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Geonic Culture 33

tions of oral matters, in keeping with the locution “7 atta rashai le-omran
bikbtav.”

Like their rabbinic predecessors, geonim employed tannaim for the
transmission of Mishnah, “repeaters” who played the role of human tape
recorders.”® Geonim also relayed talmudic traditions through oral instruction,
not from text. They seem to have done so by imparting tradition in two
distinct stages, a practice that may have originated with the amoraim.”” In
the first stage, students memorized the ora/ matters in question by repeatedly
reciting lessons taught by their teachers (who did not consult texts). In the
second stage, where students practiced “opening up” or “exposing” the mem-
orized traditions, they posed questions about the material in question in order
to exhaustively grasp its meanings and ramifications.”® This, too, was was
done without consultation of any inscribed text.. An allusion to these two
stages of instruction appears in Sherira Gaon’s reference to the instructional
roles played by his son at the Pumbeditha academy. Speaking of the future
Hai Gaon, Sherira write that his son was diligent in “putting [the traditions]
in their mouths—and in teaching the students to pose ob;ecuons/questlons
[qushiyyor] "7

Geonic-era writings distinguish the “recitation” of the talmudic tractate,
an activity denoted by the verb g-r-s [chew, or ruminate], and the “exposure”
of the tractate, denoted by the verb g-Ly [expose or uncover]. Describing the
biennial £4/lah convocations of rabbinic scholars held at the yeshivot, Sherira
Gaon refers to the tractate that was the current focus of study as one that was
being “recited,” and to the tractate that would be the focus of the following
convocation as the one that was to be “uncovered”:

We gather the leaders and the wise men at each and every convoca-
tion, and recite the tractate of that convocation and expose another

tractate, and assign chapters and grasp the fence that it not be splin-
tered, and are aided by God our Lord.?°

“Exposure” of the subsequent tractate to be studied may have entailed pre-
paring students for their next subject by discussing the tractate’s topics and

=

raising questions to be borne in mind.®!

* * *

Toward the end of the geonic period, the heads of the Baghdad academies
acknowledged that it was impossible to abide by the tannaitic dicta in their
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Whatever the historical accuracy of his screed, Pirqoi took up the mantle
of Yehudai Gaon and begged Jews of ninth-century Qayrawan to recognize
that Babylonian legal perspectives, unlike those of Palestine, were not simply
derived from the academic study of texts. In order for any teaching to be
authoritative, claimed Pirqoi, it needed to be rooted in Talmud, on the one
hand, and in living testimony on the other:

And Yehudai, of blessed memory, also said that, never, when you
asked me something, did 1 ever tell you anything other than that
which has a proof from the Talmud and that I learned as a balakhah
le
any matter for which there is proof in the Talmud, but for which I
did_nor have [testimony] from my teacher or from his teacher, as a

- halakhab le-maaseh, 1 did not say to you. Only that which has a
halabbab in the Talmud, and that I had received as a halakhal le-
ma aseh from my teacher—in order to uphold the tannaitic teaching
[cf. BT BB 130b], “one does not derive applied halakhah from
Migra, nor halakhah from Mishnah, nor halakhabh from Talmud,
until they instruct him that it is a halakbah le-ma useh—and then he
_should go and perform the deed.”158

ma.asel, my teacher, and my teacher from his teacher. But

Pqu01 claimed that Babylonlan legal perspectives fulfilled the two episte-
mological criteria which, together, endow a claim with legal authority, but
that those of Palestine fulfilled only one: Jews of Palestine derived applied
law solely from the inscribed talmudic text, without acquiring corroboration
from living sources of authority. This had occurred, according to Pirqoi,
when persecution forced the Jews of Palestine to alter longstanding practices,
rupturing a chain of tradition that had been faithfully transmitted until that
time.!s® In the absence of living tradents, charged Pirqoi, the Jews of Palestine
had come to rely on written texts; they even ascribed authority to inscriptions.
that had been intended as nothing more than private jottings, writings that
Pirqoi labels “hidden” texts.'®

Some of them found texts of Mishnah and parts of Talmud that
were hidden [genuzin], and each one engages with it [the text] and
interprets it in accord with his own ideas [and with] whatever arises

in his heart. For they did not apprehend it from earlier sages who
would teach them halakbah le-ma’aseh's'
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Talmud, but should instead consult geonic responsa or legal compilations.
The latter two were designed as reference works, whereas the former was not:

[Question:] What would our master say about this man, who never
in his life read a halakhah with a master, who knows neither the way
of halakhah nor its interpretation, nor even how to read it—though
has _, v of the geonic responsa and books of dinim
[Legﬁlations]. ... Answer: . . . One who instructs on the basis of
geonic responsa and relies upon them—even if he cannot under-
stand Talmud—is more proper and praiseworthy than a man who
thinks that he knows Talmud and relies upon himself. . . . It is better
to_permit him to give instruction than many other people who have
established themselves as teachers in our time.!53

The approach to practical adjudication taken by R. Ya’aqov Alacal’i, the
party whose perspective was dismissed by Rabbi Joseph ibn Migash (and by
the Egyptian merchant Halfon), does not seem to have been anomalous in
Spain, either in his own time or among subsequent generations. For some
Sefardim (as for the Qayrawanese students who wrote to Hai Gaon), the de-
fault assumption was that adjudication was to be made solely with reference
to the talmudic text. This would seem to explain why, from the time of
Shmuel HaNagid onward, distinguished Spanish and Provencal scholars ex-
pressed amazement that the geonim had not rooted their own rulings in “the
foundations of Talmud.”*** While certain scholars of the twelfth through four-
teenth centuries (Nahmanides foremost among them) made a point of insert-
ing overlooked geonic perspectives into their glosses on rabbinic law,'? the
late medieval Ottoman scholar, R. Elijah Mizrahi (1455-1525), summed up the
more characteristic Sefardi perspective after anthologizing the statements of
many of his predecessors: “You already know that several matters of the geo-
nim have been pushed aside because it seems that these matters are not
founded on the principles of Talmud—even though [you know that] the stat-
ure of the geonim is very great, and that we live by their words and their
Torah. . .. But the world does not rely upon them.”15¢

When rabbinic adjudicators of medieval Spain explicitly diverged from -
known geonic rulings in order to uphold talmudic guidelines, they might
have been emulating the geonim themselves, who themselves freely deviated
from predecessors’ legal decisions. Yet in eschewing geonic teachings, medie-

val Sefardim might also have been relying on their belief that “our Talmud” -
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