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not have general bearing on any specific commentators, and it cannot be clearly

characterized.

XI



Dynamic Diversity of Agricultural Crops over Time and Place. Sometimes, plants
mentioned in the Mishnah are identified as plants which were introduced to the
commentator’s region at a later point, which were unfamiliar during the period the
commentator is dealing with (e.g. 70, 89, 132).

24. Interpretive Styles and Scholarly Concepts. (Exemplifying works are mentioned
in brackets).

Gathering vs. Decision. Some commentators are mostly concerned with the
gathering of information and presenting it all to the reader (4rukh, R. Obadiah of

Bartenura) while others identify the plants without mentioning other opinions (Rashi,
Maimonides).

Jewish Law Orientation vs. Theoretical Study. In most organized commentaries of
the Mishnah, it is usually discernible as to whether the work attempts to interpret the
Mishnah for the sake of practical application of Jewish Law (Talmud, Kaftor vePerach) or
whether the work serves as a theoretical interpretation of the Mishnah (R. Samson ben
Abraham, R. Obadiah). This is expressed through the characteristics of the commentator’s
identifications, among other factors.
Focused Commentary and Expertise. It seems that some commentators focus on the
identification of the plant as the main goal of their work, as such identification
features prominently in their writings (Geonic commentaries, Kaftor vePerach), while in
other works, the actual identification is less central (Dictionaries, comprehensive
commentaries). Similarly, it appears that botanical expertise of some commentators is
evident in their identification (Maimonides, Mussaf HaArukh ), while it is obvious that
others have limited knowledge in the field (R. Samson ben Abraham, R. Obadiah).
Tradition vs. Innovation. The term “tradition” is well rooted in the world of plant
identification (as titled in this study). Indeed, the transmission of identifications in
earlier works is one of the most prevalent exegetic activities. In contrast, a more
innovative approach is reflected in the new identifications proposed through research
(Mussaf HaArukh, Keter HaKehuna, Tiferet Yisrael).

25. Versions and Revisions:
In a few cases, the influence of a particular version of the Mishnah upon a
commentator’s identification or his attitude towards the identification tradition of his
predecessors is evident (e.g. 8,21,54). It is worth noting, however, that such influence is

so slight as to be insignificant. In any case, different versions of the Mishnaic texts do



Many linguistic phenomena have emerged from this study:
Knowledge of the Language. At the heart of the question of real-world identification
lies the issue of language, which plays a central role in the acceptance of tradition and
its transmittance from generation to generation.
Name Citation. On the other hand, names of plants are often quoted, even though the
commentator in question is unfamiliar with the language and is probably unaware of
its meaning.
Incorrect Standardization of Identifications. Sometimes, a commentator discusses
two identifications (in different languages) as if they were both the names of the same
plant (e.g. 33,52,85,112).
Shared Names. Incorrect traditions are sometimes formed as a result of two plants
sharing the same name (although they are sometimes very different in their
appearance and uses). This mainly occurs in the transition between commentators
who speak different dialects of Arabic (e.g. 13, 82, 129, 134).
Name Corruption. Sometimes names are corrupted and replaced with names that
sound or are written similarly (e.g. 10, 18, 47).
Etymological Proximity. In many instances, the identification is based on
etymological proximity (genuine or perceived) to the plant name that features in the
Mishnah, in Aramaic, Arabic, Greek and more (e.g. 25, 58,112,129).
Literal Translation. If the name of the plant in the Mishnah seems to be derived
from a literal term, commentators may sometimes identify it as a plant with a name of
similar meaning in his own language (e.g. 1, 38, 51, 91).

23. Phytogeographical Phenomena:
Identification Omissions. Early consensual identifications “disappear” in regions
where the plants in question are uncommon, chiefly in Yemen and North Europe. (e.g.
18, 14, 59, 143).
Identification according to Local Flora. Similarly to the previous phenomenon,
some commentators identify plants mentioned in the Mishnah as plants that are
indigenous to the commentator’s own region, although it is unrealistic that these
plants were to be found in the land of Israel in the time of the Mishnah (e.g. 4, 37, 99,
117).
Exchange of Identification between Closely Related Plants. Sometimes, an early
identification of one plant is switched with another closely related plant with a shared

name that belongs to another phytogeographic region (e.g. 7, 26, 60).
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19.

20.

21.

22.

Mapping Out Commentaries in Time and Place

Central Works. Certain works stand out in light of their salient influence on
identification traditions in later works. The most obvious among them is Maimonides’
commentary on the Mishnah. All works written after its compilation are influenced by
his identification tradition, some of them referring to it as a main, or even almost
exclusive, source. Alongside Maimonides’ commentary, R. Obadiah of Bartenura’s
influence is also clear, spreading across the Jewish Diaspora. The Arukh’s influence
also extended across the diaspora, from Ashkenaz until Yemen. Rashi’s influence was
also evident, to a lesser degree, and his influence on identification traditions is mainly
reflected in works compiled in Europe.

Schools of Identification. North European works reflect a relatively early
identification tradition, probably from as early as R. Gershom of Mainz’s time. These
traditions characterize the commentaries of Rashi and even Tiferet Yisrael, which was
compiled in the 19" century. Maimonides has particularly influenced works compiled
in the land of Israel and Yemen, among them the dictionary of R. Tanchum, R.
Ishtori, and Al-Jame’. The commentaries of the Geonim (including that of R. Natan
Av HaYeshiva) are distinguished through their interpretative style and their
proximity in time and place, rather than through common identifications reached — on
the contrary, members of this school are often in dispute with each other as to the
identification themselves. This group serves as Maimonides’ almost exclusive source;
as an important source for the identifications of the Arukh (mainly the commentaries
of the Geonim); and to a lesser degree, as a source for other works (Sefer HaMelizah,
R. Tanchum’s dictionary, Kaftor vePerach, and others).

Central and Peripheral Commentaries. It appears that it is possible to
establish the central and peripheral commentaries through two criteria: by comparing
“common identifications” with “local traditions”; and by gauging the works’
influence on other works. According to these criteria, the most central exegetical
region seems to extend from Iraq to Italy, with its heart in the land of Israel and
Egypt. The exegetical peripheries can be found in the diasporic areas of Persia and
Yemen. Northern Europe may be defined as a region of secondary importance to the

exegetical center, with which it maintains complex mutual connections.

Prevalent Phenomena that emerge from Plant Identification:

Language:
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considerable amount of time in the land of Israel, this is not reflected in his
commentary.

14. A Yemenite Dictionary, Al-Jame’ (¥y»x's%x). This dictionary, compiled in the
15™ or 16™ century in Yemen, usually brings Maimonides’ identifications as they are,
sometimes with an added explanation, description, or name in Yemenite Arabic. In a
few cases he brings an identification of the Arukh or of local Yemenite traditions in
addition to the identification of Maimonides.

15. Mussaf HaArukh (¥"m») and Keter Kehuna (7'2n3). Many similarities can
be drawn between the interpretive methods of R. Benjamin Mussafia and R. David de
Lara. It seems that at least one of them was familiar with the other’s book - all
indications seem to show that the author of Keter Kehuna, which was published in
1668, was familiar with “Mussaf HaArukh,” which was published in 1655. Both
works reflect a new style of real-world commentary, drawing inspiration and
borrowing tools from the Christian scholars of the Renaissance, and neither is hesitant
to bring new identifications through their research. Nonetheless, neither turns their
back on traditional commentary, which forms the basis of their commentary. It is,
however, clear that the author of Mussaf HaArukh is hesitant to change Jewish Law
based on his new identifications.

16. Mikhlal HaMishnah (»"'73%). This work, similarly to Sefer HaMelizah,
brings many singular identifications that reflect local traditions characteristic of
regions distanced from the centers of the Jewish world alongside Maimonides’ and R.
Obadiah of Bartenura’s identifications. Moreover, a comparison of these two Persian
works does not reveal any local identification traditions, but rather two distinctive
traditions.

17. A Yemenite Dictionary (>3 n™17:3% 1¥99»). This text was compiled in 18"
century Yemen, and it seems that its author had access to various sources — the most
obvious being R. Obadiah of Bartenura, R. Natan Av HaYeshiva, and Maimonides (in
that order), as well as the Arukh or R. Tanchum’s dictionary and Al-Jame .

18. Tiferet Yisrael (°"'¥2n). This commentary is based on canonical commentaries
that were accepted in Europe, including Arukh, Rashi and Maimonides, and chiefly R.
Obadiah of Bartenura. Unique identifications, several of which appear in this work,
seem to reflect local traditions of Ashkenazic communities, as well as the new real-
world approach of commentary, which is partially based on etymology. This style is

also found in the works Keter Kehuna and Mussaf HaArukh (see above, xv).
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10. R. Tanchum of Jerusalem (°'';71n). This commentator selectively compiles
his predecessors’ identifications into his dictionary. Similarly, as opposed to other
dictionaries like the Arukh, he does not bring all the sources that he has before him,
and usually presents a single identification for each entry — and even when he does
bring two different identifications, he usually decides in favor of one of them. Most of
R. Tanchum’s identifications are based on Maimonides, but he frequently adds
comments and clarifications to these identifications, and it is clear that he analyzes the
identification tradition before he makes his decision. Alongside Maimonides, he
makes use of the identifications in the Arukh, and explicitly mentions R. Sherira
Gaon, R. Jonah ibn Janah, and R. Isaac Alfasi. He may also have used the
commentaries of R. Saadya Gaon and R. Natan Av HaYeshiva.

11. R. Ishtori HaParchi, Kaftor vePerach (2'122). This book, written in the land
of Israel, usually follows Alharizi’s translation of Maimonides. Like R. Tanchum, he
also examines Maimonides’ identifications before he adopts them. In very few cases,
he favors a different identification, or brings another one alongside that of
Maimonides, and it seems that his identifications reflect his first-hand knowledge of
the plants found in his surroundings in the land of Israel. In one place he brings an
excerpt from a lexicon that he found in the land of Israel, which seems to be an edited
copy of R. Sherira Gaon’s commentary, and the excerpt’s editor also seems to have
lived in the land of Israel.

12. Sefer HaMelizah (72v9»m). Compiled in a Persian-speaking region in the
fourteenth century, this commentary brings both familiar and unfamiliar
identifications. This is a striking case of a commentary compiled in an area relatively
isolated from the centers of the Jewish world; by a commentator who is not a fully-
fledged participant in the world of rabbinic literature; and it sometimes features local
traditions which can be clearly differentiated from those of mainstream commentary
of the same era.

13. R. Obadiah of Bartenura (2"¥9). R. Obadiah brings the identifications of
three of his predecessors: Arukh, Rashi and Maimonides. He occasionally makes
mistakes in the traditions he brings, and he does not seem to be familiar with Arabic
names, as he sometimes corrupts them. In any case, he does not seem to have
compiled a systematic identification of the plants mentioned in the Mishnah, and his

transmission of the sources he uses is inconsistent. Likewise, although he spent a

VI



both Muslim and North European regions. Frequently, he brings several views
alongside each other. In some instances, he integrates traditions in a harmonistic (but
sometimes misguided) way. The entries of the Arukh reflect the variety of books in
his library, and chiefly the commentary of the Geonim on Seder Taharot. The Arukh
dictionary’s wide distribution throughout Jewish communities led to the transmission
of its traditions in the generations that followed.

. Rashi. (°"wn). Many of his identifications appear to stem from his local Ashkenazic
identification tradition, which is characterized by many unique identifications, some
of which can also be found in the identifications of R. Gershom of Mainz, alongside
Geonic traditions. Similarly, there is marked similarity between Rashi’s
1dentifications and those of the Arukh, which can be attributed to mutual sources.

. R. Isaac ben Malchitzedek (y'»2>7). His main sources are the Jerusalem Talmud, the
Babylonian Talmud and the Arukh — he adopts various plant identification traditions
from the Arukh. Likewise, he has first-hand knowledge of Ashkenazic traditions, and
it can be assumed that he was also familiar with identification traditions from the
Muslim region, even if he did not have Geonic commentaries before him in proper
compilations. Some of the identifications in his commentary seem to reflect local
traditions, as they are unknown to us from other sources.

. Maimonides (2"2»7). Maimonides’s method of identification can be considered a
“critical approach” a scientific method in which almost every identification
mentioned in his commentary on the Mishnah can be found in preceding sources,
usually in one or more of the Geonic commentaries. No consistent source preference
can be discerned, and it seems that Maimonides examines each identification
individually. In very few cases, when he was not satisfied with the traditions before
him, he identifies the plant according to his own knowledge and understanding.
Sometimes he even explicitly admits that he was unable to identify the plant for
certain, refusing to rely on the identification of an earlier commentator that he cites.

. R. Samson ben Abraham of Sens (®''9). Talmudic sources, the Arukh, Rashi and R.
Isaac ben Malchizedek can be numbered amongst R. Samson’s sources. It seems that
in contrast with other commentators, he does not attempt to identify the plants with a
real-world approach, because he places more importance on the characteristics of the
plants as reflected in the Mishnah than their actual identifications. Likewise, he
attributes great importance to the Talmud as canonical text, which can be discussed

even if the plants mentioned are not clear to him, nor to the students of this text.
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Characterization of Commentators and Connections between Them

. Talmudic Commentators. It arises from the identifications brought in Talmudic
texts that many of the plants listed in the Mishnah were already unfamiliar by the
Talmudic period, even in the land of Israel. We will yet differentiate between two
traditions of identification: Israelite and Babylonian. Transferal of identifications from
one tradition to another cannot be ruled out.

. Commentaries of the Geonim. (2 7™ 20977 ,8 711 2% 370 2"wa ,3"on).
Characteristics that reflect a continual Israelite or Babylonian tradition over hundreds
of years, from the end of the Talmudic era until the 10" to 111 centuries, cannot be
found. While no two commentaries distinctly reflect any one tradition, close
similarities and differences between commentaries can be discerned. Thus, for
example, it is possible to discern significant differences amongst Babylonian
identification traditions: between R. Saadya Gaon on one hand and the commentary of
the Geonim and R. Sherira Gaon on the other. These differences can be attributed to
the disputes between the two great academies of Sura and Pumbedita; or to the
identification tradition that R. Saadya either instigated or which he brought with him
to Babylon. These salient differences in Babylonian traditions contrast with the two
commentaries from the Syrian-Israel region, where the differences between the two
are less significant.

. The First Commentary of R. Natan Av HaYeshiva (>"7x17). The commentary
attributed to R. Natan Av HaYeshiva is, on the one hand, rooted in sources that have
preceded it, particularly the Babylonian Talmud and the commentary of R. Saadya
Gaon, and it explicitly mentions the Arukh and R. Isaac Alfasi; on the other hand, it
has unique characteristics, apparently the result of a later editing in Yemen.

. The Second Commentary of R. Natan Av HaYeshiva (x"» >"nxim). This
commentary, which was compiled in Yemen, seems to be under the influence of the
work of R. Natan Av HaYeshiva, which was edited in Yemen, and it is difficult to
identify any connections with other commentaries. This commentary has many unique
identifications, among them plants that are characteristic of Yemen. Likewise, it
brings many names in Yemenite Arabic.

. The Arukh. R. Nathan ben Yehiel of Rome gathers and edits a wide variety of
sources from different periods and regions in his writing, and aided thus, identifies the
names of the plants in the entries of his dictionary. R. Natan cites both the Jerusalem

and the Babylonian Talmud, combining local traditions and traditions from Geonim of
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Responsum, including his Glossary for Seder Zera'im and Seder Taharot (3"w1) ¢ The
Commentary of the Geonim on Seder Taharot (3"71°0) ¢ Genizah fragments, including
two lexicons on Seder Zeraim (2 711 0°¥77 ;X 7113 o°v77) ¢ Genizah fragment of a
Greek glossary for Seder Zeraim (101X *"'nd) ¢ The Commentary on the Mishnah of
R. Natan Av HaYeshiva, in which two commentaries are brought side by side in some
of the tractates (X"9 "7X17 ;>"7Xk17) ¢ The Arukh of R. Nathan ben Jehiel (717v) ¢
Rashi’s commentary on the Talmud (>"wn) ¢ R. Isaac ben Malchizedek of Siponto’s
commentary on Seder Zeraim (y¥"n21) ¢ Maimonides’ commentary on the Mishnah
(0"2m") ¢ The commentary of R. Samson ben Abraham of Sens on Seder Zeraim and
Seder Taharot (0"7) ¢ The Dictionary of R. Tanchum ben Joseph of Jerusalem (°"771n)
¢ Kaftor vePerach of R. Ishtori HaParchi (5"3) ¢ Sefer HaMelizah, A Hebrew-
Persian Dictionary by Solomon ben Samuel from Konye-Urgench (7%°on7) ¢ R.
Obadiah of Bartenura’s Commentary on the Mishnah (2"v7) ¢ A Yemenite Dictionary
attributed to R. David ben Yesha, Al-Jame’ (¥nR'x7X) ¢ Mussaf HaArukh on the Arukh
by R. Benjamin Mussafia (¥"mn) ¢ Keter Kehunah , A Dictionary of difficult words
from Talmudic Literature by R. David de Lara (7">nd) ¢ Mikhlal HaMishnah, a
Persian glossary on the Mishnah, by R. Solomon ben Nuriel (2"715%) ¢ Manuscripts of
a Yemenite Dictionary of difficult words (P20 nM7In N>n) ¢ Tiferet Yisrael

commentary on the Mishnah by R. Israel Lipschitz (*"xan).

In addition to these texts, this study may refer to specific identifications from other

works.

Conclusions

Listed below in brief are the study’s main conclusions relating to the identification of
plant names; to connections between commentators; to the mapping out of
commentaries in time and space; and to real-world phenomena in general. These
conclusions belong to the second part of the study — within the framework of this
abstract, there is not room enough to present the detailed glossary that comprises the
first part. The relevant entry numbers for each conclusion will be presented in

brackets in context.
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graphically represented by diagrams. In this way, a lexicon of sorts is created,
facilitating the identification of any plant that appears in any commentary, and
comprising a definitive guide for any research pertaining to commentators’
identification of plants mentioned in the Mishnah.

2. To reach broad conclusions by gathering the vast amount of information found
in each entry, its classification, and analysis. These conclusions, brought in the second
half of the study, illuminate various areas of interest. The first aspect pertains to the
world of commentators and their linguistic, cultural, geographical and historical
ranges of activity. These conclusions touch upon the characterization of each
commentator’s real-world engagement, his methods of investigation, and the different
factors that influence his identification process. A second aspect deals with the
general mapping out of commentators in space and time. The conclusions of each
commentator’s methodology are analyzed as a single unit within a general network of
connections between commentaries in an attempt to trace the development of real-
world study in rabbinic sources. Within the context of this study, an attempt was made
to assert the existence of different schools of plant identification, to classify
mainstream and peripheral commentaries, to indicate the central commentators who
had particular influence on other commentators, and to identify certain trends as
characteristic of time and place. The third aspect deals with phenomena that have
emerged from the collection of identifications in this study. Within this framework,
salient phenomena have emerged from the commentators’ identifications and have
been noted, analyzed and discussed, and categorized into different areas that influence
different aspects of the real-world: language, geography and climate, commentary
approaches, and textual versions. Thus, we can acknowledge the various factors that
have bearing — both conscious and unconscious — on the commentator when he
attempts to identify the plants mentioned in the Mishnah.

R
Commentators and Texts
This study covers about 25 commentaries, beginning with Talmudic, Gaonim and
Rishonim texts and ending with 19" century commentators. Below is a chronological

list of works (with their Hebrew abbreviations in brackets):

The Jerusalem Talmud ¢ The Babylonian Talmud ¢ Genizah fragments of R. Sa'adya

Gaon’s Glossary for Seder Zeraim (3"07) ¢ Genizah fragments of R. Sherira Gaon’s
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ABSTRACT

The Mishnah mentions the names of many plants. For lack of an active, uninterrupted
agricultural tradition, and the disuse of the Hebrew language in everyday life, for
many generations there has been a lack of knowledge, or at the very least doubt,
regarding many of the names of these plants. Some plant names mentioned in the
Mishnah were already unfamiliar by the time of the Talmud; all the more so in later
times. Over the generations, Mishnaic commentators have attempted to identify these

plants.

Scholars have engaged in identification of the plants mentioned in ancient Jewish
sources, including those that feature in the Mishnah. Research of the latter has mainly
focused upon analysis of sources in their botanical-morphological, geo-botanical,
agricultural and historical contexts, as well as from linguistic perspectives, both
philological and etymological. These studies sometimes refer to the identifications of

Mishnaic commentators, but such references are usually marginal.

Of the few scholars who have dealt with the commentators’ identifications, some
restricted their studies to the discussion of a particular commentator. Others focused
on the traditions of the identification of a particular plant or specific group of plants,
such as the ingredients of the Temple incense mixture. In any case, there has not yet
been an extensive study that systematically explores the Mishnaic commentators’
identifications and reaches general conclusions on this subject.

MR

The Study’s Objectives and Methods
This study has two main objectives:

1. To review the identifications and the traditions of identification of each plant
in an attempt to trace the formation of identification and the development of each
tradition. Entries are arranged in alphabetical order. Each entry cites the
commentators’ discussion of the plant’s identity; the names are deciphered with
regard to the language each commentator uses; the identifications are compared to
each other in an attempt to infer their association with any particular tradition;
possible factors of the formation of the identifications and traditions are discussed;

and a map of the identifications and identification traditions of each plant is
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