Life Before Birth, or “How is an embryo like a writing desk?”

Dr. Rachel Adelman

"Have you guessed the riddle yet?" the Hatter said, turning to Alice again. "No, I give it up," Alice replied. "What's the answer?" "I haven't the slightest idea," said the Hatter. "Nor I," said the March Hare. Alice sighed wearily. "I think you might do something better with the time," she said, "than wasting it in asking riddles that have no answers." (Lewis Carroll, Alice in Wonderland)
Human beings were once as curious about the experience of life before birth as life after death.  With modern medical technology – ultrasounds and endoscopes, amniocentesis and intrauterine surgery – much of the mystery has been lost.   The aggadic passage in the Talmud, however, still preserves some of that wonder:  

Rav Simlai taught: What does a fetus in its mother’s womb resemble?  A folded writing desk [pinkas].  Its hands rest at its temple, its elbows on its knees, and its heels tucked up at the buttocks, head between the knees. And its mouth is sealed while the navel is open, and it eats what the mother eats, drinks what the mother drinks, and does not excrete lest it kill her.  When it emerges into the air of the world, what is sealed is opened and the open is sealed, otherwise the infant would not survive for even an hour.  A lamp rests upon its head from which it views, seeing from one end of the world to the other, as it says: “When His lamp shone over my head, when I walked in the dark by its light” (Job 29:3)…[b. Niddah 30b, my translation]

The image of the embryo folded in on itself is actually remarkably like the photos we have seen of primordial human life, with its tight symmetry – hands on temples, elbows on knees.  But what is most striking, in this passage, is the strange simile, in which the fetus is likened to a writing desk [pinkas].  So, I ask you: “how is a fetus like a writing desk?”  In the tannaitic period, when Rav Simlai lived (circa 1st century C.E.), one used folded writing tablets, lined with wax for etching upon (in Greek: a pinax).  And what is being “etched upon” this unborn child?  The Torah in its entirety, as the passage in the Talmud continues, drawing on a prooftext from Job: “O that I were as in months gone by [i.e. the nine months before birth], in the days when God watched over me… When I was in my prime, when God's company graced my tent” (29:2,4).  Somehow the fetus is granted omniscience, contains all knowledge, with a view in that darkened womb, “seeing from one end of the world to the other.”  And yet is this not paradoxical? A wholly internal being, floating in the dark, in amniotic fluid, “mere oblivion, sans teeth, sans eyes, sans taste, sans everything”, is actually privy to a vision of the whole world?!?  The same image of extensive vision from one end of the world to the other is used to describe the way the First Human [Adam ha-Rishon] could see with the pristine light of creation (b. Hagigah 12a; Gen. Rabbah 11:2, 12:6).  The transition from womb to world, like the exile from the Garden of Eden, entails an acquisition of boundaries, limits – “what is sealed is opened and the open is sealed.”  This is a move into a world where there is an inside and an outside, a banishment from the ideal (the Garden or womb), replete with thirst, hunger, pain, and perhaps also laughter.  The baby, in its loss of the womb and (eventually) the breast, learns what is “me” and “not-me”, no longer one with its mother when it was once all-powerful, succoured continually at the navel.

The Talmudic passage continues to describe that transition into a boundaried being at birth.  As soon as the babe emerges into the world, an angel taps it on the mouth and all is forgotten – as it says, “sin crouches at the opening [petah]” (Gen. 4:7), hence the dip in the shape of our lips.  But what is this “sin” – are we not born free of blemish?  Original sin is surely not a Jewish concept.  Here the “sin” that “crouches at the door” is not an allusion to moral turpitude, a flaw all flesh is heir to, but a transition from an ideal state, at the opening [petah] of the womb, into the world.  In that wholly inner world, all the Torah was known, the fetus was privy to a view of Timbuktu and the heights of Machu Picchu.  But in this world of air and solid objects that go bump in the night, we struggle, “for the human is born to toil” (Job 5:7).  

Just as the Mad Hatter turned to Alice and posed the riddle: “how is a raven like a writing desk?” I turn to you, now, dear reader and ask: “how is a fetus like a writing desk?”  Hopefully, you will not answer in dismay, that I might do something better with my time than ask riddles that have no answers.  The Talmud has given you some clues.
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