The Traditions of the Babylonian Talmud according to the Cairo Genizah Fragments
Detailed description of the research program
1. Scientific Background

Over the past few decades, research on the text of the Babylonian Talmud has introduced us to the existence of different traditions in a number of tractates and chapters of the Talmud that have been preserved in textual witnesses. While some of these traditions have been uncovered in complete manuscripts, the most impressive and important discoveries have appeared in Eastern geniza fragments
, representing traditions of the Talmud Bavli that were unknown up to this point. 

Comparing the traditions in these places teaches us about the free transmission of these texts
 and the wealth of occurrences 
that ordinarily are not found in the complete textual witnesses. It is difficult to exaggerate the importance of these findings to the understanding of the development of the Babylonian Talmud – its contents, language, the manner in which it was transmitted, its ancient form, and, on some level, how it was edited.
Nevertheless, the findings that have been made public up to this point have not been sufficient to establish a concrete description of the development of the Talmud in its late editing stage and at the beginning of its final composition. Generally speaking, research on the text of the Babylonian Talmud is carried out in the context of the study of given chapters or tractates, the pace of the research is deliberate, and the discovery of unknown traditions that differ significantly from the common tradition is a rare occurrence. This situation encouraged me to undertake a research project entitled "Unknown Traditions of the Babylonian Talmud Preserved in the Cairo Geniza," which focused on identifying and studying unknown traditions that were preserved in geniza fragments. Work on this project commenced in 2012, and it was carried out with the assistance of the Israel Science Foundation (No. 1263/11). In the course of the project we reviewed
 approximately 350 geniza fragments that contained significant differences in comparison to the common text.
In the course of our review we compared the text of the fragments with the printed version, we characterized the significant differences between them, and we developed an organized list of the passages that were examined. The list included our assessment of how likely it was that each fragment represented an alternative tradition of the Talmud. Once the review was completed, we chose seven examples from seven different chapters that represented the most widespread phenomena. These examples were subjected to a systematic and comprehensive analysis. The clear conclusion was that the selected examples did, in fact, represent a previously unknown, alternative tradition of the Talmud. The most outstanding results of five of the research projects have been published (10, 94. A copy of No. 10 can be obtained from the Foundation upon special request from the researcher) or have been submitted for publication. Research on one further example is almost complete, while another is in the advanced stages of preparation.  
With only one exception, in all of the traditions that were studied the phenomenon of free transmission
 stands out. At the same time, each one of the traditions contained unique phenomena, including occurrences that have not appeared in any research up to this point. With the addition of these seven traditions to those previously published, together with the organized list of passages identifying additional fragments representing unknown traditions of the Talmud, a comprehensive research project examining the unknown traditions of the Babylonian Talmud is possible for the first time. Based on the preliminary conclusions of this research, it will be possible to suggest a description of the development of the Talmud in its late editing stage and at the beginning of its final composition. These are the goals of the proposed research study.  
The History of this Research

Up until the second half of the twentieth century, little research was done on the different traditions of text of the Babylonian Talmud (see, for example, Marcus [9]). One exception was a rare but outstanding finding that was discovered in the nineteenth century in Tractate Temura (Frankel [4], Brill [3] and others). In both the printed editions and manuscripts of this tractate we find passages that were presented as lishna aharina – an alternative version – in which the text differs significantly from that of the accepted text in the textual witnesses of Temura. According to Jacob Epstein
 (15), the alternative passages in Temura resulted from the fact that the Talmud was studied by heart, so that the different sages "learned the same material, each one according to his own language, speaking style and dialect." Eliezer Rosenthal (80)
, however, emphasized the major differences in content and subject matter found in the lishna aharina, concluding that they represent an alternative edition whose differences are much more substantial than the differences that he found in Pesahim (see below). He argued that we have two fragments of Talmud, one from the Cairo Geniza and the other in an Italian binding
 that represent the alternative edition. In a series of articles that were published in the course of the years 1930-1950, Epstein raised another significant claim, suggesting that the Sefer haSheiltot represents an alternative edition of the Talmud [16]. Many significant questions regarding Epstein's claim were raised by subsequent studies, based on new research approaches a new understanding of how the different stages of the development of the Talmud are defined. Furthermore, it became apparent that the Sefer haSheiltot is not a direct textual witness to the Talmud (Rosenthal [86], Brody [20]).
In 1957, Shraga Abramson 
published a facsimile edition of the New York manuscript edition of Tractate Avoda Zara. In his introduction, Abramson describes "ancient versions of the Talmud" that appear in the New York manuscript that "are absent in our texts." He presents examples of different types of variations, but he never suggests that the manuscript version represents an alternative tradition, nor does he present a comprehensive illustration of that version. Later in his introduction, Abramson describes the language of some geniza fragments. In one he points to significant differences, including "an alternative suggestion of the sugya," and in another he finds "a number of important things and many discrepancies with the printed version." 
That same year, Eliezer Rosenthal presented his research findings regarding the text of the Babylonian Talmud's Tractate Pesahim (No. [85], in a starred comment. His conclusions appeared in a number of publications and lectures – see, in particular, Nos. 82, 85, 86). In the course of editing Tractate Pesahim, he realized that the manuscripts on this tractate divided into two clear traditions – the common tradition that he called "The Vulgate," and an alternative tradition that had been preserved mainly in two Yemenite manuscripts and in a Spanish manuscript, which he designated lishna aharina. For the first time a "family tree" had been established for manuscripts of the Babylonian Talmud. This also marked the first time that a description of two parallel traditions of direct textual witnesses of the Babylonian Talmud had been successfully established. The characteristics of the distinctions were examined and the major difference between the two versions was determined – the lishna aharina contained similar content that was transmitted using alternative phraseology. The importance of this conclusion lies in the fact that we cannot suspect the "creators" of either version of making changes in order to correct the material that they had before them. According to Rosenthal the differences in Tractate Pesahim illustrate a stage in which the Talmud was studied orally and its text had not been finalized. Thus we find that different transmitters expressed the same, established, content in different ways, but it had not yet been formulated.   

Thanks to three new enterprises, this turning point in the history of research on the Babylonian Talmud was accompanied by a significant improvement in the infrastructure associated with textual research:
1. The Institute of Microfilmed Hebrew Manuscripts, which was established in the 1950s. It is the largest database of images Hebrew manuscripts in the world.
2. The Institute for the Complete Israeli Talmud began working on comparisons between different textual witnesses of all the tractates in the Babylonian Talmud in the middle of the 1940s. This material served as the foundation for the edition of the Dikdukei Soferim haShalem (beginning in 1972 [106]) and was made available to students and researchers.

3. The Mishna Project was initiated by E.E. Urbach 
and Yaacov Sussmann
 at the end of the 1960s. The goal of this ambitions project was to identify and record all of the direct textual witnesses – whether complete or fragmented – of the Talmudic works. This project was completed in 2012 with the publication of Otzar Kitvei haYad haTalmudiyim
 (35). Beginning in the 1970s the notes from this project have been made available to researchers, and they have served as the foundation of many studies on the text of Talmudic works, including studies on the Babylonian Talmud. 
Beginning in the 1980s, Shamma Friedman 
published the results of his research on the sixth chapter of Bava Metzia in a number of different publications (mainly 68, 70, 71). He also found that the textual witnesses divided into two main groups, but the differences that he found between the two "textual families" were not as substantial as the ones described in Pesahim. Moshe Benovitz
 describes the differences between the findings in the two tractates as follows: "Rosenthal described his findings as wide-ranging differences across entire sugyot…in contrast, Friedman describes two versions that break down consistently into language differences that are specific and localized" (No. 18, pp. 12-13). According to Friedman, the differences between the two families in the sixth chapter of Bava Metzia both relate to "the main character of the text – its strict formulation and its fixed and established framework." Friedman argued, therefore, that the source of both transmission families lay in a single, shorter text, which was complete and conclusive. This conclusive text was improved upon in each of the transmission families. In one family the changes were conservative and minimal, while in the other they were active and creative. According to this description, the sixth chapter of Bava Metzia does not offer us a tradition that differs significantly from the standard tradition even though two distinct families of text exist.  
From that point on, the text of many chapters and tractates were studied, mainly by researchers from the Hebrew University and from Bar-Ilan University. Two researchers, S.Y. Wald 
(31) and A. Amit 
(60, 61), devoted research to the text of two chapters in Tractate Pesahim. Making use of research methodologies developed by Friedman they arrived at conclusions that differed from those of Rosenthal with regard to that tractate.  The disparities in the results of the respective research projects demonstrate the importance of matching research methods to the character of the research focus. 
Furthermore their study emphasized the great importance of uncovering cases where there are clear, obvious and straightforward differences between the different textual witnesses – differences that will allow concrete understanding regarding the shaping of the Talmud in its early days.
Based on these understandings, this research will be able to describe the ongoing development of the Talmud with greater certainty. However, most of the other research findings did not uncover significant variant traditions. In some cases consistent differences were found between textual witnesses, some of which were Eastern geniza fragments 
that presented an alternative family that differed from the more common, complete textual witnesses. Occasionally geniza fragments were clearly identified with of one of the branches, but it was not uncommon to find that the geniza fragments could not be easily classified in the context of the general text – largely because of their fragmented state – or else they simply belonged to one of the branches. Nevertheless, over time different traditions of the Talmud were uncovered that differed from the standard text in a manner that was broad, clear, and obvious. These traditions were mainly discovered in fragments from the Cairo Geniza, written in Eastern characters.
 I will review, below, the main traditions that were studied.
A. Segal's 
doctoral dissertation on the traditions of the text of Tractate Megilla of the Babylonian Talmud that was submitted in 1982 (57) discusses a geniza text that "preserves many ancient traditions, perhaps from an alternative version of the tractate." Segal, however, limits himself to a preliminary description of this text without subjecting it to substantive research. The pages that survived in this collection included texts from the chapter Helek of Sanhedrin, the first chapter of Megilla, and, apparently, the third chapter of Megilla, as well. Since some of the surviving pages included material from Sanhedrin, they were commented upon by Mordechai Sabato 
in his own dissertation on a "Yemenite Manuscript of Tractate Sanhedrin (Babylonian Talmud) and its Place in the Text Tradition" (53). In his description of the collection, Sabato quotes Segal's conclusions regarding the characteristics of the text, claiming that Segal's approach "describes the text of Tractate Sanhedrin very well." Sabato also does not devote himself to researching the text of this material. Most recently this text was examined by S. Efrati
 in the context of the research project "Unknown Traditions of the Babylonian Talmud That Were Preserved in the Cairo Geniza." He discovered that this collection does contain significant differences in a variety of characteristics. His research on this material has been submitted for publication, and should appear in a short time.
Two articles that present a unique tradition of a geniza document were published by O. Shremer  
(102, 103) in the early 1990s. This document contains eight pages from the first chapter of Tractate Mo'ed Katan. Shremer shows that throughout this document we find substantial differences from the standard text that "are not limited to the text, its terminology and expression, but include additions and subtractions of statements made by the sages of the Talmud, and, occasionally, alternative ordering of the material." Shremer presented the text of the entire passage and contrasted it with the common version. He dealt with the major differences between them, dividing them according to characteristics – the editing that is reflected in the passage, differences in style and text (the unique text of the mishna, differences in the sources of the tana'im and amora'im, etc.), differences in terminology. In his conclusion, Shremer points out the remarkable nature of this finding, claiming that "it appears that we can no longer claim that the sources of textual differences lie in the freedom taken by the transmitters of the tradition over the generations." At the same time, Shremer also draws attention to the overall similarity that exists between the different traditions, a fact that leads him to conclude that "the boundaries between the different layers of the development and the significant differences between them become increasingly blurred." 
In a study that I carried out on a single sugya from this collection (93), I attempted to uncover the sources for the substantial differences in that sugya, and I claimed that they shared a common basic foundation, even in places where this was not evident. Basing my argument on a comparison between traditions in this sugya, I pointed to the possibility that both traditions stemmed from a single, ancient sugya some of whose component parts were incorporated integrally or by means of insinuation
, and concluded that it was the form of the ancient sugya that lead to the development of multiple traditions.        
In 1994, Y. Epstein published a unique and outstanding finding (14). This geniza document contained a significant part of the third chapter of Tractate Sukka, and in the middle of that chapter – in the sugyot that deal with the disqualifications of the etrog – we find texts that are entirely unknown that appear to be remnants of sugyot from an alternative Talmud. It should be emphasized, that the differences found in this document are concentrated in sugyot that deal with the disqualifications of the etrog; other discrepancies that appear in this chapter are significant when compared with the traditional text traditions (see Shustri, no. 98), but they are not substantial, and it is clear that the document belongs to the prevailing tradition. It is also important to note that some of the differences other manuscripts are added to the geniza passage, in particular, the London manuscript, which is Ashkenazic in origin. In his review of the finding, Epstein argued that a central feature is "the absence of two sugyot that stem from the teachings of Palestinian sages
." This leads him to suggest the possibility that "material from the Land of Israel did not reach every place equally. It is possibility that the absence of this amoraitic material led to the differences between these two versions of the Talmud."
Rabin Shustri submitted his doctoral dissertation (97) in 2009 on the topic of "Text Traditions of Tractate Sukka in the Babylonian Talmud," in which he discusses this unique document. Shustri examines this document anew, and he concludes: "It appears…that we have before us an example whose source is an alternative edition. Nevertheless, this conclusion cannot be made definitively…. It may be necessary to review again the reasoning that is brought in the geniza. It appears to me that the reasoning that is quoted is late and is not original to the sugya." In an article that appeared three years later (98), Shustri added a tempered reservation in writing: "This explanation notwithstanding, we must admit that this discrepancy goes beyond the ones that are usually found in the Babylonian Talmud, and so we remain in a situation of doubt."  

I completed my doctoral dissertation in 2004 on Traditions of Tractate Keritot 
(92). In one of the chapters I presented a tradition that survived in the Cairo Geniza in an Eastern fragment
 that differed substantially from the prevailing tradition. This tradition contained many varied alternative passages, including some that were radically different – changes in the way various components of the sugya are integrated, as well as differences where each tradition introduced entirely unfamiliar components into the discussion. At the same time, the detailed structure of the sugya was the same in both cases, and the vast majority of the components were similar, as well. I argued that the full picture of the text allows us to reach an educated conclusion in identifying an early stage in the development of the transmission of the sugyot. The shared structure of the sugyot in both traditions teaches that a single, ancient sugya stood before each of the traditions that developed. Not only was the language of the ancient sugya not fully established, but its component parts had not been finalized, either. The differences between the two traditions teach us that in certain cases the ancient sugya contained just "instructions" for the inclusion of components that had not yet been established in it, and in some cases, certain components of the sugya were left as potential raw material for the development of the sugya. There are some cases where the differences between the traditions allow us to see how each of the two traditions "fulfilled" the "instructions" of the sugya independently, by incorporating different elements of the raw materials or by "fulfilling" in an alternative manner "instructions" that could be interpreted in more than one way.     
In 2013, Shamma Friedman published his research findings on a four page geniza document (74) that contained evident differences from the last two chapters of Tractate Shabbat. Friedman reviews a number of types of alternative readings, and focuses on the language of three rabbinic stories that are contained in a single sugya. At the conclusion of his article, Friedman writes: "There is no doubt that the differences that we find here are larger and more significant than variant readings that are found in other texts." In evaluating this finding, Friedman chooses the same approach that he takes in other tractates. He believes that the differences in this document attest to the fact that "there exists an unknown textual branch in Tractate Shabbat, a conservative branch, which usually preserves the original text in comparison with the common text."    

A number of online projects have been established in the past two decades that make research study on the text of the Babylonian Talmud in general and on geniza fragments of the Babylonian Talmud in specific more accessible:

1.  The FJMS Portal for Jewish Manuscripts and Books Projects
. This joint initiative of the "Friedberg Geniza Project" (FGP) and the "Friedberg Jewish Manuscripts Society" (FJMS) encompasses six websites. These websites include: high quality images, copies, synopses, together with sophisticated tools and information on the vast majority of geniza fragments of the Babylonian Talmud. Images and copies of all of the textual witnesses of the Babylonian Talmud will be uploaded to one of the websites – "The Friedberg Project for Babylonian Talmud variants: Hachi Garsinan" – in the near future.   
2. The Sol and Evelyn Henkind Talmud Text Databank
. This is a project of the Saul Lieberman Institute for Talmudic Research of the Jewish Theological Institute of America that includes copies of all complete manuscripts of the Babylonian Talmud together with many Talmud fragments from the Cairo Geniza and European fragments. It offers search functions and includes a limited number of images.

3. The Online Treasury of Talmudic Manuscripts
. This is a joint project of the Hebrew University Department of Talmud and the Jewish National and University Library that includes images of major Talmudic manuscripts – Mishna, Tosefta and Babylonian Talmud – from libraries throughout the world.
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