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sugya to multiple interpretations and transforming the Talmud into an “open text” with
no single clear and immediate meaning but rather a range of interpretive possibilities all

of equal validity.



Rabbi Yaakov Yehoshua Falk was deeply influenced by his great grandfather’s approach,
and he sought to continue the interpretive project of justifying Rashi against the
onslaughts of the Tosaphists. Indeed, Rabbi Falk moves this project even further by not
limiting Penei Yehoshua to Rashi but rather answering questions against other
commentaries as well. This aspect of the commentary is the first step of Penei Yehoshua

in the direction of overturning the linear structure of talmudic discourse.

Another step in this direction was Rabbi Falk’s willingness to suggest original,
independent interpretations not based on Rashi or the Tosaphists. This trend, which
matured over the writing of Penei Yehoshua, created a new situation, one that diminished
the canonical status of Rashi and the Tosaphists. From Penei Yehoshua on, it becomes
possible (even or the Later Commentators!) to suggest additional interpretations,
provided that they elucidate the sugya better than the existing ones. However, although
he did indeed suggest new interpretations for the sugyot of the Talmud, Rabbi Falk never
stopped trying to resolve the problems of Rashi and the Tosaphists. Nor did Rabbi Falk
decide which is the correct or preferred interpretation. He rather permitted and

maintained multiple interpretations as legitimate ways of explaining the sugya.

To the extent possible, Rabbi Falk avoided emending the text of the Talmud and
commentaries. This method was not necessarily based on some sophisticated philological
approach but apparently on the intellectual challenge that he found in resolving a sugya in
spite of its difficult formulation. In many cases, Rabbi Falk explains a sugya according to
two different readings without feeling any need to decide which reading is the correct

one. This approach to the integrity of the text is an additional contribution to opening the



Penei Yehoshua was printed in four volumes. The first was printed in 1739, and the last
in 1780, twenty-four years after the death of its author, Rabbi Yaakov Yehoshua Falk. In
Penei Yehoshua, we discover a new direction in talmudic commentary—a direction
characterized by a new freedom from the constraints that practioners of this genre had
previously created for themselves. In the sophistication of its discourse, its wealth of
sources, and its approach to interpretation, Penei Yehoshua bears a greater resemblance to

the literature of nosei kelim than to contemporaneous talmudic commentary.

Penei Yehoshua includes within its interpretive discourse a wide range of sources. As it
was written, the works of the Spanish Rishonim, such as Rashba, Ritba, and others were
being printed for the first time. These works, not available previously assumed an
important and central role in Penei Yehoshua’s commentaries. The nosei kelim of the
Shulhan Arukh also constituted important sources. In Penei Yehoshua, Rabbi Falk
frequently relates to their opinions and intervenes in their halakhic discussions when he

finds talmudic evidence for or against a particular argument.

The work Maginei Shlomo written by Rabbi Falk’s great grandfather, also serves as an
important source for Penei Yehoshua. This work, the first of its kind, sought to defend
Rashi against the questions of the Tosaphists. The author of Maginei Shlomo did not try
to reject the explanations suggested by the Tosahpits but rather to explain why their
questions did not disqualify Rashi’s approach from being an acceptable explanation of
the sugya. In this way, Maginei Shlomo subverts the linear approach to talmudic

commentary and opens the text of the Talmud to multiple interpretations.



commentaries focus on Rashi and the Tosaphists with no recourse to other works and
authors, (3) the linear character of the of the commentary—always assuming the most
recent interpretation to be the “correct” interpretation, and therefore worthy of discussion
and refinement, (4) the discourse always refrains from rendering halakhic decisions and

from all discussion of the halakha.

Thus, the pattern emerging from these features is precise, text-based commentary that
deepens our understanding of the text and its possibilities in light of the Earlier
Commentaries, but which refrains from all legal-conceptual discussion. Commentary
from the fifteenth through the seventeenth century limited itself to discourse of this type

and remained very much captive to the interpretive approach that it had built for itself.

During the seventeenth century, a new genre of talmudic writing developed, the nosei
kelim—or supercommentaries—on the Shulhan Arukh and on the Arba’ah Turim. This
genre did not suffer from the constraints and dogmas of contemporaneous talmudic
commentaries and significantly broadened the field of scholarly halakhic discourse. The
works of these nosei kelim utilized a wide range of sources that included the Spanish
Rishonim (Early Commentators), halakhic works, commentaries, and even the responsa
literature. In the course of its discussions, this new genre dealt with conceptual legal
issues relating to a wide range of sugyot. It also circumvented the linear approach of

contemporaneous talmudic scholarship.



abstract

Late Talmudic Commentary (Aharonim)—from the fifteenth through the twentieth
century—is virgin territory for talmudic research and the study of Jewish thought. As a
field of study, it lacks even the basic questions that must be posed and lacks also the

research tools required to understand and define the various developments in the field.

According to Yisrael Ta-Shema, Rabbi Yaakov Yehoshua Falk and his work Penei
Yehoshua represent a revolutionary turning point during this period. The present research
is an attempt at an in-depth study of the unique aspects of Rabbi Falk’s Penei Yehoshua
in comparison to the talmudic commentary that preceded it. It is hoped that this study will
help define some of the basic questions that must be addressed in any study of Late

Talmudic Commentary.

Talmudic commentary written during the fifteenth through the seventeenth centuries
shares several common features. The first and most basic is its canonical approach to the
commentaries of Rashi and the Toshaphists. Throughout their works, the Later
Commentators clearly relate to the explanations of Rashi and the Tosaphists as
authoritative interpretations from which one may not deviate. Accordingly, the
discussions of the Later Commentators focus on refining our understanding of Rashi and
the Tosaphists and not on interpreting the Talmud itself.

Other features of the Later Commentaries include the following: (1) the interpretive

discussion remains within the bounds of the sugya with no deviation, (2) the
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