Communications
TO THE EDITOR:

In “Bruria in the Bavli and in Rashi Avodah Zarah 18b” (Tradition 48:2-3,
[2015]), Dr. Naomi Cohen raises a number of important contextual and
logical difficulties with the story of the seduction of Bruria as recounted
in Rashi, Avodah Zarah 18b. Her primary thesis, however, involves a
novel attempt to undermine the authenticity of the tale. By searching the
Bar Ilan Responsa database Dr. Cohen found that the Talmudic passage
upon which Rashi’s commentary is based, “ikka de-amrei me-hai ma’aseh,
ve-ikka de-amrei mi-ma’aseh de-Beruriah,” employs syntax found nowhere
else in the Babylonian Talmud and is “foreign to the linguistic usage of
the Talmud.” Consequently, she concludes that the idiosyncratic construct
is an insertion of a 14th century copyist and could not have been the Talmudic
text available to Rashi.
Permit me to suggest that, while Dr. Cohen’s innovative use of an
electronic database has identified an intriguing Talmudic linguistic variant,
manuscript evidence refutes her claim of textual inauthenticity. Specifically, the oldest extant manuscript of Tractate Avodah Zarah, the Ubeda,
Spanish text, contains the phrase “ikka de-amrei me-hai ma’aseh, ikka deamrei mi-ma’aseh de-Beruriah” (New York, Jewish Theological Seminary,
R 15/MS 7242). Manuscript scholar R. Shraga Abramson has demonstrated that the document is a copy of a text from the year 807. (See
Shraga Abramson, Masekhet Avodah Zarah: Ketav Yad Bet ha-Midrash
Le-Rabbanim be-New York (New York: Jewish Theological Seminary,
1957), XII-XIV), thereby likely dating the provenance of “ikka de-amrei
me-hai ma’aseh, ikka de-amrei mi-ma’aseh de-Beruriah” to at least as far
back as the Geonic period. Supporting this contention is the presence of
“ikka de-amrei me-hai ma’aseh, ikka de-amrei mi-ma’aseh de-Beruriah” in
the Talmud commentary of Rabbenu Hananel, an 11th century student of
R. Hai Gaon. As such, the passage is certainly not a 14th century insertion,
and there is no evidence to suggest that it was unavailable to Rashi.
An additional comment regarding the article is, I believe, in order.
The author begins by stating that Rashi’s story “blackened the name of
Bruria” and concludes “that it has come to be tacitly disregarded.” I
respectfully disagree. Rabbinic literature is replete with descriptions of
imperfections and outright sins ascribed to important religious personalities. Rashi’s story is no less unflattering of Bruria’s husband, R. Meir.
Despite possible failings, Bruria, like her husband, was a role model to
whom we, struggling with our own imperfections and shortcomings, can
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look for inspiration, and who, like her husband, was “me’ira einei hakhamim be-halakha.”
MAIER BECKER, M.D.
Efrat, Israel

DR. NAOMI COHEN RESPONDS:
The necessity of responding to Dr. Becker’s remarks has significantly
enriched my understanding of the entire subject. I can now at least tentatively suggest where the sentence comes from, and perhaps even how it
entered the Ashkenazi textual tradition.
First, I indeed stated that “the passage found in our text of Rashi, as
well as the words in the Talmud upon which it depends, are later additions,” since “the Talmudic passage upon which Rashi’s commentary is
based… employs a syntax found nowhere else in the Babylonian Talmud.” But I did not state that it was added by a 14th century copyist. I
believe the story “fits the zeitgeist of the 14th century,” but did not
hypothesize how this occurred.
Like Dr. Becker, I accept Prof. Shraga Abramson’s view that the
copyist in Ubeda used a manuscript dating from the early 9th century
(Kairouan = Tunis) as his vorlage (the text he copied) for the first part of
his manuscript.
At the same time, whether the text of this vorlage had already found
its way from the Sefardic (Babylonian, N. African, Spanish) textual tradition into the Ashkenazi textual tradition before the time of Rashi remains
an open question. And this is the relevant question, not the date of the
vorlage by itself. For the time frame under discussion is the High Middle
Ages when both the political and the cultural divides between the Mediterranean world and that of the Northern European countries were
marked.
On the face of it, the transfer of Talmudic manuscripts by Jewish
travelers from North Africa and Spain north to the Ashkenazi world
would prima facie not be a high priority, certainly prior to the destruction
of Talmuds in the Crusades and public Talmud burnings.
So how did these words enter our Ashkenaz Talmudic text? We must
carefully study the linguistic idiosyncrasies in the Bruria story, in the form
it appears in the Ubeda manuscript that belongs to the Sefardi tradition,
to shed light on why the original connotation of the words ma’aseh deBeruria may have become so puzzling.
Regarding the arrest of the guard whom R. Meir had bribed in order
to free Bruria’s sister, that resulted in the guard’s being strung up, and
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then his being taken down, his implication of R. Meir, and the posting of
R. Meir’s image as a person “wanted” by the government that followed,
and finally how R. Meir managed to escape, the description in the Ubeda
manuscript and in the printed text is similar. In both, R. Meir’s pursuers
considered their identification to be mistaken because they took it for
granted that R. Meir would not have behaved as described in the passage.
An echo of this shame remains in the spurious Rashi tale. But while the
printed text has the single word “hakhi” = ‘thus,’ the Ubeda manuscript
has “ki hai ma’aseh,” that presumably refers to behavior inappropriate for
R. Meir, and would have shamed him. This ma’aseh apparently caused the
readers much emotional stress, judging from the number of alternate
explanations offered in the printed text, added later by different hands
into the Ubeda manuscript.
It seems clear that the immediate cause for R. Meir’s fleeing to Babylon was the discovery of R. Meir’s role in the guard’s deed. The danger
from the government and to his reputation led to his flight.
Only the Ubeda manuscript, with the words ki hai ma’aseh, smoothly
introduces the immediately following story, similarly marked as ikka de-amrei
me-hai ma’aseh. The printed text has the more non-committal hakhi,
which does not clearly link to the story. This discrepancy fits a pattern of
differences between the wording of the Ubeda manuscript and that of the
printed text. (The reader can find the Ubeda text on the Tradition
website.)
In the Ubeda manuscript, everything is tied together by the repetition of key words with an alliterative slide from ki hai ma’aseh to the
immediately following me-hai ma’aseh of the concluding sentence. Note
the similar words mai hai, hakhi hava ma’aseh, de-hai, ve-hai, ki hai ma’aseh,
me-hai ma’aseh, and lo hava avid ki hai ma’aseh. Following that pattern
the continuation is referred to as me-hai ma’aseh.
Thus the first ikka de-amrei refers directly to the proximate cause of
R. Meir’s flight, referred to as ki hai ma’aseh, followed by me-hai ma’aseh
–that is Rabbi Meir’s escape by means of a subterfuge and/or a miracle.
In the printed text, where this is replaced by the word hakhi, this is not
obvious.
Indeed, this reason for R. Meir’s running away is hardly sufficient.
The story obviously did not begin with the imminent danger of being
apprehended. The story began when Rabbi Meir at Bruria’s behest went
to save her sister. This could well be called ma’aseh de-beruriah. In the
Ubeda manuscript this is indeed evident, as we have seen. According to
the Ubeda reading there is no unaccounted for ma’aseh de-Beruriah. Ki
hai ma’aseh refers to the immediate danger and R. Meir’s escape. But the
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unit as a whole starts with Bruria’s initiative (that in the Gemara follows
immediately upon her parents’ fate). Therefore, as I argue, the entire
unit, from beginning to end can be called ma’aseh de-Beruriah. So much
for the Sefardic tradition.
In contrast, in the Ashkenazi tradition, which is represented by the
printed text, the word hakhi is paler, and lacks the associative wording just
described! Hence the need felt for an additional story associated with
Bruria.
Indeed, as I noted in my article (34 n. 11), R. Judah b. Kalonymos of
Speyer (12th century Germany) apparently understood the passage in a
manner similar to this, and both Y. L. Maimon’s edition of Yihusei
Tanna’im ve-Amora’im (1963) as well as that of Raphael Neta Rabinowitz
identify the ma’aseh de-beruria to A.Z. 18a, where the part relating to
Bruria’s connection to the event is found (and not to 18b).
In the Sefardi manuscript tradition, there was only one “ma’aseh deBeruriah.” The link to the story of Rabbi Hanina b. Teradion and his
family, immediately before this, is preserved here, though lost in the
Ashkenazi/printed text.
The added sentence under consideration here (although in an
Ashkenazic text) seems to belong to a Sefardic textual tradition. It occurs
among an uncharacteristic string of scribal additions, deletions, and corrections in the approximately ten lines immediately preceding the passage. (These can be accessed on the Tradition website.)
Finally, let me suggest that the sentence under discussion entered
into the manuscript tradition of Ashkenaz through the commentary of
Rabbenu Hananel (990-1053) of Kairouan. He begins by identifying
Bruria as R. Meir’s wife and as the daughter of R. Hanina b. Teradion,
whose fate has just been described in the Gemara. He then relates her
complaint to her husband that her sister had been placed in a brothel and
that he went to try to rescue the sister at his wife’s behest. But he mentions nothing about the bribing of the guard and the exciting events that
follow. R. Hananel uses a single line – ikka de-amrei me-hai ma’aseh, veikka de-amrei mi-ma’aseh de-Beruriah – to sum up the entire incident
from the bribing of the guard by R. Meir up to and including its aftermath that made it necessary for R. Meir to flee.
R. Hananel was both a contemporary and a colleague of Rabbeinu
Nissim b. Ya’akov Gaon, who wrote that R. Meir took his wife and sisterin-law with him when he fled to Babylon. (See p. 38 of my article.) Thus,
unlike in the printed text of the Talmud, where these eight words appear
to be somewhat superfluous, in R. Hananel’s commentary they serve as a
telegraphic summary of what he has omitted.
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While R. Hananel’s work was used freely by Alfasi (1013-1103 Algeria
and Morocco) – although without mentioning him by name, and only a
few generations later the Tosafists (c.12th – 14th cent.), he is never mentioned by Rashi (1040-1104) – presumably because R. Hananel’s commentary had not yet reached him. It thus could have served as the textual
basis for the gloss without having been seen by Rashi.
When all is said and done, while the insert defaming Bruria found in
Rashi could not be original unless Rashi had this sentence in the Gemara
text for it to depend on, the converse is not true. And indeed, we have
seen that R. Nissim Gaon, who clearly belonged to the Sefardic tradition,
and who was a contemporary and colleague of R. Hananel, and hence
almost certainly had this sentence in his text, nevertheless wrote that
R. Meir ran away to Babylon together with his wife and sister in law,
undermining the authenticity of the insert in Rashi.
When all is said and done, the insert defaming Bruria found in Rashi
could not be original unless Rashi had this sentence in the Gemara text
for it to depend on.
Editor’s note: This is a shortened version of Dr. Cohen’s letter. For the full
version, see traditiononline.org.

96

