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Shamma Friedman

Ha-mehadrvin min ha-mehadrin

Ha-mehadrin min ha-mehadrin, an ubiquitous phrase on the
contemporary linguistic scene, appears in the sources in one context
only, the well-known baraita in the Babylonian Talmud (Shabb. 21b)
regulating the Hanukkah lights. According to this text, the ‘zealous’
(P7nnn) kindle a light for each member of the household, and with
regard to the ‘exceedingly zealous’ (P7ini [ 1MIANA) there is a
disagreement between Beth Shammai and Beth Hillel as to whether they
light eight candles or a single candle on the first night and decrease or
increase the number progressively each night.

Although modern readers tend to attribute the word 177 to the root
9777, meaning ‘beauty’, and see the ‘zealous’ as ‘beautifying the
commandments’, this phrase and usage are unknown in tannaitic and
amoraic sources and appear in one talmudic passage only, derived from
the late, anonymous stratum. Furthermore, the punctilious effort of
going beyond the one-candle-a-day practice is essentially a quantitative
dedication, different from the qualitative category of ‘beautifying the
commandments’.

The opening clause of the baraita under study presents additional
challenges, in that it pictures the ancient Houses of Shammai and Hillel
as differing only regarding the practice pf the most punctilious, which
1s an absolute anomaly in the legal corpus of their disputes. Based
on linguistic, literary, and historical considerations and the awareness
that not every baraita in BT introduced by the standard terminology
is genuinely tannaitic throughout, the author views the opening
clause as a later Babylonian addition to the baraita, and seeks the
ctymology of 13771 in the Babylonian linguistic environment. 13707 is
explained as a Babylonian coinage reflecting Aramaic -X 937» or 9700
N2, which corresponds exactly to the meaning required in the passage in
hShabbat, namely, the extra effort invested in acquiring or achieving
somcethimg, in this case, the optimum fulfillment of a ritual. The usage
=R 170, frequent in Babylonian Aramaic and linguistically similar to
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Hebrew »nX 9m», is most convincing as the source of [iakinle2
Apparently, the strong, idiomatic force of Aramaic 9717 attracted the
composer of the phrase 117721 11 113797, and its provision of the exact
nuance of additional effort expended in order to achieve punctilious
observance led to the use of this Babylonian Aramaism in the clause
added to the original language of the baraita. In an analogous situation,
the same Aramaic root entered Hebrew in a later period as the word
TN,

Another example in which local Aramaic was introduced into the text
of a baraita (bPesah. 116a) is also cited.



