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DR. SHAI SECUNDA is a fellow at the Martin 
Buber Society of Fellows at The Hebrew University of Jerusa-
lem. He studied in Ner Israel Rabbinical College in Baltimore, 
at Yeshiva University and at Harvard. His research focuses on 
the Babylonian Talmud and its Sasanian (Persian) context. A 
new scholarly work he has written, The Iranian Talmud: Read-
ing the Bavli in its Sasanian Context, was published by Uni-
versity of Pennsylvania Press this month. In it, Secunda looks 
at the insights to be gained in the Gemara by knowing about 
the culture in which it was written. He recently spoke with Ami 
about his studies.

You study the Talmud academically. That’s differ-
ent from the style of learning in yeshivos, isn’t it?

On my own, I learn in the yeshivah style. But what 
I publish uses academic methods. That means a lot of 
things, from the basics of looking at manuscripts to the 
use of all sorts of different methodologies.

Is there tension in the academic study of Talmud 
for a religious Jew?

Of course.

But do you see academic study as beneficial to 
yeshivah learning?

Definitely. I think it enhances talmud Torah, most ob-
viously when you are talking about the really basic tools 
that are used in academic Talmud study. For example, 
now that we have access to manuscripts in libraries all 
over the world at our fingertips, this can help us gain a 
better understanding of a sugya, the same way the Ris-
honim often quoted different girsa’os from old sources. 
We can do the same, and we’re blessed with tools they 
could only dream of. So certainly on the most rudimen-
tary level I think it’s an absolute win, with very little 
tension.

If you walk into the National Library in Israel, and 
especially the manuscript and microfilm room, you’ll 
find that a large majority of the people working there 
are chareidim, because they care the most. They’re most 
devoted to talmud Torah, and part of that involves es-
tablishing the best text, whether it’s the Ritva or even 
midrashim.

When you talk about other aspects of academic 
Talmud study, it does get a little trickier. The trickiest 
would be source criticism and trying to dissect how the 
page works and how it grew together. But it’s nowhere 
nearly as problematic as the use of these tools for study-
ing Tanach. The Rishonim, too—and really anyone who 

knows how to learn—recognized that there’s a differ-
ence between a “tanu rabbanan” and a “tanya,” or be-
tween what an Amora says and what the Gemara asks. 
It’s taking these assumptions we all know and doing 
new things with them. But there, too, I don’t think there 
has to be a big problem. If these tools are used correctly 
and responsibly, they can enhance talmud Torah.

Explain what your latest book, The Iranian 
Talmud, is about.

The title is almost a play on words. We know the 
Gemara is called the Talmud Bavli. Unlike the Talmud 
Yerushalmi, where there is a question as to why it is 
called that—since the chachamim had already left 
Yerushalayim by the time it was written—the Bavli is 
so-called for a very good reason: The chachamim lived 
in Bavel. The point of the book is to ask: Well, what 
did Bavel mean, and what was it like during the period 
when the chachamim operated and worked?

If you open the history books and try to figure out 
what was going on, you’ll find that Bavel was the heart 
of the Persian or Iranian Empire.
But isn’t Bavel in Iraq, not Iran?

Geographically, it was in modern-day Iraq, but the 
winter capital of the ruling Persians, the Sasanians, was 
smack-dab in the middle of Bavel. In fact, Mechoza, 
where Rava lived, was in the metropolitan area of that 
capital. So the book asks: If that’s the case, what does 
it mean for Jewish history? What were the challenges 
we faced? What kinds of people did the Jews come 
into contact with? And ultimately, how can that help us 
read the Gemara more productively? How can it give us 
more insight into what the Gemara is doing in different 
places, and what it means?

That takes place on a number of different levels, first 
and foremost just in terms of language. Obviously, 
the Gemara is written in Aramaic, which was the lan-
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guage spoken by most people in Bavel, including non-Jews. 
There were a lot of Christians. There were also a lot of pagans. 
But the Persians who lived there, who were connected to the 
government, spoke Persian. Because of that, there are a lot of 
words that came into Aramaic from Persian and became regular 
words. Scholars have studied this for a long time. The Aruch, 
Rashi, and even the Geonim will explain a word, say that it is 
Persian, and tell us what it means.

That’s all well-known. But the question is: What kinds of 
concepts and ideas came along with those words?

What would that mean?
A nice example a friend of mine came up with is a long sec-

tion in Maseches Megillah that is basically like a midrash, almost 
pasuk by pasuk, on Megillas Esther. In one place, the Gemara 
asks why Achashverosh became so enraged when Vashti re-
fused to come to him. The Gemara suggests that she compared 
him to the stable master of her zeide, Belshazzar. It uses the Per-
sian word for stable master. Beyond the linguistics, there’s also 
what it meant to be a stable master in Persia at that time. From 
Persian literature we learn that it was considered the lowest 
possible profession in the king’s court. More than that, some of 
the literature talks about the rise of the first Sasanian king, at 
what was basically the time of the Talmud, whose name was Ar-
dashir. The stories about him describe how he started out as the 
stable master in the court of the previous monarch—Ardavad, 
who also shows up in the Gemara—and despite his humble 
beginnings proved himself to be a very gifted individual who 
went on to rule the empire.

So you have a certain word in that short little Gemara, and a 
whole series of motifs, stories and ideas that come along with 
it. I try to bring examples and show how some of these things 
affect how we understand the Gemara, whether short passages 
or broader questions.

Is there a dividing line in the Gemara where the Persian 
influence starts?

We know that historically the chachamim only began to flour-
ish in Bavel when Rav arrived, at the beginning of the third cen-
tury of the Common Era. Once Rav came, the community in 
Bavel took off. At that point, you can start to think about what 
it meant to be living in a new environment. For example, there’s 
a mishnah in Bava Basra about hilchos shecheinim [the laws of 

neighbors]. The courtyards were built differently 
in Bavel. How did they apply the Mishnah, writ-
ten in Eretz Yisrael under Roman rule, to this 
new architectural context?

This is only one small aspect. The most im-
portant story of the Gemara is how the chacha-
mim continued what the Tanna’im and Amora’im 
had done in Eretz Yisrael. But I try to show that 
it is still productive to think about what the new 
environment meant.

What brought you to this field of study?
Part of it was simply learning in yeshivah and 

wondering about all of these strange references 
made by the chachamim. 

Another part was a personal connection. 
When I decided that I wanted to learn more 
about the academic method, I decided to go to 
YU to pursue a PhD. I wanted to learn with [Pro-
fessor of Jewish History and Talmud Studies] 
Yaakov Elman, who is still there and has a big in-
fluence on this area of study. What he originally 
worked on—and why I wanted to work with 
him—was the Tosefta. I had an obsession with 
it. When I was learning, I would always check 
the Tosefta. Why is this beraisa in the Gemara 
different from the Tosefta? What is the Tosefta? 
How does it work? He wrote quite a bit about 
this, and I wanted to study with him. 

I left Baltimore when I got married and came 
to New York. At that time, Yaakov Elman had 
just started studying the language that was 
spoken by the Persians then, Middle Persian, 
and his enthusiasm for it was infectious. He said, 
“Listen, I’m very happy to learn Tosefta with you 
to your heart’s content, but…” He was very ex-
cited about the things he was learning. Through 
that personal connection, I realized this was 
something I wanted to look into more deeply.

Is there a lot of Persian literature dating 
from that time?

There isn’t very much. It’s not like what we 
have in the Western world. For many years, aca-
demics have been using things written in Greek 
or Latin to help understand midrashim or the 
Yerushalmi, especially at the level of word mean-
ing. A large percentage of words in the Midrash 
are Greek. 

There’s much less material surviving from that 
period in Middle Persian. Essentially, what we 
have are a lot of religious texts related to the an-
cient Persian-Iranian religion, which is called 
Zoroastrianism. Then we have a few purely legal 
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texts, which are very interesting. One is called 
the Book of a Thousand Decisions. It goes through 
property and family law, and gives you an idea of 
the kind of civil law that was operational at that 
time. As for the religious non-Jewish texts that 
have survived, many of them are legal or [about] 
ritual. There’s a huge focus on purity and impu-
rity, which is interesting, as a Jew, because it’s a 
topic we care very much about. 

There are also all kinds of mythological texts 
about different creatures and the like. In fact, 
the famous stories about Rabba bar bar Chanah 
mention a lot of the same creatures described in 
some of them.

The last type that survived was what you’d call 
courtly literature, relating to the monarchy and 
life in the royal court. That actually became very 
important in Iranian culture. The big text they 
look to is called the Shahnameh. It’s like Homer’s 
Odyssey for them. It was during this period that 
their literature first developed, and there are 
connections to some stories about the Persian 
kings in the Gemara.

So you look for connections between those 
texts and pieces of Gemara?

Yes. In the book, most of my examples are 
from what you’d call aggadah. But I’ve also 
looked at legal issues in the past, as have others. 
Yaakov Elman has been working on something 
with regard to the laws of ona’ah [cheating in 
business], which matches up well with how 
things operated in the Sasanian legal system. 
The point of my book is to show what can be 
done.

Is there a thesis that you present?
The thesis, first and foremost, is that this is 

valuable. But the real thesis is somewhat techni-
cal. It has to do with how we read texts from 
different corpuses with something called inter-
textuality—taking into account how texts inter-
act with one another. Even when we talk, we use 
words from different languages, and those lan-
guages interact with one another. That’s some-
thing linguists have been studying for almost a 
century.

We’re talking here about texts that emerged 
from two totally different cultures. The Gemara 
comes from a Jewish context and, more broadly, 
from a Semitic context. These Persian texts 
come, ultimately, from an Indo-European con-
text. Persian is not like Arabic, a Semitic lan-
guage. It’s a whole different linguistic system and 

way of thinking. Yet the fact is that Jews and Persians flourished 
in the same area for hundreds and hundreds of years. So I try 
to chart a path for how these texts might interact with one an-
other.

Are there any examples you can give of these interac-
tions?

Here’s a nice one. There’s a group of stories in the Gemara 
about three people: Rava, Shvur Malka, or Shapur the king – in 
this case Shapur II, who ruled when Rava was alive – and Shvur 
Malka’s mother, referred to in the Gemara as Ifra Hurmuz. In 
the stories, Ifra Hurmuz is often protecting the Jews from Shvur 
Malka. Rashi gives a reason why: She wanted to be megayeir [con-
vert to Judaism]. There’s an interesting dynamic among the three. 
In Taanis 24b, she tells Shvur Malka that he shouldn’t have “eisek 
devarim” [contentious dealings] with the Jews. That, at least, is 
how it appears in the printed edition. But if you look in the Aruch 
and some kisvei yad, you find a Persian word there: “haikar.” That 
doesn’t mean just dealings; it means disputes. Don’t dispute the 
Jews, is what she was saying. The same word shows up in the 
courtly literature in connection with Shvur Malka. It describes 
how this king, Shapur II, tried to engage all of his subjects, of dif-
ferent extractions, in disputes, almost like religious disputations. 
He wanted to learn about their knowledge and what they had 
to say. You can see from this one example that the Gemara was 
aware that Shvur Malka was trying to engage in debates and that 
Ifra Hurmuz was trying to back him away from the Jews, because 
she saw them as special.

Is there any connection between the subject of your 
studies and modern-day Iran?

I discuss this in the epilogue of the book. The big game 
changer was the Islamic conquest. When the Gemara was writ-
ten, Islam didn’t exist. Then, of course, in 1979, Iran officially 
became an Islamic republic.

Until Islam, the Jews had a relatively easy time in Bavel. If 
you compare the situation of Jews in Eretz Yisrael and in Bavel, 
Bavel was pretty good. There are hints in the Gemara of minor 
persecutions. They took our menorahs away sometimes when 
their priests were overzealous and thought we would harm the 
fire, which was a sacred element to them. But otherwise, it was 
pretty good. Even into the Middle Ages, the situation wasn’t 
too bad. There were famous Jewish poets who wrote in Judeo-
Persian, their version of Yiddish. The complications arose later, 
in the 16th century, and then with the Islamic Revolution.

Perhaps because I’ve had contact with non-Jewish scholars of 
this period, some from Iran and even some still living there, I 
wonder, maybe naively, that if it was possible for Jews to have 
a healthy, positive relationship with Iran, then perhaps one day 
that could again be the case.

Most of what I say, however, is only historically relevant. I 
joke that I wasn’t able to figure out that Rouhani was going to 
become president of Iran. But neither were my friends who are 
experts on modern-day Iran. 


