
I hugely enjoyed Rabbi Mark's teaching on Tuesday. He began by laying out that he 
would be introducing us mainly to story content from the Talmud. For the first series 
of four, into early May, we will focus on stories about some of the key Rabbis. For 
the second series of four, in late May/June, we will look at some of the (very few) 
female figures of the Talmud. Rabbi Mark will teach six sessions, and Rabbi Danny 
Rich two.

He began with background – the history of this great and endlessly fascinating work, 
its structure and the kinds of material it comprises. If you don't want to read all that 
detail, skip to page 2!

Talmud = Mishnah + Gemarah. 
The Mishnah – a.k.a. the Oral Torah – developed over the first two centuries of the 
Common Era, initially on the part of the Pharisees, interpreting and debating the 
meaning of the Written Torah (= the five books of Moses) but mostly not writing 
anything down. After the fall of the Second Temple in 70CE, Rabbinic (post-temple) 
Judaism emerged from Pharisaic Judaism. Around 90-110CE, led by Yochanan ben 
Zakkai, the leading Rabbis gravitated to Yavneh (near modern-day Tel Aviv) where 
the debates and decisions that comprise the Oral Torah continued. Yochanan was 
succeeded as nasi (prince, patriarch, president) by Rabban Gamliel II (great-great-
grandson of Hillel, one of the principal figures in the Talmud), who among many 
other things is the rabbi quoted in the Haggadah as saying that in order to fulfill the 
Pesach obligations one must mention three things – Pesach, Matzah, Maror. Gamliel 
II's grandson Yehudah ha-Nasi compiled, redacted and wrote down the Mishnah by 
about 200CE. The Mishnah is terse and concise and consists mainly of legal rulings, 
often without attribution to any particular verse of Torah. It is structured as 6 Orders 
or Sedarim, each of which is divided into 10 (or 13 in one case) Tractates (Hebrew 
masechet which means weaving, which similarly to the Latin equivalent gives rise to 
textile→text). Each of the 63 Tractates is divided into chapters (perek) (2-30 chapters 
each), in turn divided into numbered paragraphs, a.k.a. 'mishnah', so the word 
mishnah denotes either the whole work or a particular paragraph.

The Gemarah is the rabbinic response to the Mishnah, developed separately in 
Jerusalem (giving rise to the Jerusalem or Palestinian Talmud) – finding its final 
written form by around 400CE or so – and Babylonia (modern-day Iraq), completed 
probably by about the late 6th century CE. The language of the Gemarah is mainly 
Aramaic, with some Hebrew. It consists of broadly two kinds of material: Halachah, 
meaning law or discussion of law, and Aggadah, which is anything that is not law, 
including stories and midrash (interpretation of biblical verses). (Midrash can also be 
halachic, but not so much.) Midrash began to emerge around 3rd century CE but 
carried on being produced until as late as 13th century.

Mishnah and Gemarah are interspersed in the middle block of text on each page – a 
(usually brief) bit of Mishnah followed by (usually much longer) Gemarah, 
expounding, developing and illustrating the Mishnaic material. Round the outside of 
this main text is later commentary, principally but by no means exclusively Rashi. 
Just the layout alone is beautiful to behold.



The story we began to read is about Rabban Gamliel II, and occurs in Seder Moed 
(Order 'Appointed Time', all about festivals, shabbat, months, etc) Tractate Rosh 
Hashanah, which deals with all four New Years. (Yes, there are four!) Rabbi Mark 
taught us how, in the ancient Jewish world, the fixing of the calendar happened afresh
every month – this was a rabbinic activity with great ceremony. Prompted by his 
promise that he would be partly teaching us about the politics of the Talmud, I asked 
whether this was in order to establish and maintain rabbinic authority. That may have 
been partly it, he replied, but he offered an interpretation which says that the 
sanctification of the moon is something that God has entrusted to humans, requiring 
humans' active participation with God – a human right and duty. This was considered 
heresy by some, including the 'Dead Sea Scrolls' community of Qumran, who had 
split off as early as 2nd century BCE and who continued to use the solar calendar, in 
which everything is fixed in advance rather than decided on the basis of human 
observation.

There was animated discussion about new moons, the idea (from Hebrew) of the 
'pregnancy' of the moon, the fact (who knew?) that there is always a night without a 
moon between the old and new moons, the age to come when there will be no time 
(some relished the idea of living without timetables, diaries or planning!) and many 
other related (and less related) topics. There was a little consideration of certain 
Hebrew roots, and even a tiny bit of grammar, so it seems there is something for 
everyone.

These notes hardly begin to reflect what we covered in a bare 90 minutes, but 
hopefully give a bit of a picture.

We only just began the story itself, and will pick it up again next week, so if you 
come you won't have missed much of the story itself. The few lines we did, we read 
from photocopies of a page from Talmud in a particular edition in which the Hebrew 
is pointed (so anyone who has begun to read Hebrew can have a go) accompanied by 
an edition of the Steinsaltz Talmud that has an English rendering plus all sorts of 
interesting notes. Just having sight of a page of Talmud is amazing, and beginning to 
absorb something of the flavour from a scholar such as Rabbi Mark is already 
proving to be really interesting.

On the other hand, you don't have to even be able to recognise the Hebrew alphabet 
in order to take part, as the English translation is there for all to see. Among the half-
dozen or so of us who were there, there is already a wide range of Hebrew 
recognition and fluency, so don't be afraid to join us. Whatever your level of 
knowledge, if you are at all interested in starting an acquaintance with some of the 
sources of Jewish learning, don't miss this!

Robin Samson

Written from the notes I took in class. Any mistakes, misunderstandings or 
inaccuracies are entirely mine. Please forgive, and let me know!


