V. MISHNAIC HEBREW

At the very outset, the student of Hebrew meets with maxims
from the Talmud, stories from the Midrash about the Patriarchs,
etc., and may even read portions of the “Ethics of the Fa-
thers.” If he is at all sensitive to language, he cannot fail to
notice that in those texts he is faced with a language very dif-
ferent from that of the Bible. But when the same student learns
something of the history of Hebrew literature, he will discover
that the latest books of the Bible (such as Esther and Kohelet)
were composed only a short time, about a hundred years, be-
fore the lifetime of the earliest Sages mentioned in the Mishnah,
such as Simeon the Just or Jose ben Joezer. Maybe he has
already heard of the Dead Sea Scrolls, and knows that for the
most part they are in a language closely resembling that of the
Bible, although according to the most widely accepted dating
their composition took place after the time of Simeon the Just.
Moreover, among the Dead Sea Scrolls there is one text, writ-
ten on a copper strip, in a Hebrew rather similar to that used
by the Sages of the Mishnah.

How did it come about that Hebrew, to all appearances, under-
went such a complete change in such a short time?

The question has been much discussed, and many different
solutions have been offered. One says that the language of the
Mishnaic Sages did not really exist: Biblical Hebrew (accord-
ing to that view) had died before their time, and the Sages
spoke Aramaic. When they tried to write down their teachings
in Hebrew, all they succeeded in producing was a mixture of
Hebrew and Aramaic, which is Mishnaic Hebrew! But this view
has been shown to be wrong, and the most probable view is that
the Hebrew of the Mishnah, or as it is also called, the language
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of the Sages, was indeed a living, spoken language, and that
the Sages wrote as they talked.

The change of language, however, was not as sudden as might
appear at first glance. This apparently abrupt change only
took place superficially, in the written language, but at the back
of it there was a slow, gradual change in the spoken language.
True, in the period of the Maccabeans people still wrote in the
Hebrew of the Bible, but an expert examining the latest books
of the Bible can discern that it was no longer the natural lan-
guage of the books written in the period of the First Temple.
One can see that the authors of the later books were not sure
of themselves in using the language correctly, and tried to
imitate the style of the writers of the time of the Kings of
Judah and Israel, not always successfully. It is assumed, there-
fore, that although they learnt in school to write Biblical Heb-
rew, their written usage was not backed by living speech in the
same form of language, but in daily life they used another kind
of language. This was Mishnaic Hebrew.

Scholars think that as a result of the major social upheaval
which consisted in the banishment of the elite of the Jewish
people to Babylonia in 598 and 587 B.C.E., and their partial re-
turn and the creation of a new Jewish community from 538
onwards, the influence of those parts of the nation who spoke
dialects divergent from Biblical Hebrew grew and the ensuing
linguistic confusion led to the evolution of a new common
language in Judaea, which became Mishnaic Hebrew. At first,
however, this colloquial language was not thought fit for writing
books, and people endeavoured to continue writing the language
that had been used before the exile. In this way they went on
for about three hundred years, until the end of the second
century B.C.E., when the influence of the Pharisee sect became
felt, to which the earlier Sages belonged and from which Rab-
binic Judaism evolved. The Pharisees were close to the common
people, and taught them the Law in public lectures. As their
instruction was oral, they used the spoken language even when,
in the end, they wrote down their teachings, for they con-
sidered it important to hand down every saying in the very
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