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Judaism is poor in images - proudly poor, because images will become 

idols. But a culture cannot live without images. For Jewish culture, the 

task was to find an image that will not become an idol. A word is such 

an image. A text is a holy thing that will not be worshiped. For the Jew, 

therefore, words became images, and the sight of  a text became a 

spiritual experience. This experience, though, leads the spirit to 

questions as well as to answers. The sight of  the word conducts the eye 

directly to the mind, which prefers reading it to seeing it. 

 There is no more powerful sight in Judaism than a page of  the 

Talmud. It daunts, teaches, scolds, tempts, pleases, defeats. It is a slap 

in the face of  slovenliness and superficiality. And it is the sight of  

tradition itself. On this grand and grueling page - the design of  the 

widow Romm and the brothers Romm, who published what has 

become the canonical edition of  the Babylonian Talmud in Vilna, 

Lithuania, in the 1880’s - time is abolished.  

 



Rabbis of  the first and second centuries are addressed by rabbis of  the 

third, fourth and fifth centuries, who are addressed by rabbis of  the 

11th, 12th, 13th, 16th, 17th, 18th and 19th centuries. The page is the 

proof  that they would have recognized one another. 

 The Talmudic page is the image, but also the instrument, of  

continuity. These are the graphics of  survival. The page’s many 

authorities are arranged in a maze of  right angles, wrapped around 

one another in an order that gives coherence to a whole culture, in 

blocks of  discourse almost completely without punctuation and the 

other amenities of  intelligibility. It is a large and bustling page. The 

ancients, the scholars of  the Mishna, the conspicuously elliptical code 

of  law that was completed around A.D. 200, and the scholars of  the 

Gemara, who completed their extraction of  practical and 

philosophical meaning from the Mishna around A.D. 500, are in the 

center of  the page, where origins go, in square, muscled letters that 

summon the student to a test of  his reason and his solidarity.  



The medievals and the moderns surround the ancients, and tuck their 

minds into the wide margins that the page reserved for the future, 

almost all of  them in the more delicate and more dense “Rashi script,” 

emending texts, defining words, identifying sources, attacking 

contradictions, refining concepts. No fine print was ever finer. As the 

letters shrink and the perplexities grow, dreams of  originality dim. The 

student learns how large is the debt that creativity owes to 

commentary. 
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