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SOME FACTS ABOUT MARCUS JASTROW'S DICTIONARY
Copyright 1970 by Rabbi SALOMON ALTER HALPERN

Q0 BOME it may appear a strange under-

taking to critivize a book nearly 70 years
after its first publication. To others it may
seew strunge that an orthodox Rabbi should
even notice this particulsr book. The answer
to both points is the fact that many beginners
in Talmud are using Marcus Jastrow’s
“'Dictionary of the Targumim, the Talmud
Babli..."" — a fact evidenced by at least two
offset reprints in recent years.

It is mot my purpose here to issue either an
Issur or a hetter on its use but rather to sup-
ply data useful to those who will ask or decide
such a shaalah — and those who will not ask
that shaalah should at least find cause for
caution. I should also like to add that mis-
takes of the kind I am going to demonstrate
are also to be found in most translations of
Talmud, Mishnah, Bible and other Hebrew
sources into English; these translations be-
long to an ers in which serious Torah study
was rare indeed in English-speaking count-
ries. Had the translators envisaged the use of
their books for serious study, they might have
taken more care — or disqualified themselves
for their tasks. There is also the inherent
difficulty that the writer of a dictionary eon-
ventrates on the words in alphabetical order
and cannot — unless he is & Gaon (like Rabbi
Nathan of Rome, the author of the Krukh),
— know clearly at the same timme the p'shat
in the pussages from where his words are
taken, so that the student learning the pas-
sage may be a better judge on their meaning
in the context than the dictionary. These
points may or may not mitigate the respons-
ibility of the writers; they cennot make up
for the defects themselves.

I have not gone through Jastrow thorough-
ly, so that I cannot say what percentage of
his words are wrong. I had to leave out some
sumples because they would take too long to
discurs. I ghall try to arrange the mistakes
under their presumed causes, but, in some
cases, these causes interact.

A) Misprint or Mis-gpelling.

1) p. 324 daras vv1: .. .floured’. read
Y. flowered’”,
2) p. 450 chaya
read “‘ig’".

e luckless in”

3) p. 451 chldduk -pypn: “‘scull’” read
““glkull™

Whether these are the fault of the printer
or the avthor, it is worth reckoning with the
possibility, when Jastrow uses a strange word,
that it may be a misprint.

B) Blur.

Jastrow can be careless to the point of self-
contradiction on the meaning of a word he is
not focussing on bui brings in when quoting
a passage.

4) p. 793 melakket IT wpbn: ‘‘with pin-
chers (tweezers?) and razors’, rendering re-
hitnl us “‘razor”’, when on p. 1454 he knows
well enough that whatever n rehitui may be,
it is not a razor.

&) p. 870 hashakah npwn: “unclean lig-
uid”’', giving the impression that hashakah is
effective on any liguid, when in fact it pur-
ities water only.

6) p. 1119 'ersch yay: ‘‘he whose person
...~ on a passage oontrasting damim and
‘erach, he renders both terms by “value”,

C) Pshat.

Lven meore thun on word-meaning Jastrow
is casuul on the Pshat of quoted passages:

7) p. 864 hekdesh wpni: he translutes sof
hekdesh us ‘‘final dedieation” — which is not
meant as a new interpretation of the signific-
unce of semichah, but comes simply from lack
of concentration on pshat, for in fhe same con-
text he calls tohillath hekdesh ‘s preliminary
act of dedieation™.

8) p. 117, under erusin poyax: he gives us
& thumbnuil sketch of kiddushin, but makes
it nppenr ns if kessef were the only way to be
mekaddesh. '

9} p. 1218 under prozbol Samqp: he man-
uages to contrudict not only the pshat but also
himself. Whilst rendering the “body of =a
prozbol ' correctly as “‘auny debt that I muy
have outstanding” (i.e, already in exigtence),
he gives his own definition of prozbel as *'a



declaration male... before the exeeution of o
loan'" (pussibly by confusion of prozbol wiil
the tnal of Makkoth 3b) wnd fnally in the
sine vein renders mukdam and me'achar -
“writlen out before the loan” and “afier the
loan”’ (instead of “‘dated before the day of
writing”’ and “'after the day of writing’"), o
that he contradiets the law on bath coants,
making possul what ix kosher aud viee varsa,

D) Surrender to anti-Jewish scholars,

1) p. 1871 kla fllan 15 85p: He calls o
“an imitation of the genuine purple-blue®, i
e. he half-surrenders o the speculutions of
19th century protestant scholars, seliing aside
the evidence of the Jewish eye-witnesses whao
say (Menachoth 48b, llullin 89x ete.) that
tkhaflath looks like the sen and the sky and
the sapphire; later on while discussing the
sume word, he goes the whole hog and says
“purple’’ for tkhalleth. Now since kla llan
imitates tkhaileth he cannot accept Arukh’s
identification of kla illan as indigo, although
he quotes the Gireek kallalnon in support of it.
— 8o far he has not been original. but now he
lumps together kal'lin - phaybp:  with  our
word, without drawing our attention to the
fact that the letter is spelt with ‘ayin. e
could have done a real service 19 seirnce now

by noticing that Arukh (nnder kal'llon
n»¥ep) informs us that ''in the commentary

of Mayence it is written (Me'ilah 13a) mal’'in
und explained as u species of legume
(this fits the printed commentary of Rabbenu
(Jershom; Rashba, Gittin  #%u  quoles
“ma’alin  PYyn,  and this reading may he
di:fcemihlv. in Rushi Me'ilah 13a).

Unfortunately Justrow does not choose to
tell us, even in brackets, that Arukh. Lashi
and Tossafoth differ from his alef-ayin ident-
ification. [f he were less ambitious in his in-
novation, he could at least have taken the
“‘threshing of Kal'iln'" to refer to the crush-
ing of the plant (indigo or not). Instead he
understands that wool dved with kla illan was
“stamped’’ in the field of hekdesh (Me'ilah
18n) — surely a startling piece of realin. part-
icularly since the sugya lells s that the lnouse
dust improves the product.

This is not, however, the end of JTustvow’s
vayage of discovery. Ie now linds a Tusefta
(Kilayin V,20} from which he derives thut
“threads of kla fllan (used in place of t'khe-
Jeth —- Fastrow) s not sibject toihe s of

T P TR S U TS SR T L wwrtvied  at” the
Dloiae ot o Phe daw - biat wlanl w feats
Br b s nree of BMenascbeth fa. be daeks the
Povrednihy eor comnirmanienywn 1 suspect that an
fnrntion of Skhalieth <annor bo o Daltilment
of 1he mitzeah of Fkhalleih <o s o ale as
assell dooheh lo faasseh, he hus noi ~een the
Yilier Gaon's canendaiion of the Toselftn o
veadd Kela' uwllon, “a sml and o curtin’ (the
'\,‘N['inu editing wns l‘:ﬂll])lo_'ig\(] OO THBG. "El-\'~
ipoay in YL and g owi senxe of eonfest
ks not shown bing that the passage rofers 1o
uxes nf tnterinds, pat o kinds of colours,

Tiis o genorsd fenddeney of Jasteow that he
follows Tthh eomary Vdiseoveries’, however
Hl-fitting they s e awninst teaditional
identifioniions,

E) Ovwer-reliance on ““Scientifie’ inform-

ation.

il p. 837 marde’a y1m: he inlorms s
i brackels thar the cotomentasries wlentify
our word as an ox-goud and also quotes 1he
Pesikla 1dentifying mazde’a with darvan snd
malmed. [le even quotes Daba  Dathra 27b
{where branches overhanging a neighbour’s
Hedd wust be retoved up 1o the height of «
marde’a over the plongh -~ indicating 1o auy-
uitg Lui Jastrow fhat it is an bmplenent
which when vatsed 1o the conrse of  normal
ase eaceads The beight of  the plouglmnnn
himseif), Ho mighi have added Shabliath 16h,
wheve the maprde’a, curried ovey the Detper’s
H‘}](_nl_ldg_‘r_ lu‘(;j(-vlu'e'l [FANE) TR rl__\Hi(lt' v, Elllll
where the diameter of the marde a 3¢ loss han
a hnmdxshremdth but s eiveomferencs  moare
than a handsbreadth. Wo elearly =ee o long
atel slemder  uplement. From these  and
aihor wonress the ovidence s all fop ox-goad
ael tone agitinat. b for undiselnsed peasons
dastrow decides et 1 s nal fhaio at afl, lag
the hnodle of o plough, with sonmu: hawl-e.
it weial  attachments,  Wowever, he
suvs ro oply under marde’as ander maimed

(p- T8 he says “oxegoad”,  whilst under
daryan (p. 2200 he wives s both gowd  and

prhovirh linking thern ha T alsn™ st the worsd
Lol twoe wueapings rather then oo dispuded ™
e, Herve. at Tast, he also vefers us to Smith,
Pietienanry of Gieeck and Ronasoe Antiguities
(New Yok 1833 which D presiunably tihes
e frocbwort e on Mishaalr Flebpeas
Michnah iteelf,

ey e

s el ey g b



) Unlt‘a.rra.ntad eonclusions,

Justrow 1s quite capable of creating new
meaning without the assistance of Smith,

12y p. 579 yam B he gives us several
special meanings of the word yam, Of these
the first is a “‘cosmetic paint bottle’. And
where has he found that very special meun-
ing? He refers us to « Midrash and to his own
explanution of zachruth mnor: (p. 400),
There he quotes the Midrash and translates
it as ''dipping the point of the painting-staff
into the paint-bottle*’. However, anyone who
knows from the Talmud that the ‘‘painiing-
stoff’’, which i makehel ™mam always ap-
peurs with a contuiner called shfofereth
napwe will be suspicious enough to look up
the Midrash (Shir 1,20, where he will find
that yam is in fact the sen, for all the tan-
palm ure giving exatnples of minute propor-
tions and dipping the tip of a makehol into
the sea, fils the context exactly,

It is in fuct incomprehensible how Jastrow
should come to invent u new yam, unless
something compelled him {0 give the state-
ment in the Midrash the same trunslation as
that of shfofereth in o similar (but not ident-
ical) statement in SBanh. 68a.

A combination of fuults cun be seen in the
following, where Jastrow a) follows **selence’”,
b} learns pshat out of context, ) contrs-
diets his own pshat in the suneé passage:

18) In Shebath SUb, Rabbi Nechemiush
vlearly refers to five implernents wmude of
more than one matcrial and lays down for
each of thew which purt of it decides its cluss-
ification us wooden or metal implement. (f
the five, kula¥ (p. 1327) sud shllvah (j..1582)
are explained correctly, so iz arsl, but only
under adashs (p. 1046) (he gives us no eruss-
reference under arsf or even arsa which e
elnims as the printed reading). Under taba-
ath and chotham our pussnge s not quoted.
This leuves simlon, and on p. 102 Smith's
Antiquities pop up aguin. In this one case out
of five, Jastrow can oo longer helieve Hashi
or Arukh, or his own seuse of context, that
the simlon ix o metul pey inserted inta the
soke, but — preswnubly from Saith — takes
it that the simlon is a projecticn carved from
one picce with the yoke. This forces him 1y
“leurn pshut'’ thut “going by the simlonim"’
dees not menm going by their muterinl ban
fhat 3T they are beoken off  the aoke B e

longer susceplible to uncleanuess (actually
the voke evisaged by him would he pshutey
klel etz and therefore never susceptible in the
first place). The pshat may not fit the con-
fext, it may coniradict Justrow's own pshat
in the vther cases, but at least it fits Swith,
in this case he not only omits t6 tell us that
Rashi and Arukh are against him, but by
quoting Arukh (really only for a reading} he
giver us the impression that Arukh aprecs
with bim.

G) Yiddishism?

The desire. to depart from tradition for the
sheer fun of it is never fur under the rurfuce.

14) Under chathan 100, p. 514, Jastrow
gives us the novel meaning "uffianced’ re-
gurding one sourve only, though he ought to
know, if only from the sources lie quotes,
that nowhere except in  Yiddish iz anyone
called « chathan until at leust the stage of
kiddushin. Apparently getting in a hutnorous
explanution, and contradicting Rashi and
Rashbam (without telling us) ix more import-
nnt than sound translation.

H) Philosophy?

Sometitoes one feels that o peeuliar aftit-
ude 10 the Jewish religion is showing through,

15) Under ner =1 p. 9386, Jastrow tells
ug that into the Ner Maaraw ‘“‘as much oil
was pul us all the others together contained’”,
when the context shows clearly that it was
miraculous that it burnt twice as long as the
others whilst receiving only as much oil as
any one of them. If  deliberate. Jastrow's
falsification is stupid as well as reprehensible.
for who would put six times the normul
amount into n light wlich, wdracls or not,
was going to burn only twice the nermal
titne? Tf unintended, it iz still significant on
the question of his general reliability — apart
from the psychologics] aspests of  uminten.
tional fuully actions.

I) Private Etymology,

Pew rowders look at the sinell print eon-
Luining Jusfrow s etymological devivations, bud
if they do not take them seriously, he very
snach does wo, His svstem Is peeulineg maindy
{o himsell; it requires n highly  specvlative
specind  dlkduk, plus the ability o rejec
plansible foreign sourees i fuvour of  fure



fetehed semitic ones as long as any are forth-
voming, but cheerfully accept the foreign
ones as soou as the supply of semitic ones
run out.

16) For instance, ushpez ppwag, p. 35, can
eisily be derived from hospes (see Benjamin
Mosefta in Avukh on the word), but Jastrow
must needs derive it from neshef nw,
“night”’, dropping und adding letters. For
support of his syster he points to atlez 1px,
p. 43, (Benjamin again gives a Greek source)
~- where he points to ushpez for his support.
So appuarently we are to accept a general the-
ory of “formative zayin' relying on two cases,
ench competing with u plausible foreign
source, (In the Preface, Jastrow points to yet
unother specimen katloze xnbwvp, p.1849, but
there aguin Levy provides s Greek word fit-
ting at least us well as Jastrow's semitic
source).

The reader may think that etymology is a
pursuit which if it does no good can at least
do no harm, but, in the following exuinple,
Justrow, using Greek otymology, departs.from
Guonic tradition (Arukh on the word and R.
Cliananel, Shabbuth TOb) us well a8 from
Benjamin’s innovation, to give a definition
all his own.

17) This word is duchsostes oywEIDOYM,
p. 285. The Gaonic account of actual practice
of splitting the skins inio two layers, which
fits the Greek dixestos or duo xestos (cited by
Levy to mean twice split’” or ‘‘split in two’’)
is hesitantly rejected by Benjamin on the
evidence of tunners who told him that split-
ting was impossible. Actuyally, on consulting
a book on shoe manufacture as well as an
encyclopaedia (Harmsworth) I found des-
criptions of the splitting of skins. Perhaps
Benjamin asked sbout parchment, whilst the
parchment of our uncients, which went
through the complete tanning process (unlike
the modern product which receives only lime
trestment) should properly be called leather
— or else his tanners did not know everything.
Justrow has the worst of everything: he has
to transpose sounds to get a Greek word,
which he renders as ““hard to split, an infer-
ior kind of parchment, opp. to klal, a split
purchment of superior quality”” Thus he

Cup.

opposes the Gaoniin who say that duchsostos.
is produced by splitting, being ovne half of the
skin with klaf as the other half, und opposes
Benjamin’s tanners by declaring that pood
parchment can be split — ull, apparently, be-
cuuse he likes his €ireek word better than
Levy's, who himself agrees witl Benjunin.

What I um trying to hammer home is that
Justrow is not to be treated as un authority.
Even worse perhaps than his mistakes is the
certainly with which he identifies things —
tools, plauts, pluces ete. — ubont which there
is really mueh. doubt; from the above aud
other sumples, he does this on very slight
evidence — to say the least, He should be
used cautiously — if at-all. The student does
far better to work his way into understanding
the Talmud by traditional methods — by
tracing sources and parallel passages and
comparing the commentaries there, judging
from context and developing a ‘‘feel” for
pshat, looking up the poskim and deducing
what pshat they must have had, consulting
Arukh but testing whether his tradition eq-
uates with Rashi's, To be sure this will leave
him with considerable (though gradually
narrowing) areas of doubt. The point-is that
honest and recognised doubt or ignorance is
fur nearer the truth than a false, pretended
knowlodge. For the first there is a remedy —
for the second none. ““Trsin your tongue tc
say ‘I do not know'..."" (Berakhoth 4a).
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