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ARISTOTLE IN THE BABYLONIAN TALMUD?  
A SCHOLASTIC INTERPOLATION BY THE 
TALMUD’S ANONYMOUS GLOSSATOR*

Shamma Friedman

THE JEWISH THEOLOGICAL SEMINARY OF AMERICA; BAR ILAN UNIVERSITY

Master of onomastics, Aaron Demsky’s own name is synonymous 
with the best in the many scholarly fields to which he contributes—טֹוב 
ֶמן טֹוב ם ִמשֶּׁ  I offer my participation in the Festschrift presented to him .שֵׁ
with esteem and warm friendship.

The first folios of the seventh chapter of Baba Meṣiʿa in the Babylonian 
Talmud famously recount the adventures of R. Eleazar b. R. Shimon. I 
have previously treated the textual and literary aspects of these won-
drous stories and their relationship to earlier Palestinian parallels,1 found 
largely in Pesikta de Rav Kahana.2 In this study I would like to focus on 

* This research was supported by the Israel Science Foundation (grant No. 1671/13). I 
am grateful to Dr. Moshe Simon-Shoshan for his technical assistance.

1  Shamma Friedman, “Literary Development and History in the Aggadic Narrative of 
the Babylonian Talmud: A Study Based Upon B.M. 83b–86a,” in Community and Culture 
Essays in Jewish Studies In Honor of the 90th Anniversary of the Founding of Gratz 
College (Nahum W. Waldman, ed.; Philadelphia: JPS, 1987): 67–80; idem, “Historical 
Aggadah in the Babylonian Talmud,” in Saul Lieberman Memorial Volume (Jerusalem: 
Jewish Theological Seminary, 1993): 1–46 [Hebr.]. I have devoted further treatment to 
these texts in two works: Setam—The Role of the Anonymous Glossator in the Extended 
Narratives of the Babylonian Talmud (in preparation); Talmud Ha-Igud, BT Bava Meṣiʿa 
VII (Jerusalem: Society for the Interpretation of the Talmud, forthcoming).

2  Bernard Mandelbaum, ed., Pesikta de Rav Kahana, According to an Oxford Manuscript 
(New York: Jewish Theological Seminary, 1987): 195–200. 
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an extraordinary episode in this narrative cycle, and the learned digres-
sion it prompted. 

The passage in question (B. Meṣ. 83b) appears in the midst of the 
Talmud’s account of R. Eleazar b. R. Shimon’s career as a criminal 
investigator for the Roman government. The Talmudic storyteller relates 
that R. Eleazar once advised a Roman official on how to catch thieves. 
R. Eleazar suggests going to the tavern at mid-morning and question-
ing those who are falling asleep over a cup of wine. If the individual 
identifies himself as a Torah scholar or laborer, his legitimate late night 
or early morning activities explain the need for a mid-morning nap. All 
others can be assumed to be thieves and can be arrested. The Roman au-
thorities hear of R. Eleazar’s novel methods and appoint him to the job. 

R. Eleazar is chastised for his work of handing fellow Jews over the 
government, first by R. Joshua ben Korha and then by a common fuller 
(the Talmud’s standard “everyman”). R. Eleazar, incensed by the fuller’s 
insolence, decides that the man must be an evildoer and has him ar-
rested. R. Eleazar later regrets his actions deeply, but it is too late to save 
the man from execution. He subsequently learns that the executed man 
was in fact a particularly degenerate and sinful person who deserved his 
fate. Though R. Eleazar is temporarily relieved by this confirmation, his 
anxiety returns. In order to relieve his dejection and determine whether 
or not he is in fact truly righteous in the eyes of Heaven, he undertakes 
a liposuction procedure, having fat removed from his abdomen in order 
to test whether it will be impervious to putrefaction. The fact that the 
removed fat does not putrefy in the summer sun is taken by R. Eleazar as 
a sign from Heaven of his being untainted by sin. 

The account of R. Eleazar’s body’s imperviousness to putrefaction is 
rooted in the earlier Palestinian narratives, in which R. Eleazar expresses 
extreme self-confidence in the righteous justification of his activities, 
and even declares:

בי, אלא לית הוא מישלוט  ושלום   מדמוך אנא ברם רימה חס 
  חדא תולעת' דעתידא דנקרא אחורי אודני, דחד זמן הוינא עליל
לכנשתא ושמעת קלא דחד בר נש מחרף והווה ספיקא גבי למעבד

 ביה דינא ולא עבדית.

I shall die, but worms will not, God forbid, have any power 
over me, except for one worm which will bore behind my ear. 
[This will happen] because once I entered the synagogue and 
heard the voice of someone blaspheming. I could have had him 
punished (lit. “do justice with him”) but I did not.3

3  Ibid., 198–199. In our BT passage this became: שישו בני מעי, שישו! ומה ספיקות 
 שלכם כך, ודאית שלכם על אחת כמה וכמה, מובטח אני בכם שאין רמה ותולעה שולטת
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As I have demonstrated in my previous studies, the Babylonian ver-
sion remolds R. Eleazar’s persona from great self-assurance to abysmal 
self-doubt. In the Palestinian version, R. Eleazar’s faith in the correct-
ness of his acts is expressed in his confidence that his body will not rot 
after death. To the extent that rot will set in, it is only because he once 
failed to inflict justice on a sinner. In the Babylonian version, R. Eleazar 
remains guilt-ridden, fearing that his body may not be beyond the reach 
of the worms. He may have unintentionally brought death upon the in-
nocent, despite all indications to the contrary. The moral and psycho-
logical anxiety drive him to desperation, and lead him to undergo this 
bizarre course of action. Fortunately, his test results come back negative! 
“Basketfuls of fat were removed from his abdomen and placed in the 
sun during Tammuz and Av, and yet it did not putrefy.” Mirabile dictu! 
R. Eleazar’s body is indeed impervious to degeneration and he is indeed 
morally pure.

At this point however, a very different voice interrupts the narration. 
An anonymous interlocutor raises a meddling question, poking a pierc-
ing scholarly finger into the smooth-flowing vibrant narrative:

כל תרבא נמי לא מסרח!

But no fat putrefies! 

This is the voice of the sǝtam hat-talmud, the ubiquitous scholastic 
glossator of the Talmud, who allows himself entrée irrespective of the lit-
erary closure of the passage before him. Without being swept up with the 
wonders of the story, the sǝtam challenges the scientific credibility of the 
narrator’s claim that the failure of the fat to putrefy should be seen as an 
oracular pronouncement of R. Eleazar’s innocence. Fat never putrefies, 
so why should R. Eleazar see any supernatural significance in the failure 
of his own fat to get wormy? Then, in Socratic style, the voice that pre-
sented the animadversion deftly seals the loophole of its own making:

 תרבא דאית ביה שורייקי סומקי מסרח. והאי אע"ג דאית ביה
שוריאקי סומקי לא מסרח.

Fat which contains red streaks, does putrefy. But here, though 
it contained red streaks, it did not putrefy.

 Rejoice, my innards, rejoice! If matters on which thou art doubtful are thus, how“ בכם
much more so those on which thou art certain! I am well assured that neither worms nor 
decay will have power over thee!” (Soncino translation, with slight adaptation).
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There is an exception to the rule that fat does not putrefy. Fat which 
contains “red streaks” (שוריקי סומקי)4 is in fact susceptible to putrefac-
tion, and it was fat of this nature that did not putrefy despite the heat of 
the summer sun! With this minor modification, the story is thus entirely 
consistent with contemporary scientific theory. 

These ideas about the putrefaction of various types of body tissue are 
directly paralleled in the writings of none other than Aristotle. In his 
History of Animals, book 3, chapter 9, Aristotle writes:

. . . A fat animal is deficient in blood (literally, “for bloodless 
is the fat”5). Fat does not putrefy, whereas blood and parts con-
taining blood putrefy rapidly.6

As in the stand taken in the glossator’s initial query, Aristotle declares 
that fat indeed does not putrefy. His statement is also paralleled by the 
Talmud’s resolution of its quandary. The idea that fat with “red traces” 
does putrefy parallels Aristotle’s assertion that the presence of blood in 
animal tissue causes it to putrefy.7 

4  For the lexicographic and literary evolution of this term, which arrived at its zenith 
in this passage, see my “ Elucidating Talmudic Suryaqe: An Exercise in Talmudic 
Lexicography” (forthcoming).

5  See n 6.
6  A. L. Peck, trans., Aristotle, Historia animalium (Cambridge: Harvard Univ., 1979): 

219 (520b–521a). Greek text: (520b) ἄναιμον γὰρ τὸ πῖον. Καὶ (521a) τὸ μὲν πῖον 
ἄσηπτον, τὸ δ’ αἷμα καὶ τὰ ἔναιμα τάχιστα σήπεται, καὶ τούτων τὰ περὶ τὰ ὀστᾶ. 
Moshe Benovitz has kindly provided me with a more literal translation: “(520b) . . . for 
bloodless is the fat. And (521a) the fat is aseptic, but the blood and the bloody quickly rot 
(σήπεται, literally “develop sepsis”), and whatever is around the bones.” Halevy notes this 
correspondence between our passage and Aristotle among the hundreds, or perhaps more, 
of “correspondences” between rabbinic and classic sources that he identified throughout 
his works: E. E. Halevi, The Historical-Biographical Aggada in Light of Greek and 
Latin Sources (Tel-Aviv: Tel-Aviv Univ., 1975): 532 n. 4. In the great majority of cases 
the similarities between rabbinic and classical literature found by Halevi are general or 
superficial. This, we will claim, is not the case here. 

7  As I argue in my suryaqe study (see above, n 4), this term in the Babylonian Talmud 
is consistently connected with questions of ritual permissibility or impermissibility of the 
consumption of certain types of meat, in particular due to the presence of blood (prohibited 
in Lev 17:10). See B. Pesaḥ. 74b. In B. Ḥul. 93b, we find the exact phrase שורייקי סומקי  
“red markings,” in reference to the presence of blood. Suryaqe largely refers to traces 
or remains of a substance or body whose presence, if confirmed, invalidates the meat 
for consumption. It is a handy, pliable term which serves various situations and must be 
translated in context, for the proper application of “a small amount of.” In my study I find 
with Jastrow that the near abstraction is achieved by borrowing a word which in Syriac 
means ‘a wisp’, e.g., of a cloud. This linguistic precedent serves the glossator well in 
adapting the Aristotelian phrase for his purposes: fat contains no blood, but it can contain 
“smidgens” of blood, and these smidgens would make it putrefy were this not miraculously 
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The claim by both the Talmud and Aristotle, that fat does not putrefy, 
would appear to defy reality. Clearly, fat, like all other body parts other 
than bones, does eventually waste away. Aristotle’s formulation helps us 
understand the empirical reality behind this claim. Aristotle contrasts the 
putrefaction of fat with that of “blood and parts containing blood” which 
“putrefy rapidly.” Presumably Aristotle did not mean to say that fat does 
not rot at all, but rather that relative to tissue which contains blood, it 
putrefies more slowly. This is indeed consistent with modern scientific 
understanding. Fat, due in part to its lack of water, does not readily de-
velop maggots and is not a good substrate for microbes to grow. In con-
trast, blood is an excellent food source for everything from bacteria to 
animals.8 Hence it decays rapidly.

In principle the rabbis could have been drawing on general scientific 
knowledge which was in circulation in their milieu. However, a careful 
comparison between the Talmudic and Aristotelian texts could suggest 
a much closer relationship between the talmudic authors and the great 
father of science, as demonstrated in the table below.

 

TalmudAristotle

But no fat putrefies

Fat which contains red streaks, 
does putrefy.

But here, though it contained red 
streaks, it did not putrefy.

bloodless is the fat

Fat does not putrefy,

whereas blood and parts containing 
blood putrefy rapidly.

Two of the three stichs of the Aristotelian and the Talmudic pas-
sages match up with each other. The first declares that fat does not pu-
trefy, while the second notes that in contrast, tissue containing blood 
(Aristotle) or “red streaks” (Talmud) does in fact putrefy. The similarity 

prevented. A similar literary effect is achieved through the use of this word in B. Ber. 7a 
regarding the rooster’s comb. 

8  For this information, I am indebted Aaron Cypess, M.D., Ph.D., M.M.Sc., of the United 
States National Institute of Health’s Diabetes, Endocrinology, and Obesity Branch (http://
www.niddk.nih.gov/research-funding/at-niddk/labs-branches/diabetes-endocrinology-
and-obesity-branch/Pages/about.aspx). 
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between the phraseology of the two texts suggests that the authors of 
this talmudic gloss might in fact have had before them Aristotle’s own 
words, or some later incarnation of them.9 The glossator converts the 
term “blood” into the ambiguous phrase “red streaks” (or traces). The 
ambiguity of this phrase saves the day. Aristotle said that blood is the 
element in the body which decomposes rapidly but at the same time he 
declared that fat is bloodless! Thus, since there is no blood in fat, it can-
not be posited that the fat removed from R. Eleazar had blood in it. But 
if we assume that there are sometimes “red traces,” these can be taken 
as a blood-like substance, or minute traces of blood, which ordinarily 
cause fat to decompose. The miracle is restored, and a contradiction of 
Aristotle is avoided, through the virtuosic use of a talmudic phrase which 
delicately suggests “perhaps some but not much.” Thus fat is bloodless 
and bloody at the same time! The glossator is himself a miracle worker, 
in achieving this linguistic tour de force.

The notion that the late talmudic authors may have been exposed to 
Aristotelian ideas or even Aristotle’s own writings is quite plausible. 
Starting in the fifth century, Syriac speaking Christians began to demon-
strate increasing interest in classical Greek learning and in the thought of 
Aristotle in particular. “Much of the Aristotelian corpus . . . is known to 
have been translated into Syriac at one time or another.”10 Most recently 
a critical edition of the first Syriac translation of Aristotle’s Categories 
has been published.11 Thus, while it is highly unlikely that the rabbis 
of most of the Amoraic period would have been exposed to Aristotle, 
the later talmudic authors lived in an intellectual environment where 

9  Markham J. Geller has argued convincingly that Talmudic medicine was closer to 
the Mesopotamian sources rather than Greek. See for example M. J. Geller, “Akkadian 
Healing Therapies in the Babylonian Talmud,” Max Planck Institute for the History of 
Science no. 259, preprint, 2004, https://www.mpiwg-berlin.mpg.de/Preprints/P259.PDF, 
p. 5. However, as he pointed out, “like Babylonian physicians, Hippocratic physicians had 
only a rather vague idea of internal anatomy because few physicians conducted autopsies 
on human corpses,” M. J. Geller, Ancient Babylonian Medicine: Theory and Practice 
(Hoboken: Wiley-Blackwell, 2010): 116–117. Further telling in this regard, therefore, 
is our case in which it would appear that internal anatomy of animals, as presented in 
laws regarding proper slaughter and permissible consumption of meat, is the source of 
knowledge applied to human anatomy in the R. Eleazar account, a modus vivendi used 
elsewhere by Aristotle himself. See M. J. Geller, “West Meets East: Early Greek and 
Babylonian Diagnosis,” AfO 48/49 (2001–2002): 71.

10  Sebastian P. Brock, Syriac Perspectives on Late Antiquity (London: Variorum 
Reprint, 1984): 7; and see in detail Adam Carter McCollum, “Greek Literature in the East: 
Translations into Syriac, Georgian and Armenian,” Intellectual History of the Islamic 
World 3 (2015): 15–65.

11  Daniel King, The Earliest Syriac Translation of Aristotle’s Categories: Text, 
Translation and Commentary (Leiden: Brill, 2010).
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Aristotle’s works and ideas were certainly in circulation. The glossator’s 
scholastic bent may have had points of affinity with contemporary local 
scholasticism, including access to general science.12 

12  For a description see Adam H. Becker, “The Comparative Study of ‘Scholasticism’ in 
Late Antique Mesopotamia: Rabbis and East Syrians,” AJSR 34.1 (April 2010): 91–113. For 
Greek and Latin proverbs in rabbinic literature in general see Lieberman, Greek in Jewish 
Palestine (New York: Jewish Theological Seminary, 942): 144–160. For Aesop’s Fables 
in the Babylonian Talmud see Shamma Friedman, “The Talmudic Proverb in Its Cultural 
Setting,” Jewish Studies, an Internet Journal 2 (2003): 25–82 [Hebr.], and literature cited 
there. The particular case dealt with here may not serve those raising broader questions, 
e.g., Daniel Boyarin, “Hellenism in Rabbinic Babylonia,” in The Cambridge Companion to 
Rabbinic Literature (Charlotte Fonrobert and Martin Jaffee, eds.; Cambridge: Cambridge 
Univ., 2007): 336–363.






