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ways, while Middle Persian texts conceive of the Jews as constituting
an especially troubling religious entity. For Sasanian Jews and Zoro-
astrians, the opposing community constituted a “significant Other.”
While the goal of constructing these “discourses of the Other” would
undoubtedly have been to drive the two communities apart, it is still
possible to read them as evidence of an ongoing Zoroastrian-Jewish
intersection that elicited the vigorous responses in the first place. As |
suggest in the next chapter, this dynamic would explain how despite
the stark realities of the Persian-Jewish oppositional scheme, one still
finds concurrent forms of rabbinic discourse that sought to nuance,
familiarize, and even bring nearer to rabbinic culture the Persian and
Zoroastrian “Other.”

REVERSING DISCOURSE: RESPONSES
TO PERSIANS IN THE BAVLI

The Bavli is a complex literary artifact with a multi-vocalic textual
architecture that frequently confounds attempts to read for consis-
tency—notwithstanding the valiant efforts of scholastic geniuses
from the medieval French Tosafists to modern Lithuanian Talmud
dialecticians. To a certain extent, rabbinic culture itself can be said
to emerge from an environment characterized by and tolerant of a
certain amount of legal and theological plurality and contradiction.
The earliest talmudic commentators, the Geonim of early medieval
Iraq, were well aware of talmudic texts that expressed diametrically
opposed views. Even the Bavli itself is conscious of many of the con-
tradictions. One finds in the Talmud’s later layers editorial voices that
note some inconsistencies—often without intervening—and other
texts that were shaped by redactional strategies that wove contradic-
tory sources together in order to form larger, more harmonious units.
While such phenomena are commonplace in the Bavli, their persis-
tence in particular areas is worthy of note and may indicate cultural
tensions, shifts, and related phenomena.

This is arguably the case in regards to a group of talmudic passages
that can be seen as “reacting” to Persians. Here one finds a persistent
attempt to shift and even subvert more positive assessments of Persian
rulers and customs that were originally attributed to Palestinian rab-
bis. Notice what happens, for example, in the following passage in
which the Palestinian sage Rabban Gamliel lists three reasons that he
likes the Persians:
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It has been taught [in a baraita]: Rabban Gamliel said: For three
things do I like the Persians. They are modest in their eating, in
the bathroom, and in sex. It is written, “I have summoned my
consecrated ones (mequdashai)” (Isaiah 13:3). Rav Yosef taught:
these are the Persians who are “designated” (mequdashin) for
purgatory.’

Rabban Gamliel expresses his respect for the modesty that Persians
display even, or especially, when the body is engaged in some of its
messiest activities. Following this somewhat surprising rabbinic admi-
ration of Persians, a verse from Isaiah is cited that refers to the future
destroyers of the Babylonians—ultimately the Persians—as God’s
“designated ones.” Rather abruptly, Rav Yosef riffs on the verse from
Isaiah and asserts that what the Persians are actually designated for
is hell.

It is not immediately apparent where the line should be drawn
between Rabban Gamliel’s praise of the Persians and Rav Yosef’s
derision of them, but there is no doubt that the short passage evinces
a dramatic shift. It goes without saying that the juxtaposition of these
sources makes it impossible to distill a simple “pro” or “anti” talmu-
dic view of the Persians, or for that matter of their personal hygiene.
Even intuiting the redactors’ own position is quite tricky. Convention-
ally, the passage has been split between Rabban Gamliel’s positive
statement on the one hand, and the verse from Isaiah along with Rav
Yosef’s negative exegesis, on the other. As a matter of fact, it is advis-
able to read both rabbinic teachings as straddling the verse from Isa-
iah.!® The biblical word for “designated” (mequdashai), which forms
the basis of Rav Yosef’s bitter remark, is from the Hebrew root QD_g
Both the plain sense of the verse and Rav Yosef’s exegetical scheme
clearly assume a meaning of designation—either divinely selected to
destroy the Babylonians or designated for purgatory. However, for the
typical rabbinic reader QDS would have primarily connoted sanctifi-
cation and holiness.! It seems possible that Rabban Gamliel’s praise
of Persian modesty was placed prior to the verse from Isaiah in order
to explicate that the Persians might be considered sacred (qadosh)
on account of the list of modest behaviors. However, this positive
view of the Persians was immediately subverted when Rav Yosef’s
negative reading of the appellation “mequdashai” (“my designated
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ones”) was added. Regardless of redactional intent, the result of this
textual development is striking: by sharing a single verse, we have a
kind of atomized contradiction in which two opposing views dwell
together in close quarters. This only serves to strengthen the question
of how these conflicting views coexisted in one short passage and in
the broader culture.

One approach to an incongruity of this sort involves first gingerly
extracting the separate components, as I just attempted, and then
considering where in rabbinic culture they might be located. Rabban
Gamliel lived in Roman Palestine in the first century C.E., and his
statement, introduced with the term “fanya”—a semi-reliable marker
of tannaitic texts—is in classical Rabbinic Hebrew. Thus, the pas-
sage presents itself as reflecting the view of a prominent early Pales-
tinian tanna, even if there is no direct parallel preserved anywhere in
Palestinian rabbinic literature. At the very least, one might say that
the observations attributed to Rabban Gamliel were borne from a
distance, and more specifically from the space that separates Roman
Palestine from Sasanian Mesopotamia. Indeed, a statement attributed
to Rabbi Akiva cited immediately before Rabban Gamliel’s lists three
reasons to respect the Medes—a group of people who were marked
in rabbinic literature as “Easterners.”'?> As such, it is possible to read
the two lists as expressing a form of Palestinian rabbinic Oriental-
ism. From this perspective the baraita is worth comparing to parallel
depictions of “Orientals” in Greek and Latin literature.'> A number of
classical texts describe the magi as careful not to urinate while stand-
ing, while in rivers, or in the presence of one another.™ It is possible
that the reference to Persian sexual modesty may likewise be related
to their alleged disdain of nudity." Rav Yosef, on the other hand,
lived in the Sasanian Empire and his rejection of Rabban Gamliel’s
positive view of the Persians reflected the knowledge and frustrations
of a more intimate observer.

This is not the only instance where Rav Yosef reverses a view that
initially praised the Persians. In a different context he refers to Per-
sians improperly engaging in intercourse while clothed. To be spe-
cific, according to some rabbis the word she’era (interpreted as “her
flesh”), used in a verse about a man’s obligations to his first wife (Exo-
dus 21:10), indicates that husbands are required to fulfill their wives’
sexual needs. Rav Yosef suggests that, additionally, the term implies
bodily contact, and he thus rules that a man must not treat his wife
“in the manner of the Persians who have sex in their clothes.”'® Given
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Rav Yosef’s negative approach in the previous source, it may even
be possible that this sharply formulated ruling obliquely responds to
Rabban Gamliel’s respect of Persian sexual modesty.

A further example of Rav Yosef’s anti-Persian reinterpretations
can be found in his exegesis of the second beast in Daniel’s vision of
the four beasts:
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“Then I saw a second, different beast, which was like a bear” (Dan-
iel 7:5). Rav Yosef taught: This [refers to the| Persians, who eat and
drink like a bear, are fleshy like a bear, grow hair like a bear, and
have no rest like a bear. When Rav Ami would see a Persian he would
say: There is a wandering bear!'”

Like other parts of the book of Daniel, the vision of the four king-
doms inspired a good deal of traditional exegesis and messianic spec-
ulation during late antiquity. Rav Yosef’s interpretation is based on
a fairly established exegetical tradition that links the vision’s second
beast with Persia, or at least with the Medes, who were seen as the
Persians’ partners in the so-called Medo-Persian Empire.!® Interest-
ingly, the church father Jerome transmits the following “Hebrew”
interpretation of the verse:

And what is said [about the bear], that “it stood up on the one side,”
the Hebrews interpret thus, that they [the Persians] perpetrated noth-
ing cruel against Israel. Hence they are also described in the prophet
Zechariah as “white horses” (Zechariah 1:8; 6:3, 6)."”

The Jewish tradition that Jerome cites interprets the second beast as
representing the Persian Empire. Again, this was a common reading
that, incidentally, was the view expressed by Rav Yosef’s Sasanian
Christian near-contemporary, Aphrahat.?® However, the tradition
that Jerome quotes differs in the way that it emphasizes the bear’s
relative harmlessness, especially when compared with the frighten-
ingly cruel final beast in the vision.?! According to Jerome, the Jewish
association of the bear with the Persian Empire is based on a generally
positive assessment of Persian rule. Although Rav Yosef is obviously
not directly responding to the “Hebrew exegesis” cited by Jerome, the
fact that positive views of Persians are well attested throughout Pal-
estinian rabbinic literature*? suggests that Rav Yosef may be subvert-
ing an accepted pro-Persian view by explaining that the second beast
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refers to the Persians on account of their crassness and carnality.?
In light of a passage about calendrical conventions where Rav Yosef
explicitly rejects the Palestinian amora R. Abbahu’s claim that “Cyrus
(Hebrew: koresh) was worthy (kasher),”** a trend emerges. Evidently,
Rav Yosef maintained a decidedly negative view of the Persians to the
point that he could scarcely tolerate the more positive assessments
preserved in Jewish tradition. When he encountered praise of Per-
sians, Rav Yosef glossed the text or somehow managed to alter its
meaning toward negativity.

This phenomenon is not limited to passages attributed to Rav
Yosef. Witness the following discussion of God’s election of Cyrus
the Great:
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Rav Nahman b. Rav Hisda expounded: What is it that is written,
“Thus said the Lord to Cyrus, His anointed one”? What, is Cyrus His
messiah? Rather, the Holy One Blessed is He said to his [real] mes-
siah: T lodge a complaint with you concerning Cyrus. I said: “He shall
build my house and my exiles he will send forth” (cf. Isaiah 45:13).
Yet he said: “Who is there among you of all his people, his God be
with him, and let him go up [to Jerusalem]” (Ezra 1:3).%

In the verse, Cyrus is addressed as God’s “mashiah” (conjugated
meshiho). According to most scholars, the word meshiho simply refers
here to God’s designation of Cyrus as playing an important role in
Israelite history.?® However, some rabbis evidently interpreted the
term to mean that God actually crowned Cyrus as his long-awaited
messiah.?” This reading forced the fourth-generation Babylonian
amora Rav Nahman b. Rav Hisda to suggest a rather creative punc-
tuation of the verse, wherein God complains #o the (future) messiah
concerning Cyrus’s poor performance.?® In this way, God’s initially
positive view of Cyrus in the Bible is deftly turned into a serious cri-
tique of his performance.?’

BLASPHEMIES AND SORCERIES: THE STATUS
OF ZOROASTRIANISM IN THE BAVLI

The sources collected above concern talmudic reactions to positive
assessments of Persian customs and rulers. My primary interest, how-
ever, is regarding encounters between Jews and Zoroastrians—that



