
A book that oVers so many interpretations of such wide-ranging
evidence will not convince everyone all the time. My copy of the
book is annotated with quibbles, especially in relation to longue-
durée motifs and also the use of Josephus. Playing a surprisingly
large role as both foundation and fund of analogies, Josephus’
meaning seems generally taken for granted; he does not receive
the careful consideration accorded other evidence. But these are
quibbles when measured against the magisterial achievement of
Horbury’s book.
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THIS book is a very important intervention in a vital field: the
literary formation of the Babylonian Talmud, arguably the key
text in the history of Jewry from the early Middle Ages to the
present day. Traditionally read as a diachronically accumulative
project, in which each generation added the discussions of their
predecessors and edited the pericopae, it has more recently been
widely considered a ‘double’ historical project. This involves
the gathering and preservation of many ancient utterances on
the one hand and their composition into the ordered set of
logical arguments on the other. Indeed a third level has been
proposed by some scholars, including myself, namely a level of
composition in which these individual arguments [sugyot] were
placed together with narrative pericopae, producing the Talmud
as we have it today.

As Vidas describes, ‘[the Babylonian Talmud] is a composite
document that proceeds by reproducing earlier literary traditions
and placing them within anonymous discursive frameworks. This
book concerns the relationship between the creators of the Talmud
and these traditions.’ Suggesting that even the most recent scholars,
who emphasize the creativity of the anonymous voices behind
the ‘discursive frameworks’, consider these anonymous figures as
regarding themselves as contiguous with the earlier traditions in
style and project, Vidas argues ‘that a discontinuity with tradition
and the past is central to the Talmud’s literary style and to the
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self-conception of its creators’. The crucial and quite amazing
insight that generates the argumentation of the first part of the
book is that the very distinction between the traditional materials
and the anonymous authors of the talmudic text is, itself, an artefact
of that very authoring practice and of the design of the Talmud
itself. Moreoever, it speaks volumes on the relation of the authors of
the Talmud to the notion of tradition ‘as the product of personal
motives of past authorities’, indicating in fact that ‘while they
remain authoritative and binding, these traditions’ claim to endur-
ing validity is significantly undermined; they are fossilized and
contained in the past, estranged from the Talmud’s audience’. It
can be easily imagined, I reckon, even by those entirely innocent of
talmudic expertise, that a claim of this sort, if it holds up, oVers
enormous implications for the understanding of the cultural history
of Jewry.

I would like to add a caveat at this juncture. While I will
suggest that Vidas’s addendum to the conceptual structure of
talmudic scholarship is vitally important and indeed a necessary
corrective, I find his homogenization of previous scholarship
unnecessary and too much in the style of a dissertation. Thus,
to take one example: the claim of—perhaps—unconscious revi-
sion in the course of production of the Talmud is well supported
in the cases where it has been applied, notably where we have
earlier Palestinian traditions, in which we have a certain phrase-
ology extant, for which a diVerent phrase is substituted in later
levels of the Babylonian Talmud and where the meaning of the
earlier formulation can be read as equivalent to that of the later.
However, scholars have eVectively shown that the two are
actually diVerent and even antithetical statements. The notion
of the cited texts as quotations and the anonymous producers
of the Talmud as narrators is not as completely new as Vidas
supposed.

What I have just said notwithstanding, the great bulk
of Vidas’s analysis and particularly his discussions of the
individual passages in the book are compelling and add a very
important and under-recognized aspect to our understanding of
the work of the ‘anonymous’ producers of the Talmud, namely
the near-explicit production of distance between themselves and
the texts that they cite and the ways that that distancing actually
circumscribes the authority of those texts marked as citations.
The most radical conclusion of the book is that the Babylonian
Talmud does not represent Babylonian Jewry in its entirety (that
is the least radical aspect of this) but also that it does not
represent even all of the Babylonian rabbinic community!
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Vidas writes, ‘the worldview we see in these passages was one
voice in a conversation that took place within rabbinic culture in
Babylonia about the appropriate way to approach Torah’. If that
suggestion is borne out, reproduced (in the scientific sense), and
deepened in succeeding scholarship, our understanding of the
history of Jewry will have been substantially revised, and
Vidas’s book is a key step in that direction. One of the strongest
arguments he presents in the second half of the book involves a
demonstration that non-talmudic books from the Talmudic
period (the so-called mystical texts) present a view of the study
of Torah, including the Mishnah, that stands in opposition to
the Babylonian Talmud’s dialectic.

A final caveat: much of the argument involves detailed and
complex analyses of fairly arcane talmudic matters and argu-
ments. I have followed these carefully and find them for the
most part absolutely convincing; many readers will not wish or
be able to repeat this exercise. However, this should not let the
significance of this book be underestimated.

doi:10.1093/jts/flx041 DANIEL BOYARIN

Advance Access publication 23 February 2017 UC Berkeley, California USA
Boyarin@berkeley.edu

Handbook of Jewish Literature from Late Antiquity, 135–700
CE. By EYAL BEN-ELIYAHU, YEHUDAH COHN, and
FERGUS MILLAR. Pp. xxv þ 162. Oxford: Oxford
University Press, for the British Academy, 2013. ISBN

978 0 19 726522 2. £25.

THE idea for the Handbook of Jewish Literature from Late
Antiquity arose out of a conversation between its authors at the
conference ‘Rabbinic Texts and the History of Late-Roman
Palestine’ at the British Academy in 2008, where the need for
a comprehensive and brief reference book was felt. This need
was met five years later with the publication of the Handbook
that is, according to its editors, ideally to be read in combination
with the conference volume edited by M. Goodman and P.
Alexander, and published under the conference title by Oxford
University Press in 2010.

The Handbook is mostly arranged as a bibliographical refer-
ence work on all the relevant modern editions, translations,
commentaries, and secondary literature related to the diVerent
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