SHAVUOS
RABBIT
HOLE

"TABLET TYPOGRAPHY"

A SIMPLE QUESTION.

A MOUNTAIN OF SOURCES.

A SPIRAL OF POSSIBILITIES.

PREPARE TO STAY UP ALL NIGHT...

..AND NOT JUST BECAUSE IT'S SHAVUOS.

L
=
=
<
7]
(2 4
o

UDAISM



Introduction

If you're already familiar with my “Parshah Rabbit Hole”
YouTube series, then you already know what you're getting
yourself into.

If not, then here’s the basic idea: | find something weird or
interesting or obscure about the topic at hand (in this
case Shavuos and the giving of the Torah) and then we
start digging. starting with whatever leads we have and
following the trail of sources to get even weirder.

There’s no end goal or message I'm trying to teach - we're
just experiencing the path of discovery together and
delighting in the treasures we find along the way.

You may be familiar with some of the sources and
(hopefully) some might be completely new to you, so I've
included an index at the end that'll give you some context
about each of the works/authors we'll be looking at on our
way down the Rabbit Hole.

One of the key themes of Shavuos is the idea that Torah is
our inheritance - a limitless playground of divine ideas
that's all ours. That's amazing to me.

| hope this Rabbit Hole gives you the opportunity to
explore and enjoy a tiny corner of our family estate.

—Dovid Taub
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Recently my family and | were talking about the pretty well-known idea that the first five of
the Aseres Hadibros (the Ten Commandments) are about a person’'s interactions with G-d
(bein adam lamakom), and the second five are about our interactions with each other (bein
adam lachavero). Another fairly ubiquitous idea that goes along with that one is that there
were five commandments on each tablet. So i started wondering - how do we know that the
Aseres Hadibros were designed like that, in two columns? And what else do we know about
the layout of the luchos (tablets)?

So that's where this Rabbit Hole starts - with the design and layout of tablets and what else
we can find out about them. If you're ready to see where this goes, then let's dive in.

AN | felt like if we started with tracking down the source for five for
us, five for G-d idea it might lead us to other details about how
the text of the tablets was configured and possibly to unexpected
new ways of picturing the tablets altogether. So | did some digging
and the earliest source | could find for this idea was Ramban, or

Nachmanides.

Ramban on Exodus 20:13:1

Of the Ten Commandments, there are five which refer to the glory of the Creator
and five are for the welfare of man, for [the fifth commandment], Honor thy father,
is for the glory of G-d, since it is for the glory of the Creator that He commanded
that one honor one’s father who is a partner in the formation of the child. Five
commandments thus remain for the needs and welfare of man.
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So there it is. But where did Ramban get it from? He doesn't tell us. Abarbanel also mentions
this idea, and he attributes it to Chazal - the sages of the Talmud. But none of my searches for
any of the related phrases yielded any results from Mishnah, Gemara or Midrash. Eventually
| found a footnote somewhere that pointed me to a sneaky little Midrash that managed to
originate this idea without my detection because it didn't actually say it.
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Mekhilta DeRabbi Yishmael, Tractate Bachodesh 8:16
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How were the Ten Commandments given? Five on one tablet and five

on the other. “I am the L-rd your G-d,” and opposite it “You shall not
kill,” whereby Scripture apprises us that spilling blood is tantamount
to “diminishing” the likeness of the King...

..This is why the Ten Commandments were given, five on one tablet
and five on the other. These are the words of R. Chananya b. Gamliel.
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You see what it did there? It established the idea without naming it. Midrashim need better
SEQ. BUT.. it does tell us where the idea that each tablet had five commandments on it comes
from. Chananya Ben Gamliel. (in some places it's Chanina. Just a heads up for variations
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below). And it turns out that my hunch was correct -If we find the source of that opinion we

would find other opinions. Here's the whole debate as it appears in Talmud Yerushalmi..
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Jerusalem Talmud Shekalim 6:1

The Gemara continues with discussion of the two tablets. How were the tab-
lets written? Rabbi Hanina ben Gamliel says: Five on this tablet and five on
that tablet. This is as it is written: “And He wrote them upon two tablets of
stone” (Deuteronomy 4:13), i.e., five of the Ten Commandments on this tablet
and five on that tablet. But the Rabbis say: All of the Ten Commandments
were written on this tablet and the same ten were written on that tablet.
This is as it is written: “And He declared unto you His covenant, which He
commanded you to perform, even the ten words” (Deuteronomy 4:13). This
teaches that there were ten on this tablet and ten on that tablet. Rabbi Shi-
mon ben Yohai says: Twenty on this tablet and twenty on that tablet, as it
is written: “And He wrote them upon two tablets of stone” (Deuteronomy
4:13). This teaches that there were twenty on this tablet and twenty on that
tablet. Rabbi Simai said: Forty on this tablet and forty on that tablet, as it
is written: “On the one side and on the other were they written” (Exodus
32:15), as a cube [tatroga]. Hananya, nephew of Rabbi Yehoshua, says: Be-
tween each and every statement that was written on the tablets, its precise
details and the explanation of its letters were written as well, as it is written:
“Filled with beryl [tarshish]” (Song of Songs 5:14). Tarshish is the name of a
sea, or more likely, an area of the Mediterranean. The verse is indicating that the
Torah is filled with all of these details, like the great sea is filled with waves.
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Ok, so, according to this we've got four different opinions: Five commandments on each

tablet, One full set of 10 commandments on each tablet, two full sets on each tablet and four

full sets on each tablet. It's not clear from the text itself how each of those would look, and

we'll break it down beat by beat and dig into all the different opinions soon. BUT.. first let's

veer off/back up.

Besides for giving us 3 new ways to think about the tablets, this piece also tells us the two

main verses from which information about the tablet layout is derived. Here they are in their

natural habitat:

Deuteronomy 4:13
He told you His covenant, which He commanded you to fulfill—the ten

statements—and He wrote them on two tablets of stone.

Exodus 32:15

And Moshe turned, and went down from the mountain, and the two
tablets of the Testimony were in his hand: tablets written on both
their sides; on the one side and on the other were they written.
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The second verse (which is actually the earlier verse) is also the source of another pretty well-

known idea about how the tablets looked..
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Shabbat 104a

7 Sl 7727,

TP naw.

Rav Hisda said: The letters mem and samekh that were in the tablets were standing mi- 7701 01 :XTOM 21 MK

raculously. Each letter was chiseled all the way through the tablets. In that case, the segment
of the tablets at the center of the samekh and final mem, letters that are completely closed,

should have fallen. Miraculously, they remained in place.

And furthermore, Rav Hisda said: The writing on the tablets was read from the inside,
from one side of the tablets, and read from the outside, the other side of the tablets, in re-

JTRiY 10 013 nimbaw
AN XTI 37 2K
D193n XIP) NiMYaY
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verse order. The Gemara cites words that appear elsewhere in the Bible: Nevuv was read as — "2m”,"32" —

bet, vav, bet, nun; rahav as beit, heh, reish; and saru as vav, reish, samekh.
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So, this idea of the floating pieces miracle is definitely weird and cool, but as | said, it's
also talked about a lot, and | usually like to focus on the lesser known weird and cool
stuff. So | was going to leave it out of this Rabbit Hole. BUT... it actually comes into play

in a few different ways later on. -
There's another idea that |'ve heard but didn't know the source for, that the words were
not only engraved all the way through, but were miraculously not reversed on the other side. |
wondered if there's a way to read that in this gemara, but it seems to very clearly say that the
text was reversed on the other side, going so far as to give examples of a bunch of random
backwards words. Rashi on this gemara confirms this..
gzl 27/ / ‘ 77 7,
. 74
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“And it was read from the outside” - the letters were reversed and the word was re- MDA NPNIRD - YIN27n XIpn
versed. And this is only teaching us that the engraving pierced through the entire tab- NOX TVINWX X951 99190 02N
let, and therefore the letters ‘mem’ and ‘samekh’ stood by a miracle. mbn b3 nx apn ppnn mnw
D31 A1 DN 17 b
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It kind of seems like Rashi is specifically refuting the possibility of interpreting this as
meaning that the words were miraculously facing the right way on both sides. Which made
me wonder where that idea does come from, and where | got it from. It turns out, it could be

that | got it from Rashi. On Chumash.

gl L cd 77 / ¢

Rashi on Exodus 32:15
ON BOTH THEIR SIDES could the letters be read, and this constituted a miraculous
piece of work (Shabbat 104a).
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That sounds like he's saying the words were miraculously legible on both sides, right? BUT.... all
of the major commentaries on Rashi say it isn't.

gLl 27 / ‘ . 7727,
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Gur Aryeh on Shemot 32:15 170:275 mnw by IR A
“From both their sides, the letters could be read, and it was a miraculous D07 NWYNI NRIPI NIPMINT DMy wn
act” In the chapter ‘HaBoneh’ (Shabbat, beginning of 104a), Rashi explained w1 wrn (TP w1 naw) anan pana .
that they were read on the inside in their proper order and on the outside .1DA2 YInam 2702 071152 MXAPI Y
in reverse. And according to this, what is said here, ‘and it was a miraculous P Do) wynt IR MIRPT X 1 085
act, refers to the closed ‘mem’ (n) and ‘samekh’ (o), which stood by a mira- D12 DT 1T ,7 N0 mno 07N Sy

cle (Rashi there). For since they appeared engraved from both sides, it was 21PN NI 2w menT T, (ow wn)
impossible for a closed ‘mem’ and ‘samekh’ to stand and not fall out, and con- A5 77no1 IMND 071 APAS TWBK X
cerning this, it was said, ‘it was a miraculous act’ (this is also how Mizrachi AwYN® MK A1 5Y1 0N P KDY 0T
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explains it). 0”x1a1”d) i ovon):

But, there's one lesser known commentary that suggests otherwise..

Divrei David on Rashi, Exodus 32:15 170:275 MNRWY 5D 27w Y T AT
It would seem that Rashi was not referencing this miracle, for this miracle of X5 w1 015 Mona XS 7 wn axan b
‘mem’ and ‘samekh’ is not mentioned here. Rather;, it is written, ‘and it was a wPN 2Nd XOX '|”73D1 o”’nT a1 o) X2 70m
miraculous act’ concerning the fact that the letters could be read from both NYN NPMIXT MRIPI 1w DY XN 0703
sides, and many commentators wrote that it could be read equally on the X121 7°7T 12N D'WADN N7 DAY
inside and the outside. mwa yina 0o,

So we're left with two completely different ways of reading that Rashi. BUT.. we also have
confirmation that this idea does exist in other commentaries. | asked chatGPT what the
source for this idea is and it made up some very convincing quotes. So | had to resort to
using my own brain and eventually found a couple of instances of that idea in the major
commentaries on Chumash. Here's one:

Rabbeinu Bahya, Shemot 32:15 170:275 MNPY M2 N0
Tablets written on both their sides; from this side and from that side they DA T T DIPAY WN DPIND Nnd
were written. This was a great wonder, that the writing could be read in its XAP1 711 2nonw D1 XS 1h AT .oTnd
proper order from both sides, which is not the case with our writing, for in 15w 2n0a 12 'RW 11 0™Mayn Mwn 1700
frontitisin its proper order, and from behind it is reversed. And it said ‘from 2K AN PINRM T K17 0Ebn 1D
this and from that’ meaning from both sides, both front and back... AKX 07D D1 DTN W Tl ST,



On the flipside (sorry) we have Ibn Ezra, who gives a more grounded approach to that verse
about "from this side and from that side they were written'...

T 77777, 7 ‘ 7z 77,
Ibn Ezra on Exodus 32:15 170:275 mnw by XY 12K /
Scripture tells us that what was written on one side was also written on the 72y N0 170 0 aYa At and wRy ¥
other side. Each tablet was thus thick. There is no need to assume that the a1 07n Py PRI LAY MR MM wn
mem and the samekh which were inscribed in the tablets were miraculously D12 1TNYW mmbaw...
suspended... ... 1X 153 2n21 Mbn ox npT> 551 XN
..We have no way of knowing whether each one of the tablets was complete-  Fypyy qwxs pArw Pmxs yaxn B IR /
ly covered with writing, or whether some blank spaces were left on the four 2y 2N9707 777 DX IX 0902 011 MR
corners as we do today with our books. We similarly do not know whether the DYO PX 15202 MIRYD XOW 13T 5T IR /
writing was thick or thin. There is no reason for us to speculate concerning \PIN20Y:
things for which we do not have a tradition.
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So, according to Ibn Ezra, the simple meaning of the verse is that the Ten Commmandments

were engraved on both the front and the back of the tablets, and we don't have to resort

to floating mems. He also teases us with the prospect of knowing the margin sizes and

font styles of the tablets, but then shuts us down completely and tells us not to even bother

thinking about any of those kinds of details. But don't worry, we'll think about them anyways.

Sorry, lbn Ezra.

On that note, let's jump back into the Yerushalmi and look at each opinion, one at a time.

First up is the 5-5 split.

T L2277 / Vi : Lezzzdd
Jerusalem Talmud Shekalim 6:1 e DOPW Mmbe Tnbn /
How were the tablets written? Rabbi Hanina ben Gamliel says: Five on 5xON1 12 ™10 °27 .0"ND nimbn P TYD
this tablet and five on that tablet. This is as it is written: “And He wrote ,-n Uii? 5;_} HWDUI i Uq5 Sy nwnn nix
them upon two tablets of stone” (Deuteronomy 4:13), i.e., five of the Ten :D’J:lg nimb 7;'&-5? Dﬁﬂ??l nvn:;[ er'n Nan!
Commandments on this tablet and five on that tablet. o a1 mb 5g nwnm m tﬂ'?. by nwnn
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Now, you might be wondering how Chananya/Chanina got there (btw, i love that we can't
even agree on the name of the person). My assumption when looking at it the first time was
that it just makes sense with the words of the verse. Ein Yaakov agrees and explains it with
a fun little example:




Il L 2L L7 / ‘

Ein Yaakov, Jerusalem Talmud, Ch. 6

Hanania understands the words according to their simple meaning, and
he brings proof from the plain meaning of the verse ‘And He wrote them
on two tablets, meaning that G-d wrote the Ten Commandments on two
tablets, some on this tablet and some on that tablet. This is like one who
says, ‘[ wrote a certain discourse on two pages of parchment, intending to
say that one page was not sufficient to complete the entire discourse, and
for this reason, he needed two pages, and wrote part of the discourse on
one page, and after filling the first page, he needed to complete the idea on
a second page. So too, the Ten Commandments were written: five on this
tablet and five on that tablet.
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The Korban HaEdah, on the other hand, says there's a little more drushiness to it, and tells us
how the rules of talmudic exegesis are applied to a seemingly extra word...
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Korban HaEdah on Jerusalem Talmud Shekalim 6:1

And He wrote them on two tablets of stone. The minimum number for
‘tablets’ is two. What, then, do we learn from ‘two’ (w17)? That both were
equal: five on this tablet and five on that tablet.
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Ok, so now we know a couple of different routes to get to the version of the tablets we
generally picture when we think of them. Now let's get into the weirder options.

Jerusalem Talmud Shekalim 6:1

But the Rabbis say: All of the Ten Commandments were written on this
tablet and the same ten were written on that tablet. This is as it is
written: “And He declared unto you His covenant, which He com-
manded you to perform, even the ten words” (Deuteronomy 4:13).
This teaches that there were ten on this tablet and ten on that tablet.
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Again, this seems like it fits with the words, just focusing on a different part than the first

opinion.

Korban HaEdah on Jerusalem Talmud Shekalim 6:1

The ten statements—"and He wrote them on two tablets of stone”
implies that ten were written on each stone, for if not, why would it say
‘the ten statements’?

'R o5pw mbwr mnbn by mTvn a0y
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Ok, pretty simple. It's new and fun and somewhat perplexing to think of each tablet as being
a carbon copy of each other (not literally - most opinions say they were sapphire), but it's
pretty easy to picture. | drew an illustration anyways.
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Now let's get even weirder..
g2l L 2L / 4 : ezl
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Jerusalem Talmud Shekalim 6:1 X1 ohpw mbw Tnbn
Rabbi Shimon ben Yohai says: Twenty on this tablet and twenty on oM Ny mb Sy DMWY anX M 13 iy
that tablet, as it is written: “And He wrote them upon two tablets :0712X Nimd w5y nanam N7 a1 md by
of stone” (Deuteronomy 4:13). This teaches that there were twenty on a1 mb by omivm n1 mb Sy oM.
this tablet and twenty on that tablet.
Vi
—~ ., 7,
Before we start figuring out how this looks, first let's figure out how he got there. Korban
HaEdah will help.
A L TILTY / < - ezl
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As it is written ‘And He wrote them’ (oanan) - it is implied that they were 5y Dy MW 0N MW YW .0anoM N0
written two times on each tablet. mb 5o

7

o ¢

Oops my bad. That didn't help at all. Honestly, | can't figure out what the Korban HaEdah is
trying to tell us there. If you do, let me know.

BUT... there's actually a secret missing piece here. If you look at the first three opinions (5, 10
and 20 on each tablet), they all seem to be deriving it from the same verse, which is where
it starts to get confusing and the commentaries have to do a lot of work to explain how the
same words are proving different things.

BUT.. the secret missing piece is that there's actually another verse with the same exact
phrase (‘He wrote them on two tablets of stone”). Here it is:

gzl Z 7/ / 4 : 7 % ”
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Deuteronomy 5:19 V7 0T
These words did Hashem address to your entire assemblage at the pnk! DQ'?UP'5?'535 27 n’ggg 0M2TINX

mountain from within the fire, the cloud, and the thick cloud—a voice DanI7M qo? X571 593 bjp PLRl 1201 WK inn
great and without cessation. He wrote them on two tablets of stone, and »bX DIRM DMK NS WS
He gave them to me.
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And some commentaries say that it's the duplicate wording in two different verses that gives
us the extra information..

7 7/ / { s / ”
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Etz Yosef on Shir HaShirim Rabbah 5:14 'R:T70 120 DR 1w DY qov vy ’
Since two verses are written, we must need both of them to teach us that 17WRS 1715 137¥7 AT R AT N
there were twenty [commandments] on each tablet. mb 55 by omwy MnT: /
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The way | understand this is that each verse gives us 10 on each tablet, giving us a total of
twenty on each tablet.

Ein Yaakov, though, gets us there with just one verse..

Ein Yaakov, Jerusalem Talmud, Ch. 6 'R,DOPW bW Tnbn ,apyr Py
..[The verse] did not need to mention ‘two, for from the word ‘tablets’ LYW Mmd wbn 1,9’ arnb avin xS
we already learn this, as the minimum for ‘tablets’ is two. Yet, it adds 1w b IXI2 PO ,0NW MM VWwmw 12

‘two tablets of stone’ to teach us that there were two which were four, PAY PR DAW DN 1AW 137055 01aR b

meaning that twenty commandments were written on each of the two mmb 1wn TR 53 by m1aT 0wy omno

tablets...
Btw- he uses the same method Korban HaEdah used for five on each tablet. Things are
getting confusing. Let's move on to how they looked.
L2207 / { (o Lezzzid
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Sirilio on Jerusalem Talmud Shekalim 6:1 m5w1 Tnbn 5p P nbw win

Rabbi Shimon ben Yochai says. He interpreted [Devarim 4:13] the same
as the Rabbis, and he interpreted “from this and from this” to mean that
on both surfaces of each [tablet], ten were written, making twenty on this
one and twenty on that one. And my esteemed teacher of blessed mem-
ory explained that Rabbi Shimon ben Yochai interpreted “from this and
from this” regarding the length of the tablet itself. On one surface, it was
like this: “I am the Lord your God” up to the middle of the page from the
east side of the page, and similarly on the west side of the page, the feet
of the writing were opposite the feet of the writing.
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Ok, there's alot to unpack here. First of all, he attributes this opinion
to a completely different verse - the one that's not mentioned at
all until R" Simai. So that's weird. But he also gives us two ways
of visualizing this - the first is that there was a full set of the Ten
Commandments on each side of each tablet. Then he offers
another possibility in the name of his teacher, and.. it's confusing.
There's alot of directions in it. And feet. Honestly, | wasn't confident
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| was imagining it correctly. So | decided to try to figure out who Sirilio's teacher was and see
if that teacher explains it himself somewhere.

Hebrew wikipedia mentioned a couple of people he learned under, and one of them was
Yaakov ibn Habib, author of Ein Yaakov. And sure enough, he explains it in a way that is
clearer to me.

AL ITVLTY / < - ez
Ein Yaakov, Jerusalem Talmud, Ch. 6 R:,0HPW MW Tnbn ,apyr 1Y ;
..And the writing of each tablet was as if there were two tablets, as I will 2w 1 R TR M 5 ana M vm
illustrate... AYRW 1m0 b /i
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So, two columns on each tablet, on one side. He delivered on his promise to
provide anillustration, but it would have taken up a lot of room here, so youll
have to rely on my rendition.

The Maharal of Prague has a similar design, but weirder. And he gets there
differently than everyone else. His explanation of the entire debate is that
each opinion is holding the tablets to a greater level of perfection than the
opinion before it. Here's what he says about this opinion specifically:
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Tiferet Yisrael Ch. 35 1”5 58w naRen
Rabbi Shimon ben Yochai says that the commandments were twenty on DMWY M2 170 2 MK ORM? 12 Wwnw 21
each tablet. For ten commandments were written on the right side of the 7wy mba Prm oand o .mb 5 by
tablet, and similarly ten commandments on the left side of the tablet, DA”AD ,MNAT WY mMbn bxnwa 121 ,nNaT

facing each other. The first was read from right to left, and the second Sxnwb P n XIp1 0 PWRIN X DX WK

from left to right. And this is proper, for if it were not so, there would be X5 DX 73 XA AT 72T .S Sxnwn 10 wm /
a flaw in the tablets, which are a divine creation, for they were the work ,APOX IRMA DRw ,mmba on A 70
of Heaven from Hashem. And it is so that everything that is perfect has L9w ,AN 72N DWA 1A 0w Naxbn TR D 7
i .
its right and left equal. As you see in a person, who has a right and a left, NN TWXI Sxnwm pn mw ,0bw xnw
. >

andiuothiareicompletelyiequal Mnib 0w DAY SRt P2 1D W DTN,

. s

So, that's cool. He's got the two columns, similar to Ein
Yaakov, but for the Maharal it's about symmetry as alevel

of perfection, so the column on the left is actually flipped

B

0@=0=0PJ983

so that it's a mirror image of the column on the right.

Ok, now let's get to the last opinion - 40 on each tablet.
(The end of the discussion in the Talmud includes that cool

2@3=s=209RRV
@9 =00Y A%
GB=0=7IRRB

stuff about details being written in between them. That's

F

f

very cool, and | actually had a whole additional tangent
of this Rabbit Hole | could have done on that, but then you
wouldn't have any more printer ink and you'd be sad.)



gzt

Jerusalem Talmud Shekalim 6:1
Rabbi Simai said: Forty on this tablet and forty on that tablet, as it is
written: “On the one side and on the other were they written” (Exo-

7

77 / Vi : 7/ /7,

dus 32:15), as a cube [tatrogal].

X1 ohpw mbw Tnbn
5p 0W2IX AT M5 5Y DI 0K N0 727
n2iM0Y .07IN2 D I AT AL M.

—

So... this is the most extreme opinion. And there are a bunch of different ways to visualize
it. Also, it just tosses this greek shape word at us. | assume Rabbi Simai was trying to be
helpful, but it actually gets pretty confusing. Exactly what shape is it referring to? A square?

A tetragon is another name for a quadrilateral, which is a polygon with four Q
sides and four angles. @

A cube? A quadrangle?

Before we startlooking at the different commmentaries on this, we need alittle bit of background
on the shape of the tablets themselves. | was going to try to avoid this because it's talked
about alot (especially in Chabad circles where we get very upset about the rounded tablets),
but it's relevant here.

The main idea is that the tablets were either squares or rectangles, and they were not just
slabs, they were blocks. They had depth. The Talmud Bavli and the Talmud Yerushalmi have
slightly different measurements for the width of the tablets, but they agree on the hight (the
Yerushalmi doesn't mention the depth, but everyone seems to assume it's the same as the
Bavli). Here they are:

Bava Batra 14a
The baraita continues: And as for the tablets, their length was six
handbreadths, their width was six handbreadths, and their thickness

7/ / Ve A7 7

was three handbreadths.

Jerusalem Talmud Taanit 4:5
Rebbi Samuel bar Nahman in the name of Rebbi Jonathan: The tablets

127 nnyn MSw1 Tnbn
P NIMYA 02 3 0WA 1AM 72 SRy 1
YOV 13N DNSY MWY 197X,

were six hand-breadths long and three wide.

T X7N2 K22,
SIYOY 1721 ,MPY 1200 ,NPY 197X — Nirsm
Tix b 127X T2 ningn.
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Ok, now we can continue. Let's see how the Korban HaEdah describes this layout..

2L L7 / 4

From this side and from that side they were written. This means twice
along its length and twice on both sides of its width. And on the upper
and lower surfaces no writing was done, for each tablet’s length was six
and its width three and its thickness three. If so, the upper and lower
surfaces were only three by three, and they were not suitable for the Ten
Commandments. And to write five from here and five from there is not a
respectful way to divide them, according to the opinion that all of them
were written lengthwise [in one complete column].

p—

Korban HaEdah on Jerusalem Talmud Shekalim 6:1 'R D5pw M1 Mnbn by nTyn 1Ay
D'MYn M 137K1 "1 137 0PN 0 AT A

nonbw Abynbw now Sy 1ana 1y nw by

131 "2 32m 119K mb Sow o1ana) v RS
X793 10 XD nonbwen mHynbw ornown 27K 3
0™ nwyh XA 1R RS nwbw by nwbw

70T 1T PX NI TwnMm RN Awnn noh

V1) TIR2 12N23 11 Paw T nd opbnd Mas

nXN 157):

A 3

Ok, so, according to this, tetragona seems to mean cube (or cuboid), and there was a full set
on each of the four sides of each tablet, but not on the top or bottom. Which is definitely a
new way of picturing the tablets for me. But it also makes sense - if the tablets were blocks,

then why wouldn't their three dimensionality be used?

Another interesting detail here is that the top and bottom weren't used because they were
too small to fit a full set of the Ten Commandments. This is based on the Yerushalmi's
measurement which would make the top and bottom sides three handsbreadths by three
handsbreadths, or around 9'x9". This is interesting to me because it seems to me that you
could definitely carve the Ten Commandments on a 9°x 9" area. In which case, what's the
Korban HaEdah's argument? | see two options: A)the font size had to stay consistent, in

which case, a set of Ten Commandments big enough to fill a
9'x18" space wouldn't fit on a 9°x9" space. B) The words had to
fill the entire space, but if you scale down a full column of all 10,
then you get a lot of extra space on the sides.

There are probably some other options too, involving letter
spacing and stuff, but I'm bored of that now, so let's move on.

|

J

Ein Yakov translates tetragona as square, but he has a very

interesting take on squares:

§
|

8800 I3
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gl L sl 77 / /

Ein Yaakov, Jerusalem Talmud, Ch. 6

And what [ have thought by way of the plain meaning (derech hapshat), is that
the intention of Rabbi Simai is as follows:

Since the tablet was square — its length equal to its width — and every
square-shaped object has two surfaces equal to one another, and each of those
surfaces has four corners equal to one another, then on each one of those four
corners, the Ten Commandments were written.

The upper surface was divided into two equal corners, and likewise the lower
surface opposite it; and in each corner were written [all] ten commandments
— this makes a total of forty.

But on the edges (i.e., the thickness/sides of the tablet), there was no writing.
And this is the meaning of “tetruga” in the Greek language — square.

7 S 7727,

e, DOPW AW TIRbN APy 1Y
17 DMWY LWH TR AW 0

127K Pan 10 mHnw aw b X
Dmow AW 1D W yann owa a1 ,amd
,ANW MNP PAIR DAWA N LA 0T onw
02N 1 MNP PAIRT 1R 1p Do byw
mwb poma hyn nown ,M1aT mwy
52 AW NANNA NOW 121 MY Map
,D7WATR 09D M7 ,MWY DN PR P

M .an2 0w 1A on XS Mpn nowa Hax
YN, wba nanvo v
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It seems like he's kind of using square as a verb to describe alignment
- the top line of each set has to be squared with the edge. Maybe.
Whatever his understanding of squares is, his layout is clear - he even
provides another illustration (again, you'll have to rely on my version).
According to him, you have one set on top, and another set on the
bottom, rotated 180 degrees. And the same on both sides, adding up
to four full sets of the Ten Commandments on each tablet.

Butwhy? Ein Yaakov explains in great detail how Rabbi Simai's proof from the verse demands
this layout, but it's long and complicated and | didn't feel like we needed to have it here. BUT...

he also explains why Rabbi Simai thought this was logically the best way to make the tablets:

gl L dd 77 / /

Ein Yaakov, Jerusalem Talmud, Ch. 6

..All of the commandments should be written on each of the two tablets, from
every side and every angle that Moses our Teacher would hold the tablet in his
hand. And with a first glance, he would be able to read all ten commandments
from “I am [the L-rd]” until “that which is your fellow’s”... And similarly, if he
would flip the tablet to the surface opposite it, the commandments would be
written two times, one on the upper side and the second on the lower side, in
such a way that whenever he would hold the tablet in his hand along its length,
one would immediately see “I am [the L-rd]” and be able to complete all the
commandments without any flipping of the tablet

7 Sl 7727,

N:,0HPW MW Tnbn ,apyr 1Y
.. wn TAX 22 orans mnaTa b viw
17 Awn nRTw 22y Som Ty Son mmb
55 nph Yov ANwRA vana ,mda 1A
DX 121...,7¥7 TWX TP 1DIRN NNAT WY
D¥21N3 1 1AW nown SR mbn o
MW OY TYA AN ,0MYD N M1
1T M AW NY Y2aw 1mKa NN YA
N5 52 1 72X T AR MW 7NN
mba v oW 52 NN B

A 3

Ok, so, | love this. It makes perfect sense to me. |'ve actually thought about this on a practical

level before when making cards for games and stuff - which way is the user going to flip this
card? Side to side or top to bottom? This solves that problem - Make it work for both ways.

Divine design at its finest.

BUT.. Yefeh Mareh doesn't like this approach, or the ones that say it was written on four sides.

Why? Because of the floating mem. See? | told you it would come back.

The whole thing about the letters going all the way through only works if you don't have

to carve another set of the Ten Commandments on the opposite side. It seems like most

commentaries are okay with that only working according to the first two opinions and not

the last two, but Yefeh Mareh isn't okay with that.
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Yefeh Mareh, Jerusalem Talmud, Shekalim, 6 R:,0HPW MW Tinbn RN N
..But this is not correct, for it can be assumed that the statement about mmbaw 7°no1 07nT RanT L, T px Sax
the ‘mem’ and ‘samekh’ on the tablets standing by a miracle is agreed XTOX NNIDIN RNW YRWwn 0 Tmy 17 013
upon by everyone... The better explanation is that everything was writ- nowa ana Sanw 103 Ann bax...xnby H1oT

ten on one surface... Without ‘from this side and from that side, we have 532 oMWY B R AT A RS MW LLINRD
twenty on each tablet according to the opinion of Rabbi Shimon ben Yo- AT 1NT PN XM 12 AW 127 Ayt mb /
chai. And since it is written ‘from this side and from that side, we learn WRA2 0N3 N1N2T DMWY TRW YR amm

that twenty commandments were written at the top of the tablet from MWA YR DMWY 1 ,nond mHYnbn mbn ?
top to bottom, and similarly twenty at its other end from bottom to top, WA MY by nonbny

in this form:

He actually has two different versions of how that
looks, but according to both of them, all four sets are
on one side. The only difference is whether the bottom
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two sets are rotated 180 degrees.
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The Maharal of Prague has a similar layout, but he
continues with his mirror-image-perfection model and lands up with something a little

different:
gzl L2l / < (L Z4 &<

. i /
Tiferet Yisrael Ch. 35 n”5 SRW? naRon
However, Rabbi Simai held that the tablets - which are the handiwork of - MIMSA PR Y 7D 020 'RNO 1 DNk
G-d - must be perfect. And everything that is perfect is completely equal. ,05W XKW 127 5 .ombw - 0pbX nwyn onw
For if it is not completely equal, it is flawed, because it lacks completion Q01 X170 Mw 1R OXY 0D MY RIN
until it is completely equal. And for this reason, there were forty on each M5 Mw e T Anbwh 10N XIOW 11on
and every tablet: There were ten commandments from right to left, and mwyp M ;m mb 53 by 0wk ra /
ten from left to right, and it is fitting that the top and bottom of the tablet MR P SXNwn W Sxnwb prm AT
should be equal, just as the right and left are equal, until it is completely MWW 13 ,m5n T Aonm Abyna MY Y ?
equal. MnIb MY Xnw TV ORNWM R,

. 7,

So, according to this the Ten Commandments were flipped once horizontally, then both of
those were flipped again, this time vertically, creating perfectly perfect perfection.
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Phew. That was a lot of layouts. If you weren't keeping count, don't worry, | was. We went
through 10 different possible configurations of the tablets.
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Tanya, Part V; Kuntres Acharon Ch. 6

..“The sacred service is theirs; on the shoulder shall they carry” The
purpose is to combine the “shoulder,” the hinderpart, with the sacred
service, the supreme wisdom, in a manner of inwardness. This state is
the source of the tablets in the Ark, as we find, “Written on both their
sides....” The Jerusalem Talmud, Shekalim, explains that they did not
have any front and back; study that reference.

Ok, so, remember that idea we discussed earlier about the letters going all the way through
but miraculously being the right direction on both sides? Well, after all of those different
ways of looking at the luchos, | wondered if there were any discussions of that debate in
the Yerushalmi that connected any of those opinions to this miracle. So | dug around some
more and discovered that there was indeed a connection, and it's been right under my nose
in Tanya and | never paid attention to it.

P74 / I4 ; 7 Z

1 AAR ©70P ,X2N

..T791 7205 XY N33 oY Wipn NTiay”
nTiay” 5X ,0MIINK NPNA 1Y ,"0"aN 0 NX
DYRY .07 NP3 AR 0IN X7, U TR
1WN DMAND” :ANIW 13 ,1IIRIY NimR 1wn)
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DY 70 1IN 0712 NN 103 Ann:
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So according to Tanya, the miracle wasn't just that the back was straight, it's that the tablet
had no back. Or front. They somehow transcended back and front. Cool. But the Alter
Rebbe says that this idea is from that piece of Talmud Yerushalmi we've been looking at this
whole time and | couldn't see it in there.

So | started searching for this phrase - "they did not have any back or front” - and it led me to
a trail that starts with Pirkei Avos.

(77 / / . y

Pirkei Avot 5:6

Ten things were created on the eve of the Sabbath at twilight, and these
are they: [1] the mouth of the earth, [2] the mouth of the well, [3] the
mouth of the donkey, [4] the rainbow, [5] the manna, [6] the staff [of
Moses], [7] the shamir, [8] the letters, [9] the writing, [10] and the tab-
lets. And some say: also the demons, the grave of Moses, and the ram of

Abraham, our father. And some say: and also tongs, made with tongs.

"0 MAR Mvn

X ,NIYVRYN P2 NIW 37w3 18123 03T MDY
L1 ,NWRM LTINKA 101 ARAD D1 ,PIND 78,10
W .NIMI 3029 ,3020 RYm ,1eRm
Sy 151 ,mwn SY inap ,ppiTen X ,0mMnix
AMPY N2¥32 N2Y 9K ,0MNIX U araX 0TaN:
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I've always loved this Mishnah because it's spooky and weird and has a cool list of things
that exist in some sort of liminal space. The letters and the writing part was always the least
exciting to me, though. | always assumed it meant the floating mem. | never really thought
about what the difference between them is. In Hebrew the words are Ksav and Michtayv,
and | think a better translation of that would be "the writing” and “the written.” | think that
highlights the ambiguity of it, which is something all the commentaries deal with differently.
Bartenura seems to interpret Michtav as referring to our two-way-tablet miracle:

14



Bartenura on Pirkei Avot 5:6

the writing: that they could be read from all four sides.

1A MaK 1Iwn by XM1vna
DYTTY NWIING 520 DX MY .2nanm:

— 4

So now it's not just the front and back that are equal, it's all four sides. Which makes it
even weirder and cooler and also connects it to our square/cube/tetragon in the Talmud

Yerushalmi.

| dug around for some of the phrases in that short commmentary and it seems like the earliest

mention of this idea is in Sefer HaAruch - which is a very cool, very old encyclopedia of

Talmudic terminology. It gives two explanations of what Ksav and Michtav mean:

gl dd 77 / ¢

Sefer HeArukh, Letter Kaf 409

..'The writing” (ksav) refers to the form of the letters. “The written”
(michtav) refers to the combination of letters to form a word that can
be read.

Another explanation: ksav refers to the 22 letters of the holy script that
we use for writing. Michtav is what is called “Tetragona,” which can be
seen and read from all four sides. This is what was written on the Tab-
lets, and this is what the verse “And the writing and the script, the script
of G-d, is engraved” means.

A7 7727,

v7n 7750 MK ,PMYN 190

o™MaT mwy (M o'mos 2”75 max) [eamw] ano
NTIY 2N W1 2N31M AN TV 191 1R
NMPD 12N AR ATMIKG Y NN NPNIR
UNXWY WTIPN AN2 DMK 270 BX ana K77 .5na
R100 XIPIT XA 2NN 12 PYnNwn 12 Pand
5y 21N27 XIM 07T T TY Han KApn AXNIW
0'pHX ANan ananm MNn W Kim mmbn

W MAn X

A 3

According to that second explanation it seems like Ksav is the regular two-dimensional

letters we write with and Michtav is some sort of divine, three-dimensional letters.

So, the question is, exactly how miraculous and mind-mending are we talking? Tosfos Yom

Tov answers that question:

z P74 / /{

Tosafot Yom Tov on Pirkei Avot 5:6

THE INSCRIPTION. Bartenura says “the inscription could be read from all
four directions.” What seems most likely to me is that this was a miracu-
lous thing, “the work of G-d” (Exodus 32:16). Many of the commentators
on the relevant passage in the Jerusalem Talmud struggled with this. See
Ein Yaakov and Yefeh Mar’eh. I prefer the words of the most recent of the
comentators, R. Menachem Azariah of Fano in his work Asarah Ma’ama-
rot, in the treatise Chakor Din, 2:20, commenting on the passage in the
Jerusalem Talmud. There he says that they were the “work of G-d” that our
minds cannot imagine, “not like the work of some commoner that others
have drawn for us in the study hall, which a boy could come up with”.

A7 7 /7,

1 NAR Mawn 59 210 D1 MHYIN
D771y 10 5on oxapa vaw 270 Y Lanonm
mnn oPHX AWM 703 12T nw HX apm
MW’ MMKA "WABR A1a 125N 720m

AR XA 797 2pYT YA Y 27D 0pwT
TAXNA ANDW NNARD TWY SYa KA X PR
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5’y .0ana’ 9yn waTen nnaa.

o ¢

15

N\ 2NN

N\ aaan



Wow. So.. the answer to my question before about how mind mending of a miracle this was

is that it was so mind-bending you can't even imagine it. Cool.

Tosfos Yom Tov mentions our Gemara, but he doesn't really give any details. There's obviously

a connection, but we still don't really understand what it is.

BUT.. while | was digging around for possible clues about this idea, | stumbled upon one more

source that uses this miracle in the context of a complete, point-by-point analysis of the
four opinions in the Talmud yerushalmi. In Teshuvos HaRadbaz, the titular Radbaz answers

someone who is confused about this piece, and isn't satisfied with Ein Yaakov's explanation.

Radbaz declines to comment on Ein Yaakov, but gives his own, very unique breakdown:

gzl 7 7/ / 4

Teshuvot HaRadbaz Volume 3 980

..And now I will explain to you the dispute of the Tannaim: Hanania holds
five on this tablet and five on that tablet. And even though one has more
verses than the other, it is not a problem for him, for Hanania has that
which Hanania, nephew of Rabbi Yehoshua said, that between every
utterance was its precise details and the letters of the Torah, filled like
Tarshish in the great sea, and this is found in this very Baraisa, and thus
the entire tablet is filled... And the Rabbis came to dispute, and they said
that the writing was equal on every tablet, for if not, G-d forbid, there
would be separation between them, and one tablet would be left with all
five of its commandments being prohibitions, and thus the left side (se-
verity) would gain dominance and destroy the world... Now, according to
both Hanania and the Rabbis, the writing went through from one side to
the other, and from one side it was read straight and from the other side
reversed, as it says in tractate Shabbos... And Rabbi Shimon came to say
twenty on this tablet and twenty on that tablet: indeed the letters were
on both sides, but they were not read from the outside in reverse, but
rather straight. And this is [the meaning of twenty] on this tablet - ten
from the inside and ten from the outside, meaning they were written on
both sides in the way they are read, and it was a miracle. And so Rashi, of
blessed memory, wrote in Parshas Ki Sisa... And Rabbi Simai came to say:
you fulfilled ‘on both their sides’ and you fulfilled the the intention of the
repetition in the verses, but you did not fulfill ‘from this side and from that
side they were written.” Rather, there were forty on this tablet and forty
on that tablet. And the meaning of the verse is thus: ‘written on both their
sides’ means front and back; ‘from this side and from that side they were
written’ means right and left. And this is what ‘Tetragona’ means, that is,
‘square, that one reads it from all four of its directions, and it is a Greek
word, and so it is in the Arukh. And its illustration is like this: four people
are sitting around the tablet, and the tablet stands upright, and each of
the four reads ‘I am the L-rd your G-d, etc’ in a straight manner, and it is
miraculous...

P77
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First of all, | told you the thing about extra stuff between the lines of the tablets would come
back. And | love the way that it did - that even if a particular chunk of Torah seems sparse,
don't worry, we have plenty of Torah to fill all the gaps.

| also really like this idea that having too much negativity on one of the tablets would break
reality. That's super cool.

It's also very cool to me that he clearly says here that Rashi in Chumash is talking about the
two-way-tablets. Which means there’s a conflict between Rashi on the Talmud and Rashi
on Chumash, which is always cool to me because it highlights the different modes of Torah
and that the same verse can mean different things when learned through different methods
- even by the same person.

And of course, one of the most exciting parts of this for me was the extremely clear -
yet still somehow incomprehensible - description of what it would be like to look at the
tablets according to Rabbi Simai. How did it work? Did the tablets project a pocket of four
dimensional space allowing viewers to perceive all sides at once?

| couldn't draw a picture of this one so | tried to get an Al to do it, but this is the best it could do:

4D PROJECTION

BUT.. the thing | loved most about this is how, according to this, each opinion highlights the
mult-faceted nature of Torah in a different way, even the simplest one.

Alright, that's it! That's the Rabbit Hole!

Thank you for following me down the Rabbit hole. You can try to get out the way you came
in, but the entrance faces the same direction on both sides.
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Bartenura

Rabbi Ovadiah of Bartenura (c.
1445-c. 1515), Italy and Jerusalem.
Renowned for his commentary on the
Mishnah, which became the standard
in printed editions. He later revitalized
Jewish life in Jerusalem.

Divrei David

Commentary on Rashi by Rabbi
David Halevi Segal (c. 1586-1667),
Poland. Known as the Taz, he was
a leading halachic authority and
sharp Talmudist, especially active in
Krakow and Lwow.

Ein Yaakov

Compilation of and commentary
on the aggadic (non-legal) portions
of the Talmud by Rabbi Yaakov ibn
Chaviv (c. 1460-1516), Spain and
Salonika. Intendedto make the ethical
and narrative teachings of Chazal
more accessible and inspirational.

Etz Yosef

Commentary on Midrash Rabbah
by Rabbi Chanokh Zundel ben Yosef
(19th century), Bialystok, Lithuania
(how  Poland).  Blends
interpretations with his own insights
in a clear and structured style.

classic

Gur Aryeh
See Maharal.

Ibn Ezra

Rabbi Abraham ibn Ezra (1089-c.
1167), Spain and later ltaly and France.
Celebrated for his rationalist biblical
commentary and  grammatical
precision, especially in explaining the
plain meaning of the text.

Korban HaEdah

Commentary on the Talmud
Yerushalmi by Rabbi David Frankel
(c. 1704-1762), Germany (Berlin). A
major figure in reviving Yerushalmi
study in Europe and a respected
halachic voice.

Index of Sources

Maharal (Rabbi Loew of Prague)

Rabbi Yehudah Loew ben Betzalel (c.
1520-1609), Prague, Bohemia (Czech
Republic). Philosopher, mystic, and
communal leader, known for his deep
interpretations of Torah, mitzvos, and
Jewish destiny. Often referred to as
Rabbi Loew or the Maharal of Prague.

Mechilta

Halachic Midrash on Sefer Shemos,
attributed to Tannaim in Eretz Yisrael,
especially Rabbi Yishmael. Part of the
corpus of Midrashei Halacha.

Radbaz

Rabbi David ben Zimra (1479-1573),
Spain, Egypt. and later Tzfas. A
prolific  halachic
kabbalist, widely quoted in later
responsa literature.

authority and

Rabbeinu Bahya

Rabbi Bahya ben Asher (c. 1255-
1340), Saragossa, Spain. His Torah
commentary weaves pshat, derash,
philosophy, and Kabbalah into an
integrated approach.

Ramban (Nachmanides)

in halacha, Kabbalah, and biblical
commentary. His Torah commentary
is central to traditional study and
revered for its spiritual depth. Often
referred to by his Latinized name,
Nachmanides.

Rashi

Rabbi Shlomo Yitzchaki (1040-
1105), Troyes, France. The foremost
commentator on both Torah and
Talmud. His clarity and conciseness
became the foundation of Jewish
learning.

Sefer HaAruch

Lexicon of Talmudic and Midrashic
terms by Rabbi Nathan ben Yechiel (c.
1035-1110), Rome. One of the earliest
and most respected dictionaries of
rabbinic Hebrew and Aramaic.
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Sirilio

Rabbi Solomon Sirilio (c. 1485-c.
1554), originally from Spain, later
active in Salonika and Tzfat. A
pioneering commentator on the
Talmud Yerushalmi, especially its
agricultural  tractates, known for
adapting Bavli-based analysis to the
Yerushalmi's unique style.

Talmud Bavli

The Babylonian Talmud, compiled
in Babylonia (modern Iraq) in the
5th-6th centuries CE. Central text of
rabbinic Judaism, spanning law, lore,
ethics, and theology.

Talmud Yerushalmi

The Jerusalem Talmud, compiled in
the Land of Israel (mainly Tiberias and
Caesarea) in the 4th-5th centuries
CE. Preserves early traditions with a
unique style and rhythm.

Tanya

Foundational book of Chabad
Chassidus by Rabbi Shneur Zalman
of Liadi (1745-1812), White Russia
(Liozna, Liadi). Explores the inner life
of the soul and divine service.

Tiferes Yisrael
See Maharal.

Tosfos Yom Tov

Rabbi Yom Tov Lipmann Heller (1579-
1654), Moravia and Poland (Prague,
Krakéw). His commentary on the
Mishnah is detailed, clear, and often
printed alongside the Bartenura.

Yefeh Mareh

Commentary on the
Yerushalmi by Rabbi  Shmuel
Yafeh Ashkenazi (1525-1595), a
scholar of the Ottoman Empire.
His work complements other
Yerushalmi commentaries with clear

Talmud

explanations and extensive sourcing.
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