov.

The early aggadic compilation Yalkut Hamakhiri** not only reads*
D°27 7 7% ¥ but, as a work arranged according to the order of
Scripture, quotes the story from Nedarim in the context of Proverbs 29
rather than Proverbs 12,* thus guaranteeing the testimony of this
reading. The Shittah Mekubetzet to Nedarim labels 1n»72 wa1 an
error.*

Similarly 0°27 17 2>7% y71 is the reading in the Ran’s commentary
on Nedarim according to the first edition, which reads: 2°77 17 P78 y7°
12°2w32 *nwvuxaw a1 i 7 - This language recalls ARNA (ch. 6) nx

5! Boyarin writes with reference to Ketubbot: “This remark makes explicit for
the first time the pun on the name of ‘Rachel’ meaning ‘ewe’” (p. 154).

52 See R. Nissim Gaon Libelli Quinque, ed. Sh. Abramson, Jerusalem 1965, p.
464, n. 13.

53 See Zunz-Albeck, HaDerashot BeYisrael, Jerusalem 1954, p. 415 n. 95.

* 82b-83a.

55 Where it appears in Yalkut Shimoni (par. 948), citing from Ketubbot.

56 xan mym 1M w1 0BT K1 .97 [17] PUTE I
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N2 MY W W 7277 0.

It is possible that the redactor-compiler of the Nedarim account
substituted 2°77 17 7% ¥ for w2 wo1 P78 ¥, The troubling
aspect of this reconstruction is that 1»7a wo1 would fit better in
Nedarim, and 277 1°7 could be best explained in Ketubbot! Nedarim:
X217 nX1 “Where do you think you are going?” Answer: wa1 P73 ¥y
2. Ketubbot: *X02°X1 2127 "x» 7xw “Borrow clothing and cover
yourself”. Answer: 297 17 278 ¥y7. Thus we cannot exclude the
possibility that Nedarim, an indirect textual witness to the Ketubbot
passage which it reworks, and thus perhaps the earliest witness,
testifies to the reading 2°77 17, which fits admirably in Ketubbot.
According to this possibility, the verse that dispels the concern of the
neighbors that paupers in rags®’ should not approach R. Akiva is vy
D°27 17 P78, After all, do the neighboring women know that Rachel is
N2 wa1? Only the insiders know this, Akiva and Rachel, the story-
teller, the listeners, and the tradent who thought that it would be best
to spell it out in the language.

Hinting at the name Rachel, and the verse n»ma w1 P73 ¥,
revealing as these features may be, do not appear to be part of the
original Bavli composition, but rather extracted from it by later
tradents or glossators, so adding a further stage to the unfolding
narrative.™

We therefore maintain our conclusion that the major themes of the
Ketubbot exemplum are: the vow of disinheritance and its ultimate
cancellation; 12 years and 12,000 disciples doubled; lack of proper
garment to wear due to poverty; tender acknowledgement of his wife’s
merit.

As we mentioned above, two of the major differences in Nedarim
are the omission of the shepherd motif, and the addition of the “straw™
scene.

The shepherd theme would seem to be a sub-category of the motif

5T sxo2°X) w127 X» XY is already specified and translated downward as 707
TLWMC MDY in the late “Addition” to ARN, p. 163, which also cites Proverbs
12, 10.

% Embellishing continued in the versions or paraphrases found in the late
compilations. E. g, the introduction of R. Akiva’s mother (The Exempla of the
Rabbis, ed. M. Gaster, London 1924, p. 106; Addition to ARN, p. 163) and
even Rachel’s mother (Exempla, 1. 27. There are further embellishments in both
passages, which bear close comparison to each other).
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“a pauper inherits the property of the wealthy nobleman for whom he
worked”. The identical picture is found in a proverb mentioned several
times in the talmudic-midrashic corpus: 37 X2 X970 727 X Xonma
NP XN Xovn X29p.%° The traditional translation renders: “Where the
master hangs up his armor, the base shepherd hangs up his pitcher”. 1
have argued elsewhere® that the shepherd was not at all base, and the
translation should be: ‘In the place where the master of the manor
would hang his cloak, the shepherd hung his crook’. This apothegm
epitomizes a parable yet to be recovered, but a hypothetical
reconstruction would see the master’s widow married to the modest
and upright shepherd. A variation of this theme introduces the
exemplum in Ketubbot.®'

Nedarim shortens the beginning of the story and omits the shepherd
motif entirely. In its place it adds the long “straw™ scene, which
portrays the poverty in a more romantic setting, and it is at the end of
this scene that the wife is prompted to say “Go and study in the
schoolhouse”.® This substitutes for the same effect produced by the
shepherd paragraph in Ketubbot. The woman’s finding the shepherd
“good and kind” is the tender moment necessary to prompt the
proposal, “If I betroth myself to you will you go to the study house?”
The story requires either one or the other, but not both. The version in
Nedarim attempts to improve upon Ketubbot. Rather than simply
being attracted by the shepherd’s moral quality, the wife’s
determination to raise him through education is inspired by her
impoverished husband’s noble devotion and tender treatment toward
her. The lover’s hand extended to remove a straw from the hair is a

% Vayigra Rabba 4 (p. 75) and parallels.

% “The Talmudic Proverb in Its Cultural Setting”, Jewish Studies, an Internet
Journal, 2 (2003), http://www.biu.ac.il/JS/JISLJ/.

' And is further expanded in the Addition to ARN, p. 163: 771 mw '» 32 1K
IR TBK AR 12 Y e Yon RIX AW 02 nNRY PR 31w Xabo 1 e
W2 77T N7 .AYCIXA P AWTRNN MORN LT BY AN X WA AR T XA
TAY .NTITPNR DX OX 72 2197 77K 117 2K L0067 DWIPNN AN X2 2T 20T 90 Iy
N2PY? IR NDWTPND 12 K LAXONT 1 997 RwING a7 X N7 T 0 K AR
YO0 AKIT (ATTTNS) AT 2R AN 0 7mRw 10 9. The *humble and
virtuous sheperd’ is of course a topos of hoary antiquity. Cf. “Lipit-Ishtar, the
wise shepherd [...] I, Lipit-Ishtar, the humble shepherd of Nippur" (Ancient
Near Eastern Texts Relating to the Old Testament with Supplement, ed. J.
B. Pritchard, Princeton 1974, p. 159).

52 2 = “study”. See below, Appendix.
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subtle physical expression, the more powerful through its tenderness
and restraint. It is enhanced by the verbal expression sustaining her
spirit: others do not even have straw.”

The efficiency and tightness of talmudic narrative style work
against the inclusion of both themes. Repeating the shepherd motif
would create an unnecessary redundancy. Bialik-Ravnitzky combined
both episodes in order to get a more romantic effect than delivered by
either story separately.*

From the narrator’s prospective, the primary reason for composing
the episode about sleeping in the straw storage shed and his picking
straw out of her hair must certainly have been creating an opportunity
to mention the famed Jerusalem-of-Gold, which Akiva gave his wife,
according to tradition. In ARNB* we read:

T3 INWKR? 277 S N [WYY T 277 S M2 PV 1[wTw T8 N2 XY 1aX
237y MpRwn MMan M 172 1% 1R INwR? 207 Yw 0 TR Awve
M0 TN MY SIY0EI X R 00Y YW K 02 NN

% In either case, it is she who is attracted to him, contrary to the rule assigned
for rabbinic literature in M. L. Satlow, ““One Who Loves His Wife Like
Himself’: Love in Rabbinic Marriage”, JJS, 49 (1998), p. 72.

 Sefer HaAgadah, Tel Aviv 1947/8, p. 179 (for artistic reworkings of the
story, see L. Finkelstein, Akiba, Scholar, Saint and Martyr, Cleveland, 1936,
pp. 22-3, and especially A. Steinsaltz, “Rachel and Rabbi Akiva”, The Strife of
the Spirit, London 1988, pp. 150-165). Boyarin also combines both themes into
one story, citing “Nedarim 50a” but opening the quotation “Rabbi Akiva was
the shepherd of Kalba Savua™ (p. 137), which is Ketubbot. “At this point in the
text of the Babylonian Talmud [Ketubbot 62b. SF], the story of Rabbi Akiva
and his romance with Rachel is produced... Akiva as the shepherd [Ketubbot]...
The love of Rabbi Akiva for her is marked... in very powerful ways, in the
poignant wish of the poor shepherd to give his bride a very expensive gift
[Nedarim]”, pp. 150, 151, 153-4. This leads to the combination of the shepherd
(Ketubbot) and the straw (Nedarim) motifs in the analysis: “Rabbi Akiva’s
relationship with his wife is figured in several ways as the relationship of a
shepherd to a beloved ewe-lamb; the very site of their erotic idyll is a bam™ (p.
151). In talmudic idiom the straw barn is clearly distinguished from the cattle
barn, see mSotah 8, 2 and parallels. Boyarin’s combining of the two accounts is
also noted in A. Cohen, Rereading the Talmud, Atlanta Georgia 1998, pp. 118-
9 (thanks to Rabbi Barry Wimpfheimer for this reference).

% Ch. 12, p. 30.
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The great wealth enjoyed by R. Akiva in his latter years was the
reason to mention the golden diadem and gilded sandals®® worn by his
wife. Their children feared that the conspicuous display of wealth
would bring on ridicule. “No”, said Akiva, “I cannot withhold them
from her.”” She underwent much hardship with me in my study of
Torah”.®® The reworking in ARNA® has the disciples voice this
concern:i? NWYY man 1AW 27 170 12 1K, The explicit reference
to ridicule is removed, and the admonition is more respectable in the
mouth of the disciples than of the sons.

The theme is further developed in the Yerushalmi, now with
specific reference to the Jerusalem-of-Gold. The Mishna at Shabbat 6
17 includes 277 5w 7°v among the ornaments which a woman may not
wear in the public domain on the Sabbath. The Yerushalmi” identifies
this ornament as 277 ¥ 051" and informs us that R. Akiva had one
made for his wife. R. Gamliel sought to dispel his own wife’s
jealousy: “Would you do for me as his wife did for him? She used to
sell the braids of her hair and give him money so that he could labor in
the study of Torah.”™

% Like the diadem (see below), the gilded sandals are also borrowed from the
women’s ornaments in the tannaitic halakha regarding Shabbat. Cf. Tosefta
Shabbat 4:11, p.19: °2v112 77w NYYA PHIDX 70U NN 1902 KT ANIYT 72N
rannna ropTpn Regarding the term used there for “sandals”, see S.
Lieberman, Tosefta Kifshutah ad loc., p. 68; at yQiddushin 1 7, 61b: " 5 mx
W TPTTR POON NAwA 730 N 27u? a7 nonw (see S. Friedman, “History
and Aggadah: The Enigma of Dama Ben Netina” [Hebrew], to appear in Jonah
Fraenkel Festschrift, near notes 63-64).

7 On withholding ornaments, see bKetubbot 4a; Middle Assyrian Laws, § 37
(ANET, p. 183).

% The sensitivity and embarrassment of impropriety voiced by the sons (and
daughters?) indicates a maturity on their part. They are not young children, and
they bespeak the concerns of adults. This is consistent with our sense that the
event portrays R. Akiva’s “latter years”. The couple’s age may be part of the
children’s embarrassment. This was in my opinion correctly understood by the
redactor of the tale in Gaster’s Exempla, who writes: 7"w™2n» 12X ™7 ,713217 1K
NWR? AW KT PLWIN 78I 77 T IRD TN N IIRK TN 7w 0K 21an (p. 106).
[The later compilations, by their very exaggeration, sometimes help us focus on
true meanings subtly imbedded in the original].

“ Ch. 6, p. 29.

" Cf. mKelim 11, 8.

6 1,7d; Sota 9 15, 24c.

72 popp P WD TMK 70T A7 ATTT 0TI 1D MR AT 27 AW YT 1°FA KN
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This short account in the Yerushalmi contains the motifs of the
couple’s poverty expressed by the selling of braids of hair, and when
better times came the ultimate recognition of the wife’s merit through
the gift of the exquisite 277 5w 2517 diadem!

The motif of ridicule on the part of the neighbors in ARN™ is now
specified as the jealousy on the part of Rabban Gamliel’s wife, and the
undefined economic hardship in ARN ("n»y mvwx1") is romanticized
in the Yerushalmi as “selling the braids of her hair”. These two
considerations argue for the primacy of the ARN account vis-X-vis the
Yerushalmi.

En passant, | wish to note that the motif “selling hair to support her
husband” can be traced to the Testament of Job, where Job’s wife sold
her hair to Satan in order to save her husband from starvation:

“...Now then if you have no money at hand [says Satan to Job’s
wife], offer me the hair of your head and take three loaves of
bread. Perhaps you will be able to live for three more days.”
Then she said to herself, “What good is the hair of my head
compared to my hungry husband?”” And so, showing disdain for
her hair, she said to him, “Go ahead, take it.” Then he took
scissors, sheared off the hair of her head, and gave her three
loaves, while all were looking on.”

This full presentation of the “hair” sacrifice may increase our
appreciation of the laconic style of the Yerushalmi, where the selling
of the braids supplies the measure for measure theme explaining the

NNX 72 T3P PR91M3 1207 AR NN 2 S0 Y INWRY Awew a20pY M2 nwea
XNYHpn 712 MNAT Y 57V MNAT AR0 7 NTAY DN TN AP MR 7832 MR NOaX)
XN™MX2 °¥% Xom 7% 727 awe7. For the underlined, the Arukh read P> wpwome
(vi, p. 437, q.v.), and it is so alphabetized there under pe. S. Lieberman
suggested that the root reading may have been 70010172 = ypucokactériiov
‘turret of gold’, apud S. Paul, “Jerusalem, A City of Gold”, (above, n. 36), pp.
262, and see: S. Lieberman. HaYerushalmi Kiphshuto, Jerusalem 1934, p. 102.
3 The parallelism was already noted by Kister (Studies, ibid.): nxipn oww 25 ow
NI X9 L7730 ,0°12107 ,0° RPN X 0737 T2 0PN ARWINA CM2T MR N, TR
TWRT MAT PW NOAK 70°0N 1T 27 MTH2 TP T DO YW INWRY.

™ The Testament of Job, 23 (The Old Testament Pseudepigrapha, ed. J. H.
Charlesworth, I, New York 1983, pp. 848-9; Kahana, p. 527); cf. elaboration 24
and 25. The similarity was noted by Ginzberg, Legends, V, p. 387, n. 29; cf.
Ilan, Mine, p. 156-7. Job’s own hair was also cropped (Job 1, 20).
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gift of the diadem headdress,” a magnificent ornament placed on the
head of the wife, whose braids were donated to forward her husband’s
education. In the Bavli Nedarim passage measure for measure is
conveyed by the description of removal of straw from her hair, with
the explicit and immediate comment, “If I could, I would give you the
Jerusalem diadem™.”

The Ketubbot account made use of the basic traditional themes
regarding Rabbi Akiva’s beginnings, without mention of the golden
diadem, which belongs to the latter years of Rabbi Akiva’s life.
However, the redactor-compiler in Nedarim inserted his new
paragraph in order to include an explicit prefiguration of this fabulous
item. The resulting style is a literary anomaly, with the theme
remaining incomplete in its context, since it is never stated in Nedarim
that he ultimately gave her the diadem.” Nevertheless, the compiler

5 Later collections sought to remove the harshness of this act by substituting a
scarf for the hair (“Maasiot” in Lunzano, quoted by Lieberman, above, n. 72).

" Certainly the diadem motif is independent and anterior to the motif of
removing straw from the hair during poverty. More than being “different
traditions”, the various accounts betray a thematic and chronological
development. Kister (Studies, p. 216, n. 487) has written: 1210 237 w2 ¥ 728
A S AN awyh "an Y mot 2 o' X0py " 1eh (30 'ay) 2"i1a movon Hw wna
PATA ,7A0 "2 O arwd X"V 1 0TI DORMMA NTAYT A0 AT TAD a7 "NwKRY
IR NARN2 PIRAW KOKR (207 Y o9w'a 0w By oW ik aRY) WK Mavea
nMoNa W YL nopn1 7231 ,nnX Ay In the previous sentence there is a
citation of Elbaum’s position that 12,000 disciples in ARN is dependent upon
12 years in Nedarim, which is questioned by Kister. He then suggests that an
example of such a dependence is the “crown” of ARN, being dependent in a
“measure for measure” relationship upon the “straw in the hair” of Nedarim,
while ARN itself uses other descriptions of the poverty, and as a consequence
the crown tradition of ARN falls flat, being separated from its measure for
measure inspiration. This is then qualified: X"y 1 27 *%222 AxWw "2anon 72X
R2'PY ' MDXT W0W) MR SY MO°0N AWK AW TN ANKA YT MO 12070
DY ar oTRbn MMpane Xxn1 (D70 DOnn XPY 'Y 1:0w) Manoa N9on av (vwyn
1 . Nedarim is itself a composite and the phenomenon of overlapping traditions
is not unique to Nedarim. He further adds: 7°¥' poaya 77n 700 a2 v o17pn T0°
T27pna AaNwn nMoa? o3 2" "923% aoua anwn - NWR? XApY ' awvw "anr
'y 1 X"7 "D maw »Yw2 etc., quo vid. For our part, we entertain the
progression ARNB > Yerushalmi > Bavli as consistent both with the overall
literary relationships of these documents, and with the thematic development
discernable in the passages under study. See above, near note 73.

™ Further indicating that Nedarim is a secondary rendition. The eventual gift
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was attracted to this impressive traditional detail about the famous
couple, and used his literary alchemy to spin gold into straw, with its
concomitant romantic effect, enjoyed by all generations since.

Before we proceed with the root themes of the Akiva saga, let us
touch upon the doubled 12-year absence. Indeed, the Yerushalmi™
does record a similar period of study by R. Akiva at the feet of R.
Eliezer before the latter recognized him. There it is 13 years™ instead
of 12.

M ,12 YT 3% K21 AP 927 YK 0101 7PV M0 WY MW WY whw
a1 XPA YT 27 1% WK b 030 "19% anwRaa nawn NN Xon
%0 52 on2m BNy X1 XY ,12 NOXM WX ovn

However, for the theme in the form we have it in the Bavli we must
turn to the account of R. Hanania ben Hakhinai.

Vayiqra Rabba® and parallels® tell of Hanania b. Hakhinai who
remained in R. Akiva’s academy in Bne Brak for 13 years without
communicating with his wife in any form. She finally devised a way
of bringing him back, but when he returned she died from shock. The
tale is too tragic to remain in this form. Fortunately we are talking
about literary composition, and almost any calamity can be rectified.
The wronged wife can be brought back to life at the end of the story.
That’s easy, even if it had to wait for a later redactor to tack it on:®
nm RRT nX). However, for literary purposes, being returned to life
is insufficient to remove the residual disappointment regarding
Hanania b. Hakhinai’s morally flawed conduct. Another means of
correcting this is retelling the entire story and repairing the

would have been included had the diadem been part of the original and natural
composition.

™ Pesahim 6 3, 33b.

" Cf. ARNA 6.

% When R. Akiva raised his first challenge to R. Eliezer's teaching after 13
years, R. Yehoshua rebuked R. Eliezer for ignoring the disciples, citing Judges
9 38.

*1 parasha 21 (pp. 484-6).

* Including bKetubbot 62b, our current location.

Y See J. Fraenkel, Proceedings of the Seventh World Congress of Jewish
Studies, Jerusalem 1981, p. 52, n. 29, p. 55 and n. 45; Boyarin, Carnal Israel, p.
158, n. 39.
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problematic element.* Therefore R. Akiva, Hanania’s teacher, is also
pictured as one who left his wife while studying for a similar period of
years. But what a difference! It was she who sent him. Not only did
she completely accept his absence and encourage him, but when she
had the chance of having him back she says, “If he would only listen
to me he would go for another 12 years!™* Quite a sacrifice on her
part in order to correct the misconduct of her husband’s disciple.®

Although Palestinian sources record Rachel’s devoted support of R.
Akiva’s labor in Torah, it is never in the context of a 12 year absence,
which was added in the Bavli*’ in order to rehabilitate the tarnished
character of another sage. Character rehabilitation would appear to be
one of the motives for the retelling of other talmudic stories. The
account of R. Yohanan’s rage which resulted in the tragic death of
Resh Lagish is retold about Rav Kahana, with a happier ending.*

The large number of R. Akiva’s disciples and the specific numbers
12,000 and its multiples are also themes mentioned in the older
literature, and in many passages specifically in the context of R.
Akiva’s two separate periods of raising disciples. Here we quote
Bereshit Rabba 61:%

# The Talmud itself puts a similar sentiment in the mouth of R. Hama b. Bisa
(bKet. 62b *X2°2>11 12 72y 72 727K X7). Cf. Rubenstein, “Criteria” (above, n. 10).
% Regarding the motif of “wife sending husband back for more study”, see E.
Bin Gorion, The Paths of Legend, An Introduction to Folktales (Hebrew),
Jerusalem 1970, p. 61.

% The tarnished image of R. Hanania is also polished in the parallel in the
Bavli; cf. Boyarin, Carnal Israel, p. 158. On differences between the account in
the Midrashim and that in the Bavli, see further O. Meir, Tura, 3 (1994) pp. 74-
83. We would prefer putting the emphasis in interpreting these differences upon
the literary rehabilitation of R. Hanania’s character (as Boyarin did) rather than
upon the way his wife is portrayed (Meir).

87 Cf. also in the other Bavli episodes in proximity: 5r»% 72w 0 °nan 7 P02
1w "0 NN 20 71X ...27 °22 (Ketubbot 62b); *3w 0 N 2°N° X XO*2 72 XAf "1
*RI'2M 12 72970 T2°K K2 1K XDX 2 Xy 22 (ibid.).

# The Rav Kahana narrative (bBQ 117a) can be shown to be dependent upon
the Resh Lagqish episode (bBM 84a), in that it incorporates details from each of
the two adjacent aggadic cycles in BM, R. Elazar b. R. Shimon and R.
Yohanan/Resh Laqish (see S. Friedman, “The Further Adventures of Rav
Kahana — Between Babylonia and Palestine”, in P. Schifer (ed.), The Talmud
Yerushalmi and Graeco-Roman Culture, 3, Tiibingen 2002.

 P. 660. See Minhat Yehudah there. See also ARNB ch. 12 (p. 29) and other
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XY , TP 270N TV MY o°7nn AnTava oX 'K Ry
D720 TARD OAw OXY AT W AT T2V 2no» 5"apn onn AT R Y7 anx
,OMUDWIR T N2 72pY "2 12 1 21N (Ma) 99K WY ouw
TRV 021 PR 1R TIX TP ANCHY AaY TR P92 12 A
1M "N YW 12 WYIR N AT N 07 M AT Y RD ' nvaw
0T "N TRA N M N AT BRT XY ,2P8° 12 0K N 0TI00
12 o2 R .APTI00 AN M ORIIT 2 AN N N 12 nwaw '
1N XX K2 12X 77IN2 T0X DAY aNTTE XOR INn XY DwRIn

1IN DR PR 9 WM 170V .o wYnD WY KW 0onyT

These traditions were the basis for the Ketubbot narrative in
describing a dual 12-year absence, during each of which R. Akiva
raised 12,000 disciples or a multiple thereof.” It was quite probable
that the number 12,000 exerted its influence in adjusting the
traditional number of years of study from 13" down to 12.”

Now let us turn to R. Akiva’s son Yehoshua, who was also most
fortunate in having a wife devoted to his study of Torah. She would

parallels. To bYev 62b see variant readings, p. 398, nn. 59-61.

% Elbaum (p. 73, n. 14) contemplates the opposite relationship, namely, the
other sources are dependent upon the Bavli accounts in Ketubbot and Nedarim:
0-531 ..M o172 3 2w 1TIRY? 9PN By :oma a9 2Pnwn 2pan 190nT
"Nar APR 2" w2 MMpnT 1050 oYY an AT 100 R ow 1xnn. However, this
is more than improbable in light of the fact that the Bavli account is an
extended narrative weaving a multiplicity of motifs (cf. “Historical Aggadah™
[above, n. 21], p. 139 and n. 106; “The Further Adventures” [above, n. 89] n.
54), and the fact that this number of Rabbi Akiva’s disciples is already found in
various Palestinian sources. Furthermore, the Palestinian motifs of the number
of disciples and their death have independent sources in other Palestinian
passages, and were later transferred to R. Akiba’s disciples, as has been
demonstrated by Aaron Amit, “The Death of Rabbi Akiva’s Disciples: A
Literary History” (forthcoming). M. Kister (Studies, p. 216, n. 487) already
questioned Elbaum’s suggestion: mar 77X 2" 19057 DX oW 7ANTY X2 OM2AN
TN Mw 2" XPpY M 5w vk SY nTona DTN 0T LKA LR ' 28 oTmn
(o o™ wpna *? 00270 AKX 0™1901) POD AT AR L(X"Y 31 0771 92a) maw At

" Yerushalmi and ARNA for R. Akiva and Midrashim for Hanania b.
Hakhinai.

. S. Zuri (Rabbi Akiva, Jerusalem 1923/4 [Hebrew), p. 4) took “twelve” as
simply a general talmudic round number. Nedarim codex Vatican 110 reads "1
10°%n MAY ...20"N.
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stand all night holding the lamp while he read; it was also her task to
roll the scroll from beginning to end and back to the beginning, both
poignantly portrayed in Midrash Tehillim:*

S 71 AV AWK 22K (20 T NYAP) 20 XIM AWK X2 0K 127
TN AR MY [0 1170 WY AN LAWK XU X2PY M S 122 nwvn
XX 12 °20 7 MR L,MTR O AN XY G900 9O Tew
TR KRR MM LA 9O Y mxy Xz % nao R pmm
991,Xw™M? X970 121 XD0? KU 12 772 77231 K190 Ki°N9 MM L,
LT X2PY ' 27 XI9XA ,XI9X RNRT TV 72 RIN XPAR Y

.20 R¥ AWK K¥7 M7 ,RE0 777 95K, XXM IN RE2 777 MR

The subject of Yehoshua’s study was Scripture and aggadot.*
Aggadot were probably selected for this story because they were the
first part of the Oral Torah allegedly written in books, thus requiring a
lamp. Were Yehoshua to have studied these by day and mishnayot by
night the story could not be told.” However, a realistic explanation is

%59, 3 (p. 302).

* Re MSS attestation, see n. 23 there.

% A propos, it would appear that the practice of studying Mishna from written
books rather than oral recitation can be ascertained in the reworking of the
Akiva traditions performed by ARNA upon ARNB (cf. above, n. 46)!

29 '»y 1 PP R N0 302 %37 M2aR 30 '»y ,2Y PP 2 101,102 2T MER

TV MATAR RPY 12 WX DY VY 1Y (WY MTIR) KIPY YrOW D YmR
0 MY MY T Y N0 N NN M B A2 ApY YN Mo [[wya unTry]
"INW AR A2 PON0N MK DPWO 5 ONY WK OM3T [Iw] D3% ymw TR onb MK
TO° IR TR 77D DBANM KW TN 02 AT TN QBhNn XY DR 72 Y v oaw

.om SIMRD TANwa IR DX

This passage is not included by J. N. Epstein in his list of proposed proofs of
writing Oral Law (/ntroduction to the Mishnaic Text [=Mavo Lenusah
HaMishnah), Jerusalem 2000°, p. 700. He does include there ARNA 25 (p.
41a)). Although that passage is certainly inconclusive (see S. Schlesinger, “On
the Writing Down of the Oral Torah in the Time of the Talmud”, Sinai 117
[5756/1995], p. 49) the repeated occurrence of $.n.h. there in contrast to the
Shir HaShirim parallel cited there bears a second look in light of the passage
cited here. Our proposal regarding ch. 12 is made with full awareness of the
caution which must be exercised in marshaling evidence of written books for
the Oral Law. We find in yKilaim 9 3 32b = yKetubbot 12 3 35a (cf. Bereshit
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not lacking — after studying halakha by day, Scripture and aggadot
provide less demanding subjects by night.

It would seem that the principle of X?71X X2°11 2n2 X7’ is applied
here to the daughter-in-law of Rachel and Akiva. However, this point
requires clarification. Exactly how the motif of “wife devoted to her
husband’s Torah study” was transferred between R. Akiva and his son
Yehoshua now becomes the focus of our attention, and indeed the
linchpin of our thesis. The key passage is Tosefta Ketubbot 4 7 (p.
67), which recounts the betrothal agreement negotiated between
Yehoshua and his wife:

POIBY K7X T X1 ,0119% KXOw nan 7y 17 X7W NIn ¥ AWK DX Xem
K2°pY "1 HW 12 YT AwYn AN NTA2M) N0IOM NI RANY Tny
AW 77 .70 INTAYA N0IN9M NIT RANW NI HY Ay pODY WK XU
on? "BR P 2% Xaw ,0man> Py nhap A hng pvm 1Ay MmNl
2 1K "0y 510 72 " L0 TOBK L"0IR Do nt 9y naaxa xn"

X anR o190 X" 00N

R. Akiva’s son Yehoshua was a scholar or a sage in his own right. The
contract which he executed with his wife upon their marriage became
a halakhic paradigm. One may betroth with the explicit condition that
not only is he exempt from supporting her, but she undertakes to

Rabba 33): amx 0°7°n 790 %02 >y nmawx Xnyw Xnn2. H. L. Strack cites this
passage as his first testimony for the writing down of aggadic material in
Palestine: “Hiyya (an uncle of Rab’s) reads in the bathhouse a haggadic work
on the Psalms” (Introduction to the Talmud and Midrash, New
York/Philadelphia 1959, p. 13). Sokoloff also renders: “at that moment | passed
my eyes over the whole book of Aggada on Psalms™ (4 Dictionary of Jewish
Palestinian Aramaic, Ramat Gan 1990, p. 538; B. Lifshitz, “Aggadah and its
Place in the History of the Oral Law”, Shenaton Ha-Mishpat Ha-Ivri 22
[2001-04], p. 268). However, 773X 2°7°n 120 certainly means the aggada of the
book of Psalms (cf. ySukkah 3 10 54a = yMegilla 1 9 72a maw 5w mnw’ 7wyl
o°'°’n 120 mx1). Had R. Hiyya been reading a book, he would have been
observed doing this, and the excuse would fall flat. ™y nmwx indicates
“casting one's thoughts™; cf. yShabbat 7 2, 9b where the same phrase is used for
mentally searching the entire Pentateuch for the orthographic forms of the word
o872 (cf. Pne Moshe and bMegilla 18b; M. Assis, naw *»5w17ma o°w101 i,
Hebrew Union College Annual 48 [1977], pp. n-v). On the question of oral
tradition in written form, see S. Naeh, “The Structure and Division of Torat
Kohanim (A): Scrolls”, Tarbiz 66 (1997), pp. 505-512.
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support him so that he is free to study Torah.”

Yehoshua’s case is the precedent for such a law. His bride accepted
this condition willingly and with devotion. However, they did not, or
at least she did not, sufficiently anticipate the eventuality of hard
times, the dry years, years of drought, during which the fulfillment of
the bargain became too difficult for her. As part of the ensuing dispute
the remaining property was divided between the two. “Take your half
and support yourself. I simply cannot”. “No”, he said, “a bargain is a
bargain. I'm doing my part. You do yours™. In response she appealed
to the sages, and when the matter came to court, Yehoshua said, “I
accept all her statements as truth without any hesitation. She is more
trustworthy to me than any person on earth”. The plaintiff spoke up.
“Indeed”, she said, “we did make such an agreement upon betrothal”.
“Well then” said the judges, “there can be no retracting once a binding
contract has been executed”.”’

Most of the major themes of the Akiva exemplum are already here
in the Yehoshua case. The study of Torah is a condition of the
betrothal agreement. The bride was afflicted by poverty and
hardship.” The tender appreciation for the wife is explicitly voiced by
the husband: “She is more trustworthy to me than any person on
earth”. However, in this primary source reality intrudes. Even the best
understandings between husband and wife can sometimes end up in
court. Still, the real life story is stirring. Is this not the stuff that
exempla are made of?

At this point the Aggada takes over. Midrash Tehillim gives

% Tal Ilan correctly gives preference to the interpretation that financial support
and not actual instruction is meant, both in the general and specific case (Jewish
Women in Greco-Roman Palestine, p. 194 and n. 33; this position is reversed in
her Mine, pp. 168-9 and n. 24).

97 xx'p is 733p used in various legal contexts for a binding agreement. It figures
in the laws of acquisition 7¥xp2 2°1p n? M (yKid 1 5 60c and parallel). See
also Z. Falk, IVRA 17 (1966), p. 173. The word kinyan also came to mean an
irrevocable agreement, and is substituted for Xx°p in the Yerushalmi parallel of
this baraita in our Yerushalmi text: 2173 737 7nX PX as in bBB 152b. As to the
text of the Yerushalmi, see S. Lieberman, Tosefta Kifshutah, Ketubbot, p. 245.
% During the years of drought. The simple meaning of the original agreement
certainly seems to be that she would labor to support him. Contrast Zuri: “He
married a rich woman who supported him” (p. 5); A. Biichler: “He married the
daughter of a wealthy landowner”, Studies in the Period of the Mishna and the
Talmud (Hebrew), Jerusalem 1967, pp. 116, 135.
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aggadic expression to the assistance in study extended to Yehoshua by
his devoted wife, picturing her holding the lamp and winding the
scroll. However, the stature and fame of R. Akiva are an
overwhelming force which attracts this inspiring account and draws it
from son to father: Max? »°0 o712 wyn.

R. Akiva’s unnamed wife sold the braids of her hair and gave him
the money so that he could labor in the study of Torah. The cash
transfer made possible by self sacrifice corresponds to the event
reported about Yehoshua. However, a romantic element is added — she
sold the braids of her hair. Romanticizing is an integral aspect of the
retelling process.

Yehoshua’s wife undertook to feed him and support him. n» 5y
1017921 1nn37 Xanw. In ARNA this theme 1s applied to R. Akiva’s wife
supporting and maintaining their children, the various textual
witnesses™ reflecting the same terminology: *19% ;)NWX 711 DOIOW *191
NWN 270 WY,

The ultimate application of the story of Yehoshua and his wife,
although not recorded in the intervening parallels, appears in the
Bavli, as the events flow backwards from son to father, and the legal
precedent is converted into an exemplum. The study of Torah as a
condition specified at betrothal connects these sources directly. It also
serves as an indication of the primacy of Ketubbot over Nedarim,
where the exhortation by the bride in favor of study is transferred from
betrothal to the scene in the straw storage shed.

“12 years and 12,000 disciples doubled” is borrowed in the Bavli
from other contexts regarding R. Akiva.'” The vow of disinheritance
and the establishing of Kalba Savua as the bride’s father is an
embellishment in the framework of the Bavli, duplicating themes from
the legend about the beginnings of R. Eliezer. In those stories the vow
of disinheritance figures in the explicit context of other siblings, and
the name Kalba Savua is also mentioned.'"” The other themes,

% See above, n. 51.

1% See above.

191 Bereshit Rabbah 41 (42), p. 398 (and parallels [ARNA, 6, p.31; ARNB, 13,
P- 32]): 12,7357 7wy Ar R T WMT 2T IREM YOOI MY VAR A7V OO NRY
TMTI7 KOX 12 NPT KD AN 12 WX L2 8279 121 N3 12 MR Noon NXY
mnna 7 N2 101 %3 M vwoy ,»oom. This interpretation was also suggested
by Tal Ilan (Mine, p. 213); cf. J. Neusner, Judaism and Story, Chicago 1992, p.
118. A different opinion is expressed by J. Fraenkel (Jyyunim, p. 113, n. 14),
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however, namely, the study of Torah as a condition of the betrothal
agreement; the wife’s affliction of poverty; and the husband’s
acknowledgement of his wife’s merit, are all motifs taken over from
the details of the original legal tradition concerning Yehoshua and his
wife.

Yehoshua Akiva
The study of Torah is a condition of Attendance at the house of study is a
the betrothal agreement. condition of the betrothal agreement.
The vow of disinheritance and its ultimate
cancellation.

12 years and 12,000 disciples doubled.
The bride was afflicted by poverty and Lack of proper garment to wear due to
hardship. poverty.
Tender appreciation for the wife Acknowledgement of his wife’s merit.
explicitly voiced by the husband.

The closest approximation to the original literary kernel'®* of the
Akiva legend is in ARNB, in short unconnected pericopae.'” Akiva is

who wishes to consider an independent older source containing the vow of
disinheritance by R. Akiva’s father-in-law: 1nxa ponn 9p°wa ,axa Moow o0
D271 MO0 TN 22N PRAXY 771N 7T CIW ND°0 1NPER KT AW,

192 See “Historical Aggadah™ (above, n. 21), p. 122, on the necessity to identify
a “literary kernel” before searching for a “historical kernel”. Positive
determination that data originates in the embellishments of expansive fiction
can be more exact than rigorous skepticism alone. Boyarin already rejected
search in the Bavli account of R. Akiva for a historical kemnel: “._.it is
impossible, of course, to read the story either as a representation of actual
historical-biographical reality, or a literary version of a ‘*kemnel” of biographical
truth” (Carnal Israel, pp. 137-38). In any case, he still flirts with the idea: “The
historical reading is problematic, that is, beyond the bare facts that there was an
Akiva, that he was married, and that apparently he and his wife suffered great
poverty while he studied Torah. This much of the story seems so frequently
told as to be established historically, though given the nature of rumor, one may
even wonder at this” (n. 9). [This represents methodological tightening of an
earlier version: “... that there was an Akiva, that his wife was named Rachel
(although given the emblemic value of her name in the story, maybe even this
is fictive), and that apparently they suffered great poverty while he studied
Torah. This much of the story seems so frequently told as to be established
historically” (“Internal Opposition in Talmudic Literature: The Case of the
Married Monk™, Representations, 36 (1991), p. 108, n. 9)].

' Elbaum (p. 73) compares the ARNB account to a “mosaic”. On lack of
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unlearned and poor, but determined to conquer the study of Torah, and
eventually raises 12,000 pairs of disciples. Ultimately he is rewarded
with great riches, and bestows magnificent gifts upon his wife. He
justifies this extravagance with the recollection of the suffering she
underwent during his studies.'™ In ARNA her role moves from
passive suffering to active contribution; she supports the children. In
the Yerushalmi her contribution is made directly to Akiva, and
romanticized: cutting off her braids and giving him the money for his
study of Torah.

Only in the Bavli are all these themes and more woven into a
continuous narrative, as they are further developed and romanticized.
Most creatively, their son Yehoshua’s betrothal bargain is taken over
by the parents. Akiva’s boorishness now has him cast as a shepherd.
The disinheritance theme is borrowed from R. Eliezer’s appearance
before Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai, and connected to one of the
personalities who was sitting in the audience: Kalba Savua. The
12,000 disciples are combined with the 13>12 years of study. This
period was cast as one of separation from his wife, an absence which
was retroactively imposed upon R. Akiva so that he could correct
Hanania b. Hakhinai’s wrongdoing, and his wife could redouble her
devotion and sacrifice to new extremes.

This full exemplum then falls into the hands of a talmudic author
working within the framework of Nedarim, who cannot resist retelling
it, perhaps in order to add the other fabulous tradition about R. Akiva,
even though it does not fall within the chronological range of this
story. The Yerushalmi had already identified the head ornament with
the Mishnah’s “city of gold”, glossed as a7t »w 0°2w17. The brilliant
prefiguration of the golden diadem in the straw scene also allows the
storyteller to shift Ketubbot’s betrothal pact (¥ /a Yehoshua) to a more
tender and stirring scene. Delaying the exhortation to study to a time
after the betrothal and anticipating the Jerusalem-of-Gold in the early
years of the marriage bring both themes together in the storage shed,
as the couple exchange their mutual vows of love.

To the degree that the similarity between Akiva and his son
Yehoshua regarding their betrothal stipulations eluded scholars who
addressed the story of Akiva and Rachel, the reason could have been

connection in ARN in general, see Kister, Studies, p. 216.
'% 1 cannot agree with Tal Ilan’s assertion that “its lavishness contradicts the
poverty theme”™ (Mine, note 42 above, p. 108).
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their basic historical approach. Furthermore, had they juxtaposed the
passages and contemplated the resemblance they might have taken it
as a chance coincidence, or a historical event, where the second
generation followed the first, and consequently not germane in
understanding the talmudic record about the father.' The Bavli’s
Akiva narratives in Ketubbot and Nedarim were largely taken as
embellishments upon a basic factual tradition or preexisting literary
core story of more or less the same scope regarding Akiva the
shepherd, thus dulling appreciation of the composer’s creative
artistry.'%

The alternative presented here is receptivity to the radical
reworking of motifs inherent to original narrative composition,
especially, but not exclusively, in the Bavli. The reuse of motifs is not
limited to embellishing earlier traditions about the protagonist. Rather,
the literary historian must consider use of themes adjacent to the hero,
such as the Yehoshua tradition, or those external to him, such as
motifs transferred from other sages. The Akiva legend in the Bavli
was composed by a skilled literary artist, woven from brief and
isolated components into a polished and seamless creation.

Full appreciation of aggadic narrative and its artistry cannot be
captured as a still, focusing upon the end product in splendid isolation,
but requires investigating the overall kinetic unfolding of all its stages.

105 Zuri (p. 5) mentioned Yehoshua's betrothal stipulation without any hint of
relating it to the betrothal condition proposed to R. Akiva in Ketubbot. Ilan
seems to project a historical background (“Perhaps in R. Agiba’s family it is
more reasonable to suppose that his son’s wife supported her husband” (Jewish
Women, p. 194, n. 33; in this context she also refers to Elbaum’s point of
applied literary motifs [Elbaum, above, n. 20, p. 71, n. 2]). llan’s goal in Mine
and Yours is retrieving history (as stated in the subtitle) rather than literature. In
consonance with this she writes: “The most crucial procedure is to discard all
material in the stories of Rabbi Aqgiva’s wife that is clearly a-historical” (p.
292).

1% Sh. Valler (Women and Womanhood in the Stories of the Babylonian
Talmud, Tel Aviv, p. 77) writes regarding Ketubbot and Nedarim: 097277 *2-5v
12 2@ 12 .X PR 2709 990 X2pY ' DY ryan 9000w ,Int R 80 ooImsan
'7 .2 ;P00 AT AR DY DX AW 17 AXETI IV N 12 73RN AT X3P
TR TPYRY YT R2PY '3 ;N0WImN 97PN 1NN TV 3a0 A TndR nnn Xapy
PIMIT M2 ,AN20 X2 TR 1727 XPY " "2 MAARA L7 ;0020 o ebn 12 M ama
oma et Compare Dubsevitz (above, note 33).
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The composer of the Babylonian narrative under investigation
wishes to use the Akiva traditions as the vehicle for portraying his
resolution of the conflicting loyalties of marriage and a life of study.
He can forge a corrective for the insensitivity of ultra-Torah devotion
which marred the past, but cannot resolve the conflict without
demanding the ultimate sacrifice from the Torah-wife. The mechanics
and problematics of this solution are raised from the mundane to the
sublime by consecrating the couple’s arrangement with romanticized
love.

Appendix : 71 = “Study” (n. 63)

Scholarly attention has long been directed to uses of "7 such as X1mm
X271 MaR7 nva L9 12 i L,n2 and others. In Seder Tannaim we
Amoraim'” we find: *11%9 " "2 Na™ "a2 M”10 XOUP X 50108
These and related phrases in the Bavli and Yerushalmi have been
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assigned a range of related meanings, such as “deduce”, “examine”,
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“raise a difficulty”, “solve”, “conclude”.'” In this context, mention

197 Ed. K. Kahan, Frankfurt a. M. 1935, p. 31; Sefer Kritut, Jerusalem 1964/5, p.
321.

198 Regarding &1 (see Sokoloff, A Dictionary of Jewish Babylonian Aramaic,
p. 373), mention should be made of Syriac ) YfwfwuX, ‘demonstration’,
“proof” (cf. Rosenthal, Towards the Redaction [below, n. 109], p. 260).

199 See L. Ginzberg, “Beitrige zur Lexikographie des Aramiischen”, ed. S.
Krauss, Festschrift Adolf Schwartz zum siebzigsten Geburtstage, Berlin 1917,
p. 347; E. S. Rosenthal, Towards the Redaction of TB Tractate Pesah Rishon,
doctoral dissertation, Hebrew University 1959, pp. 259-61 and notes; Y.
Sussmann, Babylonian Sugiyot to the Orders Zera'im and Tohorot, doctoral
dissertation, Hebrew University 1969, pp. 169-70 n. 17; and copious citation of
literature in both; D. Boyarin, “Towards the Talmudic Lexicon III”, ed. M. A.
Friedman, M. Gil, Te’uda, 4 (1986), pp. 125-6; M. Asis, Studies in Memory of
the Rishon Le-Zion R. Yitzhak Nissim, Vol. 2, Jerusalem 5755, pp. x:-21; L.
Moscovitz, “Lishanei Aharinei in the Talmud Yerushalmi”, Sidra 8 (1992), p.
72; idem, “Double Readings in the Yerushalmi — Conflations and Glosses”,
Tarbiz 66 (1997), p. 196. In connection with Rosenthal’s position that the root
is "1 Boyarin remarks: X7 ,0°19-73-%¥ - "2’ - 000 DX WM LW P00 WA
[D1\A DX 2% UXREA 720 9227 AT OYUPAY STmhA 0 P-DXY LM 7R
"< Pnan (p. 125, p. 126, n. 44). If the intention here is to claim that the
orthographic form "n» for nn does not occur, this is not the case. See E. S.
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has also been made'"’ of passages in the Yerushalmi such as:

NDI02 AT KW PYWON2 N ()7 M2 AN ,MT0 M R
RPW 77 K17 1273 'K LK KDY T2 R X107 12 Tabn T XX
1 =2 05w anncs 9y 1ay

In the same context:

21991 7AW NPN RPD RTA2 CUNA TV WP 12 eaw ' ame '
PAOWRT 37 .XTM X709 Yy MTN ABR 700 YRR TR NPOR
12 .22 1on WA [T72Y] 7m0 PROwR 827 250 1000 Tnom
MW 2 PPOX LAY RN KPD 102 N0 1TaY X XM T
' 2107 ,7MAR Now2 MM R XA T 0 KT RT 9 Y Pon

DX QWA T ATING WANG TN POMAN XA ¥R X1

From these passages in yShabbat it would appear that "177 also bears a
related but less specified meaning,'" closer to “study”.

In his A Dictionary of Jewish Palestinian Aramaic'® M. Sokoloff
cites one of the above-cited passages s.v. 72y, under its 12th meaning:
“to spend time”, and thus translates: “PN’s sons spent six months

]

(studying) that chapter”.!'® This presentation indicates the analysis that

Rosenthal, ed. Sh. Shaked, /rano-Judaica, Jerusalem 1982, “For the Talmudic
Dictionary — Talmudica Iranica” (Hebrew), p. 113, n. 39 (also indicating af"el);
Y. Kara, Babylonian Aramaic in the Yemenite Manuscripts of the Talmud,
Jerusalem 1983, p. 60, number 18; Saul Lieberman Institute Henkind Data Base
(CD ROM), search: »m ;.

19 Cf. B. Ratner, Ahavat Zion Virushalayim, Ma’asrot, Vilna 1906/7, pp. 105-
6; Rosenthal.

"1 Shabbat 7 2, 9b.

112 15 37, Cf. Melekhet Shlomo; eds: 1 ...x7.

113 Rosenthal (p. 260) editorially adds 72y (with question mark) before .
The words from "12 to *07 are lacking in the citation in Melekhet Shlomo 7,2
and are apparently an accidental doubling from above. Without them translate
“...they extracted from it six things for each one, consistent with their father’s
approach”, as R. Hiyya associated six categories with “reap”. There is no need
to repeat the phrase in question.

"% According to the specified meaning the sages are seen as occupied in
“demonstratio, argumentum” (Rosenthal, pp. 259-60).

5= pJPA.

0
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72¥ meaning “to spend time” is the main verb in this sentence,'” the
word''® 171 is an auxiliary verb, and the (correct) meaning “studying”
is not expressed, but supplied from context.

Such an understanding is corroborated by Sokoloff’s transcription
of the text: 17* XN"W Xp7'0 P2 {7} 1<>72v XA X0 "7 2. The
angle brackets indicate an “editorial addition™, and converting 72¥ into
a plural form is indeed warranted (compare the preceding passage,
which we have quoted above).'"” The curled brackets (“editorial
deletion™) convert 71 into the auxiliary verb 117. This, however, is not
at all warranted. We have seen that the form M7 772v also occurs
above.

In our opinion, T2V is the auxiliary verb,'” and 7 is the main
verb, with the meaning “recite”,'*! “study”. Thus translate: “PN’s sons
were studying that chapter for six months”, a broader and more
general meaning of > than usually assigned in the past.

In our bNedarim passage we read:

1 WYOXR T WP TIW M0 NN 5 YN .0 2 NG 27 A% aOaX
RNMITAK 23 M0 NN Ma I T LI

The second occurrence of the verb here (717) is missing in the editions,
but preserved in the versions.'” Context requires: “Go and study in the
schoolhouse. He went and studied 12 years before R. Eliezer and R.

"7 This is also the interpretation represented in the parenthetical comment in
Additamenta ad Librum Aruch Completum, Vienna 1937, p. 157.

¥ See below.

1% Melekhet Shlomo copied here 7172y. The past tense is indeed superior
according to the analysis we shall adopt, and was editorially emended as such
in all occurrences in our passage by Rosenthal (p. 260).

120 Cf. C. Levias, 4 Grammar of Galilean Aramaic, intro. M. Sokoloff, New
York 1986, p. 199. Compare yNed 11 1 42c: Xnwna "mp 72y K17 WX 'NT
Y0 770 2¥ NP PR XN2N etc.

121 Sukkah 1 5 52a X127 K772 27 "2 TN DY XOX X370 (not cited in Sokoloff,
DJPA).

122 See The Babylonian Talmud with Variant Readings, Nedarim 11, Jerusalem
1990/1, p. 38 and n. 20 (add: Yalkut Shimoni). The omission in the editions
leaves an incomplete sentence: YT "I WYIR 2277 WP TIW M0 NN 7N (and
indeed the word M7 is supplied by R. Yoel Sirkis [Bah], probably from Yalkut
Shimoni).

112



Yehoshua... he went again and studied another 12 years”.'® Thus mn
= study. This interpretation is further supported by the parallelism
with Ketubbot:

[~ iy M2n2
FTUT N MOR T WP PIT MO NN M MR 3723 P 0 N 2N MR

In his Dictionary of Jewish Babylonian Aramaic, Sokoloff lists as
meaning I, 5 of the verb "a: “to stay, last, pass”. Here, the final
meaning of the verb without prepositions, the Nedarim passage is
cited, and translated: “Go stay in the be rav. He went (and) stayed for
two years in the presence of PN, and PN, [i.e. he learned from
them]”.'* Once more, the brackets supply the simple meaning of the
passage: learned, studied.'” In our opinion, the Aramaic dialect of
Nedarim preserves here a usage of "7 corresponding to the more
established usage in the Yerushalmi cited above.

We consequently conclude that 27 "2 "7 contains a further instance
of "7 = “study”, and should be added to the other usages of "
discussed in the past.

123 The Soncino translation reads: ““Go, and become a scholar.” So he left her,
and spent twelve years [studying] under R. Eliezer and R. Joshua... so he went
back and was absent for another twelve years™ (The Babylonian Talmud, ed. 1.
Epstein, London 1936, p. 136). This approach represents three different ad hoc
solutions.

124 p, 371. The talmud text is cited there as follows: 7070 M 218 @22 "7 71
o " 'O M e 1w (The “@” sign is explained on p. 54). The citation is
from MS Munich 95. The author’s system using a select manuscript per tractate
is explained on pp. 18, 24 (and see p. 57). In this case the practice of using the
text of the “best manuscript” without further comment is misleading, in that
“two years” is clearly an error, as can be seen from the Munich manuscript
itself in context: 'z ' '¥UIX " P TIC RN T IX .27 22 M Por a0 o
“n"2% 'nX1 0p 7w M0 *nNan oburn’.

' From context rather than lexical submeaning of mn. Consequently this
occurrence was not connected with meaning 11,6 or with 17X or X771 (p. 373).
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