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DIGEST 

This thesis deals with two of the most in~riguing subjects to be 

found in connection with the Talmud and Midrash. One of those subjects 

is the appearance there of foreign loan-words. This thesis investigates 

the appearance and use by the Rabbis of one of those words, a word bor

rowed from Latin which became a staple of rabbinic literature. The word 

is "matrona" and it was used by the Rabbis in their aggadot and their 

m'shalim. The other subject this thesis investigates is that of women 

in rabbinic literature. For the word "matrona" was used to describe a 

certain type of woman with whom the Rabbis were either acquainted by 

reputation, or by their own personal experience, 

Who was the "matrona"? R, Jose b Halafta found her to be an ex.,. 

ceedingly inquisitive woman, who was quite curious about Judaism and who 

might also have been hostile to the Jews. R. Jose had sixteen conversa

tions with "a certain matrona," all of them coming in response to her 

quest:iion about a passage from Scripture or her inquiry into Jewish belief. 

This thesis discusses those conversations and tries to answer some ques

tions that rise out of them: where the conversations took place; if the.y 

in fact did pakeeplace; why the matrona made her inquiries of R. Jose 

specifically; and if they did not take place, what purpose the conversa

tions may have had as rabbinic literary devices, These conversations 

are the sole, $ubject of the first chapter, for R, Jose is found to have 

the most contacts of any rabbi with a matrona. 

·
44 lj 

I .. 
! 



i 

1 

The second chapter deals with the m~etings of other rabbis with 

matronot. In these aggadot we find that the Rabbis found that the matro-

' not had a contradictory character. The meetings between rabbis and a 

matrona span many generations to tannaim and amoraim. Some of the rabbis 

who encountered a matrona found her to be of great help to them. Others 

found her to be dangerous, picturing her as a sexually aggressive woman, 

or as a witch, or as a powerful courtesan. By most accounts i.h can be 

supposed that when the Rabbis used the word "matrona," they were talking 

about a gentile woman, and these accounts bear out the opinion that the 

Rabbis were not necessarily recluses, but rather were men of their time, 

coming into contact with their non-Jewish neighbors with some frequency. 

The third chapter inquires into the identity of the mattonot whom 

the Rabbis encountered. In every·aggada discussed in the first two chaJ?-

ters, the matrona's identity is not disclosed. On the basis of inference 

from the descriptions of the matrona supplied by the Rabbis, this ~hapter 

discusses women who were namecl by the Rabbis in other aggadot and attempts 

to find a connection between them and the description of the matrona. 

The fourth chapter discusses the m'shalim in which the mattona 

appears. Here the word has taken on a much different meaning for the 

Rabbis, for the word "matrona" is used in the mas.hal to describe the king I s 

consort. As is common in the rabbinic parable, the "king" stands for God. 

This chapter inquires into what or whom the matrona was meant to repre

sent, and why the Rabbis used this word, and not "malkah"--or another 

common Hebrew word--instead of "matrona." 

Each chapter contali,ns individual conclusions which are summarized 

and connected in a final conclusion which assesses the scope and importance 

of and insights derived from the use of the word "matrona" in rabbinic literature. 
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INTRODUCTION 

In Pirke Avot 1:5 we find this statement attributed to R. Jose 

b. Johanan, a tana of the second or third centuries B.C.E.: 

. and ta!Lk not much with womankind. They said this 
of a man's wife: how much more of his fellow's wife. 
Hence the Sages have said: He that talks much with t''-" 

womankind brings evil upon himself and neglects the 
study of Torah and at the last will inherit Gehenna. 

This quotation has often been accepted as the definitive 

rabbinicstatement regarding women. It has been responsible for the 

opinion that the Rabbis throughout the Tannaitic and Amoraic periods 

we~t out of their ways in order to avoid social intercourse with 

members of the opposite sex. A classic statement on the subject of 

the Rabbis and how they regarded women can be found in C. G. Montef iore'1 s 

introduction to A Rabbinic Anthology: 

The Rabbinic literature is written by men and 
for men. The difference in the relations of men and 
women to each other makes a constant difference be
tween the Rabbis and ourselves. It is always crop
ping up. Modern apologists tend to ignore or evade 
it. They quote a few sentenc.es such as 'Who is rmch? 
He who has a good wd1fe'; or they tell of a few ex
ceptional women such as Beruria. It is quite true 
that wife and mother played a very important part in 
Rabbinic life; it is true the Rabbis were almost al
ways monogamists; it is true that they hono1Ult'Eidtiohetr 
mothers profoundly, and usually honoured and cared 
for their wives. But that i$ only one side of the 
story. 'Women, children and slaves': that familiar 
and frequent collocation means and reveals a great 
deal. Women were, on the whole, regarded as in
ferior to men in mind, in function and in status. 
Very few women were students of the Law: it was not 
intended that they should be. Yet the highest and 
most adorable thing in the world was to study the 
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Law. The greatest and purest joy in the world was to 
fulfil all the commandments and ordinances of the 
Pentateuch and Rabbinic codes. But women need not, 
and could not, observe them all. It was not for 
nothing that the daily blessing was said (the bless
ing which the modern orthodox Jews have not had the 
courage and good sense to remove from their prayer 
books); 'Blessed art thou, 0 Lord our God, who hast 
not made me a woman.' This blessing was as sincerely 
said as the two previous ones: 'Blessed art thou, 
0 Lord our God, who hast not made me a gentile or a 
slave.' Social intercourse with women was usually 
taboo. They were the source of moral danger, They 
were the incitements to depravity and lust. The 
evil impulse--the Yetzer ha-Ra--is especially and 
mainly the impulse which leads to sexual impurity, 
The result was not entirely healthy. 1 

Much of what Montefiore said had a factual basis, but like many 

generalizations, facts can be brought to demonstrate an.other side of 

the case, 

The purpose of this thesis is to discuss a unique kind of 

literature which can be. found in the Talmud and the Midrash. It is 

unique because not only does it give us a fuller view of how in fact 

the Rabbis regarded women and dee.lt with them,. but it also demon

strates how the Rabbis were able to adapt themselves to living in a 

very cosmopolitan world. The outstanding characteristic of the 

literature that shall be d:i.scussed is the appearance of an unusual 

word. That word is "matrona." It is neither Hebrew nor Aramaic, yet 

it appeared ti.me after time in the literature of the Rabbis. Without a 

doubt~ the word was a loan-word from. Lattn. In the rabbinic. mind this 

loan-word took on special significance. It is the significance of 

the word "matrona," and how it appears in the Talmud and Midrash that 

will be the main subject of study in this thesis. 

It has been stated that the word "m.atrona" is a loan-word, 
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How can we know this? Were we to look for it in either Scriptures or 

in the Apocrypha, we would not find it. We would have to extend our 
( 

search into early rabbinic literature to find i.t, and there we would 

come to a statement found in Avot <l'Rabbi Natan that R. Zadok, who 

lived during the Roman siege of Jerusalem, was taken prisoner and made 

a slave in the house of a matrona. 2 The text does not tell us if R. 

Zadok regarded the woman as a matrons, but some.where around that time 

it would seem that the word enteJ:ed the language of the Ra.bbis. This 

would not be too surprising, for it would mean that the Romans brought 

the word with them when they made Palestine a part of their empire. 

The word in Latin was pronounced "matrcina." For the Romans the 

word had a very definite meaning: "A married woman, usually with the 

accessory idea of rank or dignity. 113 The classic role of thematrona 

in Roman society was that described by Will Durant in regard to Stoic 

Rome (508-202 B.C.E.): 

[The sta.tus of woman in Romw must not be judged 
from her legal disabilities. She was not allowed to 
appe.ar in court, even as a witness. Widowed~ she could 
not claim any dower right in her husband's estate; he 
might, i.f he wished, leave her nothing. At every age 
of her life she was under the tutelage of a man--her 
father, her brother, her husband, her son, or a guard
i.an--without whose. consent she could not marry or dis
pose of property. On the other hand, she could inherit, 
though not beyond 100,000 sesterces ($15,000), and she 
could own without limit. In many instances,_ , .. she 
became wealthy because her husband put his property in 
her name to escape. bankruptcy obligations, damage suits, 
inheritance taxes, and other everlasting jeopardies, 
She played a role in religion as priestess; nearly 
every priest had to have a wife and lost his office when 
she died, Within the home , _, . she was honored mis
tress, mea domina, madame. She was not, like the Greek 
wife, confined to a gynaceum, or woman's quarters; she 
took her meals with her mate, though she sat while he 
reclined, She did a minimum of servile work, for 
nearly every citizen had a slave. She might spin, as 

3 



a sign of gentility, but her chief economic function was 
to superintend the servants; she made it a point, how
ever, to nurse her children herself. They rewarded her 
patient motherhood with profound love and respect; and 
her husband seldom allowed his legal mastery to cloud 
his devotion. 

The father and the mother, their house and land 
and property, their children, their married sons, their 
grandchildren by these sons, their daughters·-in-law, 
their slaves and clients--all these constituted the 
Roman familia ••.• It was within this miniature 
society, containing in itself the functions of family, 
church, school, industry, and government, that the 
Roman child grew up, in piety and obedience, to form 
the sturdy citizen of an invincible state.4 

Such a set of circumstances was not bo be permanent as Rome 

began to expand into its great empire. Yet in looking back on its 

past, the Roman world had an idealized concept of what should be. As 

we will see, the ideal and the real often clashed. And our source for 

this information will be the words of those keen observers of the world 

during the early centuries of the Common Era, the Rabbis. 

When the word "matrona" entered the vocabulary of the Rabbis, 

it must have carried connotations very different than it did for Stoic 

Rome. For the Rabbis used the word ),hnattl'iona" to describe a certain kind 

of woman with whom they came into personal contact. What this woman 

might have been will be one of the main subjects of inquiry in this 

paper, as will the question of why some individual rabbis had frequent 

contact with her. We will discuss in particular R. Jose b. Halafta, a 

third generation tana and student of R. Akiba, who had sixteen separate 

conversations with a matrona according to rabbinic literature. One of 

the goals of this study will be to see how well the Rabbis adhered to 

R,,, Jose b. Johanan I s admonition against conversing with women, and if 

Montefiore's thesis regarding the attitude of the Rabbis towards women, 
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especially in the area of social and intellectual intercourse, can be 

accepted as the case. 
I 

Another question that shall be asked is why the Rabbis wished 

to use a ],atin loan·-word at all. What were the connotations the word 

"matrona" carried for them so that they had no difficulty incorporating 

it into their language. Also, we shall try to discover whether the 

rabbinic definition of a "matrona" might have changed over a period of 

centuries, or whether its meaning remained static throughout that per

iod of time. 

In this study we shall analyze the kind of literature in which 

the word appears, to find more about the function of the mattona in the 

context of Talmud and Midrash, This will lead us to ask the question 

of whether or not the Rabbis who appear in connection with a matrona 

might have really come into contact with an actual woman, or whether 

the aggadot reporting the meeting of a rabbi and matrona might in 

actuality have been literary devices invented by the Rabbis. 

This thesis will be divided into four sections. Two of them 

will be devoted to the meetings individual rabbis are reported in 

~gsadot to have had with matronot, Another section will be devoted to a 

discussion of who the anonymous matronot in rabbinic literature might 

have been by trying to find parallel texts in which the women involved 

were named, The fourth section will be devoted solely to the appearance 

of the word 11matrona" in the parable or mashal. It is hoped that by an 

exhaustive study of the original sources (with a Hebrew text provided in 

an appendix) we can come to some concrete conclusions about how and why 

the Latin loan~word became a staple term in the aggada, 
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	AuerbackNL ad 15
	16 - 35 unk
	36 - 55 unk
	56 - 76 unk
	77 - 96 unk
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