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Wholly for Bible








Those with an interest in the Hebrew Bible are of course keen to understand how that remarkable source of religious inspiration was used and interpreted by the Jews at various points in their history.  In meeting that aim, they have been greatly assisted by the discovery of two outstanding caches of such documents, the first made fifty years ago, and the second a century ago.  The scrolls from the Judean desert near the Dead Sea shed light on many of the religious ideas and customs of Jewish groups in the years leading up the destruction of the Second Temple in 70 c.e. during which time Christianity and Rabbinic Judaism were taking form.  Their relevance to the history of biblical texts and their meaning has consequently been discussed in many publications, popular as well as academic.  The thousands of manuscript fragments from the Cairo Genizah, though dating from almost a thousand years later, are equally important for our understanding of equivalent developments in the early medieval period.  In the case of these fragments, strangely enough, many fewer books and articles have concerned themselves with what may be learnt from them about attitudes to the Hebrew Bible through the ages.  Recently, however, all manner of questions have been asked about these manuscript treasures and there is a growing awareness of the significance of their stained, worn and crumpled folios for various aspects of biblical study.





The text as written, pointed and read


What emerges from the latest international studies in this field relates not only to the content of the fragments but also to the manner in  which the text was transmitted over the centuries.  It is becoming clear that from the ninth century onwards professional Jewish scribes made major advances with their techniques and that this had a major impact on the quality and consistency of the scrolls publicly read in the synagogue and on the early development of the biblical Hebrew codex used in other less formal contexts.  Differences in the physical forms of early and late Genizah material demonstrate clearly that the technical details of Hebrew Bible production were of increasing importance to Jewish custom.  As far the synagogal scroll is concerned, initial opposition by the oriental rabbinic authorities to the format used for sacred Arabic texts gradually gave way to its adoption.  The methods used, which included soaking in water and lime rather than tanning, and were probably influenced by European techniques, produced a better quality of split skin.  Initial examination of the Genizah evidence appears to confirm an increasing preference for the improved product.





With regard to the codex, used for purposes other than that of the synagogue ritual, the simple, even primitive folios and codices gradually gave way to altogether more elaborate and systematically produced volumes.  A whole range of scribal techniques evolved, qualities of vellum began to be differentiated, and paper began to challenge the place of vellum as the primary material for the transcription of texts.  Standards of illustration and illumination did not match what was to be found among the Christians but did gradually improve, making use not only of the more oriental style of micrography but also of art forms that were more typical of the west.  The private and public libraries that began to spring up in North Africa, including Egypt, as early as the ninth and tenth centuries, included numerous examples of biblical texts, as well as of works relating to biblical interpretation, and there are accounts of parents buying their children biblical texts for study and benefactors purchasing such items for presentation to the community.  The synagogue of Palestinian Jews in Fustat did indeed boast of its fine biblical codices and there are references to the need to repair some scrolls.





As far as the consonantal text and its layout are concerned (that is, without regard to the vowels), it is not surprising to find that most of the Genizah texts may be linked to one or other of the major medieval codices that served as models for copyists, such as those of Aleppo, St. Petersburg (Leningard) and Cairo, and that the variations, though certainly important for the specialist in textual criticism, are not therefore substantial in number or significance.  Some are valuable and reflect genuine differences in readings, while others are simply the result of careless or unprofessional copying, so that they must all be individually evaluated.  Major discoveries and novel historical assessments have, however, been made has been in the area of the pointing systems used to indicate how the vowels were to be pronounced in readings texts from the Hebrew Bible. 





It is now clear that the standard Tiberian system followed in the tenth century by Aaron ben Moses Ben-Asher, so sanctified since the period of late manuscripts and early prints by both tradition and scholarship, and so familiar to every current reader of Hebrew, was not unique.  It was rather one of a number of such systems that were in vogue throughout the Jewish world from the period of the earliest systematic Masoretic activity (see below), say in the eighth and ninth centuries, until their almost total replacement by the standard system some five or six hundred years later.  Three major systems, one supralinear Palestinian, one sublinear Tiberian, and one supralinear Babylonian are clearly documented and combinations of the various systems were also devised in an effort to create a more sophisticated reflection and record of the manner in which Hebrew  vowels were pronounced.  Such variant systems did eventually give way to the Ben-Asher method before the invention of printing and that method was “codified” in the Bible produced by Jacob ben Hayyim and published by Daniel Bomberg in Venice in 1524–25.  Nevertheless, remnants of non-standard vocalization systems may still be found in non-biblical Hebrew texts throughout the sixteenth century. 





It is of course self-evident that the earliest history of traditions concerning the pronunciation and transmission of the Hebrew Bible must go back to the biblical period itself.  There is clearly no way that the earliest Jews could have read Hebrew without orally attaching vowels to it.  The talmudic rabbis too spoke of authoritative versions of both the text and the manner of reading it and followed a number of principles concerning the explanation of textual curiosities and their utilization in rabbinic interpretation .  The definition and recording of vowel-points as such seems, however, to be a development of about the seventh century.  Whether inspired by the use of points in Syriac Christian texts, by Muslim concern for the accuracy of the Qur'an, or by an internal feud with the Karaite Jews who preferred the biblical to the rabbinic traditions, a novel attention to the accurate recording of the vocalized text of the Hebrew Bible created a whole new field of Jewish learning, among both Karaites and Rabbanites.





The Genizah evidence is not early enough to shed light on the initial stages of such scholarship but it does contribute generously to our knowledge of its subsequent expansion.  Schools of Masoretes (from the Hebrew root msr meaning “to count” and then “to transmit”) flourished in the two main centres of Jewish population, Palestine and Babylon, and made it their task to surround the text of the Hebrew Bible with vowel-points that reflected their pronunciation tradition; with cantillation signs that recorded the melodies used for its synagogal chant; and with explanatory notes that inevitably testified to their understanding of the text, whether inherited or newly fashioned.  Such a trend towards the canonization of an aspect of liturgical expression may well have owed a good deal to the formalization of synagogal procedures that was characteristic of developments in the geonic period, between the ninth and eleventh centuries.





Although much of the impetus for such specialized biblical study came from the biblical scholars among the Karaites, both they and the Rabbanites were active in the Masoretic process.  It is indeed not always an easy matter to distinguish which of the famous personalities associated with the early history of the Masorah belonged to one group and which to the other.  What is clear is that the Genizah discoveries have put us in a better position to understand the identifying features of each method and the basic differences between the various schools.  Treatises and scholars, hitherto unknown or given scant recognition in later manuscripts, have been more clearly identified and new sets of vocabulary and terminology have been uncovered.  Such an interest in the text read and translated before the congregation in the synagogue naturally had an effect not only on exegesis (as will shortly be noted), but also on the development of Hebrew philological studies.  Once texts and their interpretation became more consistent and authoritative, the way was open for comparisons to be made by keen linguists of the features of the various Semitic languages known to them.  It hardly required a genius to see a connection between Hebrew rosh, Aramaic resh and Arabic ra’s, all meaning “head”, and to make similar sense of many hundreds of such examples.  Grammatical rules were consequently drawn up, text-books and dictionaries compiled, and the literal interpretation of the biblical verse given a boost by such systematic approaches.  It should not be forgotten that such grammatical and philological studies provided the foundations on which was built much of the translation and interpretation of the Hebrew Bible, by both Christians and Jews, in the later medieval and modern times.





In the earliest years of Genizah research, now over a century ago, the discovery of the Palestinian triennial cycle for both the pentateuchal and prophetic weekly readings generated great excitement.  Having identified a system that took over three years to complete the reading of the Pentateuch rather than one, and was used in the Holy Land rather than in Babylon, experts in the field believed that they were now in a position to reconstruct what precisely had been read in the synagogue on particular sabbaths of the year from as early as the time of Jesus.  Attempts were therefore made to relate the sermons of both the New Testament and the rabbinic midrashim to the Palestinian cycle and to establish the precise time of the year in which it commenced.  The truth is, however, that such attempts are not convincingly supported by the evidence.  More recent work has therefore moved away from such theories and demonstrated that the primary sources bear witness not to one Palestinian cycle of readings, and one Babylonian, but to a number of possible variations in Eretz Yisrael and to the possibility that each influenced the other from the talmudic to the medieval period.  Although the Babylonian cycle as it emerged from the Iraqi talmudic centres in and around the tenth century came to dominate Jewish synagogal practice worldwide, its victory was not so easily or swiftly achieved.  The reports of the traveller Benjamin of Tudela in the twelfth century and Genizah material from the thirteenth testify to the continuing struggle waged by the community of Palestinian emigrés in Cairo to maintain their own traditions and to withstand the pressure to conform to the customs of the Babylonian academies.  The relevant section of Benjamin’s itinerary, as translated in the edition of Marcus Nathan Adler, describes two of the Cairo synagogues and their customs:





Two large synagogues are there, one belonging to the men of the land of Israel and one belonging to the men of the land of Babylon.  The synagogue of the men of the land of Israel is called Kenisat-al-Schamiyyin, and the synagogue of the men of Babylon is called Kenisat-al-Irakiyyin.  Their usage with regard to the portions and sections of the Law is not alike; for the men of Babylon are accustomed to read a portion every week, as is done in Spain, and is our custom, and to finish the Law each year; whilst the men of Palestine do not do so, but divide each portion into three sections and finish the Law at the end of three years.  The two communities, however, have an established custom to unite and pray together on the day of the Rejoicing of the Law, and on the day of the Giving of the Law.





Syriac and Greek overwritten


It is not, however, only the liturgical traditions of the synagogue that are represented in the Genizah collections since Syriac and Greek versions are to be found there, albeit lurking under later Hebrew texts in a number of palimpsests (“writing material on which an earlier text has been erased and replaced by a later one”) dating back as early as the fifth or sixth century.  Those redoubtable women who inspired Schechter's trip to Cairo and then worked enthusiastically with him on sorting his finds at Cambridge University Library, Mrs Agnes Lewis and Mrs Margaret Gibson, were given responsibility for the Syriac texts and edited thirty-four of these.  They count among the earliest set of Palestinian (and one Edessene) texts of the Syriac Bible, covering four books each in the Old and New Testaments.  Quite how they came to be used by rabbinic Jews as second-hand writing material, on which they could record their legal, homiletical and poetic compositions, is an intriguing question.  Did Muslims capture Christian monasteries and sell the contents of their libraries to Jews as scrap?  Were there Christian converts to Judaism who brought their religious texts with them into their new communities, to be used for the promotion of their adopted faith?  Or was used vellum and paper simply available in the scribal market?  The problem awaits its solution until further evidence is uncovered.





Other palimpsests dating from between the fifth and ninth centuries contain Greek texts of the Gospels, Acts and 1 Peter, of Origen's Hexapla on Psalms 22 and of Aquila's renderings of parts of Psalms 90–103 and Kings.  Aquila's version, written in the second century probably under the influence of Rabbi Akiva, was profoundly literal, no doubt for good theological reasons, and was widely used by Jewish communities in the Greek-speaking diaspora; hence its inclusion in the columns of the Hexapla, originally compiled by the Church Father, Origen, in the third Christian century and recording the Hebrew and Greek texts of the Bible.  Since the Genizah fragments are derived from an independent text of Aquila and not from the Hexapla and have been dated to the fifth or sixth century, it is possible to regard them as evidence that these Jewish communities continued to use his version until the conquest of the Near East by the Arabs in the seventh century and the subsequent linguistic takeover of the area by Arabic.  On the other hand, unless such Jewish communities were more theologically liberal than has hitherto been supposed, the presence of palimpsests of New Testament texts is again perhaps more convincingly explained as the result of the acquisition by Jews (through Muslims ?) of second-hand writing material from Christian sources.  The nearest Jewish Aramaic equivalent to Aquila is the authoritative and synagogal translation ascribed to a contemporary of his, the proselyte Onqelos.  Whether or not Aquila is, as has sometimes been suggested, identical with Onqelos, is not clarified by the Genizah texts, but they do have much to add to our knowledge of the development of that popular genre of Aramaic translation known simply as targum. 





Translations and interpretations


Numerous examples of the Onqelos, Jonathan, Palestinian and fragmentary targums that were widely used in the post-talmudic centuries are to be found and are naturally important for the textual (and perhaps pre-textual) history of these versions.  It is, however, in the area of more diverse targumic material that surprising discoveries are still being made.  Some items are directly related to festivals or other special occasions and to the relevant synagogal readings from the Bible, while another variety constitutes homiletic expansions often inserted into Onqelos texts.  One genre provides poems on themes such as the death of Moses, the praiseworthiness of Jonathan ben Uzziel or indeed, as in the following Genizah text, translated by Michael Klein, the glories of the month of Nisan (with an opening word that is an Aramaic version of the Greek eleson):





O save us!  How glorious is this month, in which fathers and sons were redeemed.


At midnight, the Lord was revealed, and His right hand was spread over Israel.


The mighty of the Egyptians became a ruin, because they had enslaved the people.





In addition, there are texts that abbreviate Onqelos, provide Masorah for the same version, offer a Judaeo-Arabic translation of Palestinian targum, or incorporate interpretations of verses that run counter to the Jewish religious law found in the Talmud.  Sometimes, a collection of targums reflects a particular lectionary cycle, pentateuchal or prophetic, which may turn out to be novel for records of either Babylonian or Palestinian traditions.  A recently published description of the targumic manuscripts in the Cambridge Genizah collections lists over 1,600 items, dating from the ninth to the fourteenth century, and this would indicate the likelihood that there are from Cairo, in the various Genizah collections around the world, well over 2,000 pieces of targum.  Since it may confidently be asserted that these are generally older than any other manuscript attestations to medieval targumic traditions, they must by definition be of profound significance to the latter's textual as well as exegetical study.





The custom of translating the Hebrew Bible into Aramaic was an ancient one, prescribed by Jewish religious law (halakhah), and one that had acquired a significance above and beyond its linguistic usefulness.  It was therefore not abandoned when Arabic replaced Aramaic and Greek as the predominant Jewish vernacular but was incorporated with an Arabic rendering into a trilingual version.  Such Judaeo-Arabic renderings of the biblical readings, written in Hebrew characters and reflecting the popular Arabic dialect of the Jewish communities, appear to have come into existence at least as early as the ninth century.  They provided the inspiration for the tenth-century leader of the Babylonian Jewish community, the Egyptian scholar Sa`adya ben Joseph of Fayyum (882–942), to compose his own Judaeo-Arabic version, the text and spelling of which were destined to become the standard translation for the oriental Jewish communities for the remainder of the medieval period.  But Sa`adya was not only a translator of the Hebrew Bible; he also composed a commentary, more and more of which has recently come to light and has demonstrated how, as a philosopher, he struggled to rationalize much of Scripture but without overdoing the degree of literalness.  The exegetical work of his successor as head of the Sura yeshivah, Samuel ben Hofni, has also been rescued from the Genizah and is characterized by his desire to impose systems of classification on his treatment of the biblical texts.





Of other exegetical material in Hebrew and Arabic from that same Egyptian source, some is extended, some brief.  There are commentaries that make use of the latest syntactical and philological theories while others prefer traditional midrashic methods.  Philosophy inspires one expounder of Scripture, kabbalah another.  New discoveries reveal for the first time how scholars such as Judah ibn Balaam and Moses ibn Gikatilla handled difficult verses from the Hebrew Bible in the intellectual atmosphere of eleventh-century Spain.  By then, the tensions between the literal and applied senses of Scripture had grown and the cause of the former was then carried forward in Spain and France, while the latter tended to recover an honoured place as the situation of Jews in the Orient deteriorated after the period of the Fatimid dynasty.





The move towards the literal interpretation had been championed by the Karaites, whose linguistic interest and textual orientation in the golden age of their biblical studies in tenth and eleventh century Jerusalem led to a high level of lexical and syntactical exegesis.  Suspicious as they were of the rabbinic traditions, they produced their own word-for-word translations, alternate renderings, and interpretations, amounting to what a recent researcher has defined as “scientific literalism”.  There is no doubt that the Karaites and Rabbanites exercised both positive and negative influences on each other and that the Rabbanites were torn between a desire to steal the copyright of the devil's best tunes and the need to avoid betraying what they saw as the authentic nature of the talmudic-midrashic interpretation of Scripture.  The Karaites too were not without their polemical intent, as is indicated by the strange phenomenon of surviving folios of their Bibles from Palestine and Egypt in the eleventh and twelfth centuries that record the text of the Hebrew Bible in Arabic characters with Hebrew vowel-points.  According to one plausible theory, such an idiosyncratic system was employed as a means of retaining an independent religious identity in the face of Rabbanite influence and incursion.  That being the case, one wonders precisely what kind of religious identity is presupposed by the existence of texts of the Qur’an written in the Arabic language but in Hebrew script.  Had they been prepared by converted Jews anxious to bring others to know and embrace Islam?  Were they transcribed in that way so that Jews could respond theologically to their content and in that way defend their own religious stance?  Was the culture of the day simply broad enough to encourage the understanding of another faith?  Other strange combinations of languages that occur in the Genizah include Judaeo-Greek, Judaeo-Persian, Judaeo-Spanish and Judaeo-German and a number of texts in these Jewish dialects written in Hebrew characters testify to the manner in which their speakers understood and approached the Hebrew Bible.





No less strange is the phenomenon of a scholar of the Hebrew Bible who was in a sense a whole millennium ahead of his time in his scepticism about its authenticity and reliability. The communal origins of the ninth century Bible critic, Hiwi al-Balkhi, are yet to be established but even before the discovery of the Genizah his searching questions about the Bible were known from their citation in the work of Scripture’s defenders.   God’s characteristics seem totally unimpressive, the Bible’s religious ideas are unreasonable and not truly monotheistic, and there is much inconsistency in the commandments and the stories.   From Genizah fragments, the rabbinic response to these attacks as composed by Sa`adya Gaon has been reconstructed and demonstrates just how seriously the challenge was taken.  It was clearly part of a wider tendency in the Islamic, Christian and Jewish world of the day to call into question the religious ideas and literature of the three major religions, one that is remarkably “liberal” and “modern” and that clearly disturbed the spiritual mentors of the various faiths.





Midrashim


Rabbinic commentaries on the Bible, or midrashim, are greatly varied in their ideological intent and their literary structure, as well as in their geographical and chronological origins.  What they all have in common is that they represent in one way or another important links in the historical chain of Jewish commentary on the Hebrew Bible.  It is therefore not surprising that contemporary understanding of the development of such a significant rabbinic genre in the post-talmudic period also owes much to Genizah research.  Hitherto, the earliest manuscripts were medieval, from the early periods of major Jewish settlement in European countries, while now there are thousands of fragments written at a much earlier date in the oriental countries from which such literature emerged, and representing older textual traditions.  Such traditions are more likely to preserve the authentic form of the midrash since later editions and copyists tended to treat anything unusual as erroneous and to harmonize it with what had already become standard or authoritative for them.  While such a statement may be made about all the well-known midrashim of the “classical” talmudic period, for which the Genizah provides useful textual variants, it is especially true of the halakhic midrashim dating from then, such as the Mekhilta of Rabbi Ishmael on Exodus, Sifra on Leviticus and Sifrey on Numbers and Deuteronomy, the original halakhic statements of which were not always permitted to survive.  Halakhic midrashim for which no complete codices survive have also surfaced in the Genizah collections and considerably expanded the horizons of the Hebrew literary historian.  Fragments have been identified of the Mekhilta of Rabbi Shim`on bar Yohai on Exodus, of the Sifrey Zutah on Numbers and of the Mekhilta on Deuteronomy, and these have been or are being exploited for the creation of new scientific editions.





In the standard aggadic (non-legal) field too, discoveries of new midrashim, particularly of the Tanhuma Yelammedenu homiletical variety on the Pentateuch and of the exegetical treatments of the hagiographical books such as Proverbs and Ecclesiastes, have added greatly to our knowledge of developments during the post-talmudic and early medieval ages.  At the same time, the identification of new anthologies from the last period of midrashic activity have demonstrated how use was made of earlier material to build up a Jewish exegetical overview of biblical texts.  Here and there, in various midrashic contexts, the Genizah has thrown up previously unknown interpretations of verses.  When, for example, in 1976, Zvi Meir Rabinovitz published a selection of midrashim that he had discovered in the Genizah, he could find no parallel in rabbinic literature for a significant number of them.  One of them will suffice for citation and translation here and concerns the comments of David to Saul, after he had spared his life, as narrated in 1 Samuel 24.11-12:





Another interpretation: LOOK, MY FATHER, LOOK CAREFULLY [AT THE CORNER OF YOUR CLOAK THAT I HAD IN MY HAND]:  David said to him, “LOOK, if I had fallen into your hand, you would not have shown me such compassion. LOOK CAREFULLY at how you fell into my hand and I showed you compassion.  And what was it that led to your being spared?  It was the fringe [ha-sisit] that I had in my hand.  Instead of saying HE WANTED TO KILL YOU BUT I SHOWED YOU COMPASSION, the scriptural verse [v. 11] says HE WANTED TO KILL YOU BUT IT SHOWED YOU COMPASSION [that is, the presence of the sisit encouraged me to show you compassion].





Perhaps more important than anything else, there are a whole fresh set of new or little-known midrashim that testify to the fact that medieval Jewish interpretation of the Hebrew Bible could be distinctly colourful and heterogeneous, if not downright weird.  Fanciful expansions of biblical accounts, apocalyptic visions and mystical works were among the earliest midrashim acquired from the Genizah and quickly published by such equally colourful personalities as Solomon Wertheimer in Jerusalem and Moses Gaster in London.  As such a variegated approach to the Bible gave way to the more linguistic and philological commentaries of the tenth, eleventh and twelfth centuries, so the written evidence from the Genizah also records the influence of the centralized Babylonian authorities in inspiring the change.  They thereby achieved their intention of thwarting some of the Karaite efforts to discredit rabbinic interpretation as lacking the serious, literal dimension.





The practical dimension


Since the Genizah contains not only literary items but also mundane documentary material, it is not surprising to find fragments relating to the place of the Hebrew Bible in everyday Jewish life.  Since an ability to read simple biblical and rabbinic Hebrew was a prerequisite for active participation in synagogal worship, most of the male community was introduced to the Bible at an early age and it was not uncommon to commit lengthy sections to memory.  Many were literate enough to employ biblical verses in their correspondence while the more lyrically minded were able to intertwine the Hebrew of the Tanakh with its later rabbinic equivalent in the florid introductions that they composed for their various compositions.  Some Jews requested rabbinic decisions about the permissibility of recording biblical verses on the tallit (prayer-shawl), while others were not averse to using the Hebrew Bible as a magical means of predicting the best course of action.  Simple texts, sometimes in alphabet primers, were used by children and girls were sometimes educated in the Bible, particularly bright ones becoming teachers of the subject.  In one sad little Genizah fragment, a father bewails the loss of such a daughter, recalling her intellect, her knowledge of Torah and her piety, as well as the lessons he used to give her.  Items from the Genizah are also significant in writing the history of both the illumination of the Hebrew Bible and the melodies used for chanting it.  Incipits and colophons are on occasion colourfully treated in an oriental style while the famous eleventh- and twelfth-century Jewish proselyte from Christianity, the Catholic priest John Oppidans, converted as Obadiah Ha-Ger, took the trouble to record for posterity the music to be used for particular parts of the contemporary Jewish liturgy, including biblical verses.  Fragments of incunables and early editions of the printed Hebrew Bible (but not only of the Hebrew Bible), some of them on vellum and others not yet with vowel-points, are another feature, albeit a limited one, of Genizah collections.  Many of them represent rare remnants of texts that were produced on the printing presses of Spain and Portugal just before the expulsion of the Jews from the Iberian peninsula and that were among the belongings brought to North Africa and Egypt by refugees from these anti-Semitic persecutions.  There is little doubt that the Hebrew Bibles later printed in other countries took some time before they could match the quality of their predecessors.





Surprising discoveries


It remains only to make brief reference to items that are either already widely familiar or are only indirectly related to biblical studies.  The recovery of the Hebrew text of Ben Sira or Ecclesiasticus from the Genizah is a well-rehearsed story.  The first such fragment to come to light, brought to Cambridge from their travels in Egypt and Palestine by Mrs Lewis and Mrs Gibson, was enthusiastically identified by Solomon Schechter and acted as a catalyst for his expedition to Cairo and for other identifications elsewhere, particularly in Oxford, London and Paris.  Indeed, it is now clear that some such fragments had been retrieved from the Genizah in earlier years and there was considerable competition between various academic institutions, particularly Oxford and Cambridge, in the matter of prior claims and publication.  A whole set of fragments, some of them from as early as the tenth century, surfaced in Cambridge during Schechter's initial sorting of his Cairo material and were published by him and Charles Taylor as a new Hebrew edition, followed by a handsome portfolio of facsimiles two years later.  In his introduction to their edition, The Wisdom of Ben Sira, which appeared in Cambridge in 1899, Taylor told the story of the discovery and had the following remarks to make, substantially still valid, about the importance of the Hebrew Ben Sira for biblical studies:





By a surprising series of discoveries in recent years, much of the Hebrew of Ecclesiasticus, a book which had been known to the modern world only through Versions and some Rabbinic Quotations, has now again been brought to light.  The Revision of the Authorised Version of 1611, undertaken in 1870, having at length been accomplished, it was said in the Preface to the Apocrypha (1895), of the book Ecclesiasticus: “Considerable attention was paid to the text; but the materials available for correcting it were but scanty.”...





Ben Sira’s book is of unique interest to the scholar and the theologian as a Hebrew work of nearly known date, which forms a link between the Old Testament and the Rabbinic writings.  The first step to its right appreciation is to note its discursive use of the ancient Scriptures, and the author’s free way of adapting their thoughts and phrases to his purpose.  The Hebrew restores allusions which were lost or obscured in the Versions.








If the Genizah evidence was insufficient to prove that there had been an original Hebrew in the second century b.c.e.. and that much of it had survived in rabbinic circles, the further work of  M. H. Segal and J. Schirmann in the late 1950s and Yadin's discovery soon afterwards at Masada of texts that tallied with the oldest Genizah version completed the process of the book's rehabilitation to the Hebrew literature of the Second Temple period.





A less immediate fame was achieved by the Zadokite Fragment or Damascus Document (= CD).  It is greatly to his credit that Schechter recognized the importance of the two Genizah manuscripts of this work when little was known about its literary and historical background.  On the basis of a close examination of the history, constitution, law, theology and calendar of the sect who wrote it, and some ten years’ consideration and discussion of the issues, he was able to offer, in his introduction to Fragments of a Zadokite Work (p. xxv–xxvi), an interesting summary of its significance:





We may, then, formulate our hypothesis that our text is constituted of fragments forming extracts from a Zadokite book, known to us chiefly from the writings of [the tenth-century Karaite] Kirkisani.  The Sect which it represented, did not however pass for any length of time under the name of Zadokites, but was soon in some way amalgamated with and perhaps also absorbed by the Dosithean Sect, and made more proselytes among the Samaritans than among the Jews, with which former sect it had many points of similarity.








Other students of Jewish history and literature preferred to identify the work as Christian, Karaite or Pharisaic and Schechter’s colleague in New York, Louis Ginzberg, opted for a purer and earlier form of Pharisaism than that later familiar to the Rabbis.  No scholar was able to place it in its precise historical and theological context until the discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls exactly fifty years after the arrival of the Genizah pieces in Cambridge.  Once fragments of the same work had been identified among the Qumran treasures, it became possible to trace the origin of CD and its use by a sect identified by many as Essene.  And now more material has come to the fore from among the Qumran manuscripts that show the Genizah version to be a reliable copy of the earliest texts; a little less than half of an original tract that constituted an admonition and corpus of Torah interpretation and sectarian rulings; and a composite work belonging to a Qumran legal corpus, at times also related to Sadducean and proto-rabbinic traditions.  The scholarly wheel has come full circle and Schechter’s theories have to an extent stood the test of time.  In addition, the Genizah provides us with texts of Tobit in Hebrew and the Testament of  Levi in Aramaic.  It also includes many copies of the Scroll of Antiochus, a popular Aramaic account of the Hasmonean wars and the origins of the festival of Hanukkah, dating from the talmudic period.





How is one to account for the survival of such material, in some sort of context, from Second Temple Judea to tenth-century Cairo?  It is possible that the rabbinic tradition was central through these centuries and was lukewarm about such items, which found greater acceptance among Karaites, fringe groups and non-Jewish communities and made only occasional, haphazard appearances in the more normative synagogues.  Alternatively,  the rabbinic tradition was less central than it later imagined itself to have been, and historians should be seeking to uncover major Jewish religious trends during the first Christian millennium that manifest themselves in a variety of ideologies that were, for their part,  unenthusiastic about rabbinic developments.  Whatever the nature of such alternative “Judaisms”, it would have been natural for talmudic Judaism to have played down their importance and condemned their literature, perhaps  not always with success.  At periods of literary expansion, such as the one represented by the classic Genizah texts, the drive towards the adoption of written, and therefore authoritative versions (and broader, syncretistic vistas?) may have been one of the factors leading to the temporary acceptance within the talmudic communities of a greater variety of compositions than that sanctioned in some earlier or later contexts.  For some historians, the answer is even simpler and is to be found in the fact that texts were hidden away in caves and surfaced from time to time.  But would Jewish communities indiscriminately embrace such texts as part of their sacred literature?





Finally, it should be noted that neither Jesus nor Christian liturgy escape mention among the Genizah fragments. The rather uncomplimentary and folkloristic account of the life of Jesus known as Toledot Yeshu, some of it originating in talmudic times, is well represented and no doubt made the persecuted Jews of the middle ages feel a little better.  In response to the New Testament accounts of a divine fatherhood, a virgin birth and miraculous acts, they were able to counter with a set of stories that referred to an unscrupulous father, rape and adultery, and deceptive trickery.  While such polemics are not difficult to explain, no wholly satisfactory reason can be offered for the existence in the Cairo Jewish community of parts of a Nestorian Syriac hymn-book.  Perhaps these thirteenth- or fourteenth-century texts belonging to a feast of the Virgin Mary were sold as scrap when the Nestorian community faded out of existence in Cairo at that time or shortly afterwards.  Such a surprising find should alert us to the fact, if it is not already patently obvious, that there is hardly any area of medieval Near Eastern studies that is not illuminated by the fragments from the Ben-Ezra Synagogue of medieval Fustat.
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Much of the text of this chapter tallies with an article by S. C. Reif entitled “The Cairo Genizah and its Treasures, with Special Reference to Biblical Studies” in The Aramaic Bible . Targums in their Historical Context, edited by D. R. G. Beattie and M. J. McNamara (Sheffield, 1994).  Fuller documentation for  the information and conclusions offered above may be found in the notes that accompany that article.  The history of the biblical Hebrew scroll and codex has been closely examined by M. Haran in various articles, especially “Bible Scrolls in Eastern and Western Jewish Communities from Qumran to the High Middle Ages”, Hebrew Union College Annual 56 (1985), pp. 21–62, while its textual history is covered in E. Tov's volume Textual Criticism of the Hebrew Bible (English translation, Minneapolis–Assen/Maastricht, 1992).  The more technical side of Hebrew codicology has in recent years received substantial attention from M. Beit-Arié, particularly in his volumes Hebrew Codicology (Second edition, Jerusalem, 1981), and Hebrew Manuscripts of East and West. Towards a Comparative Codicology (London, 1993), and another article to be consulted is I. M. Resnick's “The Codex in Early Jewish and Christian Communities”, Journal of Religious History 17 (1992), pp. 1–17.  Details of the use of the Hebrew Bible in the Genizah communities are provided throughout S. D. Goitein's A Mediterranean Society (5 volumes, plus index volume, prepared by Paula Sanders, Berkeley, Los Angeles, London, 1967–93.  M. Ben-Sasson refers to the volumes available in the synagogues of medieval Cairo in his article “The Medieval Period: The Tenth to Fourteenth Centuries” in the volume edited by Phyllis Lambert, Fortifications and the Synagogue. The Fortress of Babylon and the Ben Ezra Synagogue, Cairo (London, 1994), pp. 201–23.





The complicated story of  the Masoretes and their work on the text and pointing of the Hebrew Bible is not easily understood by non-specialists but there is an excellent and up-to-date treatment of the subject by A. Dotan in the Encyclopaedia Judaica 16 (Jerusalem, 1971), cols. 1401–82.  Those with an appetite for more should consult I. Yeivin's Introduction to the Tiberian Masorah (English translation of a Hebrew original, Missoula, 1980), and precise details of manuscripts found in the Genizah are available in E. J. Revell's Hebrew Texts with Palestinian Vocalization (Toronto, 1970) and M. C. Davis, Hebrew Bible Manuscripts in the Cambridge Genizah Collections, (two volumes; Cambridge, 1978 and 1980; and another two being prepared for the printer).  The talmudic statement about the authoritative traditions concerning the reading and writing of the biblical text is in BT Sukkah 6b while the role of the Karaites is touched on by J. Mann in his two works, The Jews in Egypt and in Palestine under the Fatimid Caliphs (reprinted with an introduction by S. D. Goitein, New York, 1970) and Texts and Studies in Jewish History and Literature (Cincinnati–Philadelphia, 1931–35).  As to the Genizah's relevance to the development of the grammatical analysis of biblical Hebrew, see, for example, the articles by D. Becker, “Traces of Judah Ibn Quraysh in Manuscript, particularly in Genizah Fragments” and I. Eldar “Mukhtasar (an abridgement of) Hidayat al-Qari’: A grammatical Treatise discovered in the Genizah” in the volume edited by J. Blau and S. C. Reif, Genizah Research after Ninety Years. The Case of Judaeo-Arabic (Cambridge, 1992), pp. 14–21 and 67–73.





The scholarly theories concerning the readings cycles (lectionaries) covering the Pentateuch and the Prophets are neatly summarised and briefly analysed by J. J. Petuchowski in the volume edited by him entitled Contributions to the Scientific Study of  the Jewish Liturgy (New York, 1970),  pp. xvii–xxi and by B. Z. Wacholder in the reprint of J. Mann's The Bible as Read and Preached in the Old Synagogue (New York, 1971), first prolegomenon.  Benjamin of Tudela's comments on this matter are here cited from the edition of Marcus Nathan Adler, The Itinerary of Benjamin of Tudela (London, 1907), Hebrew section, pp. 62–63, English section, pp. 69–70.  The Syriac, Greek, Aramaic and Judaeo-Arabic versions to be found in the Genizah are dealt with by  A. S. Lewis and M. D. Gibson, Palestinian Syriac Texts from Palimpsest Fragments  in the Taylor-Schechter Collection (London, 1900); M. Sokoloff and J. Yahalom, “Christian Palimpsests from the Cairo Geniza”, Revue d'Histoire des Textes 8 (1978), pp. 109–32; F. C. Burkitt, Fragments of the Books of Kings according to the Translation of Aquila (Cambridge, 1897), and C. Taylor, Hebrew-Greek Genizah Palimpsests from the Taylor-Schechter Collection (Cambridge, 1900); M. L. Klein, Genizah Manuscripts of Palestinian Targum to the Pentateuch (two volumes; Cincinnati, 1986), especially vol. 1, pp. 190-91 and Targum Manuscripts in the Cambridge Genizah Collections (Cambridge, 1992); J. Blau, “On a Fragment of the Oldest Judaeo-Arabic Bible Translation Extant” in the volume Ninety Years of Genizah Research (see end of previous paragraph), pp. 31–39; and C. Baker and M. Polliack, Arabic and Judaeo-Arabic Manuscripts in the Cambridge Genizah Collections (Cambridge, 1998).  On the Karaite versions, see G. Khan, Karaite Bible Manuscripts from the Cairo Genizah (Cambridge, 1990) and M. Polliack, The Karaite Tradition of Arabic Bible Translation (Leiden–New York–Köln, 1997).  Hiwi's biblical heresies are covered in J. Rosenthal's Hiwi Al-Balkhi. A Comparative Study (Philadelphia, 1949).





Two helpful and reliable English guides to the whole midrashic field, as background to the relevance of the Genizah texts, are R. Kasher's article “Scripture in Rabbinic Literature” in the volume Mikra: Text, Translation, Reading and Interpretation of the Hebrew Bible in Ancient Judaism and Early Christianity, eds. J. Mulder and H. Sysling (Assen/Maastricht–Philadelphia, 1988),  pp. 547–94 and G. Stemberger's Introduction to the Talmud and Midrash (Edinburgh, 1996).  M. Gaster's midrashic pieces were reprinted in his three volumes Studies and Texts in Folklore. Magic, Mediaeval Romance, Hebrew Apocrypha and Samaritan Archaeology (London, 1925–28).  For examples of the  treatment of Genizah fragments of midrashim, see M. Sokoloff, The Geniza Fragments of Bereshit Rabba (Jerusalem, 1982), and S. C. Reif, “A Midrashic Anthology from the Genizah” in the volume edited by J. A. Emerton and S. C. Reif, Interpreting the Hebrew Bible. Essays in Honour of E. I. J. Rosenthal (Cambridge, 1982). pp. 179–225.  B. Narkiss has described children's Hebrew exercises in his article “Illuminated Hebrew Children's Books  from Mediaeval Egypt”, Scripta Hierosolymitana 24 (1972), pp. 58–71 and many of the Genizah incunables are listed in David Goldstein's Hebrew Incunables in the British Isles: A Preliminary Census (London, 1985).





The whole story of the Cambridge Genizah fragments of Ben Sira is told in S. C. Reif, “The Discovery of the Cambridge Genizah fragments of Ben Sira: Scholars and Texts” in the latest volume to cover research in the whole field, edited by P. C. Beentjes, The Book of Ben Sira in Modern Research. Proceedings of the First International Ben Sira Conference, 28–31 July 1996, Soesterberg, Netherlands (Berlin–New York, 1997), pp. 1–22.  Schechter published the Zadokite or Damascus Document (CD) in the first volume of his Documents of Jewish Sectaries under the sub-title Fragments of a Zadokite Work (Cambridge, 1910).  The literature relating to CD is helpfully summarised in the excellent bibliography provided by F. García Martínez in Magen Broshi's The Damascus Document Reconsidered (Jerusalem, 1992) and the issue of the relationship between the Dead Sea Scrolls and the Genizah texts is summarised on S. C. Reif's entry “Cairo Genizah” in The Encyclopaedia of the Dead Sea Scrolls, edited by L. H. Schiffman and  J. C. VanderKam (Oxford and New York, 1998).  A symposium on CD, organised by Michael Stone and Esther Chazon for the Orion Institute, was recently held in Jerusalem and the proceedings, including an article by S. C. Reif on the discovery and early study of CD, will no doubt be published in the near future.  For a detailed bibliography relating to Toledot Yeshu, see R. Di Segni's Italian monograph Il Vangelo del Ghetto (Rome, 1985), and S. P. Brock has edited and published the Syriac liturgies from the Genizah in his articles “East Syrian Liturgical Fragments from the Cairo Genizah” and “Some Further East Syrian Liturgical Fragments from the Cairo Genizah” in Oriens Christianus 68 (1984), pp. 58–79 and 74 (1990), pp. 44–61.





The reader of modern Hebrew may also wish to consult M. Haran's article “The Codex, the Pinax and the Wooden Slats”, Tarbiz 57 (1988), pp. 151–64, with his additional note in 58 (1989), pp. 523–24, as well as  the fifth chapter on Genizah literature in the first part of his study The Biblical Collection (Jerusalem, 1966), pp. 276–303 and S. Z. Havlin's “From Scroll to Codex”, Alei Sefer 16 (1989–90), pp. 151–52 and 160–61.  David Téné has an important article on the comparative study of Semitic languages by medieval Jewish grammarians (with no English title) in Hebrew Language Studies presented to Professor Zeev Ben-Hayyim, ed. M. Bar-Asher, A. Dotan, G. B. Sarfati and D. Téné (Jerusalem, 1983), pp. 237–87.  On the matter of the historical development of the reading cycles, see the somewhat iconoclastic views of E. Fleischer in his articles “Inquiries concerning the Triennial Reading of the Torah in Ancient Eretz-Israel”, Hebrew Union College Annual 62 (1991), pp. 43–61 and “Annual and Triennial Reading of the Bible in the Old Synagogue”, Tarbiz 61 (1992), pp. 25–43, and the Genizah texts T-S H12.11and Erzherzog Rainer 96 that report on the Palestinian synagogue’s customs in medieval Cairo, as edited at the end of his volume Eretz-Israel Prayer and Prayer Rituals as Portrayed in the Geniza Documents Jerusalem, 1988).





As far as rabbinic commentaries are concerned, M. Perez has, for example, published important fragments of the work of Judah Ibn Balaam and Moses ibn Gikatilla in the Proceedings of the American Academy for Jewish Research 57 (1991), pp. 1–16; Sinai 108 (1991), pp. 7–17; Leshonenu 55 (1992), pp. 315–-22; Hebrew Union College Annual 63 (1993), pp. 1–17; and Sinai 113 (1994), pp. 262-76.  M. Zucker did important work on Sa`adya's biblical scholarship in his Rav Saadya Gaon’s Translation of the Torah (New York, 1959) and Saadya’s Commentary on Genesis (New York, 1984) and Y. Ratzaby has published many additional fragments of Sa`adya's commentaries, as in Sinai 109 (1992), 97–117, 193-211; and Sinai 111 (1993), pp. 1–26.  Another important edition is that of A. Greenbaum, The Biblical Commentary of Rav Samuel ben Hofni Gaon according to Geniza Manuscripts (Jerusalem, 1979).  Hebrew volumes on Genizah midrashim include S. A. Wertheimer's Batei Midrashot, ed. A. J. Wertheimer (Jerusalem, 1954); J. Mann's The Bible as Read and Preached in the Old Synagogue (Cincinnati, 1940 and 1966, with I. Sonne; with  a reprinted edition by B. Z. Wacholder, New York, 1971); L. Ginzberg's Genizah Studies in Memory of Doctor Solomon Schechter. I. Midrash and Haggadah (New York, 1928); Z. M. Rabinovitz's Ginzé Midrash (Tel Aviv, 1976); and M. Kahana's Manuscripts of the Halakhic Midrashim: An Annotated Catalogue (Jerusalem, 1995).  There is an interesting exchange between Y. Erder and H. Ben-Shammai in a section entitled “Discussion: Karaism and Apocryphic Literature” in Cathedra 42 (1987), pp. 54–86 and articles on Toledot Yeshu by Z. Falk and D. Boyarin in Tarbiz 46 (1977), pp. 319–22 and 47 (1978), pp.249–82.
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