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Thesis Summary
A Translation, Analysis, and Contextualization

of Nathan Ha-Bavli’s Seder HaYeshivot

For many centuries, and perhaps from shortly after the time of its composition in the
second half of the tenth century, the Seder HaYeshivot of Nathan Ha-Bavli, part of a
larger work no longer extant, has provided the classical description of the structure and
proceedings of the great academies of Sura and Pumpeditha in Abbasid Babylonia,
including the power brokers of these academies, their relationship to one another and to
the exilarch, and the ritual of installment of an exilarch. However, the likelihood is that
the picture drawn by Nathan, and frequently accepted by historians as accurate for the
entire history of the academies, reflects solely the situation in the early decades of the

tenth century CE and sheds only faint light on its pre-history.

In this thesis, I have provided an annotated translation of Nathan’s text, and an analysis
that discusses the broader world of which Nathan’s account forms part. This analysis will
include, briefly of course, an account of the development of the Babylonian Jewish
Institutions, especially the Gaonate and Exilarchate, the rise and decline of the Abbasid
world and its Jewish component, the struggle between rabbinic and “sectarian™ Judaisms,
notably Karaism, and the impact of all this on the troubles of Jewish institutional life in

tenth century Baghdad and its seminal impact on Nathan’s account.

There are two main divisions to the thesis. The first section comprises of eight chapters
which provide an analysis and contextualization for Nathan ha-Bavli’s Seder HaYeshivot.

The second section is a complete annotated translation of Seder HaYeshivot, a document
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which has never before fully been translated into English. Following these two main
divisions are two appendices. The first one provides the actual Hebrew/Aramaic text of
Seder HaYeshivot. The second appendix consists of several maps which show the
geography of the vast Abbasid Empire during the tenth century and where the Jewish

communities were situated within this world. Also included is a map of the Umayyad

Empire.
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PART ONE-Analysis and Contextualization
Chapter One-Who was Nathan ha-Bavli?

There is not much known about Nathan ben Isaac haKohen haBavli, also known as
Nathan the Babylonian. He seemed to have lived during the 10™ century and arguably is
the most important chronicler of this time period, giving us much insight into the life of
the Jews during the Abbasid Empire. Little is known, however, about his background.
Most likely he resided in Baghdad and was associated with the elite of society, including
the academy heads and the exilarch. There is a strong possibility that he was a student at
the academy of Sura and this can be supported by a careful analysis of his writing. His
Seder haYeshivot seemed to be part of a larger no longer extant work about the Jews of
Baghdad, entitled Akhbar Baghdad.! The document appears to be written soon after 942

and the appointment of Caleb ibn Sarjado as gaon of Pumpeditha.

! Encyclopaedia Judaica, Nathan ben Isaac Ha-Kohen Ha-Bavli
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Chapter Two-The World of Nathan ha-Bavli

The Muslim World of the Tenth Century

Politics and Economics

From the year 750 until 1258, the Islamic world was controlled titularly by the Abbasid
Empire. The assassination of the Ummayad Caliph Marwan II in 750 brought an end to
the Ummayad dynasty and heralded in the Abbasid Empire, which brought major change
both politically and economically. Baghdad was chosen to be the capital city of the
empire, a significant move from Darmascus under the Ummayads. Baghdad was
transformed into a cosmopolitan city, one which was dedicated to scholarship, the arts,
literature, and trade. While it had become the seat of secular and religious power in Islam,

it was not as pious as this characterization would imply.

As a cosmopolitan city, its population was quite diverse, both demographically and
religiously. There was a gap, not unlike today, between the wealthy and the poor. There
were scholars, merchants, and soldiers. There were also Iranians, Turks, Shi’ites, Sunnis,

and traditionalists, Christians, and Jews.

Politically, the Abbasids made majors changes and established the position of the wazir,
or vizier, who administered the affairs of the state. They also created new governmental
departments, called diwans, which created a status change for the caliphs. Within this
structure, the Islamic policy of dhimmi, the way to ensure Muslim superiority in status,
was employed to keep non-Muslims out of high status positions. While this was
ideologically the policy of the state, realistically it was not completely feasible. In order

to create an efficient and productive government, the Abbasids needed to employ non-
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Muslims as well as Muslims. An example of this was the position of diwan al-jahbadha,
the official state Financial Administrator, which was held by two very influential Jews,
Joseph ben Phineas and Aaron ben Amram. These two Jews, as documented by Nathan
ha-Bavli, would not only play major roles in the administration of the state, but also

would be power players in the world of Rabbinic Judaism.

The economic, as well as political climate of the Abbasid empire was fierce, with
individuals clamoring and competing against one another to build their up their own
financial stability. A significant factor contributing to this climate was the fear of losing

their accumulated wealth or having it taken by others, especially the government.

Problems

While the Abbasid Empire brought much change and prosperity into the Muslim world, it
had significant problems which would eventually lead to its demise. The Abbasids
controlled a vast empire which right from the very beginning was difficult to control and
unify. Having such a large empire made governance and communication within regions
extremely difficult. Resistance groups aspiring for independence sprouted up in many
different regions of the empire. As early as 847, under the reign of al-Mutawakkil, there
were signs of the rising power of the amirs, hired army commanders conscripted from
Turkish tribes. Al-Mugtadir ruled from 908-932 and leased provinces to civilian and

military governors who covered their expenses for military and other needs from taxes

which they farmed from the caliph. All of this contributed to financial losses in income

and revenue.
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The Abbasid Empire’s internal strife and political conflict is directly tied to the Jewish
community of Baghdad and its stability. As soon as major conflict arose among the
Abbasids, and dissident groups began to posture for political and economic power, the
Jewish community also experienced political and economic issues. The downfall of the
Abbasids sparked the demise of the three major Jewish institutions of Baghdad: the

Exilarchate; the Academy of Sura; and the Academy of Pumpeditha.

Its Antecedents

The Abbasid Empire

Beginning in 750 with the assassination of Caliph Marwan 11, the Abbasids seized control
of the Muslim world from the Ummayads. Significantly, they transfer the capital of the
empire from Damascus to Bagdhad, which is where the Abbasid power and support
systems were located. Baghdad would become over 25 square miles and have a
population between 300,000 and 500,000, The creation of a new Abbasid government
was supposed to shelter itself from the conditions that destroyed the Umayyad
government. It would build effective governing institutions, mobilize adequate support
from Arab Muslims, converts, and from non-Muslim communities that paid taxes. Most
importantly, it would have to, “secure the loyalty and obedience of its subjects for a rebel
regime and justify itself in Muslim terms.” Therefore, they transformed from a Bedouin
style tribal system to a one run by caliphs through newly appointed department heads
called diwans. Instead of democratically consulting with heads of tribes under the
Ummayad dynasty, the caliphs had ultimate control and used the department heads to

help maintain their control. With this change came the rise of Persians and members of

? Lapidus, pg. 56




Lawrence R. Sernovitz-Thesis

Turkish tribes serving in important offices within the caliphate. This time period also
allowed Jews to have a greater role, particularly within the financial administration of the

state. This was a significant change in policy from the Umayyad government.

The Abbasid Empire was vast and spanned a wide geographic region, which led to issues
of governance and communication. It extended from the Atlantic Ocean all the way to

India, from Kabul to Seville, and from Northemn Armenia to Southern Arabia.

The Umayyad Empire

From 660-750, the Muslin world was controlled by the Umayyads. Under Muawiya, the
first Umayyad Caliph and founder of the dynasty, leadership of the Muslim world was for
the first time not in the hands of one of Mohammed’s associates, which had been the
policy during the Rashidun period (632-661)°, particularly within the agenda of Umar,

the second caliph during this period. Those who accepted the succession of Muawiya

were called Sunnis* and those opposed were called Shi’a’. Muawiya and his followers

were much more interested in secular political development and placed the role of
religion second, unlike the Shi’a. This battle between the Sunnis and the Shiites over
succession, policy, and authenticity is still explosive today and is one of the major issues

dividing the Muslims of the Middle East, not surprisingly in modern day Iraq.

* Lapidus, pg. 45

4 Lapidus, pg. 47 _

3 There was a third group created as well called the Kharijis. This group held that the
caliphate should not be determined by relation to Mohammad or by succession from
Muawiya, but should be elected democratically from among the community of Muslims
at large. Each of the three groups subsequently created their own forms of Islam.
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Muawiya ceremoniously held his induction as caliph in Jerusalem® and established the
capital of the empire in Damascus. This new caliphate ruled over a large empire from
Central Asia and the Indian border to the Atlantic Ocean. Prior to coming to the

caliphate, factionalism and tribalism were prevalent and in an attempt to unite the Muslim
world, Muawiya moved away from tribalism and to create a unified centralized
monarchy. This included expanding the powers of the military and the state. He also
pursued new sources of income, including revenues from private incomes, confiscated
Byzantine and Sasanian crown lands, and from investments in reclamation and irrigation.
Syrian Christians were used in a variety of capacities within the administration of the

state.

Even with these changes and attempts at unification, there were constant uprisings and
eventually this led to unrest and civil war (680-692). After an Umayyad victory, with
continued opposition from the Shi’a and the Kharijis, the caliphate continued to
centralize political power and create a stronger unified identity. Syrians were used more
and more within the state and the language of official documents began to change from
Greek and Persian into Arabic.” Eventually the caliphate also began to mint its own coins
instead of using Byzantine and Sassasian money. This continued development did not
stop the internal strife and the diverse population and interests continued to become
vaster. Umar Il (717-720) exacerbated the issue by calling for the conversion of all the
peoples of West Asia to Islam. All of the dissention led to a third civil war (736-740), the

assassination of Caliph Hisham in 743, and the fall of the Umayyad Empire. This threw

8 Baron, viii, pg. 88
7 Lapidus, pg. 50
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the Islamic world into chaos and numerous groups began fighting for power. The

Abbasids, descendants of an uncle of Mohammad (Abbas), would be victorious.
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Chapter Three-The Jews in the Muslim World in the 10" Century

Population

Under the Abbasids, specifically Caliph Al-Mansur (763-766), Jews flocked to Baghdad.
As the city became more cosmopolitan, opportunities for Jews became more abundant.
The Jewish mathematician and astrologer Masha’allah, along with a Persian astronomer
An-Naubakht, drew up the measurements for the new capital city. ® However, even with
the influx of Jews during this time, they consisted of no more than 2% of the city’s
population, which worked out to be about 40,000 Jews. At the height of this time period,
they maintained twenty-eight synagogues and ten academies of learning. Further, there
were also significant numbers of Jews in neighboring cities: Harbal (15,000), Hilla
(10,000), Kufa (7,000), and Mosul (7,000). °

Even though Jews had been oppressed by the last Byzantine rulers, they made a return to
Palestine during this time period and became a force that challenged the rule of the
Babylonian Geonim, even though the Geonim still maintained control over world Jewry.
While it is difficult to ascertain the numbers of Jews who lived in Palestine, it had a
significant community, both Rabbanite and Karaite, which was supported by other Jewish
communities. It was difficult for these Jews, especially in Jerusalem, as they were treated
somewhat harshly by both the Muslim and Christian communities and were devastated in
1099 by the Crusades. Tiberias was an example of a community that had lived relatively
uninterrupted, and had to give up its academy and transfer it to Jerusalem. Until the 10"

century, the community of Tiberias was a haven for Hebrew poetry, exegesis, and

7

* Salo Wittmayer Baron, 4 Social and Religious History of the Jews, vol. III. Pg. 99-100,

g. 100
E’Ibid, According to Benjamin of Tudela, 276-277

10
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linguistic studies. There were also growing Jewish communities in Gaza, Haifa,

Ashkelon, and other cities.'®

At the same time, there were also Jewish communities, albeit smaller than Palestine and
Babylonia, in Tripoli, Tyre (where the Jerusalem academy relocated to after the Seljuk
occupation in 1071), Damascus (about 10,000), and Fustat-Cairo, which reportedly in the
eleventh century had a larger Jewish community than Baghdad. Alexandria had around

3,000 families.

There were also communities in central and western Africa, Spain, southern France, and
southern Kaly. In Morocco, Fez, which was the capital of the Shi’ite Idriside dynasty
(founded in 808), was a major center of Jewish culture. !' The Persian Jewish community
also flourished. According to a report which reached Moses ibn Ezra in Spain, the
number of Jews in Khorasan was 40,000 and another 40,000 in the provincial

communities. Samarkand was at 50,000. '

Economic Activities

Jews were engaged in a variety of occupations during the 9" and 10" centuries, including

but certainly not limited to: bankers, dyers, merchants, moneychangers, and tanners.
Christians served as the doctors and clerks. This was a certainly a change from the roles

they played under the Umayyad Empire, as Christians were the money-changers,

% Ibid, 100-102
' Ihid 108
12 Walter Fischel. Jews in the Political and Religious Life of Medieval Isiam. pg. 7

11
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secretaries, court attendants, medical men, and druggists. Jews at that time served as

dyers, tanners, barbers, and butchers. 13

As Al-tujjar, or merchants, the Jewish community of Babylonia was connected to the
entire Diaspora, including Khorasan, Persia, Palestine, Egypt, North Africa, and Spain,
among other places. Jewish merchants were able to be financially successful because of
these ties. Additionally, they were able to get money when they needed and were able to
support other Jews when they were in need. These Jewish merchants also played a major
role as the ones primarily responsible for spreading the authenticity of the Babylonian
Talmud to the Diaspora Jewish community. This is what also solidified the authority of

Babylonian Jewish community and their institutional life.

Beginning in the ninth century, and much more so in the tenth, we hear the term. The
Jjahbadh was not only someone converted money, but who was a money-expert, someone

experienced in most intricate affairs and very well versed in matters of cash.

When the silver standard (dirkham) was changed to the gold standard (dinar) at the end of
the ninth century, this new currency system necessitated the conversion of the coins
received by the public exchequer. To address this major change and to facilitate the
conversion of money, the Abbasid government established the position of Diwan al-
Jjahbadha in 928. Jews, many of whom were in the merchant class, were well prepared

and were selected to fill this vital position.

1 Fischel, pg. 30

12
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Not only were Jews valued as jahbadhan, they were chosen to be bankers (“court
bankers™). Joseph b. Phineas and Aaron b. Amram are excellent examples of court
bankers, ones who were politically savvy and were able to establish intimate relations
with Caliph al-Muqtadir and his viziers. These two bankers were associated with each
other most of the time, until the Great Controversy when they seemed to have a falling
out, showing some type of business arrangement. This relationship can be represented as
Joseph, Aaron and heirs, or Joseph, Aaron and Co., Head Office, Baghdad. This may

have been the first established Jewish banking firm.

They appear to have been appointed in the time of Mohammed b. Ubaidallah b. Yahya,
who was vizier under Caliph al-Mugtadir. (Around 912-913). Due to their prestigious
positions as court bankers, they had significant influence with the Caliphs, as their roles
required a higher level of trust which did not exist within other public roles.'* As court
bankers, Joseph and Aaron were responsible for three main functions: (a) Administration

of funds; (b) Remittance of funds (letters of credit-suftaja); (c) Supply of funds.

It is important to note that Nathan the Babylonian writes about this banking firm and their
relations with Rav Saadia. The sons of Aaron and the sons of Netira were
contemporaries and had close relations with Rav Saadia. Sahl ben Netira was a student of
R. Saadia and Joseph b. Phineas was Netira’s father-in-law and b’nei Netira’s

grandfather. *°

" Ibid, pg. 37
15 Ibid, pg.40

13
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Organization

Geonim

Gaon was the formal title of the heads of the academies of Sura and Pumbeditha in
Babylonia. It eventually became an honorific title for any rabbi or anyone who had a
great knowledge of Torah. The Geonim were considered the spiritual leaders of the entire
Diaspora and their decisions and responsa had absolute legal validity in most Jewish
communities. The Geonim were recognized by the Jews as the highest authority of
instruction from the end of the sixth century or somewhat later to the middle of the 8th.
The Geonate also had jurisdiction over the organization of the courts in all the districts of
Babylonia. However, judges were appointed by the exilarch with the assent of the

geonim,

Unlike the Talmudic period, during the Geonic period the gaon was chosen by the
exilarch, along with the scholars of the academies. It was general practice for individual
scholars to create a good name for themselves, based on knowledge and scholarship, and
rise up within the system. The eventual goal was to become a gaon and a head of an
academy. In particular, candidates interested in becoming head of the academies had
excelled academically, but they also had to possess administrative talents. Descent was a
factor; six or seven families provided most of the geonim of Sura and Pumpeditha.'
Once a new gaon was chosen, there would be an installation ceremony, just like the one

hetd for an exilarch.

16 Encyclopaedia Judaica, Gaon
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The geonim were interpreters of the Talmud and their main purpose was to make the
Talmud the accepted code of law in all social and religious matters. Further, the geonim
strived to make the academies a supreme court and source of instruction for all Jewry.
Thousands of people would assemble in the academies during the kallah months of Elul

and Adar in order to hear lectures on halakhah.

She’elot and Teshuvot

As a result of the political and ideological unification of the Islamic world under the
Abbasid Empire, the geonim and the Babylonian Jewish community also enjoyed this
same type of control over the Jewish world, including the Diaspora communities. The
Diaspora Jewish communities, initially, were unfamiliar with the language of the Talmud,
Aramaic, as well as its format so they turned to the scholars of the Babylonian academies

for help.

These communities would ask for decisions on the many disputes which arose between
different local scholars and also asked for opinions concerning new halakhic problems
for which they could find no precedent. The local scholars in these communities would
send letters with their questions, along with a significant sum of money, to the geonim.

This money was extremely important and supported the geonim as well as the academies.

These terms appear in the rabbinic world, particularly in the world of the geonim, and

connote a process of where halakhic questions are asked, answers are prepared and then
sent back to the one who asked the question. The questions and answers make up what is

known as response, or responsa literature. This process also played a crucial role in
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helping the geonim to establish the Babylonian Talmud as the sole authority in the life of

the Jewish people.

The process of answering these questions took place during the kallah months. At the end
of the kallah months, the students would be gathered together and would conduct
research, under the supervision of the head of the academy, to find the answers to the
questions. The head of the academy would listen to each of them individually, and what
they had to say about the various letters. He would then give a lecture to the students,
recounting each of their opinions and then would give his ruling. The students would be

responsible for drafting the responses and then sending them back to their owners.

The Talmud

The Babylonian Talmud is the Babylonian Jewish community’s commentary and
elaboration on the Mishnah. Additionally, the Talmud is the primary source of law which
the geonim sought to perpetuate throughout the Jewish world. It is customary to date the
period of the Babylonian Talmud from the days of Abba Arika (usually called Rav) and
Samuel, in the first half of the third century, to the end of the teaching activity of Ravina
in 499. "7

The Talmud can be characterized as encyclopedic. “Its editors included everything that
was taught in the rabbinic schools and considered worth preserving: many kinds of
legends, anecdotes about the rabbis, historical reminiscences, knowledge about medicine,

biology, mathematics astronomy, astrology, etc. Thus BT is less a thematically closed

17 Encyclopaedia Judaica CD-ROM, Babylonian Talmud

16
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book than a national library of Babylonian Judaism whose structure emulates the

Mishnah.”"?

While there are six orders of the Mishnah, made up of 36 tractates, the Gemara on the six
orders was not complete. '°It would seem that the tractates without Gemara had no
practical application to the Diaspora world of the Babylonian Jewish community: the
agricultural laws were tied to the land of Israel; the purity laws were not practical because
there was no longer a temple cult. 20gtill, there are exceptions to this assumption,
particularly in regard to Kedoshim, for which one could say there is no practical
application but there is Gemara. However, since according to Talmudic teaching, the
study of the Temple service was equal to its actual performance (Men. 110a), and for this

reason the study of the order had contemporary meaning.”'

Whatever the rationale was for creating Gemara for the tractates of the Mishnah, the
entire six orders were studied in the Babylonian academies. It is stated in various places
in the Babylonian Talmud that all six orders including Ukzin, the last tractate in Tohorot

(Sanh. 106b), were discussed in numerous houses of study.

'8 Strack and Stemberger, Introduction to the Talmud and Midrash. pg. 192

19 With the exception of Berakhot, there is no Babylonian Gemara to the order Zera'im.
The order Mo'ed is complete save for tractate Shekalim, as are orders Nashim and
Nezikin, apart from tractates Eduyyot and Avot—probably because the subject matter does
not require it. Kodaskim is almost compleie, with the exception of traciates Middor,
Kinnim, and part of Tamid. In the order Tohorot the only tractate that has Gemara is
Niddah.-From Encyclopaedia Judaica, Babylonian Talmud

2% Strack and Stemberger, Pg. 191

2! Encyclopaedia Judaica, Babylonian Talmud

17
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Chapter Four- Antecedents of the Jewish Communities in the Abbasid
World

The Ummayad World

The Ummayad dynasty took place from 660-750, where the Muslims established their
empire, extending from Central Asia and the Indian border to the Atlantic Ocean. The
religtous ties which had unified the Muslims under the first four Orthodox caliphs were
weakened under Uthman. Muawiya, the first Umayyad caliph (661-680), transformed the

community of the faithful into a secular Arab state in which religion took second place.

For the first time leadership was in the hands of a person who had not been one of the
Prophet's associates. Mu'awiya was proclaimed caliph in Jerusalem in 660, but was not
finally recognized as such until 661 after Ali had been assassinated and his son Hasan
had abdicated. Muawiya organized the empire on the Persian and Byzantine model,
introduced a postal service, and was the first to create an Arab fleet. The capital of the
Umayyad caliphate was Damascus, and Syria and Eretz Israel were the center of the
Muslim world. Muawiya built a wooden mosque on the Temple Mount and he and his
successors confiscated land from the Jews of Eretz Israel and distributed it among the
new Arab settlers. This caused great disappointment to the Jews among whom the Arab
conquest of Eretz Israel had caused messianic stirrings. Muawiya established the
principle of heredity for the caliphate and four years before his death appointed his son

Yazid as his successor. The majority of the tribal chiefs supported the appointment.

After Yazid’s death, opposition to Umayyad rule resulted in civil war, with the main
centers of the unrest being in Persia, Iraq, and the Hejaz. Abdullah ibn Zubayr

proclaimed himself caliph in Mecca, having gained the support of the Muslim

18
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aristocracy. Abd al-Malik built the Dome of the Rock (691-2), the costs being covered by
the tax revenue which he received from Egypt for a period of seven years. He also built
the Al-Agsa Mosque. A group of Jewish attendants were in charge of cleanliness in the
mosque and on the Temple Mount and responsible for the maintenance of the lighting,

for which service they were reimbursed by exemption from the poll tax.?

This monopoly was inherited by their descendants until it was abolished by Omar II. The
Umayyad caliphs employed both Jews and Christians, some of whom attained high posts
in the government hierarchy. Toward its end the Umayyad regime was plagued by natural
catastrophes and internal strife. Between 746 and 749 a number of earthquakes occurred
in Eretz Israel. The most severe took place in 748 and caused a heavy loss of life and the

collapse of the Dome of the Rock.

Against a background of inter-Muslim sectarian strife, Shiite opposition to the ruling
house, and wars against the Byzantine Empire, which raised messianic hopes among the
Jews of a Muslim victory over the Christians, Jewish sects came into being in the East in
the beginning of the eighth century. Some of these sects advocated revolt against the
established order, hoping to bring about redemption by force. One of these sects was

headed by Serenus (or Severus) of Syria, who was active at the time of Yazid (720-4).

The climax of anti-Umayyad stirrings in Persia came in the 740s, when an insurrection
headed by Abdullah ibn Muawiya was successful in establishing a short-lived
independent kingdom. This was the background for the rise of the Jewish pseudo-messiah

Abu 'Issa (or Obadiah) from Isfahan, who lived during the rute of Marwan II (744-50),

22 Mujir al-Din (Jerusalem, 1456—1521)
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the last Umayyad caliph. The internal strife in various parts of the empire was among the
major causes for the collapse of the Umayyad dynasty and paved the way for the rise of

the Abbasids.

The Amoraic Era

The Amoraim were the scholars who were active from the period of the completion of the
Mishnah, c. 200 C.E., until the completion of the Jerusalem and Babylonian Talmuds,
end of the fourth and end of the fifth centuries respectively. The name amoraim may be
explained by the fact that they regarded it as their function to “explain” or “interpret” the
Mishnah and derive from it the final halakhah The Talmud differentiates between the
authority of the tanna and that of the amora. The latter was not permitted to dispute a

statement of the Mishnah or even of a baraita.

One of their tasks was to derive conclusions from the halakhah in the Mishnah and other
tannaitic collections, to clarify the details emerging from the tannaitic Aalakhah and the
expansion or limitation of its prescriptions. The formulation of these concepts acted as a
considerable stimulus to the development of the halakhah during the period of the
amoraim. The Amoraim also concerned themselves with aggadah, which had already
developed in every sphere during the tannaitic and amoraic periods, both for popular
discourses and within the framework and teachings of the academies. There is no line of
demarcation between the aggadah of the tannaim and that of the amoraim, whether from
the point of view of internal development or in external form. Although the aggadic

discourse was known during the tannaitic period, it nevertheless appears that it was only
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during the period of the amoraim that it reached perfection in construction, artistic

arrangement, and rhetorical devices.

Beside being engaged in actual teaching and delivering public discourses, many
Amoraim also filled the offices of lay leaders of the community as disposers of charitable
funds and particularly as judges. The amoraim supervised the establishment of schools
and the curriculum and appointment of teachers. There were pairs of scholars, mostly
amoraim, who went to cities and villages in order to teach Torah and generally supervise
congregational needs. In principle the scholars accepted no remuneration for their
communal activity, or for the instruction they gave, and certainly not for studying. Like
their predecessors the tannaim, the amoraim in Palestine and Babylon engaged in every
kind of economic activity: agricultural work, craftsmanship, commerce, shipping, etc.; at
the same time they pursued their studies, often in straitened circumstances. During this
period however, various methods of supporting scholars were developed in compensation
for their communal activity (Hul. 134b; Git. 65b). Methods of support included donations
from a central fund organized by the yeshivot (Git. 60a), or by generous individuals (Pes.
53b)

“Redaction” of the Talmud

There is no one definitive explanation for the redaction of the Talmud. In regards to the

“who”, we read in Bava Metzia 86a,

“Rabbi and R. Nathan [are] the end of the Mishnah, Rab Ashi

and Rabina [are] the end of the hora’an.”

Rashi further elaborates on this, stating,
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“Up to their days [R. Ashi's and Ravina’s] there was no ordered Gemara. When a
question was asked about the reason of a mishnah, about a decision in monetary suits, or
a decision regarding the forbidden and the permitted, each gave his opinion, R. Ashi and

Ravina then put the opinions of the amoraim of the preceding generations in proper
order by placing them according to the sequence of the tractates, referring each opinion
to the Mishnah to which it rightly belongs. They asked questions and gave the right
answers, they and their colleagues, and they set it all in the Gemara."

All of this would lead us to believe that R. Ashi and Ravina were the final redactors.
However, not only do we know of passages which were introduced after the death of R.
Ashi, but there are also passages written by the savoraim, who were the disciples of the
amoraim and their immediate successors. This could lead us to the conclusion that the

savoraim continued the work of the amoraim and were the final redactors of the

Babylonian Talmud around the middle of i.he sixth century.? Furthermore, Sherira Gaon

mentions a R. Yose of the savoraim in whose days the ultimate end of Talmudic teaching
(sof hora'ah; the same phrase which the Talmud applies to R. Ashi and Ravina) and the
conclusion of the Talmud was achieved. This would clearly date the redaction later than

the amoraim. However, we cannot be sure.

In regards to the *“how™, scholars differ on the form and structure the redactors followed.
Jacob Neusner believes in a homogeneous reaction of the Talmud. He believes that it was
well considered and was planned from the beginning to the end using an outline that is
definitive throughout. Further, he asserts that the material in the Talmud took about a half
century to shape. It was then grouped around material from the Mishnah, which led to its
final redaction. J.N. Epstein argues the opposite. He believes that it is not one piece but

many, which include different eras and generations, authors, redactors, and schools.

3 Encyclopaedia Judaica CD-ROM, Babylonian Talmud
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“Every single tractate is a book in itself.” 2* Taking both of these arguments into account,

in addition to countless others, there is no definitive conclusion that can be reached in

regards to the “who” as well as the “how” to the redaction of the Talmud.

24 H.L. Strack and Gunter Stemberger, Introduction to the Talmud and Midrash. Pg. 194
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Chapter Five-The Problems of the Jewish World during the Abbasid
Decline
The Decline of the Academies
There were several different causes which all contributed to the decline of the academies
and of the institution of the gaonate. The gaonate and the Babylonian Jewish community
were supported by the caliphate and once it and their support began to decline, the
gaonate was not far behind. The gaonate also suffered from both internal and external
strife, which eventually decreased the influence it had upon the Jewish communities of
the Diaspora. The main academies of Sura and Pumpeditha engaged in bitter disputes,
particularly concerning the appointment of the geonim, which caused the institutions to
suffer. Additionally, the geonim no longer lived in the cities of the academies; rather they

chose to live in Baghdad, where the exilarch and the center of authorities were located.

During this same time period, the Diaspora communities had begun to establish their own
Talmudic academies, resulting in less dependence on the academies and the gaonate,
which meant that the Diaspora scholars would no longer send their questions and
financial support to the geonim. Without this crucial financial support from the Diaspora
communities, the Babylonian Jewish community became impoverished. Letters of
solicitation were written by various geonim in order to generate additional funds for the
academies. Only Saadia’s language was eloquent enough to disguise the desperate
situation that they were in, and this contributed to the decrease honor that the office of the
gaon received.?’ Additionally, as the reputation of the academies decreased, the numbers

of students also significantly diminished, to the point where Sherira Gaon complained in

%5 Salo Baron, 4 Social and Religious History of the Jews, volume 5. pg. 21

24




Lawrence R. Sernovitz-Thesis

987, the year when he wrote his famous epistle, that he only had one student in the month

of Elul. 28 Other external conditions, like the persecutions by the Abbasid and Seljuk

rulers, brought down the gaonate around 1040.%

Saadia Gaon

Saadia ben Joseph Al-Fayyumi (882-942), was an author, scholar, halakhist, philosopher,
and served as head of both the prestigious academies of Pumpeditha and Sura. Among
his most distinguished accomplishments are: the first translation of the Hebrew Bible into
Arabic with a commentary; the first systematic compilation (in Arabic w/ Hebrew
translation) of Jewish liturgy-Siddur Rav Sa'adyah Ga'on; and the first real

comprehensive doctrine of Jewish philosophy, The Book of Beliefs and Opinions.?®

He was born in 882 in the village of Dilaz, in the in the Fayyum district in Upper Egypt.
Very little is known about his family, his youth, or his education. However, his father
had been the subject of interest to Saadia’s opponents, who refer to him as “not a scholar
and [someone who] earned his living from manual labor. " Sherira Gaon, in contrast,

had great respect for him.>

At the age of 23, Saadia left Egypt, and spent time in Allepo and Palestine before arriving
in Baghdad. Before this journey even began, he was already a learned scholar of Torah

and the secular sciences, and had many disciples. He had written a Hebrew dictionary and

% Ibid

21 Encyclopaedia Judaica, Gaon

28 Isaac Husik, A History of Mediaeval Jewish Philosophy. Pg. 24
® Encyclopaedia Judaica, Saadia Gaon.

3 Jggeret Rav Sherira Ga'on, ed. by B. M. Lewin (1921), 112)
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a refutation of the views of the founder of Karaism, Anan ben David. While he was in
Allepo, a great controversy broke out between the head of the Palestinian Jewish
community, Aaron ben Meir, and the Babylonian Jewish community over the fixing of
the Jewish calendar.’' Saadia became intensely involved on behalf of the Babylonian
community and, in the process of his successful refutation of ben Meir’s claims, proved
himself valuable to the leadership who, in 922, made him an official member of the
Academy of Sura and conferred upon him the title of Alluf.*? In 928, he was appointed
to the Gaonate of Sura by the Exilarch, David ben Zakkai. This was unprecedented, as
never before had there been a gaon who was not a member of the Iraqi aristocracy, not to
mention one who was a foreigner.’> However, soon after, a vicious controversy would

arise between the two, one that would split the Babylonian Jewish community.

The Saadia-David ben Zakkai Controversy

During the 10™ century, the Babylonian world was in crisis. The Abbasid Empire became

increasingly fragmented and independent caliphates and emirates began to arise. At the
same time, crisis also existed within the Jewish world. Many Diaspora communities, such
as Egypt, North Africa, Spain, and Italy, had cultivated their own Jewish scholars and the
need to consult the Gaonate about questions of Jewish law became less of a necessity.

This resulted in decreased revenue for the Jewish political and spiritual institutions of

3! Unlike Ben Meir, who argued that the Palestinian scholars deserved control over the
calendar, Saadia argued that the calendar actually was promulgated by Moses on Mount
Sinai and that Ben Meir, therefore, was violating a Sinaitic ordinance and also Palestinian
precedent, as they had never used any other calendar. -Ellis Rivkin, The Saadia-David
ben Zakkai Controversy: A Structural Analysis. pg. 393-394

% Saadia Gaon: The Book of Beliefs and Opinions. Samuel Rosenblatt. Introduction.

3 Ellis Rivkin. Pg. 393
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Baghdad, fostering a major political and power struggle among the academies and the
exilarch in order to support their ongoing activities. The Babylonian Jewish community
could no longer support two major academies as well as the exilarch. The internal
struggle and hatred that ensued ripped apart the Jewish world, which in turn activated
minority groups fighting for power and authority, including the greatest threat to the
splintered rabbinic world, the Karaites. This struggle came to a climax in 930 with the

Saadia-David ben Zakkai controversy.

The decision to appoint Saadia gaon of Sura must have been somewhat difficult for
David ben Zakkai. Apparently, he was warned of Saadia’s “boundless ambitions™* and
could be someone who could challenge the exilarchate, if needed, to push his own
agenda. Further, Saadia was a foreigner and appointing someone like Saadia would have
been unprecedented. To assuage his doubts, upon assuming the office of gaon, David ben
Zakkai made Saadia take an oath that he would be loyal to the exilarch and would never
set up a rival exilarch.>> The wording may actually have been so unusual as to include
language such as pledging that Saadia, “would not transgress my words [David ben
Zakkai), nor conspire against me, nor recognize anyone else as prince of captivity, nor
side with any of my opponents.”**® Taking all of this into account, the exilarch was

apparently somewhat nervous, and justified, with his choice of Saadia as gaon of Sura.

34 Salo Baron, 4 Social and Religious History of the Jews, v. 5, pg. 21
35 Zikhron leRishonim, ed. A. Harkavy (Berlin, 1891), vol. v., pp. 231-34
% Salo Baron, Salo Baron, 4 Social and Religious History of the Jews, v. 5, pg. 21
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It will come as no surprise that the exilarch was quite angered when Saadia refused to
sign an official document sent to him involving the settlement of an inheritance. Saadia
offers no specific rationale for his stance. However, after continued pressure on Saadia to
sign the document, Saadia states that he will not sign because the exilarch has

transgressed the Biblical commandment, “Thou shalt not show favoritism in judgment.”’

The refusal to sign along with the accusation of Biblical transgression publicly
challenged David ben Zakkai and also questioned his integrity. The exilarch’s response
was swift and punishing. Saadia was immediately excommunicated and Joseph ben Jacob
was put up as gaon of Sura in his place. Saadia responds by excommunicating David ben

Zakkai and appoints Hasan, the brother of David ben Zakkai, as exilarch.

This enflamed the Jewish community and the power players took sides, splitting the
community in two. As Nathan ha-Bavli reports, Saadia was supported by Bene Netira,

and the wealthy of Baghdad. Netira was a leading Jewish notable of Baghdad and carried

much political influence as he had close ties with Caliph al-Mugqtadir. In fact, he may

have collected the poll tax from the Jewish community for the caliph at this time. Bene
Netira, the sons of Netira who were Saul and Isaac, inherited their father’s business and
well as a significant amount of power and influence. Even more significant was the fact

that Netira’s father-in-law was no other than Joseph ben Phineas, who was a court banker

3 Deuteronomy 1:17
370} NID DORDNY VYN 29 YOI IMIN XY PIYN Y132 YOPI vaYNI DI IPIIND
: AYOVA 2N WAPH DD NYiP? WK
You shall not be partial in judgment, hear out low and high alike. Fear no man, for
judgment is God’s. And any matter that is too difficult for you, you shall bring to me and
I will hear it.
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along with Aaron ben Amram to Caliph al-Mugtadir.>® On the other hand, David ben
Zakkai had on his side Caleb ibn Sarjado, a very wealthy man who occupied a front row
seat in the academy of Pumpeditha and who happened to be the son in law of Bishr ben
Aaron, one of Saadia’s fiercest opponents and the son of Aaron b. Amram. We have here
a battle which engulfs the wealthiest and most politically connected individuals within
the Jewish community and there is no doubt both sides had much to gain plenty to lose.*
Each one charged the other with bribery, exploitation, and dishonesty. Saadia accused
David ben Zakkai of perverting justice and he accused Saadia of exploiting the people, of

deception, and of violating a sacred oath.*’

According to Nathan ha-Bavli, this controversy went on for seven years when a court
case arose between two men involved in litigation. One man chose Saadia to be his

spokesman and the other man chose the exilarch. David ben Zakkai sent his henchmen

38 Walter Fischel, pg. 38-43

% Ellis Rivkin, The Saadia-David Ben Zakkai Controversy, pg. 413

“We must assume that they [the banking families of Joseph ben Phineas and Aaron ben
Amram] performed vital banking and political functions for these institutions [the
academies and the exilarch]. Through this role they came to have a decisive voice in the
affairs of the gaonate and exilarchate. The influential position enjoyed by these bankers
gave them powerful political leverage.”

According to Rivkin, these bankers must have performed the following to critical
functions: (1) The transmission of funds from Babylonia for the exilarch and from
Babylonia and the communities throughout the world for the gaonate; (2) The
advancement of large sums of money to the geonim and the exilarchs on the security of
future income.

* According to Zikhron le-Rishonim, Caleb ibn Sarjado, who supported David ben
Zakkai in the controversy, accused Saadia of using strong-arm tactics and violating the
Sabbath in seeking to bribe state officials. He also charged him with homosexual
practices and produced witnesses that Saadia performed these acts in front of the Torah.
Because Caleb sat in the First Row in the academy of Pumpeditha, he was respected and
these accusations were taken seriously. -Ellis Rivkin, The Saadia-David Ben Zakkai
Controversy. Pg. 418
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out to find the man that chose Saadia and had him beaten up. This man cried out to the

community, explaining to them what had happened. The community took up his case and
went to Bisher ben Aaron for support. Bisher convened a meeting in his home, where the
exilarch was present, reprimanded the exilarch for his behavior, and ordered him to make
peace with Saadia. Bisher also asked Saadia for his help in this matter. They scheduled a

time when they could all get together and Bisher facilitated the reconciliation.

However, after the death of Saadia, the academy of Sura was closed and controversies
continued to arise over who would head the academy of Pumpeditha, including ones

involving Caleb ibn Sarjado, who would become gaon of Pumpeditha in 943.

The Decline of Sura and the Ascent of Pumpeditha
Up until the year 926, all unassigned income which was received by the academies would

be split between the two major academies, Sura and Pumpeditha. Sura would receive

two-thirds of this unassigned revenue and Pumpeditha would receive one-third. This

indicated, along with Nathan ha-Bavli’s description of the installation ceremony of the
exilarch, that Sura enjoyed pre-eminence over Pumpeditha. However, in 926, when
Kohen Zedek became gaon of Pumpeditha, a dispute arose concerning this unassigned
revenue. This was such an important issue that a meeting was convened with the pillars
of the community. The outcome of this meeting was that all unassigned revenue that

would come into the academies would be split equally between the two academies.

According to Ellis Rivkin, this single event had a profound effect on the relationship

between Sura and Pumpeditha. “In the tenth century, however, certain changes had
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occurred which pushed the gaon of Pumpeditha to the fore. Indeed, it seemed that Sura
might close down. Though this did not occur, Pumpeditha secured equality with Sura in
the year 926 when it was agreed that unassigned income, that is moneys and gifts that
were sent to the Academies without specific designation were henceforth to be divided
equally....It thus may have been that in the year of the Great Controversy, the gaon of
Pumpeditha may have had prestige equivalent to that of the gaon of Sura-though the

name of Sura probably still carried with it an aura that Pumpeditha lacked.”'

When the 10 century began, the Abbasid Empire was in trouble and in turn so was the
Jewish world in Babylonia, which directly affected those Jews who were involved with
the caliphate. Additionally, as revenue from the Diaspora was greatly reduced because of
the growing authority of local scholars, tension increased dramatically between the
Jewish institutions in Babylonia over finances. The financiers of the Babylonian Jewish
community could not support three major institutions and took sides, ones which would

benefit them personally and financially.

When the Great Controversy arose between Saadia and his benefactor, the Exilarch
David ben Zakkai, the Jewish community became even more splintered. The bankers and
the wealthy of the community carried much political weight and used it to push forth
their own agendas. The Great Controversy had substantial repercussions for the
academies and the exilarchate. Bene Netira supported Saadia and Bisher ben Aaron
supported David ben Zakkai. Bene Netira were relatives of Joseph ben Phineas and

Bisher ben Aaron was a relative of Aaron ben Amram. Therefore, this controversy was

*! Ellis Rivkin, The Saadia-David Ben Zakkai Controversy. Pg. 392-393
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not just about Saadia and David ben Zakkai, but the affluence and political struggle
between two wealthy families in a time of immense turmoil. As a result of the
Controversy, Pumpeditha surfaced as the pre-eminent academy with Caleb ibn Sarjado
becoming Gaon of Pumpeditha. Sura was subsequently closed for 45 years, followed by
feeble attempts to reopen the academy by different followers over time, with the

academy’s eventual demise. It would never again regain the same stature as it once had.

It is of importance to note that during this time, Caliph Mugqtadir died, and with his death
came the eventual elimination of influence for Bene Netira and the supporters of Saadia.
It seems that when the caliph was still alive, Bene Netira had more influence in his court
than did Bene Aaron and Caleb ibn Sarjado. Saadia, knowing this, was able to launch this
controversy and he must have thought that with the caliph’s support, he would be
guaranteed to win. However, upon the caliph’s death, they lost this crucial support and
Bene Aaron, along with David ben Zakkai and Caleb ibn Sarjado, gained the influence of

the court. ** And, with this victory, Pumpeditha gained prominence over Sura.

The Jewish World of Baghdad at the end of the 1 o* Century

Clearly, the Jewish world of Baghdad was very much torn apart after the Great
Controversy. Additional controversies continued to occur that caused further
deterioration of what was left of the Jewish institutional life of Baghdad. In fact, the
geonate and the exilarchate would never again regain the power and influence which it
held during this time period. By the end of the 10" century, the influence of the Baghdad

Jewish community locally and throughout the Diaspora had decreased significantly and

42 Ellis Rivkin, The Saadia-David Ben Zakkai Controversy, pg. 421
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the local Jewish communities were very much self-sufficient and no longer reliant on the
academies and the geonate to respond to its questions of Jewish law. While the geonate

lasted until around 1040, the Diaspora Jewish communities continued to grow and would

be where the future of Judaism would reside.
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Chapter Six-Nathan ha-Bavli

The Sociopolitical Reflections of his text

The supreme authority of the Jewish world during the time of Nathan ha-Bavli was
enjoyed by the three major institutions which governed the Babylonian Jewish
Community: the Exilarchate and the two Academies of Sura and Pumpeditha. Their
authority was solidified by the world-wide acceptance and pre-eminence of the
Babylonian Talmud as well as the crucial support they enjoyed from the Abbasid
government. However, as Nathan ha-Bavli’s account documents, these institutions were
filled with political tension and controversy in which no part of the community was left
unscathed. There was a constant struggle for authority and control, supported by the
power players of the community, and much of the conflict can be attributed to the
struggle over scarce financial resources. The decline of the Abbasid Empire, along with
the internal strife and tension eventually ripped apart the community. By the year 943,
when Caleb ibn Sarjado became gaon of Pumpeditha, in the aftermath of the Saadia-
David ben Zakkai controversy, the Babylonian Jewish community was in the midst of
rapid decline and its authority over the communities of the Diaspora was severely

diminished.

Nathan ha-Bavli attempts to capture this incredible complex world, one which he seems
to be immersed in, and all of its sociopolitical dynamics. He clearly is a member of the
Suran community and this has a large influence on the document as a whole. He begins
Seder HaYeshivot by describing the beauty of the world of Babylonian Jewry, with Sura
as the pre-eminent academy. He identifies the leadership of the community, as much as

he was able, and then seems to list all the reasons why Sura is the dominant academy. At
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the end of this description, he briefly mentions that a dispute arose, initiated in the year
917 by a newly appointed gaon of Pumpeditha, over revenue from the academies. This
newly appointed gaon, Kohen Zedek, didn’t think it was fair that Sura received more
revenue than Pumpeditha, and apparently turned this into a big issue which involved the
major players of the Jewish community. As a result, the revenue coming into the
academies would be split evenly between the two. Nathan seems to emphasize that the
major players had to become involved in this issue, one clearly initiated by the leaders of
Pumpeditha. He, and therefore his contemporaries as well, must not have been so happy

about this resolution.

Nathan continues by offering a variety of situations where Pumpeditha and its leaders
were responsible for initiating conflict within the Jewish community. He tells the story of
another dispute which arose between the Exilarch Ukba and Kohen Zedek, head of the
academy of Pumpeditha, regarding the revenue of Khurasan. The revenue does not seem
to be the major issue to Nathan, who makes a big deal about Kohen Zedek and his stance
against appointing another exilarch after Ukba gets banished. Clearly, not having an
exilarch was politically and financially beneficial for Kohen Zedek and the academy of
Pumpeditha. When the vacancy in the exilarchate became a real problem for the Jewish
community, they decided to appoint David ben Zakkai to the position. Kohen Zedek
immediately objects to this and Amram ben Solomon, the gaon of Sura, gets involved in
the debate. Nathan’s objective here seems to be to show the power and influence of Sura
over the Jewish community. When Amram gets involved and insists the members of his
community accept David ben Zakkai as the exilarch, they, “welcome him, accept him,

address him with great warmth and enthusiasm, and ritually recognize him as exilarch
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over them.” In order to get Pumpeditha and specifically Kohen Zedek to do the same, a
powerful and influential man who was a well known paytan and a resh kallah of Sura,
Nissi al-Nahrawani, payed Kohen Zedek a visit. When Nissi asked Kohen Zedek to
“...accept the exilarch and acknowledge him as your leader,” he responded that he would
do according to Nissi’s word. Nathan seems to have wanted the reader to understand the
power that Nissi, who also happened to be a resh kallah of Sura, had over Kohen Zedek

who was the gaon of Pumpeditha.

The next account that Nathan provides for the reader is the description of the Great

Controversy between Saadia al Fayyumi, someone who was greatly respected as someone
of great character as well as a scholar, and the Exilarch David ben Zakkai. He recounts
how Saadia is appointed as gaon of Sura by David ben Zakkai and how the exilarch
insists that Saadia take an oath of loyalty to him. Saadia does so and soon thereafter a
controversy arises between the two over an apparent financial matter involving the
settlement of an inheritance. This controversy engulfs the entire Jewish community as
everyone takes sides, especially the power brokers of the community. Caleb ibn Sarjado
was a counselor to the exilarch at the time and therefore aligns himself with David ben
Zakkai. Supporting Saadia was Bene Netira, and the wealthy of Baghdad. Therefore, this
was not simply a struggle between Saadia and David ben Zakkai, but was a power
struggle among the power brokers of Baghdad over control. The two major families of
Baghdad, Aaron ben Amram and Joseph ben Phineas had much at stake as it seems that
their former relationship as court bankers for Caliph al-Muqtadir had disintegrated. With

the success of Bisher and therefore also of Caleb ibn Sarjado, another power shift takes

place putting the power behind Caleb and Pumpeditha. Through this account, Nathan
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may have been pointing out that Pumpeditha employed dirty politics to gain power and
influence. This account also shows the importance of Sura’s connection with the Abbasid
government. By the time the Abbasids really lose their influence and control within the
Muslim world, Sura also loses their government support and can no longer rely on the

Caliph to help resolve the internal issues of the Jewish community.

Nathan’s description of the Installation of the Exilarch shows once again the clear bias in
favor of Sura. Besides the fact that the gaon of Sura sat to the right of the Exilarch while
the gaon of Pumpeditha sat on his left, the gaon of Sura was also given the permission to
speak after the Exilarch, and if he so desired, the gaon of Sura could give permission for
the gaon of Pumpeditha to speak. While the gaon of Sura spoke, Nathan accounts that
entire congregation was silent. He also points out the exceptional homiletical abilities that
the gaon of Sura had and how he had complete control over the congregation. Further,
after the Exilarch finished reading Torah, the gaon of Sura would offer a translation for
the congregation as they couldn’t understand the Hebrew. There is no mention of the

gaon of Pumpeditha speaking or having any function during the reading of the Torah.

Nathan’s accounts which follow the description of the Installation ceremony of the
Exilarch never again mention either Sura or Pumpeditha. It seems as though Nathan may
have been satisfied with his description of the struggle between the academies and of
Sura’s pre-eminence that he wanted to focus on the role of the exilarch and of the internal
functioning of the academies. He describes the Kallah months in great detail, including

the description of how questions received from the Diaspora community are addressed

and a response is drafted by the students with the help of the head of the academy. The
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description is so vivid that Nathan probably was present either assisting the head of the
academy or actually drafting responses himself. He seemed to want to make sure that the
process of she’elot and teshuvot was documented properly. Also of some importance to
Nathan seemed to be the scholarship of those who came to study during the Kallah

months and the chastisement of those who came unprepared.

His Agenda

Nathan ha-Bavli’s Seder HaYeshivot is the primary document that a great many scholars
use, including the Encyclopaedia Judaica, to describe the Babylonian Jewish community
under the Abbasid Empire. It describes the politics, economics, and Jewish communal
life under Muslim rule as well as reveals the infighting and power players no other
primary source document can do. However, exactly why Nathan ha-Bavli wrote Seder
HaYeshivot is unknown. However, a thorough study of Seder HaYeshivot reveals both
external and internal factors which may have provided Nathan the impetus to write this
extremely informative piece of work. Externally, the decline of the Abbasid Empire is
inherently tied to the decline of the Babylonian Jewish community. This sparked internal
strife between the major Jewish institutions, and to complicate matters, revenues were at
an all time low as the Diaspora Jewish communities became more self-sufficient and
didn’t need to rely on responses to questions regarding Jewish law as they had cultivated

their own Jewish scholars.

It is known that the stability of the Babylonian Jewish community was intrinsically tied to
the strength of the Abbasid Empire. Therefore, as the Abbasid Empire began its decline,

so did Babylonian Jewish institutional life. This was a time of extreme instability and
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resulted in a major power struggle, which would ultimately be a battle for survival. The
Jewish community could no longer support three major Jewish institutions. Nathan ha-
Bavli, who clearly is pro-Sura, has front row seats for this battle and spins the story in
Sura’s favor. The supporters of Pumpeditha, even though they eventually achieve pre-
eminence over Sura, a fact that could not be suppressed, are made out to look corrupt,

both politically and morally.

The Jewish community had serious economic problems as the Diaspora communities
cultivated local Jewish scholars and had less need for responses to their questions
regarding Jewish law. This resulted in a decline in revenue and caused Jewish
institutional life to scramble to find additional sources of income. Local power brokers,
who were already supporters of the Jewish community, were forced to take sides and
subsequently became more crucial and wielded more power because of their wealth. This
facilitated Pumpeditha’s ascent and dominance over Sura. Symbolic of this power shift
was the appointment of Caleb ibn Sarjado to the gaonate of Pumpeditha in 942. Caleb
was the son of Bisher ben Aaron who was one of the wealthiest men in Baghdad and a
fierce opponent of Saadia. In Nathan ha-Bavli’s account of the Great Controversy
between Saadia and David ben Zakkai, Caleb supported David ben Zakkai and Bisher
eventually got involved and was the impetus behind the controversy’s resolution.
Interestingly enough, after Saadia dies in 942, the academy of Sura is closed and remains

that way for 45 years.

Internally, as the decline of the Babylonian Jewish community progressed, there was a

need to chronicle the events that took place, especially when the author watched as his
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world crumbled around him. Therefore, Nathan’s writing is an attempt to show the
Jewish community as it was before its decline under the leadership of Sura. Further, his
writing attempts to document that, in his perspective, the decline took place while
Pumpeditha was at the helm. Pumpeditha’s corrupt, selfish, and immoral behavior, which
was only concerned about its own survival, was the cause. The content and structure of
Nathan’s document shows internal strife, the apparent shift of power from Sura to
Pumpeditha, and the decline of the Jewish community. He places full responsibility in the

hands of the academy of Pumpeditha and its leaders, particularly of Kohen Zedek, gaon

of Pumpeditha from 917-936.

Nathan ha-Bavli’s world has changed dramatically and it was a time a major transition
and confusion. His work seems to have been a possible public relations campaign for the
Babylonian Jewish community and its institutional life. However, the threats the existed
were real, including ones from the Palestinian Karaites, and the pain of watching an
empire fall and lose much of its power and authority may have sparked a real polemical

war against anyone and everyone involved in its demise.

The Idealization of the Academy

While it was certainly important for Nathan to document the politics that ripped apart the
Jewish community, it seems almost just as important to him to describe in great detail
what happens at the academies and how the academies functioned. Despite his bias
towards Sura, he clearly had high regard for the functioning of the academies and for the
services they provided for the Babylonian as well as the Diaspora Jewish communities.

He must have been in great anguish to watch the institutions which made the Babylonian
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Jewish community so great decline and become shadows of what they once were.
Because of this, he wanted to make sure the beauty and magnificence of the academies,
particularly of Sura, was maintained for future generations. Therefore, the specifics he
uses to describe, for example, the Installation of the Exilarch and the events which took
place during the Kallah months served to honor and memorialize the glory and respect
that the academy once enjoyed. However, by the time Nathan writes Seder HaYeshivot,
the academies were in the midst of major decline and may not have enjoyed the same
magnificence and splendor as they had during the height of Babylonian Jewish life. His
writing could not have taken place before 946 and the rule of Caleb ibn Sarjado in
Pumpeditha. By that time Jewish institutional life was very different and Nathan may
have wanted to preserve the honor and dignity of his world, even though circumstances
had changed dramatically. It is therefore somewhat inaccurate to assume that Jewish life

had functioned exactly as Nathan described it at the time he wrote Seder HaYeshivot.
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Chapter Seven-The Post-History of Nathan ha-Bavli

What happened to the Academies?

After the death of Saadia in 928, the academy of Sura was closed and was not reopened
again until the year 987 under the leadership of Zemah b. Isaac who was a member of the
clan of Pumbeditha geonim. There are an additional five geonim that served Sura
between the years of 997 and 1037. During this time period, there were financial
struggles between Sura and Pumpeditha, which certainly had pre-eminence at the time.
According to Benjamin of Tudela who visited Sura in 1170, there were no Jewish

settlements left and the town was in ruins.**

Pumpeditha was the pre-eminent academy beginning right after the Great Controversy
and lasting until the demise of the academies around 1058 when Hezekiah ben David

served as the gaon and as exilarch. The Cairo Genizah provides us with information that

there were nine geonim that led the academy of Pumpeditha during the 12" and 13"

centuries. They considered themselves heirs to the Pumpeditha academy. The last gaon
appears to have been Samuel ben Daniel ha-Kohen, who served in the year 1288.
Benjamin of Tudela apparently also visited the academy of Pumpeditha in the 1170s and

wrote that there were approximately 3,000 Jews living there at the time.

The Apogee of Karaism
From the downfall of the Umayyad Empire and throughout the rule of the Abbasids, there
was much transition and uncertainty, especially for the poor and downtrodden. Rabbinic

Judaism was flourishing, with the help and support of the Abbasid Empire, and the

> Encyclopaedia Judaica CD-Rom, Sura.
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Babylonian Talmud had been established as the law of the land, and was spreading
throughout the Diaspora. However, there were many dissident groups at the time and
many fought the rule of the Rabbanites and the authority of the Oral Law. None was as

powerful or threatening to Rabbanite authority as the Karaites.

It is extremely hard to fully understand how Karaism developed and grew as a distinct
movement because of the source material, which is rather meager in content, and each of
which contain an apparent bias towards their own constituencies. However, most would
agree that the origins of Karaism seem to take place in Baghdad during the 8" century
and can be attributed to its founder Anan ben David, who initially called his group the
“Ananites.” Anan was steeped in Rabbinic tradition and was alleged to have studied
under Yehudai Gaon of Sura. Some of our sources tell us that Anan had dreams of
achieving high ranks within the world of Rabbinic Judaism and, as the story goes, he was
passed over for the position of exilarch in favor of his younger brother Hananiah,* Out of
jealousy and anger, he goes out and forms another sect, one that attempts to recruit from

the Rabbanites.

Regardless of what the story actually was, it is clear that the Rabbanites perceived
Karaism as growing threat and one that had to be dealt with swiftly. In 905, a 23 year old
Saadia writes a refutation against Karaism and Anan, which elevates Saadia’s stature in
the eyes of the Rabbinic establishment in Baghdad. In Jacob al-Kirkisani’s 10% century
pro-Karaite Book of Lights and Watchtowers, he writes of the threat that Anan ben David

posed for the Rabbanites, “Anan was learned in Rabbinic lore and claims that the

* Salo Baron, 4 Social and Religious History of the Jews, volume 5. pg. 210
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Rabbanites would have killed him had God not foiled their efforts.” The Karaites are still
a threat even as late as 1161 as shown in Abraham ibn Daud’s Sefer ha-Kabbalah. He
states that Anan was “a descendent of David which implied a close relationship to the
family of the exilarch.” It also mentions, “envy and hatred” as Anan’s motivations in

creating what Ibn Daud calls “heresy” and in “seducing” Israel to follow him. 4*

The tenets of Anan ben David’s Karaism were laid out in his book entitled Sefer
HaMitzvot, which constituted its “counterconstitution” to the Rabbinic way of life.
Anan’s writings relied on Biblical proof text to support its creation and adaptation of a
Karaite system of Jewish law, but interestingly enough reflected a Talmudic paradigm at
the same time. Anan created a stricter system of law for his adherents, including
prohibitions on the consumption of practically all meats, the drinking of wine as well as
other fermented beverages. Further, he imposed stricter rules than the Rabbinic world
regarding circumcision, sex, marriage and instituted new and extended fast times,
including a seventy day fast, similar to that of the Muslim fast of Ramadan, from the
thirteenth of Nisan to the twenty-third of Sivan.*® Going even further, Anan pushed for a
total separation between Jews and Gentiles, even to the point of forbidding Karaite Jews
to drink milk prepared by a non-Jew. *’While Karaism was criticized as being too
restrictive and oppressive, it had plenty of adherents who believed in its teaching,

certainly enough for it to have been a threat to the Rabbanites.

% Martin A. Cohen, 4nan ben David and Karaite Origins, part I. The Jewish Quarterly
Review, pg. 132-133

% Ibid, pg. 142-143

47 Baron, pg. 219
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Karaism truly became a real threat under whom many call a co-founder along with Anan,

Benjamin ben Moses Nahawendi, who lived in the time around the mid-9™ century.

Nahawendi was an author, a theologian, a served as a jurist in the Iranian community of
Nahawend. He was much more practical than Anan and allowed for more flexibility in
the law, and was also open to allowing outside influences help to shape Karaite law and
practice. Further, because he was living in Palestine, Nahawendi wrote in Hebrew, unlike
Anan, and in this way was able to appeal to a broader spectrum of people. However, in
some cases he was more extreme than Anan, and believed that as soon as children could

speak that were obligated to follow the commandments.

The missionary style of the Karaites during the “Golden Age of Karaism™*® (between 900
and 1050) and the aggressive nature of their leaders to challenge the Rabbanites make

them a significant threat.

The “Success” of the Babylonian Talmud

While it is true that the Jerusalem Talmud was completed a century and half before the
Babylonian Talmud, the Babylonian Jewish community was the intellectual and spiritual
center of the Jewish world and was more respected not only locally but also in the
Diaspora communities. Students who would study at the Babylonian academies would
study the Babylonian Talmud before the Kallah months. All questions of Jewish law that
would come in to the academies from the Diaspora would be answered after studying the
Babylonian Talmud and consulting with the geonim. Additionally, Jewish merchants

from the Babylonian Jewish community had access to and traded with many of these

8 Ibid, pg. 268
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Diaspora communities, spreading the word that the Babylonian Talmud was the

authoritative edition.

Isaac Alfasi explains the pre-eminence of the Babylonian Talmud using the halakhic
principle of halakhah ke-vatra'ei, meaning that the final decision of Jewish law goes
follows the latest Talmudic authority. Further, in cases where the Babylonian Talmud

does not address a certain piece of Jewish law, the Jerusalem Talmud may be followed.*’

* From the Encyclopaedia Judaica CD-ROM
(cf. Abraham b. Isaac, Ha-Eshkol, Hilkhot Sefer Torah, ed. by S. Albeck, 1 (1935), 159)
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Pumpeditha. In both situations, each individual group fought intensely for authority,
authenticity, and dominance over the other. Each group believed they were the ones who
deserved to be in charge at the expense of the other as well as their constituency. Instead
of coming to an agreement for the better good of society, they let their differences rip
them apart and in turn engulf their citizens into a world filled with tension, war, and

strife. Unfortunately, in these circumstances, no one comes out a winner.

The question of how to fight Islamic fundamentalism and the terrorism that plagues the
international community and how to unite the Islamic world is a real challenge. Just as
difficult is the struggle to unite the Jewish world and find a way to co-exist and work
together for greater good and continuity of the Jewish people. In order for these goals to
be accomplished, individual groups need to put aside their egos as well as their partisan
politics and work together towards a compromise. Maybe what we need is someone like

Bisher ben Aaron to step forward and take the first step.
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Chapter Eight-Conclusion

Nathan ha-Bavli’s Seder HaYeshivot provides us with incredible information as well as a
rare look inside the incredible world of the Babylonian Jewish community and into its
institutional life. He writes at a time a great transition caused by the fall of the Abbasid
Empire and in turn the decline of Babylonian Jewry. From this unique insight a great deal
can be leamned not only about tenth century Babylonia and its sociopolitical dynamics,
but also about the contemporary world in which we live. Alphonse Karr, the French
novelist and critic, stated it the best when he wrote in 1849, “The more things change the

more they stay the same.”

In Seder HaYeshivot, we see a world that is in the midst of falling apart. The Abbasid
government no longer had control over its vast empire, partisan politics divided the
country, and fringe groups sprouted up everywhere fighting for authority and power.
Loyalties that were once honored and respected were cast aside in the midst of a fight for
survival, Individual needs took priority over the greater good of the community. No arena
in this complex sociopolitical world was left unscathed, including politics, economics,
and religion. Unfortunately, this was also the case for the Jewish community. The politics
were intense and the power brokers and influential citizens came out in force to support
to push their own agendas, which clearly was about power and economics. Unfortunately,

the same issues hold true in the twenty-first century world we live in today.

It is quite fascinating to note that in the time period that Nathan ha-Bavli writes about,
two major splits occur, ones which are plaguing our world today: the Muslim Sunni-Shia

split and the division of the Jewish community into the two camps of Sura and
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PART TWO
TRANSLATION OF NATHAN HA-BAVLI’S SEDER YESHIVOT

The Structure of the Academies

The Advantages of the Academy of Sura over Pumpeditha

At first, in the days of Rav’’, who marked the end of the Tannaitic period and the
beginning of the Amoraic, there was as of yet no academy in Babylonia®'. Rather, the
principals who were there were called “heads of the order,” as we read, “Who was the

head of the order in Babylonia?” He was answered, “Abba Arika,” that is Rav.>?

3% Rav, a leading amora also known as Abba b. Aivu and Abba Arikha, was born during
the latter half of the 2™ century and was the founder of the Academy of Sura. He was
born in Kaffi, in southern Babylonia, and belonged to a distinguished family, one of
which was his uncle Rav Hiyya. He studied in the academy of Judah ha-Nasi, in which he
was ordained, and became a very distinguished figure, serving on the Bet Din of the
Exilarch and having the honor of being the only Babylonian Sage allowed to disagree
with a tanna without basing his view on another tanna (Ket. 106a).

5! Babylonia was located in Western Asia between the Tigris and the Euphrates;
corresponding approximately to the modern Iraq.

52 Chullin 137b
NPT IPD NP RN NAN : 7Y N RN NN : 72 99N 19223 RYTO ¥ NI 7P 9N
YT DAY 27T MM ANT PRI P LATT NP 31T VNN TN T ANR NI MD T
DTN T2 N P NP KOOI NAX NNY PN 10 00 PP NN 109,377 19019 2297 om
I 99 122 719,19 DN : 7D ION 110 1NV 923 PR, DMWY PNV MY BN 1N5a 1D YN
He [R. Johanan] then enquired, ‘Who is the head of the Academy in Babylonia’?
‘Abba Arika’, he replied. ‘And you simply call him Abba Arika’! said [R. Johanan]. ‘I
remember when I was sitting before Rabbi, seventeen rows behind Rab, seeing sparks
of fire leaping from the mouth of Rabbi into the mouth of Rab and from the mouth of
Rab into the mouth of Rabbi, and I could not understand what they were saying; and
you simply call him Abba Arika!’ Then the other asked, ‘What is the minimum quantity
subject to the law of the first of the fleece’? — ‘Sixty [sela's]’, he replied. ‘But’, said the
other, ‘we have learnt: Whatever [their fleeces weigh]!’ ‘Then what difference is there
between me and you’? he retorted.
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And after Rav passed away, an academy was created in Babylonia on the mode! of Eretz
Yisrael, and that was Sura®. Rav Huna** presided over it for forty years. He was the first
of among all who served as academy heads in Babylonia. After him, Rav Hisda>
presided for a term that lasted ten years. At the end of Rav Hisda’s life, Rabba bar
Nahmani*® established an academy in Pumpeditha. From that time on there has been an
academy of Pumpeditha, which has become the major academy of the Diaspora. Rabba

bar Nahmani presided for twenty-two years and was succeeded by Rav Yosef®’ for two

53 Sura, the important center of Torah studies for several centuries, was located in
southern Babylonia where the Euphrates divided into two rivers.

5% Rav Huna, an amora, lived in the second half of the third century, and came from
Drukeret, a town near Sura. He was a disciple of Rav’s, and upon his death and upon the
death of Samuel, he became the head of the Academy of Sura. He was quite distinguished
and belonged to the family of an exilarch, even though he was quite poor and made his
living as a farmer working with cattle. He is alleged to have died in the year 296 C.E.,
according to the letter of Sherira Gaon.

55 Rav Hisda, a Babylonian amora born in Kafri to a priestly family, lived during the
second and third generations of the amoraim and died in 310 at the age of 92. He was a
disciple of Rav and Avimi, and eventually rose to become the head of the Academy of
Sura, which occurred during the last ten years of his life. Early on in his life he was quite
poor, but gained significant wealth as a brewer and rebuilt the Academy of Sura in 294
when it fell into disrepair.

56 Rabba bar Nahmani, a Babylonian amora born to a priestly family which could trace
its lineage to Eli the high priest, lived from 270-330. He was a disciple of Huna at Sura as
well as Judah b. Ezekiel at Pumpeditha. After Judah died, Rabba became head of the
Academy of Pumpeditha, and presided there for 22 years until his death. Under his
leadership, Pumpeditha rose in esteem, with the number of students climbing to 400 and
during the Kallah months, the attendance reached 12,000.

57 Rav Yosef ben Hiyya, a Babylonian amora, lived during the 4™ century and, afier the
death of Rabba, served for two and a half years as head of the Academy of Pumpeditha.
He was a disciple of Judah ben Ezekiel and was known for his incredible knowledge and
high ethical standards, particularly his humility. While he was well studied in Mishnah
and well known for his biblical exegesis, he also delved into mysticism and was one of
the “masters of the merkavah.” He died in the year 333.
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and a half years. Then Abbaye®® presided for fourteen years. Following Abbaye, Rava®®
presided over Pumpeditha, while over Sura there was a group belonging to the school of
the blessed Rav Yosef. As we learn, “He said to him, ‘That thy head be raised over the

whole city.”” ®And his presidency lasted for fourteen years. After him, Rav Papa®’

58 Abbaye, who lived from 278-338, was a Babylonian amora from a priestly family, one
of which supposedly was descended from Eli the high priest. He was raised by his uncle
Rabba b. Nahmani, as his father died before he was born, and his mother died in
childbirth. He was a disciple of his uncle Rabba as well as R. Yosef ben Hiyya, and
served as the head of the Academy of Pumpeditha after R. Yosef died, for fourteen years
until his own death.
% Rava or R. Abba b. Joseph b, Hama, was a fourth century Babylonian amora who was
a disciple of Hisda and Nahman b. Jacob, the heads of Sura and Pumpeditha respectively.
% Yoma 53b
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The people told R. Joseph that Raba did that, whereupon he said to him: May it be the
will [of God] that you raise your head above the whole city. R. Alexandri said in the
name of R. Joshua b. Levi: One who prays [the ‘Amidah] should go three steps
backwards, and then recite ‘peace’. R. Mordecai said to him: Having taken the three steps
backwards, he ought to remain standing, as should a disciple who takes leave of his
master; for if he returns at once, it is as with a dog who goes back to his vomit. It has also
been taught thus: One who prays shall take three steps backwards and then pronounce
‘peace’. And if he did not do so, it would have been better for him not to have prayed at
all. In the name of R. Shemaya they said: He should pronounce ‘peace’ towards the right,
then towards the left, as it is said: At His right hand was a fiery law unto them, and it is
also said: A thousand may fall at thy side and ten thousand at thy right hand. For what
reason ‘and it is also said’? — You might have said it is the usual thing to take a thing
with the right hand, come therefore and hear: ‘A thousand may fall at thy side and ten
thousand at thy right hand’.

Raba saw Abaye pronouncing ‘peace’ first towards the right and he said to him: Do you
mean that your right hand is meant? It is your left hand, which is the right of the Holy
One, blessed be He. R. Hiyya the son of R. Huna said: | saw Abaye and Raba who were
taking all three steps with one genuflexion.
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presided for seventeen years and was followed by Rav Ashi® for sixty years. Rav
Tavyomi®, the son of Mar son of Ashi, presided after him. Then came Rabban Yose*
during whose presidency the Talmud as completed. When Rabban Yose passed away, the
two academies remained without a gaon, until the Saboraim, who followed the sages of
the Talmud, who came to an agreement that they should create two academies, like in the
days of Rav Huna. This was because the Saboraim, even though they did not add to the
Talmud or subtract from it, nevertheless were academy heads and were geonim, that is
presiding and adjudicating, and disseminating their decisions throughout Israel. Such has

been the custom in their academies until this day.

The following are the degrees of superiority of the Academy of Sura over Pumpeditha:

8! Rav Papa, who lived from 300-375, was a Babylonia amora, and was a disciple of
Rava and Abbaye. After Abbaye died, he founded his own academy at Naresh, which
was near Sura, and served as its head for 19 years, until his own death. Papa came from a
wealthy family, and because of his affluence with business, increased his wealth through
the sale of poppy seeds and by brewing date beer.

62 Rav Ashi, also known as Rabbana, lived from 335-427/28, and was the most celebrated
Babylonian amora of his generation. He studied with many distinguished scholars,
including Rava and Papa. After Rav Papa died, Rav Ashi was appointed head of the
Academy of Sura, occupying the position for 60 years. Rav Ashi is notably the one who
began the task of editing the Babylonian Talmud, assembling and arranging the tractates
that had been collected for more than 200 years. Even though Ashi died before the
redaction was complete, he is still credited for completing the work as he did compile the
bulk of it.

8 Rav Tavyomi, also known as Mar bar Rav Ashi, was the son of Ashi, the redactor of
the Talmud. He was well respected and in 455, he became the head of the Academy of
Mata Mehasya, where his father had been the head some years before. He died in 468.

%4 Rabban Yose, also known as R. Yose b. Zevida, was a Palestinian amora and lived
during the first half of the fourth century. He was a close associate of R. Jonah, and
together they were business partners, in production of wine, and the two succeeded to the
rectorate of the Academy of Tiberias, where they gained many disciples. R. Yose was
known as the leader of the Palestinian Jewish community, after R. Jonah’s death, and
received she 'elot from as far away as Egypt.
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First, that there be no geonim in Pumpeditha, only in Sura, in the person of the head of its
academy.

Further, if the heads of the two academies came to a meeting with the Exilarch in the
capital at Baghdad® on the Shabbat where it was customary to do so, the head of the
Academy of Sura and his disciples would read the Torah in the presence of the Exilarch
and because of his greatness, while the head of the Academy of Pumpeditha and his

students would read and interpret it.

Further, if the Exilarch sat upon the bench designated for him, the head of the Academy
of Sura would sit on his right and the head of the Academy of Pumpeditha would sit on
his left.

Furthermore, if they sat at a table during a seudar mitzvah® with the Exilarch, the head of
the academy of Sura would break bread and say grace. Further, when entering or exiting,

the head of the Academy of Sura would precede the head of the Academy of Pumpeditha.
Even if the head of the Academy of Pumpeditha was an old man of eighty and the head of

Sura was younger, the primacy was always with Sura.

%5 Baghdad was the capital of the Abbasid dynasty from its foundation in 762. From then
a Jewish community existed there which eventually became the largest Jewish
community of Iraq, and the seat of the exilarch.

% Se‘udat Mitzvah -also known as se ‘udah shel mitzvah. These were banquets held in
connection with religious acts, such as weddings, circumcisions, etc., participation in
which is regarded as a religious duty.
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Furthermore, when they corresponded with one another, the head of the Academy of
Pumpeditha would write, “This document is for the Gaon and the scholars of Sura.” But
the head of the Academy of Sura would write, “This document is for the scholars of
Pumpeditha.” He would not include the word “Gaon.” Furthermore, when the Exilarch
would read from the Torah, the head of the Academy of Sura would provide the

translation while the head of the Academy of Pumpeditha would sit silently.

Furthermore, whenever the Exilarch died, all his revenues would be given to the head of
the Academy of Sura and there would be no portion for the head of the Academy of
Pumpeditha. In former times, the Academy of Sura would take two thirds of the income
for the academies and the Academy of Pumpeditha would take one third. But when
Kohen Zedek®’ became head of Pumpeditha and number of its scholars increased, one
third which had been their custom was not enough for them. Therefore a dispute arose
between them regarding this until the pillars of the community gathered together and
forged a compromise between them, namely that they should henceforth equally divide
all the income that normally came to the academies and that is what they have been doing

until this day.

67 Kohen Zedek, lived during the 10th century and was head of the Academy of
Pumpeditha from 917-936. After the death of Judah b. Samuel in 917, the Academy
appointed Mevasser Kahana b. Kimoi to the position of Gaon, while the Exilarch David
b. Zakkai appointed Kohen Zedek. They both served a head of the Academy, until
Mevasser Kahana died in 922/925, when Kohen Zedek served by himself until his death
in 936.
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The Exilarch Ukba and David son of Zakkai

The following is what Nathan ha-Kohen bar Yitzhak the Baghdadi says regarding what
he saw in part and what he heard in part regarding the Exilarch Ukba®, who was from the
seed of David and who went to North Africa after he had presided in Baghdad for many
years of indeterminate number. In his day, Rav Kohen Zedek the son of Yose was head of
the head of the Academy of Pumpeditha, that is Alamber in Arabic, for about four years.
After that time, a dispute arose between them regarding the income from Khurasan®. In
the past, the administration of the Jewish community of Khurasan was under the
jurisdiction of Pumpeditha: Pumpeditha appointed a judge was over it and all the income

that it generated would go to Pumpeditha.

Now Rav Ukba tried to appoint a judge of his own to rule over it and to send its income
to him. But Rav Kohen Moreh Zedek objected with the support of Joseph the son of
Phinehas’® and his son-in-law Netira,”' Avi Sahal and Isaac, in addition to a number of

the other important men of the time. It reached the point where Moreh Zedek banished

68 Mar Ukba was the Exilarch in the late ninth and early tenth centuries, and succeeded
his uncle Zakkai b. AHunai.

% Khurasan was a province of N.E. Persia. Jewish history has a long association with
Khurasan, which in some Hebrew sources was believed to be the dwelling place of the
lost Ten Tribes.

7 Rav Joseph b. Pinchas was a businessman in Baghdad during the late ninth and early
10" centuries, and partnered with Aaron b. Amram. They were quite savvy, as they had
financial dealings with the vizier and in 911/912 were appointed court bankers to the
caliph al-Mugtadir, and they served in this position until 924. Rav Joseph was a big
supported of the Babylonian Jewish community and used his power to support and
further the community and its standing.

7! Netira was a businessman who held considerable influence in Baghdad during the 8"
and 9™ centuries.
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Ukba from the Babylonian region and Ukba went into exile in a place called Karmisin’,
five days journey to the east along the road to Khurasan. And, at that time, Amram the

son of Solomon, was the head of the Academy in Sura.

Now, Ukba stayed in Karmisin for a number of months, at which point the Caliph came
out of Baghdad to vacation in Karmisin because it had lakes, gardens, orchards, and all
the crocuses that grew in Babylonia came from it. And outside of Karmisin, about a haif a
mile, was a place called Shafran, in which there was a beautiful building. And, when the

Caliph went there, he used to walk around its grounds.

There was a big building in that town, measuring about two stories high. In the building
there were two statues, one was of the Persian King Cosroes’, and the other was of his
consort Sirin. Underneath him was a statue of a hollow horse. Water from a nearby
mountain was ducted into the horse and came out of his mouth. The Caliph had the habit

of going to this place daily to walk around there.

So, Ukba used to mark the appointed time, the time when the Caliph would normally go
there, and stand in front of him and regale him with pleasant words and beautiful songs.
He did this everyday for the whole year. The Caliph’s scribe would record his poems and
his words every day, and he noticed that what Ukba said on one day he never repeated

even once. He did this for the whole year, from the beginning until the end. And after the

72 Karmisin, also known as Kermanshah, was a town northeast of Baghdad.
73 Chosroes 11 was "the Victorious" (Parvez), king of Persia, son of Hormizd IV,
grandson of Chosrau I, 590-628. His wife was Queen Sirin, who was a Christian.
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end of the year, the scribe told the Caliph that Ukba never repeated himself from the
beginning of the year to its end. The Caliph demanded some evidence, for he did not
believe it. So the scribe brought him his notebooks with the poetry of Ukba written
therein, and nothing was repeated, let alone used for a third time. The Caliph then sent for
Ukba and when he came in, the Caliph said, “What can I do for you?” Ukba asked if he

could get his job back. So, the Caliph wrote a letter on his behalf.

And when Ukba returned, Netira, Joseph ben Phineas, and their entire crowd were greatly
distressed. They objected to the Caliph about it to the point where the Caliph ordered
Ukba to leave his entire realm. He thus exiled him for a second time. Letters were written
to all the people in the Babylonian realm that Ukba was no longer welcome in the
territories under Babylonian control. If he should enter any of them, all of his possessions
would be confiscated. Since none of the lands of the east were open to Ukba, he went out

westward.

The Exilarchate remained vacant for about four or five years, until it became intolerable
for the Jewish people. They spoke to David ben Zakkai, a relative of Ukba, the previous
Exilarch, to make him Exilarch. But, Kohen Zedek, the head of the Academy of
Pumpeditha, was distressed over this because he did not want the leadership of David ben
Zakkai because of his relationship with Ukba, the previous Exilarch. The head of the
Academy of Sura acknowledged his leadership and wrote to all the members of his

Academy: to his scholars and to their disciples’ that they should welcome him, accept

7 To their advanced students=Taanaim
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him, address him with great warmth and enthusiasm, and ritually recognize him as

Exilarch over them. They did as they were told.

This lasted until they reached a place called Katzar, to the south of Baghdad, about seven
miles between Baghdad and Sura. This was the residence of David ben Zakkai and the
place of his birth. They greeted him and they acknowledged his leadership. Yet, withal,

Kohen Zedek, head of the Academy of Pumpeditha, refused and held fast for three years.

There was a blind man in Baghdad, renowned for his miracles. He was a Resh Kallah™ of
Nahrawan’®who intervened diplomatically for the purpose of elevating David ben Zakkai
over the Academy of Pumpeditha through the acknowledgment of its principal, Kohen
Zedek. He became so involved that one night he proceeded to magically open all the
locks in Baghdad. That day he opened 14 locks, until he finally reached Kohen Zedek

and stood by him and found him at study in the middle of the night. When Kohen Zedek
saw him, he trembled and asked for the reason of his coming. He said to him, “For
heaven’s sake, my lord, I had to open fourteen locks to get here.” So Kohen Zedek said to

him, “What can I do for you?” And he said, “I have come to ask you to accept the

7 Resh Kallah was a title that was awarded to the leading sages in Babylonian academies
during the Talmudic and geonic periods. The specific duty of the reshei kallah was to
preach publicly in the academy. In Talmudic times the reshei kallah were accustomed to
preach only during the kallah months, whereas in the geonic period the reshei kallah
were accustomed to give sermons also on the rest of the Sabbaths. In the geonic period
the resh kallah also bore the title of alluf. In this period the title was awarded also to
hakhamim who excelled in their studies in the academy, as well as hakhamim who
resided in places other than Babylonia, such as Kairouan and Spain.

76 Nahrawan was a town in Irag, E. of Baghdad. It was a flourishing town during the time
of the Abbasid caliphs (8th and 9th centuries) because the main highway to Persia passed
through the town, crossing the Nahrawan canal at this point. The Nahrawan community
belonged to the "domain" of the exilarch.
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Exilarch and acknowledge him as your leader.” So, he answered that he would do

according to Nissi’s word.

Nisi went out to the Exilarch and informed him and set a date for Kohen Zedek to come.

He returned to Kohen Moreh Zedek and informed him of the date.

Then, Kohen Zedek, all his associates, the members of the Academy, and all of the
people who were with him gathered together and formed ranks to go forth to greet the
Exilarch. They approached him in a place called Zarzar, about a half day’s journey from
Baghdad. When they approached the Exilarch, he was already advancing with a large

multitude, and with him were all of his associates and all the others who joined with him.

Now they had already appointed a place of meeting in a well known section of the old
city. When they reached the gate of the city of Baghdad, they were sang pleasant songs
and recited beautiful poetry until they arrived at the courtyard which had been prepared
for him. And he entered and stayed in Baghdad, along with all of his men, their wives,

and all the members of his household.

After five years, the head of the Academy of Sura died and Mar bar Kiyumi took his
place. He was the leading figure of his generation and presided over the Academy of Sura
for 20 years and then he died. Kohen Zedek, head of the Academy in Pumpeditha, was

still alive.
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Rav Saadia Gaon and his Dispute with the Exilarch

When the head of the Academy of Sura died, the Academy was in distress. The Exilarch
took counsel as to whom to appoint in it. He sent for Nisi Nahrawani *’ and asked him to
be the head of the Academy. Nisi said to him, “This is impossible, for the head of the
Academy is called, “A Light to the World,” and I am “Dark to the World"®.” So the
Exilarch said to him, “What is your opinion in this matter?” He replied, “Do whatever
you want.” So, the Exilarch focused on Rav Saadia the Fayyumite” and Zemah b.
Shahin, the brilliant scion of an illustrious family. The Exilarch told him what he was
thinking of, namely that he had narrowed the field down to Rav Saadia or Zemah b.
Shahin. Nisi told him to appoint Zemah b. Shahin, and not Rav Saadia, even though
Saadia was a luminary with extraordinary knowledge because Saadia was afraid of no
one in the world and showed no partiality to people because of the greatness of his
wisdom, his candor, his eloquence, and his integrity. The Exilarch said to him, “Well, I
have already made up my mind and my decision is for Rav Saadia Fayyumi.” And Nisi
said to him, “Do whatever you want, I will be the first to heed him, sit before him, and to

follow him.” So, they appointed Saadia at that very time, in the presence of Kohen Zedek

77 Nissi (Nissim) ben Berechiah Al-Nahrawani (late ninth—early tenth century.) Nissi
came from Nahrawan in Persia and was one of the most important paytanim, poets, of his
time. He is well known for his known is his confession for the Day of Atonement, which
begins: "Lord of the Universe, before all else, I have no mouth to answer.” He served as a
Resh Kallah of the academy of Sura.

™ Ny Nown- “Dark to the World”-This is a euphemism for blindness.

7 Saadia (Ben Joseph) Gaon (882-942). Saadia was born in Pithom (Abu Suweir), in the
Faiyum district in Egypt. He was an esteemed halakhist, liturgist, and philosopher, who
served as a Resh Kallah over the academy of Pumpeditha. He was the first to put his
halakhic works into the form of monographs, assigning a separate one to each topic of
Hebrew law. His philosophy is captured in his Book of Beliefs and Opinions.
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and the associates of the Academy of Pumpeditha, and they named him to be the head of

the Academy of Sura.

Not long thereafter a controversy arose between the Exilarch and Rav Saadia, and the
realm of Babylonia was split in half. All of the rich men of Baghdad and the associates of
the Academies and the important people were with Rav Saadia to help him with money
and influence at the court of the Caliph, his princes, and his counselors. But there was a
very important man in Baghdad named Caleb ibn Sarjado, who was a counselor to the
Exilarch. He was also a wealthy man and gave 60,000 zuzim to unseat Rav Saadia, but he
was unabie to do so because with Rav Saadia were the sons of Netira and all the wealthy
of Baghdad. Now, Caleb was jealous of Rav Saadia, because although Caleb was
eloquent and learned and whenever people asked him a question he could give them a
rounded answer, Rav Saadia could to do ten times as well, and Caleb envied him because

of this.

The essence of the controversy between Rav Saadia and the Exilarch dealt with legal
matters concerning some people under the jurisdiction of the Exilarch and involving a

great deal of money, an inheritance where they wished to receive their share. A dispute

flared between them, to the point where they pledged to give a tenth of their receipts to

the Exilarch in exchange for his removal of complaints against them and a satisfactory
settlement of their case. The Exilarch would share seven hundred gold pieces from the
tithe that was given to him. So the Exilarch drew up the appropriate documents, signed

them, and ordered them to go to the heads of the Academy for their confirmation. When
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the documents reached Rav Saadia, he mulled over them and saw things that did not seem
right. Nevertheless, he affably said to the messengers, “Go to Kohen Zedek, the head of

the Academy of Pumpeditha, let him confirm this writ and I will confirm after him.” And
he said all this because he wanted to conceal the objectionable matter which he saw in the

language of the document but which he did not want to reveal.

So the messengers did as he had instructed them. They went to Kohen Zedek, the head of
the Academy of Pumpeditha, and he signed off. And after Kohen Zedek signed off, they
returned to Rav Saadia asking him to sign off and confirm them. Rav Saadia said to them,
“Why do you ask for my signature? Look, you have the signature of the Exilarch and
Kohen Zedek, the head of the Academy of Pumpeditha. You do not need my signature.”
They said to him, “Why do you refuse to sign?” He said to them, “I don’t know.” And he
refused to reveal the reason until they made him swear to reveal what he saw in their writ.
Unable to transgress his oath and conceal, he told them what objection he saw in their

writs and the reason for their inadequacy.

They returned to the Exilarch and informed him. The Exilarch sent for his son Judah and
said to him, “Go tell him in my name to confirm the writs.” So, Judah, the Exilarch’s son,
went to Rav Saadia and told him in the name of his father, to sign the documents. Saadia
said to him, “Go back to your father and tell him that it is written in the Torah, ‘You

should not show favoritism in judgment.’” %

80 Deuteronomy 1:17 i . )
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So, the Exilarch sent his son a second time, saying, “Tell him to ‘sign the documents and
not to be a fool.” The young man went and told Rav Saadia pleasantly. He did not give
him the message that his father had instructed him to give. Rather, he spoke to him
entreatingly that he sign off on the documents, in order to avoid a falling out between him
and his father. Saadia refused, and the Exilarch sent his son several times, yet the son did
not wish to disclose to Rav Saadia exactly what his father had said to him, but rather he
greatly entreated him to sign the documents to avoid a falling out between him and his

father over this matter.

When the young man’s father continued to pressure him to go back and forth, the young

man lost his temper and he lifted his hand against Rav Saadia, saying to him, “If you do
not sign the documents like my father said, I am going to beat you up.” No sooner did
these words leave Judah’s mouth when Rav Saadia’s henchmen grabbed him, threw him

out the door and shut the gate in his face.

When the young man arrived back to his father, his eyes visibly filled with tears, he asked
him what had happened and Judah explained everything that had occurred. When his
father heard this, he excommunicated Rav Saadia and appointed Rav Joseph bar Jacob as
head of the Academy of Sura in his place. Also, when Rav Saadia heard about this, he

excommunicated the Exilarch and he sent Hasan, the brother of David ben Zakkai, who

You shall not be partial in judgment, hear out low and high alike. Fear no man, for
judgment is God’s. And any matter that is too difficult for you, you shall bring to me and
I will hear it.
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was the same as Yashu, to be the Exilarch in the place of David ben Zakkali, his brother.

He ruled three years and died.

The dissension continued for seven years, until a court case arose between two men who
were involved in litigation. One chose Rav Saadia as his spokesperson and the other
chose the Exilarch, The Exilarch sent his henchmen to catch the man that had chosen Rav
Saadia. The man fled but they caught up with him, and they beat him up. The victim, his
clothes, cried out to the entire community, telling them what had happened to him. This
created a sad state of affairs because there was a custom that anyone under the
jurisdiction of the Exilarch was exempt from the authority of the heads of the academies.
So too, anyone under the jurisdiction of the heads of the academies was exempt from that
of the Exilarch, nor could they complain to any leader other than the one in their
respective jurisdiction. And if there was a foreigner in the land, and was not under any
specific jurisdiction, he could go to any jurisdiction of his choice. Because the man who
had been beaten up did not belong to the jurisdiction of the Exilarch, the people took up
his case and they came as a group to Bisher son of Aaron, who was the father in law of
Caleb ibn Sarjado, an important man in Baghdad and highly esteemed. They wrote to him
about the origins of this controversy between Jews and about their present plight. They
said to him, “Come, because you have to deal with this. We are your followers and

perhaps we can put an end to this contentiousness which is the sole responsibility of your

son in law, Caleb ibn Sarjado.”
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So Bisher ben Aaron contacted all the prominent men of the time and assembled them in
his house and with them the Exilarch. Bisher said to him in their presence, “What is this
that you have done? And how long will you persist in this controversy without being
exposed to divine retribution? Fear God and remove yourself from this dissension, for
you know how great the power of dissension can be. And now, give some thought to the
repair of your relationship with Rav Saadia. Make peace with him and put aside your
rancor at him.” The Exilarch heeded these words and answered him irenically that he
would do as he had said. So, Bisher got up and went to Rav Saadia, to bring him to his
house along with his followers and his advisers. He repeated what he had said to the
Exilarch, and Saadia also agreed peacefully.

[This is how the reconciliation was accomplished:]

The Exilarch and all his advisers and associates were in one house, and Rav Saadia was
with all his advisers and associates in another house, facing the first. The two principals
were in the courtyard of Bisher who had intervened peacefully and conciliatorily between
them. The representatives of the heads of the congregation divided into two sections: ohe
row accompanied the Exilarch and the other row Rav Saadia. The two of them came from

opposite directions towards one another until they met and kissed and embraced.

All of this took place on the Fast of Esther. When this matter between them was over,
Bisher was very happy because they made peace with one another through his help, and
he entreated them and all their followers to stay with him for that night and read the
Scroll of Esther in his house. But the Exilarch and Rav Saadia did not want to do this. So

the Exilarch said, “Let Rav Saadia stay with me or let him stay with you.” They cast lots
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and the lot fell on the Exilarch that Rav Saadia should spend them time with him. So he
did and went to his place. He dined with the Exilarch for the Purim meal, and he stayed

with him for two days. On the third day, he left with joy and contentment.

And when the agreement between them was concluded, Rav Joseph bar Jacob, whom the
Exilarch had brought in and made head of the Academy in place of Rav Saadia all those
years when the dispute flared between them, now that the dispute had come to an end,
Rav Joseph retired to his home. Nevertheless, the salary that he received when he was

head of the academy was not taken away from him but rather was sent to him at home.

When the Exilarch died, there was a successful effort to elevate his son in his place. But
he only survived his father for seven months until he died. Now he had a young son of
approximately twelve years. And, Rav Saadia took him under his wing and supported his

education until Rav Saadia died.

In those days, there was no one regarded as suitable to be Exilarch, except a man that was

from the children of Heman, who lived in Nisibis. But before they could appoint him,

something happened to him: He got into a fight with a non-Jew in the marketplace. He

was accused of having cursed an icon and was put to death.

After the death of Rav Saadia, Rav Joseph ben Jacob presided over the Academy of Sura.
And after the death of Kohen Zedek, the head of the Academy of Pumpeditha, Zamah bar

Kafni presided over his academy for thirteen months. Then he died and Hananya ben Rav
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Yehuda presided for five and half years and then he died. And after him came Caleb son

of Joseph, also known as Caleb ibn Sarjado®'.

The Installation of an Exilarch
This is what Rav Nathan haKohen said regarding the installation of an Exilarch and his

confirmation at the time of his installation. It goes as follows:

If there was a popular consensus to nominate the Exilarch, then the two heads of the
academies convened with their members, and all the leaders of the community and the
elders would gather in the house of an important man in Babylonia, one of the pillars of
the generation such as Netira or the like. And the person in whose house the gathering
took place derived great honor from this matter. He received considerable recognition for
it and his power increased because of the gathering. Then they all assembled in the
synagogue on Thursday to greet the nominee, show him support, and sound the shofar to
inform all the people, both young and old. And, on hearing this, every person sent an
offering to the nominee according to his means. All the heads of the community along
with the wealthy sent him fine clothing and beautiful jewelry, and vessels of silver and

gold, ion accordance with their means. The nominee devoted himself to the banquet on

31 Caleb ibn Sarjado, also known as Aaron ben Joseph ha-Kohen Sarjado, was the son-in-
law of Bisher b. Aaron, one of Baghdad's wealthiest and most respected citizens, He
served as gaon and head of the academy at Pumbeditha 942—-60. Caleb wrote an Arabic
commentary on the Pentateuch and some of his teshuvot are still extant, found in
Teshuvot ha-Ge'onim. Fragments of his commentary on other parts of the Pentateuch are
cited in Abraham ibn Ezra's commentary on the Pentateuch. Maimonides mentions Aaron
among the older Jewish scholars who opposed the view of the Greek philosophers that
the universe is eternal.
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Thursday and Friday with all kinds of food, and drink, and desserts, like all kinds of

sweets,

When they arose to go to the synagogue on Shabbat, many of the pillars of the
congregation gathered to accompany the nominee. Now, prepared for him in the
synagogue on Friday afternoon was a wooden platform, seven cubits long and three
cubits wide, on which had been placed beautiful cloths made of silk, blue, purple and
crimson, to the point where the entire platform was covered and nothing could be seen.
Underneath the platform entered the choir chosen from the notables of the community
with experienced, beautiful and pleasant voices, with musical talent and repertoire,

skilled in prayer in all its dimensions.

Now the Exilarch himself was concealed by the heads of the academies. The choir would

stand under the platform, and no one sat on the platform.

The presiding officer of the synagogue would begin with “*nxw 713 and the choir
would respond to every expression beginning with “anpNe 7173” and “NXin 1112, And

when he chanted the “nawn oby 1w inn,” ¥ they would respond him with, “ nitind aiv

82 pxw T is the first prayer in the section of liturgy known as “P’sukei D’Zimra”, or
morning psalms. This prayer itself consists of eighty seven words, and according to
Philip Birnbaum in his Siddur Hashalem, can be found in the 9% century siddur of Rav
Amram

8Song i'or the Sabbath Day, Psalm 92, is found in the Shabbat Morning service and
precedes the Hallel, which consists of Psalms 145-150.
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rnb.” Then, all the people together would recite the “notT *pyva”™® in their entirety. The
presiding officer would rise and open with “3*n 55 npwy,” and the choir would respond,
“qmv NN 79an.” And after every phrase the choir responded, until he reached the
“nwy1p”. The community would recite it quietly and the choir would respond aloud. Then
at a point, the choir stopped and the presiding officer would continue alone until “ Yx»
onwn.” All the people would then stand for the “n>on.” And when the leader began the
amidah and reached the “nvaTp”, the choir would respond “witpn bNn.” When he
finished the “n>on” the congregation would sit down. At that point, the Exilarch would
emerge from his hiding place. When the congregation saw him, they stood up and
remained standing until he sat down upon the platform prepared for him. Then the head
of the Academy of Sura would emerge and take his seat after a ceremonial bow of
subordination. Then the head of the Academy of Pumpeditha would emerge and likewise
bow down in subordination to the Exilarch before he took a seat at his left. During all of
this, the congregation stood on their feet until the three of them had taken their seats.

The Exilarch sat in the middle, with the head of the Academy of Sura on his right, and the
head of the Academy of Pumpeditha on his left. Between them and the Exilarch was a
vacant space over which had been spread a beautiful fine linen cloth fastened with cords
of fine linen and purple cloth. The presiding officer of the synagogue then covered his

head with the garment in front of the platform and blessed the Exilarch with formal

¥ Aoyt sproe-P’sukei D’ Zimra. According to Rabbi Lawrence A. Hoffman in My
People’s Prayer Book, vol. 3, the P’sukei D’Zimra is, “best regarded as the prayer before
the prayer.” It is a warm-up before the actual prayer service and consists five subsections:
Baruch she’amar, biblical material, Hallel (Psalms 145-150), a second subsection of
Biblical material, and Birkat HaShir (Blessing of Song.)

8 Y3 nmwa-Nishmat Kol Hai. This is after the second subsection of Biblical readings in
the P’sukei D’Zimra and is the closing prayer of this section. The Mishnah, in Pesachim
118a, identifies this as Birkat HaShir, the Blessing of Song.
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blessings which had been prepared for him in advance. He spoke in a low voice, so that
no one in the congregation would hear him, except for those seated around the platform
and the choir. When he uttered this blessing, the choir underneath would softly respond,

‘“yoN,” while the entire congregation was silent until he completed his blessings.

Then the Exilarch took his turn and preached on the subject of that day’s portion. He then
granted permission to the head of the Academy of Sura to speak. And the head of the
Academy of Sura similarly granted permission to the head of the Academy of
Pumpeditha. They ceremonially displayed respect for one another, until the head of the
Academy of Sura began to speak, with a translator beside him to explain his words to the
people. He preached with reverence with his eyes closed, his head covered with his
prayer shawl, even covering his forehead. While he preached no one in the congregation
said a word or uttered a sound. If he perceived anyone speaking, he opened his eyes and
fear and trembling gripped the congregation. And when he finished, he began with a
question and said “Now, it is time for you to study.” And then a wise and experienced
elder stood up, responded appropriately, and sat down. Then the presiding officer stood
up and said kaddish. And when he reached, “1i5*1*21 }15"113,” he said, “In the life of our
prince, the Exilarch, in your lives and in the lives of all the house of Israel.*.” When he
finished the kaddish, he blessed the Exilarch and then the heads of the academies. When
he finished the blessing, he remained standing and said, “Such and such a donation has

come from this and this town and all its suburbs.” And he recognized all the cities that

85un¥ 2 92T PN 19PN MDY PRI MOV PN
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had sent gifis to the academies. Then he blessed the donors of these places for their

charitable contributions, culminating with the academies.

Then he took out the Sefer Torah. A kohen read first and a /evi would follow after him.
The presiding officer of the synagogue would then bring the Sefer Torah down to the
Exilarch while all the people were standing. The Exilarch received the Sefer Torah in his
hands and would stand and read from it, with the heads of the academies standing at his
side. The head of the Academy of Sura offered a translation and then handed the Sefer
Torah to the presiding officer, who returned it to the ark. And at this point, he took his
seat and then the congregation sat down. Next, they called the heads of the regional
assemblies to read followed by the associates of the academies. But, the heads of the
academies do not read the Sefer Torah on that day, because of the Exilarch’s preemption.
And, when the reader finished the maftir”, an important man would rise and provide a
translation from which he derived considerable recognition and honor. And when he
finished, he again blessed the Exilarch in front of the Sefer Torah, and all the prayer
leaders of the congregation who were skilled and knowledgeable in liturgy would
encircle the ark and say, “1uX.” He then blessed the two heads of the academies and

returned the Sefer Torah to its place. Then they said musaf and left.

87 Maftir is the name given to the three or more concluding verses of the weekly Sabbath
sidrah ("Torah portion") as well as to the final verses of the portions read on festivals and
public fast days. The person who is called up to the reading from the Torah of these
passages and who then recites the hafiarah from the Prophets is also called mafiir.
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When the Exilarch left the synagogue, all the people would accompany him in front and
behind, singing poetry and praise until he arrived at his home. But, the heads of the
academies would not go with him. All of the associates accompanied him home; the
Exilarch did not permit any of them to leave his house for an entire week. From that time
on, he himself never left his house. But people convened there and prayed with him

regularly, whether a weekday, Shabbat, or festival.

If the Exilarch wished to leave his house to conduct business, he rode in a princely
carriage bedecked with beautiful cloths, just like the carriages of the Caliph’s ministers.
Accompanying him would be as many as fifteen men, followed by his personal servants.
When he passed by a Jew, his retinue ran to him to embrace and bless him. He did this
with every Jew he met, until some 50 or 60 gathered around him to accompany him to his
destination. And when he returned home, they did the same thing in reverse. But he never
went out unless he was accompanied by his entire retinue. And during such trips, he was

entirely like one of the Caliph’s princes.

When he wanted an appearance before the Caliph for a request or just to have an

audience, he sought permission from the Caliph’s princes and his attendants to speak.

They complied and instructed the gatekeepers to let him enter. When he entered, all the

servants of the Caliph ran before him.

Now, the Exilarch came prepared with a pouch filled with gold coins and zuzim to

distribute to these servants to accompany him until he enters the inner chamber. He
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would put his hand in his pouch and give each one whatever came to hand. They would
show him honor, take his hand and accompany him until he finally stood before the
Caliph and bowed down to him. The Caliph made a gesture to him that he should kneel
on one knee. Then the Caliph signaled to one of his servants to take him by the hand and
seat him in the designated place which the Caliph had selected. Then the Exilarch spoke
with the Caliph. The Caliph asked him about his well-being, his activities, and the
purpose for his visit. The Exilarch would ask the Caliph for permission to speak, and it
was granted. The Exilarch began with appropriate praises and blessings that he had
memorized in advance. He then mentioned to the Caliph the customs of his ancestors and
theirs, and cajoled him with pleasantries until he finally came around to making his

request, which the Caliph granted in full and committed to writing. Then the Exilarch

departed happily and at peace.

The Revenue of the Exilarch and the Judges

These were the revenues belonging to the Exilarch, collected on an annual basis from a
place called Nahrawan and its suburbs. Nahrawan was about a half a day east of
Baghdad. The Exilarch appointed a judge on his authority and that of the heads of the
academies. He wrote to him on their behalf that he has received their permission. The
judge imposed a tax on that place and collected for himseif something in the

neighborhood of sixty or seventy gold pieces.

And when he arrived in that place, the judge selected two notables of the area to be

associated with him over all cases that he adjudicates. If the judge who was appointed
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was proper in his ways and learned in the law, the leaders and notables of the region
would write to the Exilarch singing his praises. If perhaps, heaven forbid, he had a
blemish or some impropriety was found, they would write to the Exilarch and to the
heads of the academies: “In the case of so and so, his actions are flawed and his ways are

flawed.” He is then removed from his position and someone else is appointed in his stead.

This was the income which the judge took from the people of the area. Each person
twenty years and older would pay two zuzim a year, one on Passover and one on Sukkot.
For a marriage writ, a divorce writ, a writ of debt, a writ of dispensation, or a writ of sale,
the principals involved would have to give the judge four and one third zuzim in Arabic
money. As for the scribe, he did not derive any income from this. Rather, his only income
was what the judge decides to give him on an annual basis. The rest belonged to the
judge. This was the custom: to give all revenue to the judge, whether he is present in that

given place or whether he has gone off elsewhere.

The judge would appoint two people who looked at, examined, and oversaw his entire
domain so that no individual should do any of the things we have mentioned except on
the authority of the judge. If anyone prepared a writ in secret, the judge could
excommunicate him and fine him for the fee of the writ, and could flog him. If he were
poor and not able to pay the stipulated amount, the scribe would accept whatever he
could afford, with the permission of the judge. The judge would also get a zuz from the

butchers on a weekly basis.
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In addition, the Exilarch received twenty gold pieces annually from the area of Persia, in
accordance with the same custom. He had within his jurisdiction another place called
Haluwan, about a five day journey from Baghdad, from which he received one hundred
and fifty gold pieces annually in accordance with the aforementioned procedure. Also, he
had another place called Katzar, his birthplace, from which he received thirty gold pieces
annually. He also had a place in Baghdad where he resided and which was under his
jurisdiction. There he received two zuzim from each Jew during Passover and Sukkot. He
did not take anything from the poor because the rich make up the difference. The
butchers would give to him one quarter of a gold piece each year. In sum, he received
from all of the places within his jurisdiction each year a total of seven hundred gold

pieces.

If he wished he could write abroad so that they could honor him by their help. When he
wrote, they would comply. If the Exilarch’s son traveled anywhere, he was well received,

honored, favored, and given a tribute. Nothing would be withheld from him. He was

always treated in accordance with his dignity and position. If he was not treated with

respect and honored with gifts, his father would send warnings and excommunications.

Rav Natan said he once saw the son of David ben Zakkai, who went to the territory of
Persia, which was in the jurisdiction of his father. He was not honored and respected. He
sent word of this to his father, who sent forth warnings and excommunications. He sent
word to the viceroy, who in turn informed the Caliph. The Caliph called on the governor

of Persia for support and help. When the governor of Persia learned about this from the
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Caliph’s letter, he went after the perpetrators and exacted a considerable sum of money
from Persia and from all its suburbs, since they were under the jurisdiction of his father.
Then, he went forth and he returned to Baghdad and neither academy head complained

regarding this matter.

When a head of the academy dies, all of his income is to be given to the head of the

academy of Sura. The scribe of the Exilarch takes his eamings from the Exilarch.

But the Exilarch has no part in the pledges and donations that the communities of Jews
send to the academies because they are sent only with their questions, with which the

Exilarch is not involved.

Such also is the custom for the installation of the heads of the academies. The procedure
for an academy head is the same for them as is for the Exilarch, except in the case of the
Torah scroll, which is not brought down to him. Rather he would go up to it like anyone

else.
This is the procedure followed by the heads of the academies in all areas of their
jurisdictions: each would appoint their own judges as we have indicated in the case of the

Exilarch who appointed a judge over his jurisdictions.

And these are their jurisdictions:
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Under the authority of the head of the Academy of Sura is a place called Wasit, from
which this area and its suburbs, he annually receives one hundred and fifty gold pieces.
From Basra, also called Kalah, and its suburbs, he receives three hundred gold pieces a
year. There is another place within his jurisdiction called Qumis, which is a two day
journey from Ophir, which is also under the jurisdiction of Sura. In short, Sura receives
one thousand five hundred gold pieces on an annual basis from the areas within its
jurisdiction, in addition to pledges and gifts. In the Babylonia region, there are districts in
the north, the south, the east, and the west. These are treated the way the Exilarch treats
the areas which are in his jurisdiction in Babylonia, as we have described above. The
butchers in the jurisdiction of Sura give the head of the academy one fourth of a zuzim

each week.

Sometimes there would be difficult economic times for the academy of the Sura. % When
this occurred, they would send letters to all the communities of Israel, informing them of
the dire situation. Every community would send gifts according to its ability and income.
This was also the custom for the head of the academy of Pumpeditha within his entire

jurisdiction.

In the case of all questions that are sent to one head of academy in his name, the other

academy heads have no part in their accompanying pledges and gifts. When the questions

% The text reads n wxn. However, based on the context, this could not be correct as the
Exilarch was not in charge of an academy. Therefore, in juxtaposition to the last sentence
of the paragraph referring to the head of the academy of Pumpeditha, the text should have
read head of the Academy of Sura.
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are sent in their names, they would take the pledges and gifts along with them. If they are
sent without names, the two academies would split the money. This has been the custom

in the apportionment of all income in the form of pledges and gifts each year.

They place everything in the hands of a trustworthy person for the maintenance of the
expenses of the scholars who come from all the places where they serve, and they come
from all over, for the month of the Kailah. This would occur during the month of Elul in
the summer and the month of Adar in the winter. Each of the associates will have studied
and perused a tractate that the head of the academy had assigned when they left after the

last Kallah. For example, in the month of Adar he would say to them, “This and this

Tractate we will expound in Elul.” And similarly, he would say to them in Elul, “This

and this Tractate we will expound in Adar.” All of them would come and sit before the
heads of the academies in Adar and Elul, and the head of the academy would preside over

their study and examine them.

The Structure of the Academies

This is the structure of the academies:

The head of the academy sits and before him are ten men. This is called the first row of
scholars. They face the head of the academy. Of the ten men seated before him, seven are
called heads of the Kallah and three are called associates. Why are they called heads of
the Kallot? Because each one of them is appointed over ten people from the Sanhedrin

and they were called *“captains.”
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This was their custom:

If one of the heads of the Kallah dies and he has a son capable of taking his place, he
does so. Then he inherits the place of his father and sits there, even if he is a minor. This
is also true for the associates. When one of them dies and leaves a son capable of taking
his place, he sits in it. No one can usurp his place. But if he does not have anyone to fill

his place, and there is someone qualified to sit in one of the seven spots, he may do so.

But, if he is not of that stature, he would sit with the general audience and with the

remaining disciples, who were approximately four hundred in number.

The seventy men constitute the Sanhedrin, consisting of namely seven rows. The first
row is arranged as we have mentioned. After that, there sit more rows of ten until the
seventh row. All of them face the head of the academy, and all the associates sit behind
them. None of the latter has an assigned seat, but in the case of the seventy in the seven
rows, everyone keeps his place and no one can sit in the place of their colleague. If one
from the seven rows more learned than another, he does not replace him as he did not

inherit it from his father. Instead, he is given a higher stipend because of his wisdom.

When the head of the academy wishes to test their learning, they all assemble on the four
Sabbaths of the month of Adar. He sits in his place and the first row recites before him,
and the other rows listen to them quietly. When they reached a point of participation, they
discuss matters among themselves. The head of the academy hears and understands what
they have to say. Then, he reads and they are quiet, and they realize that he understands

their differences. When he finishes, he expounds and reviews the tractate of their
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individual winter study. He debates on their words, where the disciples had differences of

opinion. At times, he asks them for an explanation of the laws. They are respectful of one

another, honor the head of the academy, and ask him for his opinion on the matter. Not
one of them is permitted to speak unless he gives them permission. Each one of them
speaks according to his knowledge. The academy head provides a detailed exposition of
every point of halakha until he has clarified everything. When he had finished, a man
from the first row stands and expounds on it publicly for all, small and great, hear him.
Everyone who sees him standing knows that he stands solely to explain a baraita from
which one could clarify the learning for the purpose of clarifying what had been
discussed. The other disciples now raise questions him for further clarification. This is

how they proceeded all the days of the month.

On the fourth Sabbath, the entire Sanhedrin and all the students recite, and the head of
the Academy inspects and examines every one of them, challenging them until he can
determine the degree of knowledge of the participant. And when the head of the academy
sees a participant whose learning is inadequate he continues to challenge him. He rebukes
him, scolds him, and exposes his inadequacies in preparation and where he has been lazy.
He admonishes him and threatens him that if he repeats this insufficient preparation, he
would not receive any further money. Accordingly, all of the disciples would sharpen
each others knowledge and work hard on their studies so none would be found

halakhically deficient by the heads of the academy.

80




Lawrence R. Sernovitz-Thesis

None of the rows depart until he has assigned the tractate for the winter. For the other
students, such assignments were not necessary as each of them could study the tractate of

their choice.

This is their custom in the case of questions and answers:

Every day from the beginning of the month of Adar, the head of the academy presents all
the questions that have come to him and gives the audience permission to provide an
answer. They honor him and say to him, “We will not answer in you presence”, until he
really insists and then all of them speak, each of them according to his knowledge and
experience. They argue, they differ with one another and they debate every point with
careful deliberation. The head of the academy listens to their arguments and comprehends
everything they say. He stands up and examines their positions until the correct answer

has become clear to him. Then, he orders the scribe to answer in writing.

This was the custom which took place daily until answers were prepared for all of the
questions that had arrived from the communities of Israel during that year. At the end of
the month, the answers and the questions are read in a meeting of the entire convention.
The head of the academy then signs them and afterwards they are send to their

questioners. And, he distributes the money brought in from the questions among them.
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APPENDIX A

Text of Nathan Ha-Bavli’s Seder HaYeshivot
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MAIN TRADE COMMODITIES
To China:  Furs
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Jewish merchants played a leading part in
trade after the fall of the Roman Empire.

A Persian writer in about 850A.D. recorded
the journeys of the Jewish traders known as
“Radanites” who linked the Frankish and
Chinese kingdoms by land and sea. Their
name probably comes from a Persian piv

meaning “knowing the way"
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Under Muslim rule the Jews found greater
toleration than under Christianity. Thus the
Jews of Toledo opened the gates of the city
to welcome their Muslim liberators. There were
nothing like the frequent massacres and
expulsion which were the curse of Jews
living in Caristendom

— The conquests of Islam by 750 AD
. Cities with large Jewish communities
V7777 Principal areas of Jewish settlement

The two main trade routes from Baghdad to
Samarkand: called the“Khorasan Road"along
which Jews travelled and settied. It was
also the overland route to China

) Possible area of independent Jewish
tribes ,or Wild Jews ,who fought successfully
L against Muslim domination
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Bl Eaentof Abbasid Caliphate
KEEMAN Abbasid province

THE ABBASID CALIPHATE

v [ntellectual centers

a Mosque

City built

Bakr al-Hind
flndian Ocean)

% City rebuilt, mosque rebuilt

u Palace
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LPersian

Conquests under Muhammad and Abu Bakr, 622-634 S Conquests untit 715-750 & Church converted into mosque
Conguests under Umar and Uthman, 634-656 o Principal inteliectual center ~ Palace
Conquests of the Umayyads to 715 : & Mosque » Mosque rebuilt

THE UMAYYAD CALIPHATE
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