Yalta – The Third Rib: 
Redaction and Meaning in Berakhot, Chapter 7

Abstract:
At the end of the seventh chapter of Bavli Berakhot there is a story about Yalta, a woman who acts aggressively against ‘Ulla and Rav Nahman, who refuse to share the Cup of Blessing with her. The story has been the subject of many analyses, but none of those has offered a reading in light of the complete chapter. This article suggests a reading of the story in light of the halakhic deliberations, the stories, and the derashot that appear in the chapter, with an emphasis on identifying the recurring motifs and on the temporal aspect of the act of reading. Its conclusion is that although the chapter does not offer a halakhic deliberation on the Mishna’s ruling that women do not join in the quorum (of three) for the formal invitation (זימון) to join in the grace after meals, it does deal intensively with the status of women in its non-halakhic parts and it offers a more complex picture than that which emerges from the halakhic passages alone. The story of Yalta brings the tension between the various attitudes toward women to a crescendo: ‘Ulla presents the chapter’s most offensive stance toward women, and Yalta struggles against him with full force, demonstrating an independent outlook. The editors have granted her the last word in the story, and almost the last word in the entire chapter, thereby making it clear toward which side their own opinion leaned.


	Yalta, the wife of Rav Nahman, is one of the few women mentioned by name in the Bavli, and she is usually presented as confronting the male rabbinic culture.[footnoteRef:2] At the end of the seventh chapter of tractate Berakhot, a story appears that presents such a confrontation: a guest dining with Yalta’s husband refuses to pass the Cup of Blessing to her, and she, enraged, smashes four hundred containers of wine and launches a verbal attack against the men. The story has been the subject of vast scholarship, based on reading it as an independent unit or, at most, in the context of the adjacent halakhic discussion.[footnoteRef:3] This article offers an analysis based on reading the story in the context of the whole chapter into which it was integrated.  [2:  That Yalta is Rav Nahman’s wife is the accepted view. Tal Ilan thinks one cannot claim with certainty that she is his wife, but only that she is his relative. See: Tal Ilan, Mine and Yours are Hers: Retrieving Women’s History from Rabbinic Literature (Leiden: Brill, 1997), 121–29. The central stories about Yalta other than the one under discussion here are: b. Ḥul. 109b, b. Qidd. 70a–b, and b. Nid. 20b. For a survey of all the Talmudic sources that relate to her, see Ilan, Mine and Yours.]  [3:  For interpretations that have been suggested for the present story, see Rachel Adler, “Feminist Folktales of Justice: Robert Cover as a Resource for the Renewal of Halakha,” Conservative Judaism 45/3 (Spring 1993): 40–55; Tal Ilan, Integrating Women into Second Temple History, (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1999), 171–74; Judith  Baskin, Midrashic Women: Formations of the Feminine in Rabbinic Literature (Hanover, NH: University Press of New England for Brandeis University Press, 2002), 83–87; Admiel Kosman, מסכת נשים (Jerusalem: Keter, 2007), 171–77, Alieza Salzberg, “Feminist/Gender Interpretation of Rabbinic Literature” in Reconstructing the Talmud: An Introduction to the Academic Study of Rabbinic Literature, ed. Joshua Kulp and Jason Rogoff (New York: Mechon Hadar, 2014), 194–202; Michal Shirel, “הדיאלוג במעשי חכמים בתלמוד הבבלי כהשתקפותו בסיפורים על חכמים ונשותיהם” (Ph.D. diss., The Hebrew University of Jerusalem, 2014), 74–82; Ruth Calderon, אלפא ביתא תלמודי: אוסף פרטי (Tel Aviv: Miskal, 2014), 127–31; Ruhama Weiss and Avner Hacohen,מסע פסיכולוגי-ספרותי עם גיבורות התלמוד  אימהות בטיפול: (Tel Aviv: Yedioth Ahronoth, 2012), 35–46; Noam Sachs Zion, Wine, Women and the War of the Sexes (Cleveland: Zion Holiday Publications, 2018), 135–286.] 

This translation is based on ms Munich 95 without reference to textual variants in other manuscripts, to make it easier to follow the discussion. A detailed examination of the Aramaic original in comparison with other versions appears later in the article. Insertions into the text appear within square brackets; explanatory notes appear within parentheses.

‘Ulla happened to come to Rav Nahman’s house.
He (=Ulla) said the blessing after the meal, and gave the Cup of Blessing to him [= to Rav Nahman].
Rav Nahman said to him: “Are you, sir, not of the opinion (לא סבר לה מר) that you should send the Cup [of Blessing] to Yalta?”
‘Ulla said [to him]: “Thus said Rabbi Yohanan: ‘The fruit of a woman’s belly (i.e. womb) is blessed only through the fruit of the man’s belly, as is written: He will bless the fruit of your belly (בטנך) (Deut. 7:13) – it is not said “her belly,” but “your belly” (in the second-person masculine singular).’”
Meanwhile, Yalta heard this. Her anger was aroused. She went to the wine cellar and broke 400 vats of wine.
He sent to her: “All these [vats] are a Cup of Blessing.”
She sent to him: “From peddlers – words, and from rags – vermin.”

It is plain to see that this story has great potential for shedding light on the status of women in the world of the Talmud. But what can be learned from it? Previous scholarship has offered varied, even contradictory, answers to the central questions arising from the story: Is Yalta a victim of a patriarchal world that drives her out of her mind to the point that, in her anger, she behaves like a madwoman?[footnoteRef:4] Or is she acting deliberately, trying to change the patriarchal norms (whether she is right or not)?[footnoteRef:5] And what is the aim of the story—to weaken the status of women or to strengthen it?[footnoteRef:6] [4:  This is the direction taken by Kosman, מסכת נשים, and Calderon, אלפה-ביתא.]  [5:  Salzberg, “Feminist/Gender Interpretation,” and Weiss, אימהות, see the smashing of the vats of wine as a conscious, symbolic, and sophisticated act. Ilan, Integrating Women, sees smashing the vats as a capricious move, but she regards the concluding aphorism as a distinctly erudite and creative act.]  [6:  Baskin, Midrashic Women, makes the case for reading the story as weakening women’s status, and Ilan, Mine and Yours, is of the same opinion. It appears that Calderon, אלפא-ביתא, also leans in that direction. The opposite view is advanced by Shirel, “הדיאלוג”, and apparently also by Ilan, Integrating Women.] 

	It may be that scholars’ varied attitudes toward the question of the status of women in the Jewish tradition contributed to this multiplicity of interpretations, but it appears that the central cause is the story itself, which provides almost none of the necessary information an interpreter needs in order to ground his arguments. Like many other Talmudic stories, this one does not explicitly reveal its stance regarding its characters—it uses words frugally, and it is devoid of judgmental descriptions. Because of this—and in contrast to Jonah Fraenkel’s opinion that Talmudic stories should be read independently—this study offers an analysis based on reading the individual story within the broader matrix of the sugya, as a carefully-edited piece.[footnoteRef:7] In the present instance, the chapter in which the story appears will serve as the main context for the analysis.[footnoteRef:8] As we shall see, the chapter under discussion combines various genres—halakhic discussions, stories, exegesis of verses—in order to give expression to different voices.[footnoteRef:9] Nonetheless, as in Fraenkel’s approach, this study deals with the text from a literary-ideational angle, and not through the lens of the historical world of its editors.[footnoteRef:10] [7:  Jonah Fraenkel, סיפור האגדה – אחדות של תוכן וצורה (Tel Aviv: Hakibbutz Hameuhad, 2001), 11–50. For a survey of developments that led to the understanding that Talmudic stories should be read in their contexts, see Jeffrey L. Rubenstein, Talmudic Stories: Narrative Art, Composition, and Culture (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins, 1999), 1–33. In his subsequent books, Rubenstein developed that approach: Jeffrey L. Rubenstein, The Culture of the Babylonian Talmud (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins, 2003); Jeffrey L. Rubenstein, Stories of the Babylonian Talmud (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins, 2010). In a few articles, Yonatan Feintuch shows how reading a Talmudic story in its context sheds new light on the story and on the halakhic deliberation. See, e.g., Yonatan Feintuch, “Reading Talmudic Stories in Multiple Halakhic Contexts: The Hasid in the Graveyard, Rav Ada b. Abba and the Lovesick Man,” JJS 58 (2017): 284–307.]  [8:  Analyses of large Talmudic units from an  position similar to mine have been published in recent years: Devora Steinmetz, “Perception, Compassion, and Surprise: Literary Coherence in the Third Chapter of Bavli Ta’anit,” HUCA 82–83 (2011–2012): 61–117; Julia Watts Belser, Power, Ethics, and Ecology in Jewish Late Antiquity: Rabbinic Responses to Drought and Disaster (New York: Cambridge U. Press, 2015); Mira Wasserman, Jews, Gentiles, and Other Animals: The Talmud After the Humanities (Philadelphia: U. of Pennsylvania, 2017); Julia Watts Belser, Rabbinic Tales of Destruction: Gender, Sex, and Disability in the Ruins of Jerusalem, (Oxford: Oxford U. Press, 2018).]  [9:  For different approaches to the Talmudic sugya as giving expression to multiple voices, see Daniel Boyarin, Socrates and the Fat Rabbis (Chicago: U. of Chicago Press, 2009); Barry Scott Wimpfheimer, Narrating the Law – A Poetics of Talmudic Legal Stories (Philadelphia: Pennsylvania State U. Press, 2011); Moshe Simon-Shoshan, “Talmud as Novel: Dialogic Discourse and the Feminine Voice in the Babylonian Talmud,” Poetics Today 40 (2019): 105–34.]  [10:  In this sense, the approach taken here is close to that of Boyarin, Socrates, 202–3: “My project here is more literary, inquiring into the stamma not so much as a historical construct of a real author(s) of the Talmud, but as a literary structure within the Talmud, the implied stamma, if you will.”] 

	Despite the justifiable critiques of the common distinction between aggadah and halakhah, I will employ those terms, for several reasons. First, this distinction can be traced back to the discourse of the Talmudic sages themselves. Second, the distinction has been employed, and continues to be used, in a substantive (if at times incorrect) fashion in traditional Jewish discourse. Third, even though I think the traditional hierarchical dichotomy between aggadah and halakhah is problematic, one cannot dismiss the differences between the different literary genres in the composite weave of Talmudic discourse.[footnoteRef:11] [11:  On the Talmud’s own distinction, see Rubenstein, Stories of the Babylonian Talmud [Is this ״ספרו האחרון״?]; Jonah Fraenkel, “נחזור על הראשונות— האגדה בספרות התלמודית,” Netuim 11–12 (Elul 5764): 63–79. Among the first to suggest reading Talmudic stories in their textual context is Shulmit Valler, נשים ונשיות בסיפורי התלמוד (Tel Aviv: Hakibbutz Hameuhad, 1993). Despite the many developments in the field since then, the present article comes to a conclusion not far removed from hers about the relationship between halakha and aggada with regard to discussions of women in the Talmud.] 

	The act of reading takes place in time. A text is not encountered as a whole, all parts of which are perceived simultaneously (like a picture, for example), but in a dynamic fashion, as a gradual process of constructing meaning. Understanding is a cumulative process in which new information is read in light of previous information, creating a more complex understanding. This is particularly important regarding a recurring motif in the work: an expression’s first appearance establishes the modes in which it is understood in subsequent appearances, and its later appearances project backward on the earlier appearances.[footnoteRef:12] [12:  See: Perry, Menakhem, “Literary Dynamics: How the Order of a Text Creates Its Meanings [With an Analysis of Faulkner’s ‘A Rose for Emily’],” Poetics Today 1 (1979): 35-64, 311-361; Benjamin Harshav, מסות בתיאוריה של ספרות ומשמעות שדה ומסגרת: (Jerusalem: Carmel, 2000), 22–23; Robert Alter, The Pleasures of Reading in an Ideological Age (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1989), 141–70. That approach is exemplified throughout this article.] 


Mishna: Foundations
	The seventh chapter of Tractate Berakhot in the Mishna deals with the requirement to call together a quorum (of 3 or 10) for the grace after meals using a formula known as זִמּוּן and, in particular, with the rules governing this practice. Three sections can be discerned.[footnoteRef:13] The first section (mishnayot 1–2) opens with the statement, “Three [people] who ate as one must form a zimmun (i.e., to summon others to recite together the Grace after Meals)” and goes on to note the boundaries of that rule: in which instances it applies and in which it does not. In that context, the Mishna makes it clear that “Women or slaves or minors may not be included [in forming a zimmun].” The second section (mishna 3) opens with the question, “How do they form a zimmun?” and goes on to specify the various categories of the number of participants, according to which the language of the zimmun will vary. The third section (mishnayot 4–5) deals with the possibilities of joining together or splitting up within the groups of people at the meal. At the end is a statement that appears to have no connection to this chapter: “One does not recite a blessing over wine until he adds water to it….”[footnoteRef:14]	Comment by Ido Hevroni: הוספת הסבר קודם לכן [13:  The division of the chapter into sections follows Avraham Walfish, עיון ספרותי ורעיוני במשנת ברכות מרבדי משנה: (Alon Shvut: Tevunot, 2018), 109–29.]  [14:  On the connection of that statement to this chapter and the preceding chapter, see Walfish, מרבדי משנה, 124–25, 129, 152–53, 159–60.] 

	The central motifs of this chapter in the Mishna are: three males; the nature of a shared meal (that people ate eating together, what they ate, two clusters); the hierarchical relationship among the diners (“three besides himself”); the status of women, slaves, and minors in relation to the group that gathers for a zimmun; and the Cup of Blessing (seemingly without connection to the previous topics).	Comment by Peretz Rodman: צריך לשים לב הלאה מהו התרגום המתאים למילה ״חבורות״.	Comment by Ido Hevroni: אולי עדיף להשתמש ב companies?	Comment by Adrian Sackson: I think clusters is better than companies. Another option is simply ‘groups’ or ‘groups of people’.
	The Talmudic discussion of Chapter 7 deals with these topics in a variety of forms. It opens with a clarification regarding the number of diners (“two who ate as one”). It deals at length with the nature of the shared meals, especially through stories that describe various Sages meals that the Sages arrangedtaking part in meals. The status of women in relation to the zimmun is mentioned only briefly in the course of the halakhic discussion, but it is does command attentiontreated in the two most complex stories in the sugya, in another short tale, and in a midrash. The Cup of Blessing is the subject of a halakhic discussion, and it appears as a significant motif in the two complex stories that deal with women.
	This article, as we have stated above, will offer an interpretation of Yalta’s story in light of the discussions and stories that appear in the course of the Talmudic chapter. A detailed list of the stories and central motifs appears in an the appendix. In this article, references to stories will use their numbers in that appendix.	Comment by Adrian Sackson: As per your request, we have not translated the appendix.
	
Motifs in the Yalta Story
	Identifying the central motifs in the Yalta story paints an interesting picture: it appears that every central motif arising in the chapter has a place in the story. The story begins with a meal shared by two sages, a topic that was raised in the opening discussion of the sugya and appeared as an active motif in many stories throughout the chapter. Like many other meals described in the chapter, the two men’s meal was marked by tension. The tension between the diners is amplified by the use of other motifs that have also appeared earlier in the chapter: a sage from Babylonia and a sage from the Land of Israel; and a guest who happens to come to the house. The tension develops around a Cup of Blessing, as had happened in the previous story. The guest acts according to a particular conception of Jewish lawhalakha opposed to the custom of the host, and the latter, in response, criticizes him for his behavior, as had almost all the householders who were the hosts in the previous stories. The guest responds by proposing derashot on biblical verses and by relying on a statement ruling by Rabbi Yohanan, as was done by all the Palestinian sages who entered into disputes in the preceding stories. The host’s wife also has a significant place in the story, as she does in the previous story in the sugya. Like the protagonists of previous stories, she expresses her opinion through an aggressive act and an offensive expression.	Comment by Peretz Rodman: Would “ruling” be better here for קביעה?	Comment by Ido Hevroni: צודק
	Such a density of motifs in one story cannot be accidental. It invites the interpreter to decode the story using his familiarity with the other stories. Since the story appears at the end of the sugya, the reader approaches it already equipped with a rather fully-formed idea of the meaning of the motifs that appear there. The “reader” in this context is not a particular reader, but a name for “the “maximal realization of the text that can be justified from within the text itself.”[footnoteRef:15] In that sense, the concept of “reader” is related to the concept of “redactors”/“storytellers.,” though it also differs from them.[footnoteRef:16] 	Comment by Ido Hevroni: האם המילה הזו מובנת כהיכרות, דהיינו, ידיעה והבנה?	Comment by Peretz Rodman: לדעתי, כן.	Comment by Peretz Rodman: המקור משובש פה ובהערה. נראה כאילו צמד המונחים עברו למעלה מן ההערה לגוף המאמר.	Comment by Ido Hevroni: צודק. תיקנתי. מקווה שזה מובן עכשיו	Comment by Adrian Sackson: Rubenstein’s term. [15:  See, for example, Perry, “הדינמיקה,” 10, and see also Harshav, שדה ומסגרת, 14.]  [16:  The terms “narrator” and “storyteller” are used here in the sense expressed by Rubenstein: “We can safely conclude that an important compositional technique of the storytellers was to borrow material from other sources and adapt, change, or manipulate it as needed…. [T]hese compositional processes allow us to identify the storytellers as redactors...” (Talmudic Stories, 57).] 

	The “reader,” by contrast, is the meaning that emerges from the reading process, the effect on the reader that the redactors/storytellers sought to create through the act of redacting/telling. While the redactors are familiar with the sugya as a whole, the reader encounters it in a temporal process of accumulating meaning. 	

Hierarchy at the Meal
	The question of hierarchy at a meal receives extensive treatment in this chapter. As Ruhama Weiss has noted, the chapter is particularly rich in stories that she labels “meal tests,” which she defines as “the meal as a tool for expressing a hierarchical struggle and test in the world of the Sages.”[footnoteRef:17] More than a third of the stories of this type that appear in Tractate Berakhot are found in this chapter.[footnoteRef:18] [17:  Ruhama Weiss, תפקידן התרבותי של הסעודות בספרות חז״ל אוכלים לדעת: (Tel Aviv: Hakibbutz Hameuhad, 2010), 16–19.]  [18:  Weiss, אוכלים לדעת, 225, identifies 11 stories. My own count is 17 such stories, since I relate to the entire chapter and include some stories and a derasha that she does not include.] 

	The question of hierarchy progresses develops in the Talmudic sugya from its outset. The sugya opens with a search for the biblical source on which the Mishna’s ruling is based, suggesting two solutions:

Rav Asi said: As the verse states: “Exalt the Lord with me; / Let us extol His name together” (Ps 34:4). Rabbi Abbahu said, from this verse: “For the name of the Lord I proclaim / Give glory to our God!” (Deut 32:3).

Both sources depict a situation in which there is a “caller” and those he is summoning. The caller, in both instances, is an important person. The first is King David, who invites his listeners to exalt, together with him, the God who had rescued him from Abimelech; and the second is Moses, who, in the Song of Ha’azinu (Deut 32), invites the people to declare God’s name great. These sources buttress the hierarchical view hinted at in the second section of the Mishna, which deals with the relationship between the caller and the respondents.[footnoteRef:19]	Comment by Peretz Rodman: Do you mean “our chapter of the Mishna”? [19:  See Weiss, אוכלים לדעת, 231–33.] 

	After these sources, a short discussion ensues about the relationship between the caller and the respondents, following which there is another discussion, which displays most of the central motifs the sugya will engage from that point on:

It was stated: Two who ate as one [and wish to form a zimmun, are they permitted to do so]? Rav and Rabbi Yohanan disagreed: One said: If they wanted to join together, they may form a zimmun. The other said: Even if they wanted to join together, they may not form a zimmun.

In a reading that regards the sugya as an integrated matrix of meaning, it is appropriate to consider the figures quoted in the discussion and not just those who appear in the stories. This is Rabbi Yohanan’s first appearance in the chapter, and as the discussion continues, the question arises of the relevance of where he lives to the topic of the discussion.[footnoteRef:20] As we shall see, the question of the source of a custom and the question of the sage’s place of origin play a significant role in the stories that raise hierarchical issues. [20:  Jonah Fraenkel deals with the connections among the various stories that deal with a particular sage. Despite his position in principle that each story stands on its own, Fraenkel does think that in a case in which a topical connection can be demonstrated between stories, they may be analyzed in light of each other. See Fraenkel, סיפור האגדה, 273–94. In the present instance, the context that unites the various appearances of Rabbi Yohanan is the use of his sayings by Palestinian sages confronting Babylonian sages.] 

	In order to try to prove that two men may form a zimmun, the following tradition is cited:

Come and hear: Women form a zimmun for themselves and slaves form a zimmun for themselves. Women, slaves, and minors—even if they wish to form a zimmun together, they may not form a zimmun. 
Since one hundred women are equal to two men [in that they cannot constitute a prayer quorum], and the baraita teaches that “Women form a zimmun for themselves…,” [apparently, like women, two men can form a zimmun on their own]. 
[The Gemara rejects:] There (i.e. in the case of women’s zimmun) it is different since there are [at least three individual] minds. 
[The Gemara objects:] If so, say the latter clause of this baraita: “Women [and] slaves… —even if they wish to form a zimmun together, they may not form a zimmun.” Why not? Aren’t there [at least three individual] minds?
[The Gemara responds:] There (i.e. in the case of women joining slaves for zimmun) it is different since this is licentiousness.

This discussion, which opens the chapter that the Yalta story concludes, includes many components that are connected to the final story. The discussion begins with a disagreement between Rabbi Yohanan and Rav and tries to tie that disagreement to their different places of origin, Babylonia and the Land of Israel. It tries to draw a comparison between men and women, with the claim that “one hundred women are equal to two men,” an argument that relegates women to a particularly low status. That view is rejected by the argument that one hundred women (and, in fact, even just three) have an advantage over two men by virtue of their being mentally competent“minds.” 	Comment by Ido Hevroni: המונח קשה להבנה גם בעברית. אולי עדיף כך? אם יש הצעות אלטרנטיביות אשמח לשמוע	Comment by Adrian Sackson: I think this is good.
The discussion ends with this assertion:

Abaye said: We have a tradition [that] two [people] who ate as one—it is a mitzva [for them] to separate [and for each to recite a blessing for himself]. This was also taught in a baraita: Two [people] who ate as one—it is a mitzva [for them] to separate.
In what case are these matters stated? [Only] when both individuals are learned people (soferim). However, if one of them was a learned person and the other an ignoramus, the learned person recites the blessing and the ignoramus thereby fulfills his obligation.

The treatment of the relationship between the learned person and the ignoramus clearly raises the question of hierarchy between the diners, connecting it to their relative levels of Torah knowledge and leading us into the next discussion, which will deal with that question in a substantive fashion. Later in the chapter it becomes evident that “learned person” and “ignoramus” are relative terms, and over the course of the sugya, sages will be presented who are perceived by their colleagues as ignoramuses (עמי הארצות)—so much so that those colleagues do not count them in a zimmun.[footnoteRef:21] [21:  As, for example, the story about “Rami bar Hamma[, who] did not include Rav Menashya bar Tahlifa in a zimmun” (b. Ber. 47b).] 

Let us examine these motifs one at a time.

Babylonia and the Land of Israel
The relationship between the traditions of Babylonia and the Land of Israel is a fraught one in the Talmud.[footnoteRef:22] The topic is raised in the opening discussion of our sugya in an effort to identify which of the disputants (Rabbi Yohanan or Rav) offered which opinion, but as the deliberation continues, it becomes one of the components dimension of the hierarchical tension between the diners. In three stories further along in the sugya, the last of which is the Yalta tale, a tension arises in relation to the hierarchy between a sage whose origin was in the Land of Israel and a sage whose origin was in Babylonia [2, 5, 17]. In each of those stories, the sage from the Land of Israel cites the words of Rabbi Yohanan as the basis for his practice, which is at variance with that of the host. [22:  Bavli Berakhot contains numerous allusions to the ideological and political tensions and disputes between the rabbinic communities of Babylonia and the Land of Israel. The most explicit example of this contention can be found in b. Ber. 63a–b, which describes the Babylonian attempt to assume authority over intercalation of the Hebrew calendar; see: Isaiah M. Gafni, Land, Center and Diaspora: Jewish Constructs in Late Antiquity (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1997), 107-111. A more subtle reflection on Babylonia’s growing self-image as a spiritual center equal to that of the Land of Israel is the attempt to transform the site of “Zion” from a geographical designation to a spiritualized center of Torah (b. Ber. 8a; cf. Isaiah M. Gafni, Jews and Judaism in the Rabbinic Era [Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2019], 189). 
] 

The opening discussion of the sugya is categorized as “legalhalakhic” material and not narrative“aggadic,”, but can it be claimed with certainty that the question of the relationship between the Land of Israel and Babylonia regarding Rabbi Yohanan’s opinion is not related to the significant presence of this motif in the stories that follow? A reading that regards the sugya as a sophisticated editorial composition cannot ignore that fact.

Two Who Have Eaten 
	The motif of two diners also appears for the first time in this sugya in the context of a discussion of halakha. However, many of the stories that appear over the course of the chapter relate specifically to two sages. In most of those stories, it is clear that there are other people present, but they play no role in the actionplot. The stories focus on two individuals who have eaten “as one,” and the central question is, “Who is greater?” The issue of “as one” is treated in the Mishna as a legal matter: What does each participant have to eat in order for the meal to be considered shared?  What is the halakhic status of each category of person who may join the diners: a waiter, a Samaritan, a woman, a minor, a slave? The Talmudic discussion, though, deals more with the question of the hierarchical relationship between them, to the point of stating that certain rabbis are not worthy of being invited to join a zimmun. This is how the first story in the chapter [1] presents the problem:

Yehuda bar Mareimar, Mar bar Rav Ashi and Rav Aha of Difti ate bread together (כרכי ריפתא בהדי הדדי). None among them was greater than the other. They sat down and wondered: [It is reasonable to assume that] “Three [people] who ate as one must form a zimmun” applies only when there is a great man among them, but where they are on a par with each other, separating [and reciting independent] blessings is preferable.
Each person recited the blessing for himself. 
[Later,] they came before Mareimar [and told him what they did]. 
He said to them: You fulfilled your obligation to recite a blessing [over your food]; you did not fulfill your obligation to form a zimmun.

This story presents, for the first time in the sugya, one of the repeating expressions that serve as a description of the meal’s character. The three equal participants “ate bread together.” As Weiss has shown, this description always indicates a meal among equals, as is indicated by the discussion at the center of this story: because they are all equal, there is no one of greater status to recite the benediction.[footnoteRef:23] That story, like many of the meal stories in the sugya, also presents diners who act inappropriately and are reprimanded for doing so, with the use of a halakhic statement. As we shall see, the following are recurring motifs in the sugya: the character of the meal is tied directly to the relative hierarchical status of the various people present (who is greater?); and an action performed by the participants, or by one of them, is understood as an error by another, who presents an opposing halakhic position. [23:  Weiss, אוכלים לדעת, 235–39.] 

	The next story in the sugya [2] is more developed in terms of plot and offers additional variations on the same motifs:

Rabbi Zeira was sick. Rabbi Abbahu went to visit him and took upon himself that if the little man with the scorched legs (Rabbi Zeira's nickname) would be cured, he would make a feast for the Sages. 
[Rabbi Zeira] was cured. 
[Rabbi Abbahu] made a feast for all the Sages. 
When it came time to make the blessing overbreak the bread [at the beginning of the feast, Rabbi Zeira] made the blessingdid it for them.[footnoteRef:24]	Comment by Peretz Rodman: בתרגום, ״שרא להו״ = לברך. אבל בפירוש הנתבח שם בעברית, ר׳ זירא בוצע. 	Comment by Ido Hevroni: אתה צודק, אבל בוצע=מברך במקרה הנוכחי.
בהמשך אני רואה שהעדפתי את "לבצוע". בהחלט מבלבל המעבר מארמית לאנגלית...
נראה לי שעדיף לדבוק מלבצוע, משום שאין משמעות בסיפור לפעולת הברכה הכרוכה בבציעה. [24:  In some mss, the text here reads “Rabbi Abbahu said to Rabbi Zeira: ‘Sir, please break the bread.’” For a discussion of the differences in meaning between that version and the version in ms Munich, see Weiss, אוכלים לדעת, pp. 239–44.] 

[Rabbi Abbahu] said: Are you, sir, not of the opinion [that] the master of the house breaks bread [and makes the blessing over it]?
After they ate bread, when [the time] came to recite the Grace [after Meals, Rabbi Abbahu] said [to Rabbi Zeira]: [Please,] sir, recite the Grace.[footnoteRef:25] [25:  Weiss, אוכלים לדעת, 243, thinks that in the ms Munich 95 version, it is Rabbi Zeira who invites his host to break the bread, and Rabbi Abbahu wonders if that the right thing to do. It is more sensible, though, to regard Rabbi Abbahu, the sage from Eretz Yisrael, as adhering consistently to the approach of Rabbi Yohanan, cited further along in the story, according to which “the master of the house breaks the bread and the guest recites Grace [after Meals].”] 

[Rabbi Zeira] said to him: Are you, sir, not of the opinion of Rabbi Huna of Babylonia, who said: He who breaks bread recites Grace [after Meals]?[footnoteRef:26] [26:  It might appear that this contradicts the identification of the speakers suggested here: did not Rabbi Zeira break the bread, and therefore is it not odd that he refused to say Grace based on the argument that “he who breaks bread recites Grace [after the meal]?” He is instead responding to the previous statement of Rabbi Abbahu, who insisted that the master of the house should recite Grace. In Rabbi Zeira’s mind, “he who breaks bread recites Grace,” and since the master of the House thought that he had to be the one to break bread, he should also think that the master of the house has to recite Grace.] 

And he (=Rabbi Abbahu)—with whose opinion is he in accordance? 
[He is in accordance with the opinion] of Rabbi Yohanan who said in the name of Rabbi Shimon ben Yohai: the master of the house breaks bread and the guest recites Grace [after Meals]. The master of the house breaks bread so that he will break bread generously, and the guest recites Grace [after Meals] so that he may bless the host.
What blessing does he say? “May it be Your will that the master of the house shall not suffer shame in this world, nor humiliation in the World-to-Come.”[footnoteRef:27] [27:  This story is partially paralleled by one in y. Ber. 12a.] 


The story comprises two parts. The second part, which begins with “[Rabbi Abbahu] made a feast,” is a meal story similar in structure to other stories in the sugya: two sages take part in the meal—a host and a guest;. The the guest does something not in accordance with the halakhic position of the master of the house, the host, who responds by citing the halakha that he acceptsadheres to. The hierarchy between the diners is what is in dispute in this case, and it is this, it seems, that motivates each of them to act as he does.
	The first part of the story is there, it seems, to clarify the roots of the dispute that erupts during the meal regarding the status of each of the two diners and his concomitant role. It presents a particular relationship between the story’s two protagonists: one is ill, the other has come to visit him. Who is greater? Is the healthy guest greater than the sick resident, or is the one being paid the honor of a visit greater than the visitor? The guest executes a unilateralunilaterally declares act declaring that he will arrange a festive meal in honor of the patient’s recovery. Is the patient interested in that? The story offers no information that might assist the reader in determining the answer to that question. The meal intensifies the tension: it can be reasonably assumed that the greater participant in the meal is the host, and that it is he who would dictate how the meal is to be managed. However, the meal is undertaken in honor of the guest and so we may assume that he is the greater participant, and it is he who should determine how things will run. The expression that the storyteller chose to describe the nature of the meal, “ate bread” (כרוך ריפתא), takes on a particular meaning in light of the previous story in the sugya,. which characterized the meal described in the previous story. As we shall see, most of the stories about a guest and a host that appear in the course of this sugya and raise a question of hierarchy employ the term איקלע—“[he] happened to come.” In contrast to that, the previous story in the sugya, which presented diners of equal status, described their activity in these terms: כרכי ריפתא בהדי הדדי—“they ate bread together.” It seems that our storyteller chose to present this meal using the first part of that expression in order to make the situation clear: Rabbi Zeira is not a guest who just happened to be in that home, but rather one who had been invited as the guest of honor, and therefore this is not an occasion for the meal could not be introduced with the term איקלע meal. On the other hand, he and the host do not see eye to eye on the question of which of them was greater, so they cannot be described as having eaten בהדי הדדי, “together.” Through his phraseologyterminology, then, the storyteller underscores the central question: what is the hierarchical relationship between the two diners?
	It appears that Rabbi Zeira, who breaks the bread in his host’s home without having been asked to do so, is of the opinion that he is the greater of the two. He assumes that Rabbi Abbahu, who has come to visit him and declared a feast in his honor, made it clear by this actions that he also shares that opinion, and so he takes initiative and breaks the bread without waiting for an invitation from the master of the house. His host, however, thinks that his guest has erred, and he criticizes his guest’s actions in a halakhic statement that opens with an expression that has not appeared before in this sugya, but will appear in additional stories, including that of Yalta: “Are you, sir, not of the opinion…?”
	At the conclusion of the meal, the host invites the guest to recite the Grace, in keeping with the view of Rabbi Yohanan, which is stated afterward: “The master of the house breaks bread, and the guest recites Grace.” This time, the guest thinks that the master of the house has erred, and he criticizes him using the same language: “Are you, sir, not of the opinion…?” The sources of the halakhic rulings that each one employs in order to criticize his colleague adds another hierarchical aspect to the story: Rabbi Abbahu, the Land of Israel native, relies on the view of his master, Rabbi Yohanan, while Rabbi Zeira, who immigrated from Babylonia, cites “Rav Huna of Babylonia,” whose Babylonian origin is stressed here in an apparent effort to emphasize the tension between the two communities’ competing schools of thought.[footnoteRef:28] [28:  There is no other justification for mentioning Rav Huna’s place of origin. See Rashi ad loc. On the basis of this story and other stories, Avraham Goldberg identifies Rabbi Zeira as fighting an “obligatory war” (Goldberg’s term) to inculcate Babylonian halakhic standards in the Land of Israel. See Avraham Goldberg, ““Rabbi Ze’ira and Babylonian Custom in Palestine,” Tarbiz 36 (1966/7), pp. 319–41.] 

	The hierarchy question is not directly answered in the story, but it is solved through the shaping of the narrative. The story’s structure provides the aspect that was missing from the its description of the meal —“together” (בהדי הדדי): in the end, equality between the two participants is attained. Each has acted in a manner that was unacceptable to the other, and each has been chastised by the other in the same terms. The balanced, reciprocal relationship that did not appear in the description introducing the meal is attained over the course of the event, even if the way it is achieved is unpleasant.
	The story presents a hierarchical tension between two persons at the table, but it creates equality between them through the plot structure. That equality is affirmed in the ensuing discussion, which locates the source of Rabbi Abbahu’s approach in Rabbi Yohanan’s statement that “the master of the house breaks the bread and the guest recites Grace.” According to that way of doing thingsapproach, each of those seated at the table is given an honor in turn, but each time the honor is balanced: the master of the house does not break bread because he is more important, but rather precisely in order for him to demonstrate concern forto honor the guest; the guest does not recite Grace after Meals because he is more important, but rather precisely in order to demonstrate respect for the master of the house. The built-in hierarchical tension between the guest and the master of the househost gets a dual response hereis resolved here in a unique fashion, by evenly dividing the honors at the meal and justifying each of the honors as a demonstration of respect for the other diner. This story presents a model of a shared meal, and the stories that follow it (among them that of Yalta) will be read in light of this one.

איקלע
As the sugya proceeds, more stories appear about fraught encounters between a householder and his guest. In most of the them, the meal is described with the term איקלע [3, 11, 12, 15, 17]—all but one story in which the guest was invited by the host [9]. As we shall see, while stories telling about an invited guest end with an equal status between the participants (even if there is tension), the איקלע stories end with unilateral insulting reactions on the part of the host.
	All the איקלע stories describe a guest who happens to be at the host’s home and performs a particular halakhic act dealt with earlier in the sugya. In all of them, other than the first, the host responds aggressively, since he considers what the guest does unacceptable.
	The first איקלע story in the chapter [3] tells of Mar Zutra coming to the home of Rav Ashi shortly after a close relative of Rav Ashi had died.[footnoteRef:29] The guest recited Grace, adding a special formula of consolation, which conforms to the halakhic ruling that preceded the story. The story does not tell the host’s reaction, and thus the significance the story takes on is support for that ruling. [29:  Weiss does not count this story (אוכלים לדעת, 330).] 

	The next איקלע story [11] presents a guest who recites Grace in the home of the Exilarch, but this time the guest encounters an aggressive response, backed by a halakhic ruling contrary to the way in which he had acted. The discussion following the story strengthens the critical view.
	In the next איקלע story [12], with which we will deal in detail below, Rav Ḥisda comes to the Exilarch’s home and recites Grace in a fashion inconsistent with the halakhic rulings that preceded the story. The response is an aggressive gesture: in his words, “Rav Sheshet stretched out his neck at me like a serpent,” and a colleague to whom he was relating the incident afterward attacked him as well: “You abandoned all those other Tannaim and Amoraim and followed Rav?!”
	Rafram bar Pappa is the next guest in the chapter who winds up in a place other than his home [15]. This time it is a synagogue and not at a meal, but the pattern is identical. He uses language in prayer that violates a halakhic ruling that preceded the story, and the response he earns is a halakhic attack, opening with the insulting epithet, “You black pot!”
	All the איקלע stories, then, present the same structure: a guest happens to come to a house and performs a halakhic act there connected to the halakhic discussion into which the story has been placed. When he adopts a position opposed to the halakhic ruling in the sugya, the host responds harshly. The violent nature of the reactions testifies, it appears, not only to disagreement but to insult as well. The critics’ responses are not worded as polite suggestions, in the manner in which Rabbi Zeira and Rabbi Abbahu addressed each other [2]—“Are you sir, not of the opinion…?”—but instead they direct aggressive gestures or insulting expressions toward those who, in their opinion, have insulted them.
	From the reader’s perspective, the hosts in the איקלע stories function as the ones who set things back into proper order. The sugya had established a norm for how some matter should be handled. The guest violates that norm, and the host firmly puts him in his place. Each one of these stories is a tragedy writ small, as Aristotle defines the term in his Poetics: the protagonist, with whom the reader identifies, disrupts the established order, but in the end order is restored. This manner of presentation gives the editors of the sugya (as it does to authors of tragedies) a double advantage: they present voices that are opposed to the halakhic norm of the sugya and even enable the reader to identify with those voices (especially in the Rav Hisda tale [12], told in the first person). In the end, though, they confirm the accepted normative ruling.[footnoteRef:30] [30:  For an extensive discussion of the relationship between stories and the halakhic sugya, see Wimpfheimer, Narrating the Law, and Simon-Shoshan, “Talmud as Novel.”] 

	This is our first example of the playing out of a motif in the full “symphony.” Its first appearance is rather simple (a guest comes to a house and behaves according to the halakhic mandate), the second repeats the same structure but adds a new chord—criticism from the host. The stories that follow intensify the critical response. When the reader gets to the Yalta story (which also begins with איקלע), he is equipped with a set of rather well-founded expectations.	Comment by Peretz Rodman: הלא צריך להיות ״...ונוהג לא בהתאם לקביעה ההלכתית״?	Comment by Peretz Rodman: מייד אחרי זה מופיעה הערה של קורא/ת הממליץ/ה עיסוק ב-intertextuality
	In the discussion that opens the chapter, additional questions are raised about the hierarchical relations among the diners. In total, seven stories appear that deal with the topic, and the discussion ends with “The law, however, is that the greatest says grace” [b. Ber. 47a]. The long opening discussion presented, as noted, almost all the motifs that appear in the Yalta story: it began with the question of “two who have eaten together” and enriched it with various hierarchical aspects—a learned person and an ignoramus, a great man and the other diners, host and guest, Babylonian and Eretz Yisrael. Along the way, the status of women vis-à-vis men in the matter of forming a zimmun also came up for discussion, which added a central motif: mental competence. Women indeed do not join in forming a zimmun with men (because of concern over possible impropriety), but they can form a zimmun for themselves because they are of sufficient mental competence.
	After the opening discussion, one finds short discussions of rulings in the Mishnah about someone who ate in a different fashion, about the non-Jew (כותי, Samaritan), and about the attendant (שמש). The next part of the sugya is devoted to a discussion of the section of the Mishnah that begins, “Women or slaves or minors….”

Women and Men
	The sugya that deals with the Mishnah’s statement that “[w]omen or slaves or minors may not be included [in forming a zimmun]” (b. Ber. 47b–49b) does not offer a halakhic deliberation about the question of women joining (or not joining) a zimmun. It devotes a little space to discussing whether a slave can join in forming a zimmun, and it deals extensively with the question of the status of a minor. Most of the sugya is devoted to a topic unconnected to the Mishnah passage from which it stems—the source of the obligation to recite Grace, and what is included in it. Even so, one can learn from it about women and their status in the context of a meal, since it offers meaningful insights in that regard in a few stories and in the explication of verses connected to that topic.
	The sugya opens with an attempt to reverse the Mishnah’s ruling about a minor joining in forming a zimmun: “Rabbi Yose said, ‘A minor lying in a cradle is included in a zimmun.’” That statement leads to the offering of other opinions (rather odd ones) regarding who may join in a minyan (a prayer quorum; a Torah ark was suggested) or a zimmun (Shabbat was suggested). These suggestions come under attack from Rav Naḥman, Yalta’s husband. The discussion concludes by accepting his view: “The halakha is not in accordance with all of these statements. Rather, the halakha is in accordance with this statement made by Rav Naḥman: ‘A minor who knows (יוֹדֵעַ) to Whom one recites a blessing is included in a zimmun’ (b. Ber. 48a).” Are the appearance of Rav Naḥman in the sugya and his statements in this discussion relevant for understanding his actions in the sugya’s concluding story? That is a complex question that will be addressed when we offer an interpretation of the story. What is clear is that we can learn from his statement that having a sufficiently developed mind (being בַּר/בַּת דַּעַת) is a necessary condition for joining a zimmun, as we saw in the opening sugya. As though Rav Naḥman’s statement were not enough, the sugya adds a story showing children who meet that criterion [8]:

Abaye and Rav, son of Rav Hannan, [when they were children], were seated before Rabba. 
[Rabba] said to them: “To whom does one recite blessings?”
They said to him: “To the Merciful One.”
[Rabba asked them]: “And where does the Merciful One reside?” 
Abaye pointed to the highest part of the ceiling. 
Rav went outside [and] pointed toward the heavens. 
[Rabba] said to them: “You will both become Sages.”
It is as the popular saying goes: The Bosina (= kind of plant) is recognizable from its early growth.	Comment by Peretz Rodman: שיניתי בהתאם לעברית

What is the point of this story? Later on, we shall suggest a broader explanation, but for now, one can see that it enriches the meaning of the word דַּעַת (“mind”). Without this story, one might think that דעת refers to familiarity with certain knowledge (“To whom does one recite blessings? To the Merciful One”). The rabbi is not satisfied with a correct answer, though, and continues to probe. The youngsters offer creative answers, each one’s different from the other’s, and only then is the rabbi satisfied. In that way the story broadens our understanding of the concept of דַּעַת: It is not just a demonstration of knowledge, but of understanding—the product of cognitive abilities and individual creativity.[footnoteRef:31] [31:  Contra Weiss, אוכלים לדעת, 266–7, who argues that the term דֵּעוֹת does not refer to knowledge and understanding.] 

	Thus, even though there is no direct discussion here of the status of women in relation to forming a zimmun, one can learn about one related aspect, since in the opening discussion they are referred to as possessing דַּעַת and in the present sugya we learn the meaning of that statement: women possess the ability to understand and to know, no less than men. The motif of דַּעַת, which appeared at the beginning of the sugya without any explanation of its meaning, takes on here a richer and clearer meaning.
	After that opening discussion, the rest of the discussion distances itself even more from the question of women joining in forming a zimmun and instead is devoted mostly to questions related to the Grace after Meals. Into the course of discussion are woven four stories about tense meals [9, 11, 12, 13], of which two examine the question of women’s place in the event. These are joined by a passage explicating a biblical text that also deals with that topic [10]. As we shall see, the stories and the sermon offer variations on motifs that have already appeared in the course of the sugya, and they broaden the meanings of motifs that will appear later in the Yalta story.	Comment by Peretz Rodman: כיצד להבין/לתרגם כאן ״דרשה״?

King Yannai and the Queen
Following the opening discussion, which raised, among other things, the question of individuals joining in who are not like most of the participants (minors, slaves), the Talmud ponders the matter of whether those who took part in the meal but did not eat grain with the other diners (“nine ate grain and one ate vegetables”) may join in. The conclusion reached is that someone who had not eaten grain with the other diners may join in, as long as an “obvious majority” of the diners did eat grain. Immediately after this statement comes the next story [9], with nothing expressed to connect it to the discussion:[footnoteRef:32] [32:  This absence stands out even more when this passage is compared with its parallel in the Yerushalmi, where such a link does appear.] 


King Yannai and the queen ate bread together. And since Yannai executed the Sages, they had no one to recite the Grace [after Meals] for them. 
He said to his wife: “Who will give us a man to recite the blessing for us?”
His wife said to him: “What can I do for you, since you executed all the Sages? Swear to me that if I bring you [such] a man, you will not torture him.” 
He swore. She brought Shimon ben Shataḥ. 
He sat him between himself and her. [The King] said to him: “[Do you] see how much honor I am according you!?”
He [Shimon] said: “It is not you who honors me; rather, the Torah honors me, as it is written: ‘Exalt her and she shall promote you’ (Proverbs 4:8).” 
Yannai said [to him]: “I see that you do not [accept my authority].”	Comment by Peretz Rodman: במקור מופיע גם הטקסט הארמי/עברי עם הערת שוליים בעניין גירסה. כיצד להתייחס פה לנדון?
They gave him [Shimon] a cup of wine. He [Yannai] said to him: “Recite the Grace!”
He said: “How shall I recite the blessing? Shall I say: ‘Blessed is He from Whom Yannai and his companions have eaten’?!” He drank that cup of wine.
They gave him another cup, and he recited the Grace [after Meals] blessing.

	This is the most complex meal story that has appeared in the sugya to this point, and it comprises two parts, each of which presents a meal story with a typical structure: In the first part, the two characters dine “together,” and in the second part a guest dines with a host and has a confrontation with him.
	This story is also the first story in the chapter that introduces a woman into the complex web of relationships that exists at a meal. The presence of the women at the meal does not contribute anything in the context of the present halakhic discussion (about whether someone who has not eaten grain with the other diners can join them), but it is connected to the section of Mishnah on which the discussion is based, where we read: “Women… may not be included in forming a zimmun.” Is that a coincidence?

Comparison to the Yerushalmi
	The story of Yannai and Shim‘on appears in the parallel sugya in the Yerushalmi as well. While the two sugyot are quite similar in structure and topics, in the story there are some major changes.[footnoteRef:33] Comparing the parallel texts provides support for the assumption that the point of the story in the present context transcends the halakhic deliberation about how much one must eat in order to qualify to join a zimmun. The Yerushalmi, like the Bavli, deals with the question of participation by individuals who did not eat like the other diners, and the story of Yannai and Shim‘on is brought as an example of a diner who refuses to say Grace as long as he is different from the rest of those who dined:	Comment by Peretz Rodman: Add “ben Shataḥ”? [33:  For a critique of the historical credibility of the Babylonian version in light of the Palestinian parallels, see Joshua Efron, חקרי התקופה החשמונאית (Tel Aviv: Hakibbutz Hameuhad, 1980), 137–141.] 


It was taught:
Three hundred Nazarites went up [to Jerusalem to have their vows annulled] in the time of Rabbi Shim‘on ben Shataḥ.
He [Shim ‘on] found a way out of the vows for one hundred and fifty of them. But he did not find a way out of the vows for [the remaining] one hundred and fifty.
He went to King Yannai [and] said to him: “We have here three hundred Nazarites who must offer nine hundred sacrifices [to fulfill their vows]. If you give half, I will give half.”
 [Yannai] sent him four hundred and fifty [animals]. 
One informer went and told him [Yannai].
King Yannai heard this and became angry.
Shim‘on ben Shataḥ was afraid and fled.
After some time, several senior men from the kingdom of Persia came to King Yannai. When they were sitting and eating, they said to him, “We recall that one old man used to be here, and used to speak words of wisdom to us.”
[Yannai] told them about the deeds [of Shim‘on]. 
They said to him: “Send for him and bring him.”
He sent for him and gave him his word [that he would not harm him], and he came and he took a seat between the king and the queen.
[Yannai] said to him: “Why did you make fun of me?”
[Shim‘on] said to him: “I did not make fun of you. You gave from your money, and I gave from my Torah as it is written, ‘For the protection of wisdom is like the protection of money’ (Eccl. 7:12).”
[Yannai] said to him: “Why then did you flee”?
He said to him: “I heard that my master was angry at me, and I wanted to fulfill this verse: ‘Hide but a little moment, until the indignation passes’ (Isa. 26:20).” 
And it was said concerning him, “and the advantage of knowledge is that wisdom preserves the life of him who has it (Eccl. 7:12).”
[Yannai] said to him: “Why did you take a seat between the king and queen?”
He said to him: “In the book of Ben Sira it is written: ‘Exalt her, and she shall promote you; and she will seat you among kings.’
 He [Yannai] said: “Bring him the cup so that he may recite the Grace.”
He [Shim‘on] took the cup and said: “Let us recite a blessing for the food which Yannai and his companions have eaten.”
[Yannai] said to him: “You are still steadfast in your stubbornness.”
[Shim‘on] said to him: What then should I say, ‘[Let us recite the blessing] for the food which we have not eaten?’”
[Yannai] said: “Bring him food so that he may eat.”
They brought him [food] and he ate, and he said, “Let us recite the blessing for the food which we have eaten.”
	(y. Ber. 11b, based on ed. Hebrew Language Academy, 2005)

The evident reason for bringing in the story of Yannai in the two Talmuds is the second part of the story, which is quite similar in the two versions: Shim‘on is brought in with a promise that he will not be harmed, and he is placed, or chooses to sit, between the king and the queen; a fraught dialogue develops between the king and the sage, with one emphasizing his power and the other his wisdom, after which Shim‘on receives the Cup of Blessing, inappropriately offers a blessing over it, and then, appropriately, offers a blessing over a second cup. Shim‘on acts here in contravention of the views cited earlier and in both Talmuds the discussion rejects his approach immediately after presenting the story.	Comment by Peretz Rodman: הבנתי נכון את ״אוריינותו״ בהקשר זה?
	The first part of the story forms the background of the fraught meal of king and sage, and it adds nothing to the halakhic discussion at hand. In it, as is plain to see, there are extensive changes in [or: to?] the Bavli’s version. In the Yerushalmi’s version the queen plays no part in the first half of the story, and in the second she is described only as sitting passively next to Shim‘on.	Comment by Peretz Rodman: ״שינויים מופלגים בגרסת הבבלי״ – למה ״שינויים״ ולא ״הבדלים״? אם שינויים, איזו גרסה קודמת לחברתה? כאן מדובר בשינויים מן הבבלי בגרסה בירושלמי – או שמא להפך?
	The differences between the two versions provide information about the editors’ intentions. Ruhama Weiss thinks that citing the story in the context of the Bavli, and the changes that were made to it, were intended to bring it closer to the other stories of a test at a meal that appear in the sugya.[footnoteRef:34] Her explanation, however, does not clarify why there are significant changes to the first part of the story, since in her view the focus of the story is still in the second part. Instead, the story is shaped here in a manner that weaves together three themes: the immediate context of the discussion (participation in a zimmun by someone who did not eat like the others present), the meal tests (the tension between Yannai and Shim‘on), and a discussion of a woman’s place at a meal. A comparison with the Yerushalmi version makes the Bavli version’s interest in the third theme obvious.	Comment by Peretz Rodman: כתוב ״שינויים״ אבל תרגמתי כאילו כתוב ״הבדלים״.	Comment by Peretz Rodman: שוב, שינויים – או שמא הבדלים? [34:  Weiss, אוכלים לדעת, 292–294.] 


Back to the Bavli
	The Bavli story describes a volatile trio (host-guest-hostess) with significant parallels to the story of Yalta and ‘Ulla. In both, the meal story is composed of two parts: in one, a dialogue takes place between the host and an aggressive guest who acts contrary to view of the host regarding the blessing over the cup of wine, attacking the host’s view with the aid of biblical verses; in the other part, the host conducts a tense dialogue with his wife.
	The story of Yannai and his wife makes use of motifs that appeared in the earlier meal stories. At the beginning, the couple are portrayed as having “[eaten] bread together,” like the students of Maremar in the first meal story [1]. The reader, who has already read the earlier story, assumes that here too there are diners of equal rank between whom there is agreement. Sure enough, between them, as with the students of Maremar, there was no greater one to recite Grace. However, comparison with the story of Maremar’s students brings to the fore the ironic aspect of the present story. Why do Yannai and his kingdom not have a great man who can recite Grace?—Because he made sure to wipe out all the “great men,” as his wife reminds him. This is another example of the “thickening” of a motif. At first it appeared in the sugya in simple fashion, but now it plays a multivalent role, which one can only grasp by knowing its previous appearance.	Comment by Peretz Rodman: ״אין גדול שיברך״ [...ברכת המזון, נכון?]	Comment by Peretz Rodman: עיבור – התרגום קולע למטרה?
	The present story does not explain in detail what led Yannai to kill all the Sages. It seems reasonable to assume that it is the story that appears in b. Kid. 66a, or a similar version of that story, which describes a struggle for superiority that takes place at a meal. Yannai returns from a great campaign of conquest and invites the Sages of Israel to a victory banquet, during which he adorns himself with the crown of Priesthood as well. That arouses criticism from the Sages. In response, Yannai kills all the Sages, since they are calling his greatness into question, “and the world was desolate of Torah until Shim‘on ben Shataḥ came and restored the Torah to its former [state].”[footnoteRef:35] [35:  One cannot state with certainty that the story in Tractate Berkahot of the Bavli “knows” the story in Tractate Qiddushin, but there are many identical motifs in them (Yannai, Shim‘on, a struggle over superiority at a meal, the murder of the Sages) that indicate a certain amount of familiarity between them, as least.] 

	The irony is intensified as the reader considers why Yannai needs someone to recite Grace. The context of the sugya sheds some light on this: earlier, the sugya had stated that “the learned person recites the blessing and the ignoramus thereby fulfills his obligation.” The one who slaughtered the Sages in the course of struggle for superiority is presented here as an ignoramus in need of their assistance.
	The king’s wife comes to his aid and brings in Shim‘on ben Shataḥ. Where does she fetch him from? Here too it is fair to assume that the background is the Talmudic story (or some version thereof) that deals with the slaughter of the Sages: “When King Yannai was executing the Sages, Shim‘on ben Shataḥ was hidden by his sister” (b. Sot. 47a). It seems that under the surface there was a profound disagreement between the royal couple: the king executed the Sages, but his wife acted contrary to his wishes and hid her brother the sage.	Comment by Peretz Rodman: תרגמתי כך ולא מילולית ״אותו״ כי נראה לי שלא נאמר קודם לקורא שהמלכה היא אחותו של שמעון בן שטח. כדאי להכניס את הפרט ההוא מוקדם יותר במאמר, לא?
	Given that information, it seems that the queen has all the good reason in the world not to assist Yannai. First, it is his own fault that there is no one to recite Grace. Second, in order to help him she is forced to reveal her own guilt. Third, she is endangering Shim‘on. Why does she help him nevertheless? Apparently because “they ate bread together.”[footnoteRef:36] He treats her as an equal, and therefore she grants him a blessing (literally and metaphorically). Although Yannai and the queen disagree (like many other people whose meals are told about in preceding stories), they are able to cooperate with each other. He turns to her to seek help, and she, in response, “births” something new. She also protects her brother and requires the king to guarantee his safety. The outcome is equality and reconciliation. He got what he was missing, and she got what she was missing. He got someone to recite Grace, and she got a pardon for her brother, and apparently for herself as well.	Comment by Peretz Rodman: למה ״מולידה״? השדה הסמנטי חשוב? [36:  Weiss, אוכלים לדעת, 288, argues that the description of the shared meal in this story is ironic, given the previous tension between the king and his wife. In my view, in light of its previous appearance in the sugya, it is an indication of genuine equality.] 

	In the second half, the second meal story, the queen is present, but not as an active participant. The protagonists are the host and the guest. Here, the guest comes (אתא) to the meal, or is brought there; he does not just happen to be there (איקלע). A description of a guest as having been brought to, or come to, the meal not by chance appeared in some of the previous stories in the sugya: in the story of Rabbi Abbahu and the ailing Rabbi Zeira [2], discussed above, and in two short stories that conclude the opening sugya: the first presents a colleague/guest who is late to join the meal of equals and creates dissention among them [6], and the second presents a great man who joins a meal late and criticizes the diners’ behavior [7].[footnoteRef:37] In both instances, the guest stirs up tension at the meal. In the first story he sets the diners against each other, and in the second he admonishes them over a misunderstanding.	Comment by Peretz Rodman: בסוגיא – או שמא בפרק? [37:  See Weiss’s analysis, אוכלים לדעת, 256–263.] 

	How will Shim‘on behave? As in the story of Rabbi Zeira and Rabbi Abbahu, there is a guest who brings with him a set of hierarchical tensions: who is more important, the invited guest or the host who issued the invitation? In light of the Grace recited by the guest cited after that story, the reader’s open question is sharpened: How will this guest recite Grace? Will he able to heap blessings on the head of the murderous king? And indeed, the guest facetiously suggests a blessing of a completely different sort. The stories of the two other guests who came to a meal offer two additional possibilities: Will the guest stir up controversy among the diners, who are of equal status? Will he castigate them, as the great man had done to his inferiors?
	What is the nature of the “shared” meal of the king and the guest? The storyteller chooses a unique expression, one that doesn’t appear in any other story in the sugya: “He sat him between him and her” (אותביה בין דידיה לדידה). That expression echoes, in structure and sound, the expression that describes the meal of the king and queen, בהדי הדדי (“together”). While the king and queen had earlier dined together, now the guest was placed in the middle, between them. The expression clarifies his status—between him and her, between the one who seeks to do him harm and the one who seeks his welfare. It is this status that protects him. In light of his insolent behavior, we may assume that the king would have been happy to get rid of him as he had done to his comrades. The only thing protecting Shim‘on from being eliminated is the queen, who had earlier hidden him and now made her husband swear not to make trouble for him.
	The host boasts about the honor he bestowed upon his guest, and the guest responds belligerently, basing his comments on the explication of a verse. As we have seen, a diner who acts in a particular way that earns him an aggressive response has already appeared a few times in the sugya. Here, though, for the first time in the sugya’s stories, the guest responds and backs up his stance with a biblical prooftext.
	The king responds with a counterattack, and then gives the guest the Cup of Blessing. The guest uses it in a way that runs counter to the host’s wishes. The king, though, does not attack him again but instead gives him another cup. This time the guest does as the host has asked. At the end of the story‚ as at the end of the story of Rabbi Abbahu and Rabbi Zeira, a mutuality is achieved between host and guest. Each one receives part of what he wanted: the king gains someone to recite Grace, and the guest receives a place of honor and a pardon.
	This story presents, for the first time in the sugya, the triangle of host–host’s wife–guest, which will appear again in the Yalta story. The host is the connector between the two parts of the story. He is the only one present throughout the plot and conducts two separate dialogues—connected but distinct—with the other two characters. With his wife he has a productive dialogue: he needs something and she can meet his need; she needs forgiveness for herself and protection for her brother, and he agrees to grant them.
	In contrast to that, his relations with the guest are much more fraught. Yannai needs him to recite the blessing, but he wants to make the hierarchical relationship between them clear. The guest needs a pardon, but refuses to recognize the greatness of the king. Each of them will get part of what he wants, but not all. Yannai will get someone to recite the Grace, but not recognition of his status as a great man; Shim‘on will receive a pardon, but not recognition of his status as a great man.
	Who brought this about? A woman of sound and clever mind (דעת). Even though the queen does not make an appearance in the second part, she plays a central role in mediating between the two men caught in a struggle with each other. Unlike all previous meals, in which men were present without women, here the men manage to reach a compromise, despite very poor conditions at the outset. The story of Rabbi Abbahu and Rabbi Zeira concluded on an equal basis, but neither performed the action that was acceptable to the other. The present story succeeds in bringing the contending diners each to do the will of the other, even if they do not grant each other the desired respect.
	The story of Yannai and his queen nicely exemplifies the editorial art of the Babylonian storytellers. They took existing materials (the stories about the tension between Yannai and Shim’on and the role of the sister/queen in the story) and wove them into the present sugya in a way that connects the story to the concrete halakhic discussion (about who may join in a zimmun), to a theme that recurs in the sugya (meal tests), and to motifs from the Mishnah that have not yet been dealt with in the sugya (women, the glass of wine). The glass of wine that appears in an unlinked fashion in the Mishnah is embedded here into the warp and weft of the sugya and attains a significant place in the Talmudic discussion.
	Women, who had appeared in the Mishnah but were not dealt with in the halakhic discussion, here are given an even more significant place. A woman appears in this story as one of a group of three, which is the basic unit for a zimmun. While it is true that she does not join in the zimmun, nonetheless, despite her apparent inferior status, in this story she takes on a much more significant role than simply joining in a zimmun. Only with her help can the men live together without doing each other in. While the notion that two men are worth one hundred women was promoted at the beginning of the sugya, this story offers two men set against one woman, and it is plain to see that her understanding of the situation is superior to theirs.

Women are Chatterers
 	The sugya rejects the halakhic possibility that emerges from the story of Yannai and his wife (that one who has consumed only wine can recite Grace for the others) and moves on to deal with the source of the requirement to recite Grace. In that discussion, the following opinion is cited:

Rabbi Natan says: “[That source for the obligation to recite a blessing before eating] is not necessary, as it says:
“(As they were climbing the ascent to the town, they met some girls coming out to draw water, and they asked them, ‘Is the seer in town?’ ‘Yes,’ they replied. ‘He is up there ahead of you. Hurry, for he has just come to the town because the people have a sacrifice at the shrine today.) As soon as you enter the town, you will find him before he goes up to the shrine to eat; the people will not eat until he comes; for he must first bless the sacrifice and only then will the guests eat. (Go up at once, for you will find him right away.’) (1 Sam. 9:11–13)”
Why [was these girls’ speech] so [long]? 
Rav said, “It is because women are chatterers.”
And Shmuel said, “In order to gaze upon Saul’s beauty [longer], as it is written: ‘(No one among the Israelites was handsomer than he;) he was a head taller than any of the people’ (1 Samuel 9:2).”
“Go up at once, for you will find him right away” (1 Sam. 9:13)[footnoteRef:38] – Rabbi Yohanan said, “Because one sovereignty does not overlap with its counterpart, even one hairbreadth.” [38:  The citation of this verse appears only in ms Munich.] 


This passage appears here, it would seem, only to suggest a biblical source for the requirement to recite a blessing before consuming food, which we learn from the statement that “he must first bless the sacrifice and only then will the guests eat.” Along with that statement, some other statements are “dragged along” that offer an explanation for the behavior of women in that situation.
	In the parallel in the Yerushalmi (y. Ber. 11a) that verse appears, as in the Bavli, as a source for the requirement that one recite a blessing before consuming food or drink, but without “dragging in” addition derashot. Moreover, the source for the requirement to recite Grace appears in the Yerushalmi in a discussion of the first Mishnah in the chapter, which seems to be its natural source. In the Bavli, in contrast, it appears in the present discussion, which seems less appropriate. In addition, if those additional midrashic explications of verses did not appear, the reader’s attention would apparently have been focused on the part of the verse that is cited, dealing with Grace. However, the accompanying derashot do not relate at all to the verse that was cited as a prooftext, but relate instead to the general situation from which it is taken, therefore requiring the reader to take into account (and perhaps even to reread) the full context of the biblical story. In that sense, the cited verse serves here as a literary allusion, an “indicator”:
	
The term “indicator” is intended to designate a linguistic unit in an alluding text that directs the reader to the text to which allusion is made. This independent text constitutes an object of reference additional to those that are found in the linguistic components of the unit and can be understood in their immediate context. The indicator, then, is not essentially a roundabout way to relate to some reference, and it does not supply the alluding text with the information included in it alone. Its primary importance is in its especial communicative function: pointing the reader’s attention to the fact that he has to forge a connection between texts in order to enjoy maximal realization of the meaning potential of the text before him, and directing the reader to a specific text.[footnoteRef:39] [39:  Ziva Ben-Porat, "Text, Reader, and Literary Allusion" [Hebrew], Hasifrut 26 (1978): 1–25 (here: 2, n. 3). See also Emmanuel Lévinas, Nine Talmudic Readings, xx, xxx, xxx. [אצלי יש תרגום לאנגלית ולמהדורה ההיא כדאי לפנות את הקורא. אשמח לתאם חיפוש העמודים עם המחבר.]
] 


I do not claim that every verse cited in the course of the Talmudic discussions brings its context with it, but in the present instance, the derashot bring the broad biblical context into the Talmudic discussion, seemingly unnecessarily, strengthening the assumption that intentional use is being made here, with the goal of stirring up a discussion of the status of women and not just bringing a prooftext for the requirement to say Grace.	Comment by Peretz Rodman: Add “of the verses’ original context”?
	This passage offers a treatment of the central motifs of the chapter, but in a different guise—neither a halakhic deliberation nor a story, but a derasha, an explication of verses. The framework is indeed a halakhic discussion (asking what is the biblical source for reciting blessings before and after food), but the biblical story from which the halakhic ruling is derived describes a meal in which host and guest take part, with the hierarchical relationship between them likely to be tense, and women take a place in it as mediators between the two.
	This host is a local person, Samuel, a leader who had fallen from greatness, who opposes the popular desire to take on a king.[footnoteRef:40] The guest is Saul, a natural candidate for the kingship (as his appearance indicates), who is as yet unaware of his destiny and not familiar with the true greatness of the prophet.[footnoteRef:41] The encounter between them could well be explosive.[footnoteRef:42] This state of affairs resembles the fraught relations between Yannai and Shim‘on: the king and the sage are in positions of tension over the question of hierarchy and leadership, with each other them not recognizing the value and role of the other. [40:  In the previous chapter (8), Samuel saw the people’s desire for a king in a negative light (v. 6), and even after God commands him to heed the people (vv. 7–9) and set a king over them (v. 22), he does nothing. More than that, in light of the fact that young women describe him as someone who has just returned to town, it appears that he had gone back to his old practice of traveling around from town to town judging the people (7:15-17).]  [41:  This is evident from his conversation with his attendant (vv. 6–9), in which the prophet is described as an anonymous soothsayer who, it can be assumed, is prepared to accept as payment one fourth of a silver shekel, a negligible sum that would be in a servant’s possession.]  [42:  Support for concern about a potentially fraught encounter can be found in the previous encounter between the king and the prophet, in which the roles are reversed: the king arranges a sacrificial feast and the prophet announces to him that the kingship has been torn away from him (ch. 15).] 

	In the interstices stand the women, the length of whose statement attracts attention from the authors of midrash. While Saul addresses them in laconic fashion (“Is there a seer hereabouts?”), they reply with a long, complicated answer: “…today he has come to town,” “for the people have a sacrifice today,” “for the people will not eat until he comes,” “…guests….” Their words urge him to move quickly (“Hurry now…,” “…go up now…”), but they slow him down by the length of their remarks-—44 words, including one of the longest verses in the book. The Sages’ words offer an explanation of that disproportionate response. Each of them contributes to the discussion of the women and their status. The first ascribes the length of their reply to characteristic loquaciousness, and the second to their interest in Saul’s appearance. Both of them, it seems, contribute to the characterization of women as weak-minded and tending to licentiousness.[footnoteRef:43] The words of the third sage, Rabbi Yohanan, can be understood in either of two ways: perhaps he is ascribing the situation to the invisible hand of God directing reality, but it may also be that he ascribes to women particular wisdom that perceives the fraught situation and leads them to take conscious action to prevent friction between the two pretenders to the throne.[footnoteRef:44] According to this reading, they recognize Saul’s vast potential (which the king sees) and his ignorance regarding Samuel’s greatness, they provide him with information that enhances the prophet’s image, and they detain him so that he will arrive at the popular meal before the prophet arrives. [43:  See Weiss, אוכלים לדעת, 266.]  [44:  For the first manner of reading the statement, see Jonathan Jacobs, “The Role of the Secondary Characters in the Story of the Anointing of Saul (I Sam. ix-x),” VT 58 (2008): 495–509.
] 

	The young women, hearing Saul inquire about the whereabouts of “the seer” (to whom he wants to give a quarter of a shekel as payment), understand that he is not cognizant of Samuel’s true greatness; they gaze at the inquirer’s appearance (most impressive of anyone among the entire people!) and make the connection between him and the request to establish a kingship. Unlike the reader, they do not know about Saul’s missing asses, but as local people they are familiar with the people’s demand to set up a king over them and the opposition to such a move by Samuel, who had sent the people away without a response and returned to his practice of traveling around Israel’s towns, as he had done in his days of greatness. (From where is he coming back to town today if not from another of those sorties?) Combining those pieces of information, they come to the conclusion that the person standing before them has come to present his candidacy for the position, or even, perhaps, to take it by force. Their words are intended, then, to bridge the gap. That is the reason that they add many descriptions, not obviously necessary, about Samuel’s role and the people’s attitude toward him. Only from what they say can Saul learn that the man he is looking for is the most prominent person in town, and that at the sacrificial meal no one will eat before he recites a blessing. Their attempts to hurry him along seem also to be aimed at building up Samuel’s prestige: he is not a soothsayer holed up in his home awaiting clients’ requests but a prophet, a leader, who travels about among the towns of Israel and, in a rare fashion, arrived here just today. It may well be that they slow him down with their remarks so that he will not arrive at the meal before Saul, since otherwise the people might discern his royal leadership potential and make him king without waiting for the prophet’s approval. This way of reading the incident implies a more positive reading of the first two speakers in the rabbinic discussion: looking at Saul’s impressive appearance testifies to an analysis of the situation (identifying his royal leadership potential), and the women’s loquaciousness is not empty verbiage but rather a demonstration of psychological and diplomatic skills.[footnoteRef:45]	Comment by Peretz Rodman: הוספתי ״של שאול״ – מהיכן אמור הקורא לדעת על פרט זה? [45:  My interpretation is based on that of a few commentators who identify the young women’s actions as intentional and important. See Frank Polak, ״הרובד העיקרי בפרקים א׳-ט״ו של ספר שמואל א׳״ (Ph.D. diss., Hebrew University of Jerusalem, 1984), 179; Aryeh Gealya, ״לקראת המפגש שבין שאול לשמואל (שמו״א ט׳, א-יג)״, inספר פרופ׳ חמ״י גבריהו; מחקרים במקרא ובמחשבת ישראל, vol. 2, ed. Ben Zion Luria (Jerusalem: Israel Society for Biblical Research/Kiryat Sefer, 1991), [page numbers!], available at https://mikranet.cet.ac.il/pages/item.asp?item=8799; Robert Alter, The David Story: A Translation with Commentary of 1 and 2 Samuel (New York: W. W. Norton, 1999), 4.] 

	In any case, whether the young women act in the biblical situation out of awareness or whether they are only an instrument in God’s hands, they function in this story like the queen in the previous story: only because of them are the men able to live together. We have here, then, another example of the Bavli’s editorial art. Through a verse brought as a halakhic prooftext, the editors introduce another triangle situation (man–woman/women–man), and by means of it they broaden the discussion of women and their social status.

Rav Ḥisda at the Home of the Exilarch
	The next part of the discussion that sets out from the Mishnah’s ruling that “women… may not be included in forming a zimmun” deals with the topic of what should be mentioned in the Grace after Meals and cites the dictum that “whoever does not mention the covenant and the Torah in the blessing of the land and the kingdom of the house of David in ‘who builds Jerusalem’ has not performed his obligation.” In the course of the discussion, additional opinions are cited that support that contention, and no opposing view is mentioned. After citing those opinions, the following story appears [12]:

Rabbi Zeira said to Rav Ḥisda: “Let the Master come and teach.”
He said: “I have not yet learned Grace after Meals, and I will teach?”
He said: “What is this?”
He said: “I happened to come to the house of the Exilarch and recited Grace after Meals, and Rav Sheshet stretched out his neck over me like a snake. And why? [Because] I mentioned neither covenant nor Torah nor sovereignty in Grace after Meals.” 
[Rabbi Zeira asked]: “And why did you not mention [those themes]?”
[He answered: “Because I accept the opinion of] Rav Ḥananel who said in the name of Rav… : ‘If one does not mention covenant, Torah or sovereignty in Grace after Meals, he nevertheless fulfilled his obligation, [because] covenant does not apply to women.” Torah and sovereignty apply neither to women nor to slaves.’”	Comment by Peretz Rodman: כאן מסתיימת דעתו של רב חננאל? או ההשמך גם הוא חלק מדבריו?
[Rabbi Zeira said:] “And you abandoned all of these Tannaim and Amoraim [who hold that one is not fulfilling his duty if he does not mention these themes] and followed Rav?!”

This is a story within a story. The frame story describes the dialogue between Rabbi Zeira and Rav Ḥisda, and the story at the center is a meal story, similar to the previous איקלע stories. A guest “happens” to come to a home, acts contrary to the view of the host and draws an aggressive response. The aggressive response is doubled through the frame story: in the inner story the householder expresses his disagreement through a threatening gesture, and in the frame story Rabbi Zeira expresses his disagreement through gentler assertiveness, as expected from a colleague, or a student (which is how he presented himself at the beginning of the story, when he invited Rav Ḥisda to teach).
	The inner story presents Rav Ḥisda as the one who recited Grace in the home of the exilarch (“a guest recited Grace”), but acts contrary to the custom of the host and contrary to all the opinions of the Tannaim and Amoraim that appeared earlier in the discussion. What motivates him to act that way? Why does he rely on the unique minority opinion of Rav Ḥananel in the name of Rav?
	Is Rav Ḥisda a sort of proto-feminist, protesting discrimination against women in his words and deeds? That appears, at least, to be how the redactors want to portray him. As we have suggested, the איקלע stories provide an opportunity to present opinions contrary to the halakhic line of the sugya in a manner that allows the reader to identify with them. This is particularly evident in the present story, which allows Rav Ḥisda to spin out his story in the first person (beginning with a self-denigrating statement), enhancing the reader’s empathy for him. Like the other guests who happen to find themselves at a meal, he makes use of the situation to demonstrate a stance opposed to the halakhic sugya that preceded the story.[footnoteRef:46] [46:  Weiss, אוכלים לדעת, 279–286, perceives an attack against the Exilarch here, but does not identify the positive aspect of identifying with the viewpoint of women (and slaves and minors). If hierarchy were the focus of the struggle, Rav Ḥisda would have included covenant and Torah in his blessing and only refrained from mentioning kingship.] 

	In light of the sugya in which the story has been placed, his behavior appears to be a protest, a refusal to include in the Grace any references that are not relevant to the women taking part in it.[footnoteRef:47]	Comment by Peretz Rodman:  [47:  Support for viewing him as having a clear stance regarding the importance of women can be found in a sugya that suggests a preference for the birth of sons over the birth of daughters, where Rav Ḥisda’s opinion is presented as a lone contradictory opinion: “To me daughters are dearer than sons” (b. B.Bat. 141a).] 


The Anomaly of the Zimmun
	The redactors’ choice to insert this story near the end of a discussion of the statement that “women or slaves or minors may not be included [in forming a zimmun]” is not accidental. The story brings to the surface the unique complexity of the zimmun. The halakhot that appear in Tractate Berakhot deal with two principal categories: ceremonial mitzvot (“commandments”), meaning required actions that a person must perform a priori, with no connection to his daily activities (chapters 1–5), and mitzvot that stem from a person’s daily activities (chapters 6–9). Keri’at Shema‘ and the required prayers are mitzvot of the ritual sort—the halakhic requirement dictates how a person acts. Those mitzvot involved rituals, generally carried out in a public setting, and women, minors, and slaves are exempt from most mitzvot in this category. The second category deals with daily secular activities that a person undertakes, which create a halakhic obligation. Women are obligated to perform those mitzvot just as are men. The obligation of zimmun is unusual. In one way, it belongs to the second type of mitzvah, the regular human activities that bring with them a halakhic requirement, but it functions as a mitzvah of the first category, the public ritual type. A quotidian event with family or friends becomes a religious ritual. And so, it seems, it raises questions related to the transition of a human event into a religious ceremony.	Comment by Peretz Rodman: תרגמתי כאילו כתוב ״שתי קטגוריות עיקריות״ ולא ״שתי קטגוריות עקרוניות״.
	Regular religious ceremonies, such as prayer with a minyan (prayer quorum of ten), flow from a basic, equal obligation of all those participating in it, so it does not raise questions of hierarchy in a such a stark manner. A meal among friends, by contrast, as the sugya shows, is an event in which hierarchy occupies an important place. That arises in clear fashion in a discussion in which Persian customs are cited as an example of a proper hierarchical meal (b. Ber. 46b). The social meal, unrelated to halakha, is a hierarchical event. Therefore, it is no surprise that the halakhot connected with it seek to reflect that reality.
	A meal is also a domestic, family event. Therefore, it raises questions connected to those who generally take part in a family meal, such as women, slaves, and minors. It appears that the redactors of the Talmuds were interested in changing the attitudes cited in the Mishnah.
	In the case of a minor, views contrary to the Mishnah were cited, and the conclusion from the discussion is contrary as well: “A minor who knows [יוֹדֵעַ] to Whom one recites a blessing is included in a zimmun.”[footnoteRef:48] After the conclusion is stated, the story dealt with above appears, about Abbaye and Rav son of Rav Ḥanan as youngsters [8]. What does the story contribute to the ruling that had already taken shape about an intelligent, aware minor? It does, of course, offer a nice example of minors who know to Whom one offers the blessing (and enriches our understanding of the term דַּעַת), but we can assume that this does not represent an unwavering standard regarding the precise answer that the minor has to give in order to qualify for joining a zimmun. Having depictions of the childhood of people who will later become great and famous sages of Torah contributes to changing the social status of minors, a goal of the sugya in its halakhic aspects as well.	Comment by Peretz Rodman: במקור יש אי-התאמה דקדוקית נושא ונשוא במשפט זה. [48:  The attempt to change the Mishnah’s ruling regarding a minor appears earlier in the parallel passage in the Yerushalmi, although the conclusion there seems to be that the minor does not join in the zimmun.] 

	The sugya appears to do the same regarding women.[footnoteRef:49] True, it does not present a halakhic ruling opposed to that of the Mishnah, but it does devote extensive space to dealing with the social status of women. It seems to be important to the redactors of the sugya to make it clear that, despite the fact that women are excluded from the status of those included in a zimmun, one cannot infer from this that they are unimportant. Through the stories, the redactors offer some compensation and balance for the demeaning portrayal that might be understood from the halakhic ruling of the Mishnah.[footnoteRef:50] [49:  A comparison to the Yerushalmi parallel supports that assumption [למה ״הנחה״? הלא יש כאן מסקנה ולא הנחה?], since it contains no treatment of the status of women. ]  [50:  See also the summary in Valler, נשים ונשיות, 112.] 


Yalta
The deliberations with which the chapter ends are built around the Mishnah’s final statement on these topics: “One does not recite a blessing over wine until he adds water to it….” The sugya opens with statements that deal with the status of undiluted wine, directions, and stories that develop from that situation, after which the following statement (or baraita) appears, opening the final discussion of the chapter:[footnoteRef:51] [51:  Other than the short statement at the very end about “one who eats and walks….”] 


Ten things were said with regard to a cup of blessing.
It requires rinsing and washing, full [with wine]; adorning and wrapping; he takes it in his two hands and places it in his right hand, and he lifts it at least one handbreadth from the table, and when reciting the blessing he fixes his eyes upon it, and he sends it as a gift to members of his household [= his wife] .	Comment by Peretz Rodman: Should this be “filling”?
Rabbi Yohanan said: “We only have four [things]: Rinsing, washing, the wine must be undiluted, and the cup must be full.”
Rabbi Yohanan said: “Anyone who recites a blessing over a full cup, they give him a boundless inheritance, as it is stated: ‘And full of the Lord‘s blessing, take possession on the west and south” (Deuteronomy 33:23).”	Comment by Peretz Rodman: מה לעשות עם ההערות על הגרסאות? המקור יופיע במאמר?

The opening statement lists ten actions that should be undertaken with the Cup of Blessing. Rabbi Yohanan’s opinion is presented, disagreeing with the stated position and requiring only four actions. Immediately afterward attributed to Rabbi Yohanan is a derasha on biblical verses that enriches the concept of the “Cup of Blessing.” While until this point, the concept was technical, a “Cup of Blessing” being a cup over which one performs a halakhic ceremony of saying a blessing, from this point on it is a cup that brings blessing, abundance, upon anyone careful with it.	Comment by Peretz Rodman: במקור ״מימרא״ – האמנם דברי אמורא? תרגמתי כאילו כתוב ״קביעה״.
	Following up on the opening statement are short discussions dealing with the various actions listed in it, in the order of their appearance there—how one adorns the cup, what wrapping it means, why one should grasp it with two hands, and so on. Given the interest in all of those actions and not only in the four suggested by Rabbi Yohanan, it seems that the suyga’s redactors do not accept his position.[footnoteRef:52] And thus the deliberation comes to the final assertion in the wake of which the Yalta story is brought in, to develop and broaden that statement, as was done regarding previous rulings: [52:  That is the view of Shirel, ״הדיאלוג במעשי חכמים״, as well.] 


‘Ulla happened to come to Rav Nahman’s house.	Comment by Peretz Rodman: ההערות לגירסה – איפה לשבץ אותן? הטקסט יופיע כאן באותיות עבריות?
He [=‘Ulla] said the blessing after the meal, and gave the Cup of Blessing to him [= to Rav Nahman].
Rav Nahman said to him: “Are you, sir, not of the opinion (לא סבר לה מר) that you should send the Cup [of Blessing] to Yalta?”
‘Ulla said [to him]: “Thus said Rabbi Yohanan: ‘The fruit of a woman’s belly (i.e. womb) is blessed only through the fruit of the man’s belly, as is written: He will bless the fruit of your belly (בטנך) (Deut. 7:13) – it is not said “her belly,” but “your belly” (in the second-person masculine singular).’”
Meanwhile, Yalta heard this, [and] her anger was aroused. She went to the wine cellar and broke 400 vats of wine.
He sent to her: “All these [vats] are a Cup of Blessing.”
She sent to him: “From peddlers – words, and from rags – vermin.”

This story nearly closes out the chapter. Following it is one short halakhic ruling, seemingly unconnected to the chapter; we will relate to it below. This is certainly the last story in the chapter. Therefore, it can be regarded as the closing note of the entire sugya. As mentioned above, the story contains all the motifs that have appeared in the course of the sugya. It seems that the redactors chose it—or created it—as the closing piece of the entire chapter. The story deals with a meal at which a guest and host are present, from Eretz Yisrael and from Babylonia, who happen to enter into a hierarchical face-off over the Grace after Meals. It takes up the question of a woman’s role in the Grace, it has a dispute between a householder and his wife, it features a Cup of Blessing, and it contains expressions of disagreement among the participants (from “Are you not, sir, of the opinion…?” to aggressive gestures and expressions).
	The interpretation of the story to be offered here is based on the various motifs that appeared earlier in the chapter, on the story’s structure, and on a comparison to the story closest to it in the sugya, the story of Yanni and his queen. The order of comparisons is constructed on the basis of an assumption about the ideal reader’s manner of reading: first he will read the story in the continuum of the sugya and fill in its gaps on the basis of prior information and his general knowledge. Later, he may choose to go back and have a closer look at the story, discerning in it more complex patterns that are not evident on the first reading.
	The story relates to the last statement in the Baraita, that one should give the Cup of Blessing to the female hostess. In the context of the entire chapter, this statement seems to function as an act of balance: while the woman who takes part in the meal is excluded from participation in the zimmun, she is honored with the Cup of Blessing. It is fair to assume that this matter is what is at the focus of the tension that the story will portray.
	The only two components of the story that have not previously appeared in the chapter are the characters ‘Ulla and Yalta. The fact that neither of them has been mentioned before in this chapter presents a challenge to the reader, one with which he will attempt to grapple with the help of various exegetical tools: similarity of sound, lexical knowledge, their role in the story in light of the earlier stories, and general familiarity with the culture and society.[footnoteRef:53] [53:  Identifying the exegetical tools that are available to the ideal reader and the decisions it can be assumed he will make is more speculative than noting motifs and their changing use in the course of the sugya. Nevertheless, it cannot be ignored. Every act of reading involves, perforce, exegetical tools of various types, which rely on a certain familiarity with the cultural context in which the text was created.] 

	Let us begin the interpretation of the story with an exegetical suggestion for each motif. In that way we will trace the reader’s process of constructing meaning.
	The guest’s name, as we have said, did not appear previously in the sugya. The source of the name ‘Ulla [עולא] is apparently the root על״ל. The term עללתא means “product,” “yield,” “income.”[footnoteRef:54] ‘Ulla is a sage from Eretz Yisrael and he is a guest in the home of a Babylonian sage. The tension between Eretz Yisrael and Babylonia has already been mentioned in several of the meal stories, so the reader expects that tension to come up as well. ‘Ulla is a guest, so there is an expectation of the guest’s blessing.	Comment by Peretz Rodman: ״גם כן״ – בנוסף למה? [54:  Michael Sokoloff, A Dictionary of Jewish Biblical Aramaic [below, DJBA] (Ramat Gan: Bar Ilan University Press; Baltimore–London: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2002), s.v. עללתא. ] 

	The meal is described as having taken place because of an איקלע event: “‘Ulla happened to come to Rav Naḥman’s house.” As we have seen, such meals bring to the fore a hierarchical tension between guest and host. In this instance as well, the guest behaves contrary to the halakhic position that appears before the story, so the reader’s expectation is that the host will respond aggressively and the story will end with his response, as has happened in the previous stories.	Comment by Peretz Rodman: (הוסתתי.)
	Statements in the name of the host, Rav Nahman, have appeared a few times in this sugya, and a story that deals with an error of his regarding the Grace after Meals as well. As we have seen, the first statements in his name presented him as someone who bases his arguments on realistic, concrete thinking. He refused to accept the creative views that suggested including the Shabbat in a zimmun and a Torah ark in a minyan. His literal and concrete understanding can also be seen in other sugyot and stories that involve him, which present him as someone who consistently fails to grasp symbolic meanings.[footnoteRef:55] [55:  Thus, for example, in the story of Rabbi Yitzhak’s meal, which also cites derashot of verses in the name of Rabbi Yohanan (b. Ta‘an. 5b). Addressing Rav Nahman’s limited metaphorical understanding in that story, Joseph Heinemann writes, “This whole game of facts that are not facts and truth that is truth despite the facts… was beyond the ken of a man of halakha and jurisprudence like Rav Nahman” (Joseph Heinemann, אגדות ותולדותיהן [Jerusalem: Keter, 1974], 164–65).] 

	The guest is given the honor of reciting the Grace, as had been the guests who appeared in the previous stories of conflict. Honoring him with reciting Grace forges a link between this story and the story of Rabbi Abbahu’s and Rabbi Zeira’s meal. The expectation is that the guest’s recitation of Grace brings blessing to the host’s home. ‘Ulla, however, like the other guests who “happened” to be in their hosts’ homes, does not bring blessing but instead takes a position different from that suggested in the halakhic discussion that preceded the story. He does not send the Cup of Blessing to the woman of the house.[footnoteRef:56] We may assume that he is acting according to the opinion of Rabbi Yohanan that appears a few lines earlier in the sugya, which reduces the number of actions done with the Cup of Blessing to four and does not include sending the Cup to the woman of the house. [56:  Zion, Wine, Women, and the War of the Sexes, 142–44, thinks that ‘Ulla is trying to educate Rav Nahman so that he, in turn, will educate his wife.] 

	The Cup of Blessing had been mentioned for the first time at the end of the chapter of Mishnah. In the Talmudic sugya, it first appeared in the story of Yannai and Shim‘on [9] and there too it brought to the fore a hierarchical tension between the diners. The meaning of the Cup of Blessing was enhanced in the present discussion, as we have noted, by Rabbi Yohanan’s statement regarding the abundance it brings to those who show it respect. Therefore, it is all the more significant in the present situation. It highlights the question of hierarchy between the men, but it also highlights the question of abundance and blessing and the place of women.
	Up to this point, the story has unfolded in a pattern similar to the earlier איקלע stories: a guest happens to be at a home and acts contrary to the host’s view. Rav Nahman, as expected, criticizes his guest’s behavior. Unexpectedly, however, he uses different language from other householders toward their guests. In the earlier איקלע stories, the guest’s unacceptable act draws an aggressive response backed by a halakhic ruling. Here, not only does Rav Nahman not respond with an aggressive gesture but instead he adopts the language of the response that characterized the non-egalitarian meals—“Are you, sir, not of the opinion…?” Only reading the story in the context of the chapter can make it clear how unusual an act that was. Reading the story on its own cannot direct the reader’s attention to that difference. The reader, whose expectation is an aggressive response, will stop here and wonder what led Rav Nahman to act not as a host aggressively asserting his position but as a colleague suggesting to an equal a different halakhic possibility.
	Familiarity with the previous times when a halakhic alternative has been suggested using the opening formula “Are you, sir, not of the opinion...” directs the reader’s attention to an additional element of strangeness in Rav Nahman’s response. Instead of citing a halakhic ruling, he presents an alternative for the guest’s action that, while based on a halakhic opinion, is phrased in a personal way: “…that you should send the Cup [of Blessing] to Yalta?” Were he to act as the critics responded in the previous stories in the chapter, he would have said, “Are you, sir, not of the opinion stated by Rabbi Zeira, ‘and he sends it to the members of his household?’”
	What impels Rav Nahman to word his suggestion as he did? Why does he not aggressively assert his position as head of the household and put his guest in his place? And why does he suggest a halakhic alternative not as a principled act valid in all circumstances but as a request related personally to his wife?
	These aspects of strangeness, together with previous positions in the chapter and the story about his error, direct the reader to cast a critical eye on Rav Nahman. The reader’s expectations of things set back into order were not fulfilled, and he is likely to be frustrated and wonder whether the continuation of the story will bring him the desired catharsis.
	In his statement, Rav Nahman mentions the present/absent woman in this part of the story. Yalta is the only woman mentioned by name in the present chapter. The meaning of her name is apparently “the one who gives birth” (ילדתא), a meaning of great significance in the present story, which deals with blessing of birth.[footnoteRef:57] What can the reader assume about her? One who has read the chapter from the beginning knows that although there are three people present in the house, they cannot form a zimmun because Yalta is a woman. He can also assume that she possesses mental ability (דעת), the ability to discern and think independently: that is an assertion that appeared back in the opening discussion and was strengthened by the various stories about women who possessed those abilities. That assumption is supported by other Talmudic stories about Yalta, in which she is revealed to have clear intellectual abilities.[footnoteRef:58] [57:  Sokoloff, DJBA, s.v. ילדתא. The identification of Yalta with ילדתא was suggested by Prof. Shaul Shaked in a personal correspondence.]  [58:  See Ilan [כתבת ״אדלר״], Mine and Yours are Hers; Shulamit Valler,נשים בחברה היהודית בתקופת המשנה והתלמוד (Tel Aviv: Hakibbutz Hameuhad, 2000), 186–87. Although it cannot be claimed with certainty that the reader of the present sugya knows the other stories, there is a high probability that he, as part of Talmudic culture, knows the character, at least in a general way.] 

	What cannot be known on the basis of the other stories is how she will act in the present story—supporting her husband or opposing him?	Comment by Peretz Rodman: אין טעם לתרגם ״עזר״ ו״כנגדו״ ולהוסיף את ההסבר הארוך שיידרש.
	The actions of the queen and the girls at the well point toward the former possibility, but a comparison to the story of Yannai raises doubts. There the woman of the house ate together with her husband, while here the wife is out of the picture. We will have more to say about this when we compare those stories.
	The guest responds to his host’s criticism by quoting a derasha by Rabbi Yohanan. The very fact that he responds constitutes a variation from the pattern of the איקלע stories that have appeared up to this point in the sugya. In all those stories it seems that the host’s aggressive response closes off any possibility of continuing the discussion. In the present instance, it appears that Rav Nahman’s measured response invites ‘Ulla’s counter-response. The host’s speaking in polite terms phrased as a wondering question makes it possible for his guest to lay out his view and to increase the insult to the ways of the home and to the hostess.
	In all the previous stories of confrontation between a sage from Eretz Yisrael and a Babylonian sage, the former based his stance on a ruling of Rabbi Yohanan. Moreover, it was he who suggested, a few lines above, the meaning of the Cup of Blessing as bringing blessing. We can assume that ‘Ulla was able to cite Rabbi Yohanan’s ruling that only four things are said about the Cup of Blessing, and sending it to the woman of the house is not among them, but he chooses instead a generalized derasha that insults women wherever they are and not only in the specific context of including them in the Cup of Blessing.[footnoteRef:59] Given his host’s comments to him, he had to be aware that the situation was sensitive, since the host had offered as the reason for his request personal considerations rather than halakhic ones. The derasha that he quotes, then, strengthens the frustration of his female listener from every direction: the guest acts according to the custom of Eretz Yisrael, with disregard for his Babylonian host’s way of doing things; he attacks the host in his derasha on a biblical verse, as Shim‘on ben Shataḥ had done; he apparently thinks that the Cup of Blessing brings blessing, but he keeps women (including his hostess) away from that blessing entirely. That is, he not only excludes them from a specific halakhic event, but from the totality of involvement in the blessing of life’s abundance. Rav Nahman does not react to ‘Ulla’s derasha, and the first part of the story concludes, then, with the guest victorious, something that had not happened until now in the guest stories, and certainly not in any איקלע story.[footnoteRef:60] Rav Nahman’s non-response can be interpreted as indicating either weakness or acceptance of his guest’s argument. For the reader, it seems, this engenders surprise, at least, if not genuine discomfort. [59:  Adler, “Feminist Folktales,” regards the use of a non-halakhic derasha instead of a halakhic ruling as an attempt to diminish the status of women on a theological basis and not solely a halakhic basis. She understands ‘Ulla as trying to keep women out on a biological basis, even from realms from which halakha had not excluded them.]  [60:  Other than the first, unusual story in which the guest acts as expected.] 


The Second Half: Yalta and Rav Nahman
	The second part of the story describes a dialogue between the host and his wife: she breaks the vats of wine, he responds with a statement, she makes a statement in return. That dialogue, like other dialogues in the chapter, is a tense and fraught one, in which the wife undertakes actions that resemble those of hosts in the earlier איקלע stories. Her first response is an aggressive act, and her second is an aggressive expression. Here too, comparison to the previous stories suggests an exegetical direction that cannot be inferred from reading the story standing on its own.
	Before we attempt to suggest an interpretation of this part, we should make it clear why this study proceeds from the assumption that this dialogue takes place between Yalta and Rav Nahman and not between her and ‘Ulla, as earlier interpreters have understood. This assumption is based on the following facts: 1. It appears that most interpreters are influenced by the version in printed editions, in which a second request by Rav Nahman of ‘Ulla has been added: to send another cup to Yalta (see n. [58 in the original, not yet translated above]). That line requires reading the rest of the dialogue as taking place between the guest and the woman of the house; 2. The comparison to the story of Yannai and his wife, the only previous story in the sugya that involves a woman in the plot, strengthens the assumption that the host is present in both parts of the story and that he conducts the dialogue each time with the other participant; 3. The use of the unique word נבגא for “cup” in the statement “All these [vats] are a Cup of Blessing” in the husband’s response to Yalta’s actions. That is a Persian word meaning “cup” or a measure of wine, and its appearances in the Talmud are rare.[footnoteRef:61] Other than in the present story, it appears only twice: once in a quotation of a non-Jewish inscription on a gate and a second time as an expression used by none other than Rav Nahman in a conversation with a guest who came to his home.[footnoteRef:62] The use of this expression stimulates the anger of the guest, who sees it as an act of haughtiness and suggests that the host should use more common words. Yalta, who is listening to the conversation there as well, admonishes her husband and suggests to him how to behave toward a guest; 4. A more likely assumption is that the husband conducts a conversation of this sort with his wife than that a guest does. [61:  For the meaning of the word, see Shaul Shaked, , “Between Iranian and Aramaic: Iranian Words Concerning Food in Jewish Babylonian Aramaic,” Irano-Judaica 5 (2003): 128, which defines אנפקא as “1. A large glass of wine [Should this be “a large wineglass”?]. 2. Wine not mixed with water.”]  [62:  For the gate, see b. B.Bat. 58b; for the conversation with the guest, see b. Qidd. 70a.] 

	In light of all this, it appears more likely that the man who conducts the conversation with Yalta in the second part of the story is Rav Nahman than that ‘Ulla is her interlocutor there.
	Yalta’s first act (smashing the vats of wine) is described as being done with זיהרא (“anger”). That is an unusual word, usually used in the Talmud to mean “venom,” but it is found in just one other Talmudic story—describing an aggressive act of a woman reacting to a man who denigrated her value.[footnoteRef:63]	Comment by Peretz Rodman: איפה? המילה טרם הופיעה בטקסט המקורי!	Comment by Peretz Rodman: זילזל בדיבור. אם הכוונה לפגיעה גופנית או משהו כזה, אין זה התרגום הנכון. [63:  Sokoloff, DJBA, s.v. זיהרא 2.] 


A certain non-Jewish merchant woman [tay‘ata] brought a bag of tefillin [= phylacteries] to Abbaye.	Comment by Peretz Rodman: תיקנתי את התעתיק, אבל למה בתעתיק ולא באותיות עבריות? (טייעתא)
[He] said to her, “Would you give me each pair for a date?’
Her anger was aroused [אתמלי זיהרא], and she took them and threw them into a river.
[Abbaye] said, “I should not have disrespected her so much.”
	(b. Gitt. 45b)

In this story, the one who is angry is a non-Jewish merchant woman who is looking to sell tefillin. Abbaye, who thinks she does not understand the value of her merchandise, suggests acquiring them at a low price. She is filled with anger (זיהרא) and destroys them. Abbaye admits that he made a mistake and should not have treated her with such derision.	Comment by Peretz Rodman: ״ראשי תפילין״?
	In its literal sense, זיהרא is venom, a poisonous substance used by animals for defense. In an איקלע story that appeared earlier in the sugya, we saw a householder who, faced with an unacceptable blessing by a guest, responded with a gesture taken from the same zoological semantic field: he “stretched out his neck like a serpent.” Taking all these together promotes an understanding that Yalta is acting here like a householder protecting his territory from a hostile force that had penetrated into it. If the reader knows the story about Abbaye and the tefillin, he or she can also assume that the storyteller thinks that here too the wife is right and the man is (or: the men are) are acting in error.
	The smashing of the vats hurts Rav Nahman and not ‘Ulla, and therefore it seems that Yalta is responding more to her husband’s feebleness than to the guest’s refusal.[footnoteRef:64] It seems that Rav Nahman’s odd behavior—adopting the conciliatory language of a halakhic suggestion rather than responding aggressively, and phrasing a halakhic rule in terms related to a particular person—is what motivates her to take action. In the story about her in Tractate Qiddushin as well, she puts her husband, not the guest, in his place. It seems that his polite style and the personal tone indicate, in her eyes, his position: he apparently shares ‘Ulla’s opinion that there is no need to send the Cup of Blessing to the woman of the house (and perhaps also that “the fruit of a woman’s belly is blessed only through the fruit of the man’s belly”), but because he is afraid of his wife’s reaction, he asks his guest to send her the Cup.	Comment by Peretz Rodman: (במקור רק ״אותו״) [64:  Adler claims that she is castrating ‘Ulla [REFERENCE?]; Zion, Wine, Women, and the War of the Sexes, 142, n. iii, cites the view of a colleague, Yosi Gordon, that she is responding not to her husband but to ‘Ulla. [תיקנתי פה את מספר העמוד ואת מספר ההערה והוספתי את שמו של העמית, ידידי הטוב הרב יוסי גורדון.] ] 

	The smashing of 400 vats of wine beckons the reader to look for a symbolic significance in that action.[footnoteRef:65] No help is forthcoming from within the present chapter, but another story suggests a direction. In the first chapter of the tractate (b. Ber. 5b), in a sugya on the sufferings that overtake a person to awaken him to the need for examining his behavior and find the sins of which he had not been cognizant, we read about Rav Huna, whose four hundred vats of wine turned to vinegar. The rabbi’s colleagues demand that he reconsider his behavior. He is defensive at first, arguing that he has done nothing wrong, but with his colleagues’ help he succeeds in identifying the sin that had been hidden from his awareness. The identical description of the damaged object, 400 vats of wine, calls us to understand the present event in light of the earlier one. There, God hinted to the rabbi about his sins, while here the wife performs that task. It appears that the storyteller uses this symbol to strength the reader’s perception of Rav Nahman as a sinner who ought to examine his behavior, and his wife as bringing God’s will to fruition. [65:  Adler, “Feminist Folktales,” regards the act of smashing the vats as a symbolic castration, excising the source of male abundance. Salzberg, “Feminist/Gender Interpretation,” sees them as womb images, and smashing them as symbolizing an attack on fertility.] 

	Rav Nahman reacts to her extreme deed, but instead of sending her the Cup of Blessing, he sends his wife words. It is hard to understand just what the content of his response is. Is he angry? Perplexed and wondering? Trying to apologize?[footnoteRef:66] In any case, he does not right the wrong (by sending the cup of wine himself) and does not apologize for ‘Ulla’s words, which he had greeted with silence.[footnoteRef:67] Let us attempt to explain his statement on the basis of a comparison between the two parts of the story. [66:  Adler, “Feminist Folktales,” thinking that ‘Ulla is the one who sends the cup (called a נבגא there), explains that he makes the “Cup of Blessing,” with its sacred significance, into a mere cup, with only quotidian secular significance, in her view, to reduce it to a simple cup of wine. Salzberger too, in “Feminist/Gender Interpretation,” identifies the נבגא as a non-sacred cup, and in a way it creates an equality between a woman’s consumption of wine and spilling wine on the floor. Kosman, מסכת נשים, sees criticism here by ‘Ulla of a woman’s desire for wine and her husband’s conciliatory behavior, trying to send her a different cup. [הוספתי את שמות היצירות של אדלר וקוסמן]]  [67:  Were he to have done either of those things, Yalta would not have responded with such ferocity.] 

	Yalta responds to his response in a fashion similar to the responses of other hosts in the איקלע meal stories: she replies with a sharp expression in two clauses. In the first clause the itinerant peddlers are depicted as passing words from place to place, and in the second the vermin are born from rags. This time too, the response is not concrete but metaphorical. And as in previous איקלע stories, the sharp retort seals the discussion. An interpretation of the meaning of that aphorism will be suggested further on.
	The description of Yalta’s responses (as aggressive act and an aggressive statement) in the style of response characteristic of hosts in previous stories indicates the meaning that the story attributes to her actions. The reader, who knows the patterns of the earlier איקלע stories, perceives the failure of the present host and sees that Yalta’s actions are carried out in the same pattern as those of the hosts in preceding stories. To the reader, she is taking the place of the host who failed at the task of defending the accepted norms of the sugya. She reacts assertively to the guest’s undermining of the way things are done in that house, and like the householders in the earlier stories, she takes the prerogative of the last word and restores the order that had been upset.

Yalta in Comparison
	In order to suggest a fuller interpretation of the story, we will present it in two comparisons. The first is a comparison of the first part of the story with the second; the other is a comparison to the story of Yannai and his queen.
	Comparing the two parts of the story supports the exegetical direction we have taken thus far:
	1
a
b
c
	
‘Ulla
happened to come
to Rav Nahman’s house
	Meanwhile
Yalta heard this.
Her anger was aroused. She went to the wine cellar

	2a

2b
	He (=Ulla) said the blessing after the meal
and gave the Cup of Blessing to him [= to Rav Nahman].

	[heard the blessing]

and broke 400 vats of wine.

	3
	Rav Nahman said to him: “Are you, sir, not of the opinion (לא סבר לה מר) that you should send the Cup [of Blessing] to Yalta?”

	He sent to He sent to her: “All these [vats] are a Cup of Blessing.”
.”


	4
	‘Ulla said [to him]: “Thus said Rabbi Yohanan: ‘The fruit of a woman’s belly (i.e. womb) is blessed only through the fruit of the man’s belly, as is written: He will bless the fruit of your belly (בטנך) (Deut. 7:13) – it is not said “her belly,” but “your belly” (in the second-person masculine singular).’”

	She sent to him: “From peddlers – words, and from rags – vermin.”




This comparison yields the following insights:
1. a. ‘Ulla and Yalta are positioned in parallel to one another. The assonance of their names and their (assumed) similar meanings place them in competition for the same thing: he is the one who brings productivity, or blessing, and she is the child-bearer, who brings productivity or blessing.[footnoteRef:68] [68:  The assonance between their names is a distinctly poetic way of creating meaning between words whose semantic denotations are not necessarily connected. See Roman Jakobson, “Closing Statement: Linguistics and Poetics,” in Style in Language, ed. Thomas Sebeok (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1960), 350–59.] 

b. Each of them acts in a realm that is not his or her natural realm (he in a host’s home, she in the wine cellar). But while his presence is by chance, she acts out of clear intention.
c. Assonance: bei rav naḥman (“Rav Nahman’s house”) and bei ḥamra (“wine cellar”). The similarity of sound links the two events and suggests regarding the protagonists as acting a similar fashion: he acts consciously in Rav Nahman’s house, and she acts consciously in Rav Nahman’s wine cellar.
2.	a. ‘Ulla says Grace and she hears. (The verb “hear” appears earlier in the second part of the story—part 1.)
b. The smashing of the vats is a counterreaction to not receiving the cup. The Cup of Blessing that did not get to her becomes a cup of curses. Instead of increasing the household property, the house is damaged and diminished. One act is set opposite the other. The wife’s action is the counterweight to the man’s (in)action.
3.	As stated above, Rav Nahman’s reaction is hard to understand on its own, but meaning does emerge from the parallel. While Rav Nahman speaks words to ‘Ulla, he sends words to his wife, which emphasizes her distance from the situation. ‘Ulla is there in Rav Nahman’s presence, and gets to have a direct, face-to-face conversation with him, while to Rav Nahman’s own wife words are sent from a distance, not at all face-to-face. Additionally, instead of doing something to correct the situation, he responds verbally. The choice to depict his words using the same expression used earlier to describe the passing of the cup to his wife, the verb שדר (“send”), underscores the irony. Rav Nahman sticks to words and does not take appropriate action. It seems that he did not understand his wife’s symbolic display, or that he responded to it aggressively. After all, he could have sent her the cup that the guest refused to send her, but he did not do so.
4.	Yalta’s verbal response seems to relate to Rav Nahman’s words. She may be responding here to ‘Ulla’s statement as well, but it is clear that Rav Nahman’s statement is the trigger, since if he had responded to what she did, she, apparently, would not have sent him that aphorism.	Comment by Peretz Rodman:  למה דווקא כאן ״(הדמות הספרותית)״ אחרי שמה של ילתא? לא תרגמתי.
	Earlier interpreters of the story have suggested some explanations for the closing aphorism. Adler suggest seeing it as a learned response to the second Cup of Blessing sent to her (not mentioned in ms Munich). Just as that cup is lacking all significance, so is the teaching of ‘Ulla, who is like a peddler offering vermin.[footnoteRef:69] Kosman regards the aphorism as a direct response to ‘Ulla, who sees himself as an important personage, but who is, in Yalta’s eyes, a beggar, clothed in rags and in need of the meal she prepared for him (an exegetical assumption by Kosman, not required by the story).[footnoteRef:70] Salzberg explains that Yalta turns ‘Ulla’s teaching into gossip—an activity attributed by the Talmud to women—and male fertility (which is in no need of women, according to his claim) into the spontaneous generation of lice.[footnoteRef:71] Ilan suggests an explanation that ascribes to Yalta exceeding erudition, since she sees in the aphorism a sophisticated variation on two negative statements of Ben Sira regarding women.[footnoteRef:72]	Comment by Peretz Rodman: כתבת כאן ״טל אילן״, כולל שם פרטי. חשוב? [69:  Adler, “Feminist Folktales.” [העברתי מגוף המאמר. מספר(י) עמוד(ים)?]]  [70:  Kosman, מסכת נשים. [העברתי מגוף המאמר בתוספת שם הספר. מספר(י) עמוד(ים)?]]  [71:  Salzberg, “Feminist/Gender Interpretation.” [העברתי מגוף המאמר. מספר(י) עמוד(ים)?]]  [72:  Ilan, Integrating Women. העברתי מגוף המאמר. מספר(י) עמוד(ים)?] Ilan does not comment on the following point, but the unit from which the Ben Sira verses are taken opens with a warning to a guest not to drink wine with the host [Should there be an “and” here?], to be wary of his wife, which strengthens the ideational connection to the present story.] 

	One can assume, we believe, that the different meanings attributed to the aphorism by commentators are indeed to be found there, as a hint from the storytellers, but it is difficult to ascribe them to the intent of the character Yalta, who is supposed to be acting in a reasonable manner. It is difficult to assume that on the spot she creates such a rich and multivalent (and well-formed, as is traditional) aphorism in the midst of banter of the sort portrayed.[footnoteRef:73] It seems more likely that she responds with a well-known maxim of the sort that stands at the ready for use in an immediate response. [73:  Zvi Talmon, ״בחנים לשוניים בפתגם הארמי שבתלמוד הבבלי״ (Ph.D. diss., Hebrew University of Jerusalem, 1984), 29–32, offers a precise discussion of the meter, sound, and structure of the aphorism, concluding that it is a well-constructed aphorism by any measure.] 

	On the level of plot, she appears to be responding to Rav Nahman, who, instead of sending her the Cup, sent her words, and so she sends back words, which themselves deal with words. While her husband had responded with high-diction, condescending language (the term נבגא), she responds in juicy demotic terms ripe with meaning, as though she were telling him, “Your words are meaningless and hurtful like the speech of peddlers—people whose business is unproductive—who describe their shabby wares in lovely, empty words. Their words—peddlers’ only creative act—are born the way vermin (damaging creatures) are born out of rags.”
	The parallel to the first part of the story (which the storyteller creates) builds another stratum of meaning, since it presents her words as paralleling Rabbi Yohanan’s derasha, cited by ‘Ulla. Just as the previous parallel stood act alongside an act (2.b.), this parallel sets narrative genre alongside narrative genre. The contrast is shaped, then, on two levels: that of action and that of ideas. Through the parallel on the level of action, the storyteller is issuing a warning that anyone who does not have his wife share in the Cup of Blessing (that is, who does not make recognition of her significant role in bringing blessing upon the household) is in danger of bringing a curse on his house. On the level of ideas, the structural parallel places a derasha alongside an aphorism. While ‘Ulla cites a derasha on biblical verses, taken from the world of the bet midrash, Yalta responds with a maxim that sounds as though it were borrowed from the marketplace.
	‘Ulla offered a concept of self-multiplication: the men alone are responsible for physical fertility, and for the spiritual as well, it would appear, since the source of knowledge from which he draws his information is the rabbinic tradition (he cites Rabbi Yohanan), and the conclusion is reached by means of a common bet midrash technique—the exegesis of verses, which is the way the Sages bring new meaning into being from the sources.[footnoteRef:74] [74:  Regarding male responsibility for physical fertility, the idea was accepted in the ancient world. For references see Adler, “Feminist Folktales,” n. 28. On the derasha, the midrashic exegesis of biblical verses, Fraenkel wrote, “There was no meaning for the verb דרש by itself other than searching for and finding a new interpretation within Scripture.” See Jonah Fraenkel, דרכי האגדה והמדרש (Tel Aviv: Modan and Yad La-talmud, 1996), 11. See also the discussion in Paul D. Mandel, The Origins of Midrash: From Teaching to Text (Leiden–Boston: Brill, 2017), 289–305.] 

	Yalta, on the other side of the parallel, offers an aphorism—a distilled expression of popular wisdom, relying on knowledge born of interaction with the real world.[footnoteRef:75] The two genres share a common aspect that points to the vast difference between them. Both the cited derasha and the cited aphorism express the reliance of the one who quotes them on an authority beyond himself or herself.[footnoteRef:76]  Authoritative knowledge, created in another context, is brought into the immediate context as an aid to explaining it and in order to advance the views of the one who cites that source. The parallel, then, creates a confrontation between the concepts of exegetical authority.[footnoteRef:77] ‘Ulla relies on the authority of a saying by a well-known man, a religious authority, to interpret biblical verses, while Yalta relies on the authority on anonymous collective knowledge, in the formation of which non-Jewish woman are partners no less than are rabbis. Setting the aphorism as the mirror of the derasha at the end of the story suggests a criticism of the status of scholarly erudition, which can be disconnected from reality, from women, and from the wisdom of the masses.[footnoteRef:78] [75:  See Galit Hasan-Rokem, ״הפסוק המקראי כפתגם וכציטט: עיון במשמעויות של ׳כי עוף השמים יוליך את הקול׳ בספרות חז״ל ובסיפורת העממית״, Jerusalem Studies in Hebrew Literature 1 (5741/1981), 155–66 [here: 155]; Talmon, ״בחנים לשוניים״, 2. [השלמתי את מספרי העמודים של המאמר של גלית ח׳-ר׳, כנדרש.]]  [76:  See Hasan-Rokem, ״הפסוק המקראי״, 155.]  [77:  Dina Stein, ״ דברים שרואים משם לא רואים מכאן: עיון בבבא בתרא עג ע״א - עה ע״ב״, Jerusalem Studies in Hebrew Literature 17 (1999), 21–26, presents an act of redaction that creates a similar confrontation between the genre of midrashic exegesis of verses and a more down-to-earth genre, in this case travel stories.]  [78:  On the relationship between the Torah scholars’ view and the view of worldly folk, see Ido Hevroni, ״הקנה, הארז והרוח: היחס שבין ה׳תורה׳ ל׳עולם׳ בסיפור תלמודי (תענית כ ע״א-ע״ב)״ in מעשה סיפור: מחקרים בסיפורת היהודית, vol. 2, ed. Avidov Lipsker and Rella Kushelevsky (Ramat Gan: Bar Ilan University Press, 5769 [1998/9]), 103–115.] 

	The content of the aphorism takes on additional meaning through the parallel. In contrast to the concept of male fertility that has no need of women, as proposed by ‘Ulla, an alternative is proposed here: the words of men, produced by internal negotiation without entering into a dialogue with women and with reality, are like lice, which in the ancient world were thought to reproduce individually on their own. Or, in other words, not everything men think to derive from Scripture in the bet midrash is fruitful and brings blessing, and many of the stories in the chapter support the argument that men’s words can be empty, unproductive, and even damaging. It may also be that the storytellers placed here a wink toward the argument that “women are chatterers.” While the men in the story pile on the words and take no action, Yalta first of all acts and only afterward speaks, and even then in a laconic and barbed fashion.

Comparison to the Story of Yannai
The story about Yannai and the story about Yalta, as we have seen, are similar in many details. They are the only two stories in the entire chapter that deal with a triangle of husband–wife–guest. Each of them comprises two sub-stories, in both of which the (male) host is present; he conducts a dialogue with the guest in the first half and with his wife in the second half. These are also the only two stories that bring to the fore tension over a Cup of Blessing.
	The major differences between the stories are: A. The order in which the two sub-stories appear; B. The opposite results. The Yannai story begins as a dialogue between the host and his wife and goes on to the story of the tension-filled meal for the host and his guest. The Yalta story begins with the tension-filled meal for the host and his guest and concludes with the tension-filled dialogue between the host and his wife. The results are opposite as well: while the queen brings a verbal blessing to the husband and a positive atmosphere, Yalta brings a curse: she damages household property and strikes verbally at her husband/the guest.	Comment by Peretz Rodman: הלא כבר נאמר לפני שנייה שהתוצאות הפוכות?
	Placing side-by-side the parts of the stories that describe the fraught encounter between the men shows the reverse symmetry between the two and sharpens the distinctions between the behavior of the two hosts:
	Yannai and His Queen
	Rav Nahman and Yalta

	A guest is brought in.
	A guest happens to be present.

	There was prior tension between him and the host.
	There was prior tension between him and the host.

	The host shows him respect.
	The host shows him respect.

	1. He attacks the host using a derasha on a verse.
	4. He offers a blessing over a cup of wine.

	2. The host attacks him and orders him to say a blessing over a cup of wine.
	3. He does something untoward with the Cup of Blessing.

	3. He does something untoward with the Cup of Blessing.
	2. The host requests that he send a cup of wine.

	4. He offers a blessing over a cup of wine.
	1. He attacks the host using a derasha on a verse.



This comparison shows that the dynamic between the host and the guest plays out in the two stories in reverse order from each other. The Rav Nahman story begins where the Yannai story ends. Thus a stronger bond is formed between the two stories, which invites the reader to search for the connections between them. Comparing the Yannai story to its parallel in the Yerushalmi shows that although the Bavli preserved, more or less, the dynamic described in the Yerushalmi, the presentation of the dialogue is quite different, making it easy to see that there is a guiding hand behind it.
	The comparison makes clear what Rav Nahman’s weak spot was. While Yannai acts as someone who is in charge of his household, criticizing the guest and demanding that he act according to his host’s will, Rav Nahman addresses his guest with a timid request (2).	Comment by Peretz Rodman: קשה לי לתפוס את הגוון המיוחד של ״תמיהה״ בדבריך (״לשון תמיהה ובקשה״).
	The second part of the Yalta story opens with the expression אדהכי והכי (“meanwhile”), which has not yet appeared in this chapter. Comparing the Yalta story to the story of Yannai and his queen loads this expression with particular significance. In both sound and structure, there is great similarity between the expression בהדי הדדי (“together”), which marked the character of the meal shared by the king and queen, and אדהכי והכי. On the semantic plane as well, there is a connection between them. Both expressions deal with the relationship between two actions, with each suggesting a different relationship. The phrase בהדי הדדי describes two people carrying out similar actions together. In this chapter, as we have noted, it has meant that the two protagonists act in concert as equals. The phrase אדהכי והכי, in contrast, denotes two actions connected only by being simultaneous: while A does this, B does that. What loads this connection with significance is, on the surface, accidental, not something that stems from an intentional coordination between the actors. The mutuality here comes about by chance and not because of intended cooperation.
	Rav Nahman and Yalta are described at the beginning of the second story as undertaking parallel actions, the connection between which does not result from intentional mutuality but rather from happenstance. While he is dining and bantering with ‘Ulla, she hears them. And what she hears moves her to act. In sharp contrast to Yannai and his queen—the only other couple depicted in the chapter—who eat together, Rav Nahman and his wife are presented as acting individually, each on a separate plane.
	The parallel sets up the story of Yalta as the antithesis of the successful model of Yannai and his queen. Instead of acting as a colleague and partner toward his wife and as ruler over the stranger, Rav Nahman relates to the aggressive visitor at the price of insult to his wife. Therefore, instead of receiving aid and support from his independent spouse, he receives criticism and curse.

Conclusion
	Tracing the integration of the meal stories and their unique motifs in the sugya has shown us an editorial accomplishment of sophistication and complexity, a symphonic achievement. Motifs were worked in and developed, changing as they went from story to story, thus preserving a unitary network of meanings across the chapter, despite the different and varied topics, sometimes apparently unrelated, that were addressed in the various deliberations.
	We have also seen that the redactional work responded to various topics that came up in the Mishnah. One of the interesting responses involves the Cup of Blessing, which had appeared in the Mishnah with no connection to matters discussed in the chapter, and the redaction connected it to the central questions of the chapter.
	With regard to the status of women, the chapter offered a richer and more complex picture than might have emerged from the Mishnah. While the Mishnah, true to form, stated laconically, “Women… may not be included in forming a zimmun,” the Talmudic sugya, from the very outset, brought in different voices dealing with the question of women’s status.
	The opening sugya presented the question of two men and compared them in a rhetorical assumption to one hundred women. It thus presented a radical voice denigrating the value of women, only to reject it with the ruling that women do indeed possess sufficient intellect (דעת). That is the only halakhic deliberation in the chapter in which women are mentioned. The relationship between two men accompanied the chapter across its full length, in a number of variations, in some of which a woman was added as well. A variety of voices was heard regarding the status of women. The story of Yannai presented a strong-willed, independent woman who attained a position of respect and acted in partnership with her husband. The discussion of the story of Saul’s encounter with the young women presented—subject to the various manners of reading it that were suggested—a positive stance regarding women’s contribution to the male social order. The story of Rav Ḥisda brought in a voice of protest against the exclusion of women, but came in for sharp criticism from the host and a colleague.
	The story of Yalta brings the tension between the different schools of thought about women to a crescendo. ‘Ulla presents the most insulting stance toward women in the chapter, and Yalta struggles against him with all her might, demonstrating an independent opinion. The redactors granted her, like the hosts in previous stories, the right to have the last word (in the story itself, but also nearly the last word in the chapter), thus making it clear where their own opinion lies.[footnoteRef:79] [79:  So Ilan, “Integrating Women,” as well.] 


A Note on the Conclusion of the Chapter
	The story of Yalta nearly concludes the chapter, but not quite. After it appears this statement:

One who eats and walks recites the blessing [of Grace after Meals] standing [in one place]. One who eats standing recites the blessing while seated. One who eats sitting recites the blessing while reclining. One who eats reclining recites the blessing wrapped [in his cloak].
And the halakha is: In all of these cases one recites the blessing while seated.

The connection between this discussion and the entire chapter is difficult to fathom. From a structural perspective, it is tempting to argue that it replicates the relationship between the chapter of Mishnah and its conclusion with a statement that is not connected to the whole chapter (“One does not recite a blessing over wine…”), but it is difficult to prove that contention.
	Reading the sugya as a well-arranged composite of meaning means looking for a meaning here that responds to the entire chapter. What follows is a tentative suggestion. After reading the chapter, it seems there is no hope for conducting a quiet, easy-going meal with others. Every meal described in the chapter became a battleground over status among the participants. The last story added tension between husband and wife as well. The halakha cited at the end appears to be responding in compensatory fashion to the topics of the whole sugya. While the sugya deal with shared meals, the closing statement relates to meals eaten alone. While in the chapter we have encountered family meals and wondered about the role of women in them, here we have the peripatetic individual (whether man or woman). While the sugya cited stories of meals conducted at home, the ruling at its end offers a meal eaten on the road. In a way, that ruling balances out, or responds to, the course of the chapter. This too, perhaps, may be part of the complex and rich editorial achievement that we have uncovered in this chapter.

Addendum: 
Index and Table of Comparison of Motifs in the Stories in Chapter 7
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