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ABSTRACT

Nearly 180 plants are mentioned by name in the Mishnah. Due to the absence of an
active continuous Eretz Israel tradition of agriculture from the Mishnaic period to the
present day, there is doubt or a lack of knowledge regarding the identification of
many of the plants. Furthermore, already in the Jerusalem Talmud, whose cited
discussions took place only a few generations after the completion of the Mishnah, it
can be seen that many plants were not known by their ancient names, not even to the
Sages. This is true mainly for those parts of the Diaspora where Hebrew was not
preserved as a spoken language. For this reason, the Mishnah commentators in
different periods needed to identify the plants in the spoken language of their land.

Many researchers have engaged in identifying the plants mentioned in early Jewish
sources, including those mentioned in the Mishnah. Most of their research was based
on analyzing the sources and their context from a morphological, geo-botanic and
historical aspect, as well as from the linguistic - etymological and philological - point
of view. Sometimes they would include a specific identification of one commentator
or another as one of many components — at times significant and at times more
peripheral — of the whole identification process. In addition there are a few works
concerning a specific commentator and his methodology in identifying the plants, as
well as works focusing on commentators’ identification and the identification
traditions of a particular species or group of species (for example the ingredients of
the Ketoret). Their conclusions however are, in most cases, limited to the context.

This dissertation seeks to fill in some of the missing parts of the picture of the
commentators' identification of the plants mentioned in the Mishnah, as well as
opening a discussion on the whole issue of plant identifying. This work includes a
systematic survey of the commentators' identifications of the 74 species mentioned in
Tractate Kilaim, which constitute nearly 40% of the Mishnah species, compares these
identifications, and draws conclusions about possible connections between

commentators and about phenomena connected to their identification.

This work’s purposes:
This work has two main purposes. The first is to review the identifications and

identification traditions of each and every species mentioned in Tractate Kilaim.



This is done in the section containing the terms, where each of the species is given an
entry, in alphabetical order. In each entry the commentators’ identifications are
brought and explained, followed by a summary of the different identifications and a
pinpointing of the identification traditions. These are graphically represented by a
chart. Each entry also includes conclusions, if any, about the character of the
identification and traditions. In this way, a general and clear view of the
commentators' identifications of each species is possible. Furthermore, the study of
hermanutics can be given its rightful place in the current research of the identification
of plants in the Jewish sources.

The second purpose, which can be reached following the attainment of the first, is to
point at conclusions drawn from observation of the identifications and traditions as a
whole. These conclusions can be divided on two levels. The first level has to do with
the commentators themselves and the linguistic, cultural and historical context in
which they worked. The conclusions on this level concern the characterization of the
commentator’s hermeneutic method (among other things, whether he just repeats
older identifications or innovates), the influence of different factors on his
identifications, possible connections between commentators, and the discovery of
standard traditions of identification. One section in particular is dedicated to tracing
the early 'Eretz Israel Tradition', which is doubtful whether it had continued to exist
much after the conclusion of the Mishnah and especially after the completion of the
Jerusalem Talmud. The second level concerns general phenomena beyond the study
of the plants of the Mishnah, which we can try to apply to the study of the real world
in the Jewish sources. Some of these conclusions may possibly be relevant also to the

theoretical aspects of the research of hermeneutics in general.

The main sources for the research:

This work encompasses about twenty commentators and commentaries from different
periods, beginning with the Talmuds, via the writings of the Geonim and the
Rishonim, up to the 17" century.

The list of commentators and commentaries includes: The Jerusalem Talmud; the
Babylonian Talmud; a segment of the commentary on words from the Mishnah by
Rav Saadya Gaon (“Rasag”); a segment of a responsum of Rav Shrira Gaon, which
includes a commentary on words from the Mishnah (“Rashag”); the commemtary of

the Geonim to Seder Taharot (“GT”); commentary on the Mishnah by Rav Natan



Head of the Yeshiva in Eretz Israel (this commentary presents two parallel
commentaries — “Natan 17, “Natan 2”); Oxford manuscript 2755 (probably from
Syria, 10-11th century) - commentary on words from the Mishnah (“Man. Ox.”);
Maimonides’ commentary on the Mishnah (“Rambam”); the dictionary of Tanchum
ben Yosef of Jerusalem (*TJ”); the book “Kaftor Vaferech” by Rabbi Ishtori Haparchi
(this book includes two parallel commentaries — “RIH 17, “RIH 2”); “The Arukh” by
Rabbi Nathan ben Yehiel of Rome (“Arukh”); “Mussaf He'Arukh” on “The Arukh”
by Rabbi Binyamin Mussafia (“Mussaf”); commentary on Tractate Zeraim by Rabbi
Isaac ben Melchizedek of Siponto (“Rivmatz”); commentary on the Mishnah by
Rabbi Ovadia of Bertinoro (“ROB”); Rashi’s commentary on the Talmud (“Rashi”);
commentary on the Mishnah by Rabbi Shimshon of Senz (“Rash”); Antonin
Manuscript (St. Petersburg) 628 - a commentary that translates words from the
Mishnah to Greek (“Man. Ant.”). This research also includes local identification of
other commentators.

A very important aspect of this work is in clarifying the identifications given by the
commentators. This was aided by the use of early and modern reference works

botanic and general dictionaries, floras and other botanic books, etc.

Conclusions:

The conclusions arising from this work are many and varied. Below are listed briefly
the main conclusions relating to the characterization of the commentators through
their identifications, to connections between commentators, to main traditions, and to

general phenomena concerning the commentators' identification of the plants.

Characterization of the commentators and connections between commentators:

1. Jerusalem Talmud: It appears that not one of the surveyed commentaries
identifies consistently and clearly the species mentioned in Tractate Kilaim by the
identifications of the Jerusalem Talmud, and that only a few of these are
mentioned in medieval commentaries. Among the commentaries stands out the
commentary of the Rivmatz (and perhaps, with some hesitation, also GT), that
from a few matches one can say that he was familiar with the traditions of the
Jerusalem Talmud. In contrast, one can clearly see that the Jerusalem Talmud, as a
written source, was familiar to some commentators (this is certainly true for the

Arukh and Rambam), and constituted for them a prime source for interpreting



Seder Zeraim, in the absence of the Babylonian Talmud for this Seder (with the
exception of Tractate Berakhot).

The Babylonian Geonim: The identifications of the Babylonian Geonim can
roughly be divided in two — the Rasag identifications on the one hand, and the
Rashag and GT, which are similar, on the other. This may indicate the renewal of
identifications by Rasag after his arrival in Babylon. In any case, the fact that
Rashag, who followed Rasag, disagrees with him, indicates that Rasag's
identifications had not yet been accepted in all of Babylon in the decades after his
death.

Natan 1: The identifications of Natan 1 do not provide us with any clue of their
being “Eretz Israel traditions”. It can be said that this commentary belongs to the
“Arabian traditions family”, whose most obvious characteristic is later Yemenite
editing. Also, one may conclude from this commentary the dominance of Rasag's
commentary over the rest of the Geonic commentaries in the Islamic countries
about a century after his death.

Natan 2: The commentary is exceptional among all the Arabic commentaries
surveyed here. It is not a commentary by Rav Natan himself, but is entitled
“Another Commentary by one of the Sages”. Indeed, the findings show that this
commentary was written by a Yemenite sage. Many of his identifications bear
names typical to Yemen, and some refer to tropical plants that do not exist in the
Mediterranean area. We do not see any influence of the Natan 2 commentary on
later commentaries such as Rambam and RIH 1.

Oxford Manuscript: This commentary is not exceptional among the
commentaries in Arabic. There are no identifications that are not found in the
other commentaries. Some of these names are unique to the area of Syria and
Eretz Israel, a fact that may contribute to determining the commentator's domicile.
Rambam (Maimonides) and his interpreters: Rambam's sources can be
described as follows. In the few cases where a Babylonian identification is cited —
he quotes it verbatim. In all other cases he mostly brings the Rasag's
interpretations, and occasionally the Jerusalem Talmud’s commentary (general
identifications only) and Rashag's identifications. It does not appear that Rambam
draws on European commentaries. In a very few cases he brings new

identifications of his own.



When it was published, Maimonides’ commentary on the Mishnah became very
popular in the Jewish communities in the Arabian countries. Three works —
“Kaftor Vaferech” by Rabbi Ishtori Haparchi (“RIH”), the dictionary of Tanchum
ben Yosef of Jerusalem (“TJ”), and the book “Ha’Measef”, attributed to Rabbi
David ben Yesha — consistently cite Rambam's commentary.

The RIH 2 commentary, brought in “Kaftor Vaferech” is, in fact, a segment of
commentary found by Rabbi Ishtori Haparchi, presumably during his stay in Eretz
Israel. There is clearly a strong similarity between this commentary and Rashag's
— in all cases he identifies like him, apart from minor differences which may
indicate that the writer (or possibly the copier) lived in the environs of Eretz
Israel.

The Italian commentators: The Arukh cites the Talmuds consistently, and in
many cases mentions the Aramaic names as cited in the Jerusalem Talmud, while
apparently not knowing their meanings. There is widespread mention of the
Geonim's identifications in the Arukh, with an apparently close relationship to
GT's identification as well as to a few identifications found in Rav Natronai
Gaon’s responsa. In many cases there are identifications which have no basis in
the Talmuds and the Geonim. In many of these cases the identifications match
those of Rashi and Rivmatz, and it appears that these are identifications that were
prevalent in schools in Germany (“Mainz commentaries”). In addition, the
Arukh’s identifications are, at times, characterized by the citation of two or three
different identifications, by the citation of two names — usually European and
Arabic, which at times do not match — and, as mentioned above, in many citations
from the Talmuds. All the above indicates that the Arukh is a compilation that
presents the spectrum of available traditions — beginning with the Talmuds, via the
Geonim and ending with the German traditions — and not attempting to present a
single unique tradition.

Rimbatz consistently cites the identifications mentioned in the Arukh, but in
contrast he writes a homogenous commentary without presenting the spectrum of
traditions, and therefore clarifies whatever needs linguistic clarification, and at
times even rejects a particular commentary. It is not possible to indicate a distinct
characteristic of his identifications in those cases where the Arukh’s
identifications were not available, or in the few cases where he disagrees with

him, except for the above-mentioned fact that he was apparently familiar with a
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few of the Jerusalem Talmud traditions. It is conceivable that in each case he
made a considered decision. However, one can speculate that in Italy an
independent identification tradition had developed, which absorbed elements from
the teachings of the Babylonian Geonim, from the Jerusalem Talmud and also
from innovative ideas of the local and German schools, and that this tradition is
the one that guides the Rimbatz, following the identifications of the Arukh.
Mussaf He'Arukh: A unique hermeneutic approach can be found in Rabbi
Binyamin Mussafia's work, Mussaf He'Arukh. This approach is based primarily
on philological research. One may perceive the Mussaf as the pioneer in the
research of plant identification in the Jewish world. Mussaf does not rely on
traditions and quite often innovates identifications based on his own reasoning. It
is indeed reasonable to assume that earlier commentators may have introduced
identifications of their own, but we have not found among the commentators
surveyed any others who can be said for sure to have been innovators and not
merely passing on what they had learned from their teachers, and certainly not any
whose approach is to innovate. Despite his unique approach, it appears that he
refrained from making Halachic decisions based on his new interpretations.

Rabbi Ovadia of Bartenura: It seems that ROB (like the Arukh, who preceded
him by 400 years) should be seen as a compiler who quotes the popular accepted
commentaries — Rashi, Rambam and the Arukh — and does not attempt to
introduce new thinking of his own. In addition, following the findings of this
work, there is a need to examine more closely whether ROB’s move to Eretz
Israel constituted a turning point in his preference for Rashi's commentary to that
of the Rambam. In any case, there is no indication of the existence of Eretz Israel
traditions in the commentary of ROB.

Rashi: It can be said that Rashi's method in identifying the plants mentioned in
Tractate Kilaim is completely different from the Geonim's commentaries. In light
of the similarity to the Arukh's identifications, it can be concluded that the
innovatory method was not Rashi's exclusive heritage, nor did he invent it. Its
roots are in the 10" and 11" centuries, with the birth of the center of Torah study
in Germany, which ceased seeing itself as subordinate to Babylon and its Geonim,
though still being nurtured by their teachings. In any case, it can be presumed that
Rashi, the greatest of the German and French sages, whose commentary

encompasses almost the entire Babylonian Talmud, brought to bear in the broadest
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and clearest manner the innovatory method in identifying the real world in general
and the species in particular, and, in so doing, created a European identification
tradition. The reasons for the coming into being of this identification tradition is
apparently linked to several factors: the lack of a tight connection between the
communities of Germany and Babylon; the linguistic gap between these two
centers (whose influence in the identification of the species’ names is critical); the
method of study in Germany that disconnects the hermeneutic writings from the
Halachic decision-making; and finally, the difference in climate, flora and variety
of agricultural products which was a major factor in determining the character of
the identifications.

11. Antonin Manuscript: This commentary is an exceptional factor in the map of
species identification. Perhaps the odd identifications should be attributed to the
commentator himself and not to the identification traditions of Byzantium. If so,
one should not draw conclusions from this commentary about the identification
traditions common in the area, so they may still remain unclear.

“Eretz Israel tradition”

Despite the connection to Eretz Israel of some of the commentaries — such as Rasag,

Natan 1, RIH 1 and ROB — we do not have any commentary about which we can say

that it transmits the “Eretz Israel tradition”, except for the Jerusalem Talmud, which

has few identifications and some of which are unclear to us. Were such a commentary
available, it would have rendered almost superfluous the researchers' great efforts in
indicating the true identifications. However it is not unlikely that many traditions

were ingrained in some of the early commentaries such as Rasag, Rashi and Natan 1,

where in the Rashag’s case there are a number of indications of such a possibility. It

appears that later commentators do not mention such traditions, although it remains

possible that a few traditions had found their way there too.
General phenomena concerning species identification by the commentators:

The linguistic factor:
1. A linguistic connection between commentators is a fundamental condition for
the transmission of an identification tradition. When a commentator passes on
identifications in a language which he does not speak, then he is, in fact, citing

and not identifying. In such cases it may happen that a commentator identifies,
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as it were, a certain plant in two different languages, but, in fact, these
identifications refer to two different species (see, for example, entries 10, 19,
29, 31, 34, 49).

2. In the Arabic language there are many cases of the use of the same name for
different species in different locations, and thus commentators from different
places would have in mind different species even when one commentator
passes on an identification of an earlier commentator (see, for example, entries
3,4,33).

3. Many of the commentators (especially the commentators in Arabic) refrain
from identifying certain plants. In most cases, it is because the name used in
the Mishnah is identical or very close to the name common in the spoken

language of the commentators (see, for example, entries 16, 21, 62, 64).

The climatic-phytogeographic factor:

1. With commentators who lived in particular climatic and phytogeographic
locations, we come across relatively many innovative identifications, as
sometimes the plants referred to by the accepted identifications in the
Mediterranean area do not found in these locations. Sometimes these
innovative identifications refer to species that do not exist at all in the
Mediterranean area in general and in Eretz Israel in particular. This is
particularly true of Yemen (see, for example, Natan 2 in entries 3, 10, 29, 48,
et al), that belongs to the paleotropical kingdom of flora, and of Northern
Europe (Rashi and Germanic identifications cited in the Arukh - see, for
example, entries 23, 34, 58, 60, et al), that belongs to the Euro-Siberian
phytogeographic region.

2. The development of the variety of agricultural products: Sometimes
commentators identify plants as species that were not yet popular in the area
of Eretz Israel during the Mishnaic period and only reached there later on —
most of them, apparently, following the Arabian occupation. (see, for

example, entries 4, 28, 49).

Scholarly approaches:
1. In light of the multiplicity of innovative identifications from Germany, and in

light of the incisive way they are brought by Rashi for example, without
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hesitation and qualification, it would be fair to say that the German sages saw
themselves as at liberty to identify the species based on their knowledge and
reasononing, although there is no need to assume that they knew that their
identifications were not in agreement with those of the Geonim.

The character of the identifications from Germany is clearly connected to the
local flora and agriculture. Species that are not common in central and
northern Europe are missing from the identification traditions in Germany and,
in contrast, species that do not grow at all in the Mediterranean area are
mentioned. In my opinion, it is hard to assume that the German sages took it
for granted that their identifications mirror the ancient identification traditions.
It seems more likely, though this assumption still requires more evidence, that
the hermeneutic methods of the innovative commentators in Germany
included the interpretation of the real world in the Mishnah according to the
contemporary world familiar to them and to their communities, without taking
to account the Mishnaic Eretz Israel real world. Nevertheless, this fact is not to
contradict the assumption, that in a few cases the German identifications
match with the ancient Eretz Israel tradition (as may be the case, for example
in entry 58).



